SURAH 62

Al-Jumu ‘ah

(The Congregation)

Prologue

This sizrah was revealed after Sirah 61, The Ranks, and whilst both
deal with the same theme, the current chapter nonetheless takes a dif-
ferent approach, using a different style and different effects. It aims to
drive home to the Muslim community in Madinah that it has been
chosen to undertake responsibility for the divine faith. It wants the
Muslim community to understand that to be in such a position of
trust is a great favour God has bestowed on it. It also wants them to
understand that by God choosing His last Messenger from among the
Arabs is yet another great favour, one that merits a proper expression
of gratitude to God. In this context, the s#rah provides certain duties
that must be fulfilled by the people who responded to God’s Messenger
and who accepted the trust. Both the community and the trust are to
continue across generations, without fail, because God has determined
that the seed planted by the Prophet will continue to grow. The Muslim
community has taken over the trust abandoned and neglected by the
Children of Israel. They severed their relation with heaven so as to carry
the Torah in the same way as an ass would carry books.

The sirah drives this fundamental truth home to Muslims in general,
starting in particular with the first Muslim community in Madinah,
which was responsible for implementing a practical model of the Islamic
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system. It also applies to all future Muslim generations, as the s@rah
clearly indicates.

At the same time, the s#Zrah addresses certain situations relevant to that
first Muslim community, during its long and elaborate transformation
process in accordance with Islamic requirements. This process involved
the elimination of a host of hindrances, such as a keenness to make
quick material gains and other temptations relating to money. These
were to be replaced by proper awareness of the great trust assigned to
the Muslim community. The sirab also refers to a particular incident
when the Prophet was once delivering his Friday sermon. A trade cara-
van had arrived at the same time, and the moment people learned of
this, they left the mosque to take part in the music and entertainment
that traditionally accompanied a caravan’s arrival. According to some
reports, only 12 of the Prophet'’s Companions, including Aba Bakr
and ‘Umar, remained listening to his sermon. Whilst these reports may
not be very accurate as regards the numbers they mention, nonetheless
the departure of some people from the mosque was certain. Hence, it
merited this mention in the Qur'an.

This incident demonstrates the great effort exerted in the cultivation
of that first Muslim community’s fine manners and behaviour, this
until it achieved a lofty standard, making it a unique example in the
history of Islam and mankind generally. In this way, the si@rah teaches
us to always remain patient when we try to build the Islamic character
in any community.

The sizrab also includes an invitation to the Jews to a mutual prayer
wishing death for those who advocate falsehood. This comes in reply
to their claims that they were God’s only friends and His chosen people
and that God’s Messenger must be one of them. The s@rah confirms
their unwillingness to accept such an invitation because they felt that
the Muslims’ claims were unfounded. The s#r2h comments that death,
from which such people try to escape, will inevitably catch up with them.
They will be returned to God who knows all, and He will tell them
the truch of their doings. This statement does not, however, only apply
to the Jews. Rather, the s#rab facilitates its appreciation by believers as
well. They too must realize this fact in order to be able to discharge the
duties assigned to them as advocates of God’s message.



The Day of Congregation

Al-Jumu ‘ah
(The Congregation)

In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

All that is in the heavens and all
that is on earth extol the limitless
glory of God, the Sovereign, the
Holy, the Almighty, the Wise.
(1)

It is He who has sent to the
unlettered people a Messenger
from among themselves to declare
to them His revelations, to purify
them and to instruct them in the
Book and in wisdom, yet before
that they were indeed in manifest
error, (2)

to them and to others yet to join
them. He is indeed the Almighty,
the Wise. (3)
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A Universal Glorification

All that is in the heavens and all that is on earth extol the limitless glory
of God, the Sovereign, the Holy, the Almighty, the Wise. (Verse 1)

The sizrah starts with a statement confirming the fact that everything
in the heavens and earth extols God’s glory, adding a number of His
attributes that have a subtle bearing on the theme of the sizrah. The sizrah
is given the name a/-Jumu ah, meaning Friday, and it gives instructions
about the special congregational prayer on that day, identifying that its
time should be dedicated to remembrance of God. All distractions and
business should be abandoned in pursuit of what is with God, which is
better than everything else. Hence, the sizzah mentions God’s attribute,
the Sovereign, who owns everything. This is relevant to business, since



In the Shade of the Qur’an

all trade normally secks profit. The s#rah also states that God is Holy: He
who is revered and glorified by all creatures in the universe. This attribute
of God’s contrasts with the entertainment mortals seek, distracting
them from His remembrance. This opening verse also mentions that
God is Almighty, which is relevant to the invitation made to the Jews
for mutual prayer, and also to the death that is bound to happen to all.
The last of God’s attributes mentioned in this opening is His wisdom.
Such divine wisdom determined the choice of the unlettered people from
among whom God’s last Messenger was selected to declare to them God’s
revelations, purify them and teach them the scriptures and wisdom.

The Messenger’s Terms of Reference

Having started with this sublime glorification of God’s limitless glory,
the sizrah goes straight to its main theme:

It is He who has sent to the unlettered people a Messenger from among
themselves to declare to them His revelations, to purify them and to
instruct them in the Book and in wisdom, yet before that they were
indeed in manifest error, to them and to others yet to join them. He is
indeed the Almighty, the Wise. (Verses 2—3)

It is said that the Arabs were called ummiyyin, or ‘unlettered’, because
the great majority of them could neither read nor write. It is reported
that the Prophet once defined how many days there are in a month,
joining his two hands and pointing with his ten fingers three times, and
saying: “We are an unlettered community: we neither reckon figures nor
write.” It is also said that a person who does not write is called ummi,
meaning he is the same as when his mother, or umm, gave birth to him.
Writing is something that is only learnt when a child grows up.

Alternatively, the Arabs might have been called Goyim, 2 Hebrew form
by which the Jews called all non-Jews, and meaning Gentiles. Thus the
word ummiyyin becomes a form of umamiyyin, which means ‘belonging
to other communities or nations’. Thus they distinguished themselves
as God’s chosen people, while the rest of mankind are Gentiles. Perhaps
this suggestion is closer to the theme of the sirah.
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The Jews were awaiting a final Messenger from God who would arise
from among themselves, uniting them after they had been divided into
divergent groups, giving them power and leading them to victory. They
used to tell the Arabs that he was soon to come. In His infinite wisdom,
God chose an Arab as His last Messenger, i.e. a Gentile, because He knew
that the Jews no longer had the qualities necessary to provide mankind’s
new leadership. Indeed, they had long deviated and were deep in error,
as stated in S#rah 61, The Ranks. Hence, they were no longer capable
of being entrusted with God’s message.

Moreover, in earlier times Abraham and his son Ishmael had said a
prayer as they worked on building the Ka‘bah: “Our Lord, accept this
from us; You are the One that hears all and knows all. Our Lord, make us
surrender ourselves to You, and make out of our offspring a community that
will surrender itself to You. Show us our ways of worship and accept our
repentance; You are the One who accepts repentance, the Merciful. Our Lord,
send them a Messenger from among themselves who shall declare to them
Your revelations, and instruct them in the Book and in wisdom, and purify
them. You are Mighty and Wise.” (2: 127-129) Addressed centuries earlier,
this prayer remained with God to be answered at the appropriate time,
according to God’s wisdom. Only then would it fulfil its role within the
overall plan God has set in place for the universe. In this plan nothing
occurs earlier or later than its appropriate time.

This prayer was answered in its exact wording, which is repeated

here in this si#rah, reminding us of Abraham’s own words: “A Messenger
Jfrom among themselves to declare to them His revelations, to purify them
and to instruct them in the Book and in wisdom.” (Verse 2). Even God’s
attributes mentioned in Abraham’s prayer are used at the end of these
verses to remind the Muslim community of God’s favours: “He is indeed
the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 3)

When the Prophet was asked about himself, his answer was: “I am
the answer to Abraham’s, my father’s, prayer, and the good news given
by Jesus. When my mother was pregnant, she saw a light coming out
of her, lighting before her the palaces of Busra in Syria.”

“It is He who has sent to the unlettered people a Messenger from among
themselves to declare to them His revelations, to purify them and to instruct
them in the Book and in wisdom, yet before that they were indeed in manifest
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error.” (Verse 2) The favour God has granted to these unlettered people is
evident: He chose them to hold the trust embodied in His final message
and sent them a Messenger from among themselves to elevate them to a
noble position. He took them out of their state of ignorance, highlighted
in their being unlettered, giving them instructions in God’s book and
in wisdom. Thus, their situation changed completely, clearly making
them distinguished among all other people on earth.

“To purify them.” What the Prophet gave them was far-reaching
purification. He purified their feelings and consciences, their actions and
behaviour, their marital and family lives as also their social lives. Their
purification meant that they rose from the depths of idolatrous beliefs
to believing in God’s oneness, from erroneous concepts and enigmatic
legends to the true and clear faith, from disgraceful immorality to the
clean moral values propounded by Islam, from the filthy gains of usury
and fraud to clean and legitimate earnings. It was a total purification of
the individual and the community, of inner feelings and outward life.
Such purification elevates man and his concepts, his role and existence
to the high horizon of maintaining his bond with God and with the
community on high.

“To instruct them in the Book and in wisdom.” When they are thus
instructed, they become the holders of a divine book. They thus learn how
to evaluate matters properly. They can also make accurate judgements
and define their course in life in the light of such wisdom.

“Yet before that they were indeed in manifest error.” (Verse 2) During
their pre-Islamic days, they were certainly in manifest error. Their
situation is best described by Ja ‘far ibn Abi Tilib when he was questioned
about Islam by Negus, the King of Abyssinia. A number of Muslims
had migrated there when the Prophet wanted to establish a new base
for Islam. The Quraysh, in turn, had also sent a delegation led by ‘Amr
ibn al-‘As to request their extradition. ‘Amr tried to paint a distorted
picture of the Muslim immigrants to the king, but the Negus wanted
to listen to their version. In this context, Ja‘far said to him:

In our recent past we were ignorant people: we worshipped idols,
ate carrion, committed all sorts of sins, attached little value to
maintaining good relations with our kinsfolk and behaved badly
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to our neighbours. Our overruling maxim was that might was
right. This continued to be our situation until God sent us,
from among ourselves, a Messenger whose good name, honesty,
sincerity and integrity were well known to us. He called on us to
believe in God, the one and only God, and to stop worshipping
all idols which we and our forefathers used to worship alongside
Him. He commanded us always to speak the truth and be honest,
to be good to our relatives and neighbours, to preserve life and
shed no blood, to refrain from sin, perjury, robbing the property
of orphans entrusted to our care, and making false accusations
against honourable women. He also commanded us to devote our
worship to God alone, ascribing to Him no partners of any sort.
He further commanded us to pray regularly, to give away certain
purifying alms and to fast, etc.’

Worthy of Trust

Despite all their negative qualities during their pre-Islamic days, God
knew that the Arabs were the ones to be entrusted with the new faith
and that they would be true to their trust. He was also aware of their
great potential once they were put on the right way. They could use all
this potential for their new faith, whereas the Israelites no longer had
it. The latter had endured humiliation for a long time in Egypt under
Pharaonic rule. As a result they portrayed many aspects of deviation and
ill feeling. Indeed, they were unable to rid themselves of these negative
effects, whether during Moses’ lifetime, or later. Hence, they incurred
God’s anger and deserved to be expelled from His grace. He, therefore,
removed the trust of His faith from them for the rest of human life.

In His perfect and absolute knowledge, God knew that the Arabian
Peninsula was the best cradle for His new faith. This was a faith that
aimed to liberate the whole world from the erroneous ways of ignorance
and rid it of the decadence that had eaten deep into the great civilizations,

1. Adil Salahi, Mubammad: Man and Prophet, The Islamic Foundation, Leicestershire,
2002, p. 129.
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leaving them hollow. At that time, the state of the world was very low,
as described by J.H. Denison, a European writer:

In the fifth and sixth centuries the civilized world stood on the verge
of chaos. The old emotional cultures that had made civilization
possible, since they had given to men a sense of unity and of
reverence for their rulers, had broken down, and nothing had been
found adequate to take their place...

It seemed then that the great civilization that it had taken four
thousand years to construct was on the verge of disintegration, and
that mankind was likely to return to that condition of barbarism
where every tribe and sect was against the next, and law and order
were unknown. The old tribal sanctions had lost their power. Hence
the old imperial methods would no longer operate. The new sanctions
created by Christianity were working division and destruction
instead of unity and order. It was a time fraught with tragedy.
Civilization, like a gigantic tree whose foliage had overreached the
world and whose branches had borne the golden fruits of art and
science and literature, stood tottering, its trunk no longer alive
with the flowing sap of devotion and reverence, but rotted to the
core...

It was among these people that the man was born who was to unite
the whole known world of the east and south... Mohammed. . .2

This is the view of an European author, but from the Islamic
perspective, conditions looked far darker and gloomier. God chose
a Bedouin nation in a largely desert peninsula to be entrusted with
His faith, knowing that once put on the right course, their mentality

2. Denison, J.H., Emotion as the Basis of Civilization, New York and London, 1928,
Pp- 265-269.

— This quotation runs in the Arabic text as one continuous paragraph. Apparendy, the
author relied on a quoted text in a book by an Indian author which was translated into Arabic.
It may be that the original quotation was an abridged one, and it may be that when it was
translated, some variation of emphasis occurred in places. The italicized sentence is omitted in
the Arabic text, bur it was felt necessary to include it here in order not to affect the flow of the
author’s meaning. — Editor’s note.
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and qualities would enable them to shoulder this great responsibility.
Moreover, they had the potential to willingly deliver great sacrifices for
their faith. Therefore, He raised His last Messenger among them, to
recite His revelations to them, purify them and instruct them in His
book and in wisdom, thus ridding them of all traces of their old, greatly
erroneous ways.

“To them and to others yet to join them.” (Verse 3) We have several
reports explaining who these others are. Al-Bukhari relates on Abi
Hurayrah’s authority: “We were sitting with the Prophet when Sirah
al-Jumu ‘ah, or The Congregation, was revealed to him, including the
statement, ‘20 them and. to others yet to join them’. People asked who were
these, but the Prophet did not answer until they had repeated their
question three times. Salman the Persian was among us. The Prophet
put his hand on Salman and said: “Were faith to be at the top of the sky,
some people or a man from among his community would attain it”.” This
authentic hadith makes clear that this Qur'anic statement includes the
Persians. Hence, in his commentary on this verse, Mujahid says: “This
is a reference to all non-Arabs who believe in the Prophet.”

Another hadith is reported by Sahl ibn Sa‘d who quotes the Prophet
as saying: “Among the seed of the seed of the seed of men and women
in my community there are some who will be admitted into heaven
without having to face any reckoning of their deeds. He then quoted
the verse that says: ‘to them and to others yet to join them’.” This means
that these belong to much later generations of Muslims.

Both these interpretations are valid. The Qur'anic statement refers
to people other than the Arabs, and to ones other than the generation
that witnessed the revelation of the Qur'an. It indicates that the Muslim
community transcends both geographical area and generational context.
It continues to be true to its great trust, faithful to the full form of the
divine faith.

“He is indeed the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 3) He is able to choose as
He pleases, and in His wisdom He is fully aware of the most appropriate
choices. His choice, of both the earlier and the later generations, means
a great honour to those thus chosen: “Such is God's favour: He grants it
to whom He will. God is One who bestows great favours.” (Verse 4)

11
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God’s choice of a community or an individual to be responsible for the
great truth, to receive the light that emanates from Him, to be the link
between the earth and heaven, is a favour of unparalleled proportions.
It exceeds by far any sacrifices such an individual or community may
give, in wealth, effort and life. It outweighs all the trouble they may
undertake, the opposition they have to encounter and the hard struggle
they have to endure. God thus reminds the Muslim community in
Madinah, as well as those who will come after it, of the great favour He
has granted them when He chose them for this task, sending them a
Messenger to purify them and instruct them in the divine book and in
wisdom. God’s Messenger also left a great wealth of wisdom for future
generations, whereby they learn from the practical example of that first
Muslim community.

One Role Ended

The sirah then adds a statement that implies that the Israelites’ role
as trustees of God’s message has ended. Their hearts are no longer alert,
dedicated and active enough to enable them to live up to the trust they
were once given:

Those who were entrusted with the burden of implementing the Torah
but then failed to do so are like an ass that carries a load of books.
Wretched is the example of those who deny Gods revelations. God does

not guide the wrongdoers. (Verse 5)

The Israelites were entrusted with the Torah, and charged with being
true to the faith and the divine law, but they ‘failed to do so’. The initial
duty of this trust is to formulate a thorough and correct understanding of
the divine message, and then to implement it both within one’s own life
and in human life at large. Yet the history of the Israelites, as it was in the
true picture painted in the Qur'an, indicates that they did not appreciate
the trust given to them. They neither understood its nature nor were they
true to it. As such, they were like the example given in the sirah: “Like
an ass that carries a load of books”. The ass benefits nothing by the books
it carries. It only feels their heavy load. This is a miserable picture, but

12
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it represents a true situation: “Wrezched is the example of those who deny
God’s revelations. God does not guide the wrongdoers.” (Verse 5)

Likewise are all those who were given the trust of divine faith but who
failed to live up to it. Muslims across many generations, as well as those
living today, who have Muslim names but who fail to live up to what
Islam requires, and particularly those who read the Qur'an and Islamic
books but fall short of what is required of them, are indeed like the ass
carrying a load of heavy books. Unfortunately, these are numerous.
The question is not that of books being carried: it is a question of
understanding the books and putting into practice the teachings they
impart.

The Israelites used always to allege that they were God’s chosen people
and His beloved race, while all others are Goyim or Gentiles. They
claimed that in their position they were not required to observe the laws
of their own religion in their dealings with the rest of mankind: “For they
say: “We have no obligation to keep faith with Gentiles.” Thus they deliberately
say of God what they know to be a lie.” (3: 75) They made many other
false allegations, providing no evidence in support of them. Therefore,
the sizrah invites them to make a mutual prayer. This invitation was also
made on other occasions to Christian and pagan groups:

Say: You who follow the Jewish faith! If you truly claim that out of
all people you are Gods friends, then wish for death, if your claim is
true.” But they will never wish for it because of what their hands have
wrought in this life. God is well aware of the wrongdoers. Say: ‘The
death from which you are trying to run away will certainly overtake
you. You will then be returned to the One who knows the imperceptible
and that which can be witnessed. He will then tell you all that you
have done.” (Verses 6-8)

What this invitation entails is that the two groups stand together face
to face and they all pray to God to inflict punishment on the group
upholding falsehood. All groups the Prophet invited to such mutual
prayer feared to do so; essentially, they refused to take up the challenge.
This indicates that deep inside they realized that what the Prophet said
was the truth and that his faith was true. “Ibn ‘Abbas reports that Abi

13
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Jahl once said: ‘If I see Muhammad praying at the Ka ‘bah, I will go to
him and put my foot on his neck.” When the Prophet heard this, he
said: ‘Had he tried to do so, the angels would have taken him away in
broad daylight. Had the Jews wished for death, they would have died
and seen their places in hell.” Also true is that had those invited to
mutual prayer stood against the Prophet in such prayer, they would have
returned home to find their families and properties perished.” [Related
by Ahmad, al-Bukhari, al-Nasa’i and al-Tirmidhi.]

These verses may only represent a challenge to them, rather than an
invitation to mutual prayer. Since they alleged that they were God'’s
only friends among all mankind, why would they fear death, and reveal
themselves to be so cowardly? If their claims were true, they would be in
a position of favour with God after they die. So why does the prospect
of death fill them with fear? This challenge is followed by a statement
making it clear that their claims were untrue. They were aware that
they had not done enough good deeds to ensure a good position with
God or to hope for His reward. On the contrary, they often indulged
in sin, and such indulgences made them fear death and what comes
after it. A person who has not prepared for his journey will always be
in fear of what may happen along the road: “But they will never wish for
it because of what their hands have wrought in this life. God is well aware
of the wrongdoers.” (Verse 7)

A statement follows that establishes the nature of death and what
comes after it. It shows them that their attempts to escape from death are
of little use. It will inevitably overtake them. After death, all will return
to God where they will have their deeds reckoned and where they will
face the consequences of the same: “Say: “The death from which you are
trying to run away will certainly overtake you. You will then be returned
to the One who knows the imperceptible and that which can be witnessed.
He will then tell you all that you have done.” (Verses 8)

This Qur’anic statement makes clear to the addressees and to everyone
else the truth that people often overlook and prefer not to think about,
despite facing it all the time: namely, this life is bound to end. To stay
away from God during one’s lifetime will not avert a person from
returning to Him, for there is no refuge from God except by returning
to Him. The reckoning of everyone’s deeds will inevitably follow this

14
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return. There is simply no escape. The Prophet is quoted as saying: “A
person who tries to run away from death is like a fox who owes a debt
to the earth. He went out roaming until he was exhausted and bleeding.
When he went into his hole, the earth said to him: ‘Fox! Repay the debt
you owe me.” He went out again wounded. He continued to bleed and
his neck was cut. He then died.” [Related by al-Tabari.] This hadith so
delivers a highly moving and effective picture.

The Congregation on Friday

The last section of the sizrah provides certain teachings concerning
Friday and its congregational prayer. It refers to an event that might have
been repeated; given the way it is described suggests such repetition:

Believers! When the call to prayer is made on Friday, go straightaway
to the prayer and leave off your trading. This is best for you, if you
but knew it. When the prayer is finished, disperse in the land and seck
God’s bounty. Remember God often so that you may be successful. Yet
when people see some trade or entertainment, they head off towards
it, leaving you standing there. Say: “That which is with God is far
better than any entertainment or trade. God is the best of providers.
(Verses 9-11)

Friday Prayer is a weekly prayer that must be offered in congregation.
It cannot be offered by anyone on his own. Muslims meet in Friday
Prayer and listen to a sermon that reminds them of their duties towards
God. We can say that it is an organizational prayer, following the Islamic
method of preparing for this life and the life to come together by the
same measures and the same acts of worship. Friday Prayer gives a clear
and specific impression of the nature of the Islamic faith and the Muslim
community, which we explained in our commentary on the previous

stirah, The Ranks.

There are many ahddith that speak of the value, importance and special
position of this prayer, encouraging its observation after preparing for it
by undertaking specific cleanliness and purification rituals. Ibn ‘Umar
quotes the Prophet as saying: “When any of you wishes to attend Friday

15
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Prayer, he should take a bath.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim.] Aws
ibn Aws quotes the Prophet as saying: “Whoever washes himself and
takes a bath on Friday, going out early, walking to the mosque rather
than riding, draws close to the imam, listens and refrains from idle talk,
will be rewarded for each step the equivalent of fasting and observing
night prayer for a whole year.” [Related by al-Nasa’i, Aba Dawid, al-
Tirmidhi and Ibn Majah.] Imam Ahmad reports on the authority of
Abii Ayyiib al-Ansari that he heard the Prophet saying: “Whoever takes
a bath on Friday, wears a touch of perfume if he has it, puts on some of
his best clothes, goes out to the mosque where he offers voluntary prayers
if he so wishes, doing no harm to anyone, listens to the imam when he
delivers his sermon and then joins the prayer, all his sins between that
prayer and the Friday before it will be forgiven.”

The first verse in this section orders Muslims to leave off all business
once they hear the call to prayer: “Believers! When the call to prayer is
made on Friday, go straightaway to the prayer and leave off your trading.”
(Verse 9) It provides encouragement for so abandoning anything related
to the life of this world and its concerns: “ This is best for you, if you but
knew it.” (Verse 9) This suggests that leaving off trade and business was
not easy; it required such encouragement. Moreover, it provides good
and repeated education. Every now and then, people need a period of
time when they free themselves from their preoccupation with earning
a living and the attractions of worldly life. They need such periods
when they can be in close contact with their Lord, glorifying Him and
experiencing the happiness resulting from dedication to His service. They
need to fill their hearts and lungs with the pure, clean and refreshing
air that comes with such dedication.

When they have done so, they can then return to their business,
continuing to remember God: “When the prayer is finished, disperse in
the land and seek God’s bounty. Remember God often so that you may be
successful.” (Verse 10) The Islamic system provides a perfect balance
between the needs of life on earth, with all that it requires of work
and effort, and the need to be away from all this for a short while to
attend to worship. Time spent away from the preoccupations of this
life is necessary to keep the heart alive. Without it, it cannot live up
to the great trust God has given us and nor can it fulfil its duties. It is
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important to remember God while we are busy earning our living, for
such remembrance transforms our work activities into acts of worship.
Nevertheless, we need such short periods of complete dedication to
worship, as clearly implied in the last two verses.

‘Irak ibn Malik, a Companion of the Prophet, used to stand near
the door of the mosque after Friday Prayer and say: “My Lord! I have
responded to Your call, offered the prayer You made obligatory, and I
am dispersing as You have commanded me. Give me of Your bounty,
for You are the best of providers.” [Related by Ibn Abi Hatim.] These
words show us how such a person treated the matter seriously bur also
in a very simple way. The verses give orders and these orders are carried
out to the letter. Such a clear, simple and yet serious understanding
is perhaps the secret behind the first Muslim community’s rise to the
high level it achieved, despite all the distractions it had to deal with, as
described in the last verse: “ Yer when people see some trade or entertainment,
they head off towards it, leaving you standing there. Say: “That which is
with God is far better than any entertainment or trade. God is the best of
providers.” (Verse 11)

Jabir ibn ‘Abdullah reports: “We were attending the prayer with
the Prophet when a caravan carrying food arrived. People flocked to
it, and only 12 men remained with the Prophet, including Aba Bakr
and ‘Umar. God then revealed the verse that says: ‘Yer when people see
some trade or entertainment, they head off towards it, leaving you standing
there’” The verse makes clear that what is with God is better than trade
and entertainment. It reminds them that all that they have is provided
by God who is the best of providers.

This event shows the great effort that was needed in order to mould
the community that rose to the highest level achieved by any community
of believers in human history. It also encourages those who advocate
God’s message in all generations to remain patient. They are bound to
encounter weaknesses, for human beings often yield and fall prey to
temptation. Yet they must remember that man is also able to rise to
sublime standards of purity and dedication. What is needed to help such
a rise is patience, proper understanding, perseverance and entertaining
no thoughts of quitting midway.
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SURAH 63

Al-Munafiqiin

(The Hypocrites)

Prologue

Although the title al-Mundfiqin, or The Hypocrites, indicates this
séirah’s subject matter, it is nonetheless not the only one that mentions
hypocrisy and that describes the hypocrites’ wicked scheming. Indeed,
hardly any of the si#rahs revealed in Madinah is without an express or
implied reference to hypocrisy. However, the present sirab is dedicated,
almost entirely, to speaking about the hypocrites, referring to particular
events and statements they made. The s#rah launches a strong attack
against the hypocrites: their manners, lies, intrigue and wicked plots. It
exposes their true feelings of hatred towards the Muslims, as also their
cowardice and evil nature.

A warning is given at the end to the believers not to allow any of the
characteristics of hypocrisy to creep near them. The first element of
hypocrisy is not to be totally dedicated to God’s cause, and to be instead
preoccupied with money, property and children. Hypocrisy also entails
slackening when invited to contribute financially to God’s cause until a
day comes when no such donation will be of any use.

The unbelievers’ hypocrisy accelerated when Islam moved to
Madinah and continued to so grow until virtually the end of the
Prophet’s blessed life. Although evidence of such traits was almost
uninterrupted, hypocrisy nonetheless acquired different aspects and
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variously resorted to different tactics. Inevitably, such behaviour had
a strong bearing on the events of the period, taking up much of the
Muslim community’s efforts, time and energy. Indeed, hypocrisy is
frequently mentioned in the Qur'an and Hadith, thereby indicating
how prevalent it had become.

In his biography of the Prophet, Sirat al-Rasiil: Suwar Muqtabasah min
al-Qur’an al-Karim, Muhammad Izzat Darwazah, devotes a fine chapter
to this issue. The following paragraphs are especially revealing:

There were obvious reasons for the phenomenon of hypocrisy
to appear in Madinah. The early Muslims in Makkah were neither
strong enough nor influential enough to make a group of people
fear them or try to appease them. Indeed, the people of Makkah,
and its leaders and notables in particular, opposed the Prophet
in a very open manner, inflicting much harm on the Muslims,
and resorted to any measure within their means to check the new
religion’s advance In fact, they commanded much power. Because
of this persecution the Muslims were subjected to some had to
migrate to Abyssinia, and thereafter to Madinah. In fact, some of
them were subjected to such unbearable pressure that they had to
renounce their faith: this as a result of either torture or the lure
of tempration. So extreme did this become that a few even died
under torture.

In Madinah, the situation was markedly different. Prior to
his migration there, the Prophet was able to recruit a number of
strong and influential followers from the two tribes of the Aws
and the Khazraj. He migrated only after having made sure of the
favourable situation there. Indeed, there was hardly an Arab house
in Madinah without its followers of Islam in the family. There
were no doubt many who rejected Islam, either because they chose
not to listen to its message or because they were full of hostility
realizing that the Prophet’s arrival in Madinah threatened their
position of leadership and influence. They realized, however, that
they could not take an openly hostile attitude to the Prophet and
his Muhajirin and Ansar followers. Moreover, tribal affiliation was
an important factor preventing such open hostility. Indeed, the
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broad majority of their own tribes, the Aws and the Khazraj, were
now Muslim, giving sincere and devoted support to the Prophet.
They were good Muslims who looked at the Prophet as their own
supreme commander, and the guide they had to follow. Therefore,
the ones who still entertained thoughts of idolatry and harboured
rancour in their hearts, prompting them to seek to undermine
Islam, felt that their only option was to pretend to be Muslim,
appearing to fulfil their Islamic duties, declaring their continued
loyalty to their tribes, while at the same time resorting to plots
and intrigue. At times, however, their opposition did smack of
hypocrisy, this usually when the Muslims faced some tough
crisis, and here the ‘pretenders’ counselled caution, claiming that
it was the only option that served Muslim interests. Needless to
say, they did not acknowledge that they were in fact unbelievers.
Nonetheless, their true attitude of hypocrisy did not go unnoticed
by the Prophet and his Companions. Moreover, their stand at
times of crises, counselling a policy of weakness, hardened them
further in their hypocrisy and unbelief. Qur'anic revelations
time after time exposed and denounced their schemes, alerting
the Prophet and the believers to the need to be very cautious in
dealing with them.

The hypocrites’ attitude and schemes had, according to the
import of Quranic revelations, a far-reaching effect. We feel that
there was a determined struggle, reminiscent of that between the
Prophet and the Makkan elders, but with a reversal in its outcome.
Within a short period, the Prophet strengthened his position in
Madinah and his influence increased. Islam was spreading and
consolidating its power base. The hypocrites were neither a solid
group nor a clearly identified entity. As Islam was on the ascendancy,
they grew weaker and thus their influence diminished.

To appreciate the threat posed by the hypocrites, particularly
in the early period of Islam in Madinah, we need to remember
however that they could still call on tribal loyalties, which
remained strong among the Arabs. Besides, they had not at this
juncture exposed themselves. Nor had Islam as yet consolidated
its influence on its new followers. Moreover, the Prophet was
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surrounded by idolaters on all fronts. The people of Makkah
continued to enjoy a position of great influence among the Arabs,
and they were on the lookout for any chance to level a crushing
defeat on the still fledgling Muslim State. The Jews in Madinah
were also not long in taking a hostile stance towards the Prophet
and Islam. Indeed, they were quick to cement a natural alliance
with the hypocrites, defining common objectives in opposition
to the Muslim community. In fact, the hypocrites could not have
caused so much harm to the Prophet and his followers had they not
had the support of the Jews and the sort of alliance that the two
groups forged. Nonetheless, their influence gradually weakened and
the danger they represented subsided only after God foiled their

schemes and enabled the Prophet to achieve victory over them.

—
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Al-Munafiqiin
(The Hypocrites)

In the Name of God, the Lord of

Grace, the Ever Merciful

When the hypocrites come to you,
they say, “We bear witness that
you are indeed God’s Messenger.’
God knows that you are truly His
Messenger and He bears witness
that the hypocrites are indeed
liars. (1)

They use their oaths as a cover
[for their falseness], and they
turn people away from the path
of God. Evil indeed is what they
do. (2)

That is because they professed
to believe, then they renounced
faith. So, a seal has been set on
their hearts and therefore they are
devoid of understanding. (3)

When you see them, their out-
ward appearance may please you;
and when they speak, you listen
to what they say. They are like
propped-up timbers. They think
that every shout is directed against
them. They are the real enemy; so
beware of them. May God destroy
them! How perverse they are! (4)
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When they are told, ‘Come, so
that God’s Messenger may ask
forgiveness for you,” they turn
their heads away. You see them
drawing back in arrogance. (5)

As for them, it is all the same
whether you pray for their
forgiveness or you do not pray.
God will not forgive them; for
God does not bestow His guidance
on such transgressor folk. (6)

They are the ones who say [to one
another]: ‘Do not give anything
to those who are with God’s
Messenger, so that they may
abandon him.” To God belong the
treasures of the heavens and the
earth, but the hypocrites cannot

understand. (7)

They say, “When we return to
Madinah, the more honourable
will surely drive out those who are
contemptible.” All honour belongs
to God, His Messenger and the
believers, but the hypocrites do
not know. (8)

Believers! Do not let your riches or
your children make you oblivious
of the remembrance of God.

Those who do so will surely be
the losers. (9)
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Give, then, out of what We have A

provided for you, before death \...)1 J;: :J" ‘g:)})‘f'f !,u.sT_,
comes to any of you, and then J s._.:_;ﬂ\’ 1

he says, ‘My Lord, if You would
grant me a delay for a short while, d 1UJ J’j t.“ &.9"./3

I would give in charity and be one @W‘wi;‘ ‘_S L

of the righteous.” (10)

God does not grant a delay to 2% o 23
any soul when its term has come. L‘J’J ‘L"L‘L U“J
God is fully aware of all that you @ dj"’ P g 2% 7
do. (11)

Ugly Hypocrisy

The sirah begins with a description of the hypocrites’ attempt to
disguise the truth of their unbelief. They declare themselves Muslim
and testify that the Prophet is God’s Messenger. They swear by God so
as to convince the Muslims, while they themselves know that they are
lying. Their oaths are merely a shield behind which they hope to hide
their true reality and deceive the Muslims:

When the hypocrites come to you, they say, ‘We bear witness that you are
indeed God’s Messenger.” God knows that you are truly His Messenger
and He bears witness that the hypocrites are indeed liars. They use their
oaths as a cover [for their falseness], and they turn people away from
the path of God. Evil indeed is what they do. (Verses 1-2)

They would go to the Prophet and state that they bore witness that
he was God’s Messenger, but theirs was only a verbal testimony lacking
all conviction. They were merely engaging in deception, hoping to hide
their truth from the Muslim community and so protect themselves.
Therefore, God states that they were lying while making clear the truth
of His message to the Prophet Muhammad: “God knows that you are
truly His Messenger and He bears witness that the hypocrites are indeed
liars” (Verse 1)
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The phraseology here is both precise and precautionary. We note
how the verse begins by confirming the truth of the Prophet’s message
before it states that the hypocrites’ oaths were false. Without taking
such care in its wording, the verse could suggest that denunciation of
the hypocrites as liars applies to the subject matter of their statement,
namely the Prophet’s message. The verse intends no such thing. What it
aims to do is to state the truth, making it clear that they did not really
believe that the Prophet’s message was true. In other words, they are
not sincere in their statement.

“They use their oaths as a cover.” (Verse 2) This short statement suggests
that they used to swear an oath every time they feared exposure, or
whenever one of their schemes was uncovered, or some of what they
said about Muslims was reported. They hoped that such oaths would
protect them from the consequences of their exposure. Thus they used
their false faith as a shield to hide their reality and allow them a chance
to go on with their plots and schemes against the Muslim community.
Thus, “they turn people away from the path of God.” They kept themselves
and others away from God’s path, using their false oaths for that end.
“Evil indeed is what they do.” (Verse 2) Could there be anything worse
than lying to mislead and deceive others?

The sizrah explains the reasons behind their behaviour, making it clear
that they knowingly reverted to disbelief after having accepted Islam:
“That is because they professed to believe, then they renounced faith. So, a seal
has been set on their bearts and therefore they are devoid of understanding.”
(Verse 3) Thus, whilst they have known what it means to accept faith,
they nonetheless chose to revert to disbelief. No heart that has a sound
understanding or appreciation of things, or indeed has life, would
experience life under faith and then choose to return to disbelief. How
can anyone who understands, appreciates and experiences the concept of
life that faith promotes, with its view of the universe, and also breathes
the fresh air of faith and lets the light of faith shine over his world wish
to revert to the miserable and suffocating darkness of unfaith? None
will make such a choice except he who is filled with grudges that blind
his sight and blunt his senses. Hence, such people are in the miserable
condition the verse describes: “So, « seal has been set on their hearts and

therefore they are devoid of understanding.” (Verse 3)
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The siirah draws a unique picture of such people inviting ridicule
and describing them as aimless, leading a futile existence, and nursing
grudges. It presents an image of them that serves as an object of
ridicule:

When you see them, their outward appearance may please you; and
when they speak, you listen to what they say. They are like propped-up
timbers. They think that every shout is directed against them. They
are the real enemy; so beware of them. May God destroy them! How
perverse they are! (Verse 4)

Thus, they are merely an outward appearance, not real human beings
who respond and interact. They may look pleasant to the eye as long
as they remain silent, but when they speak they show themselves to
be devoid of sense and feeling. They are like timbers, but not just any
kind of wood: they are propped up against a wall, unable to move.
This stone-cold picture shows the reaction of their souls, that is if they
have souls at all. This is then complemented with a state of constant
apprehension, perpetual fear and uncertainty: “They think that every
shout is directed against them.” (Verse 4) They know themselves to be
hypocrites, covered by a thin veil of pretence, false oaths and attempts
to appease. Hence, they live under the constant dread that their reality
will be exposed. The sizrah shows them always turning around, dreading
every move and every shout. They imagine that every cry is setting a
chase after them. Thus, spiritually, they are like propped up pieces of
wood, but when it is a question of fear for one’s life or property, they
look like a trembling reed in a storm. In both cases, they are the main
enemy of the Prophet and the Muslim community: “They are the real
enemy; so beware of them.” They are the enemy within, hiding within
Muslim ranks. Hence, they represent a greater danger than the external
enemy. Therefore, the Prophet is instructed to beware of them. He is
not, however, instructed here to kill them. Instead, he was to pursue
a different course of action, one that reflected much wisdom and
confidence that their schemes would come to nothing.

“May God destroy them! How perverse they are!” (Verse 4) God will
indeed be their enemy wherever they turn. Such a prayer by God

27



In the Shade of the Qur'an

Almighty means a verdict that is certain to take place. Itis their inevitable
outcome, as history has clearly shown.

Stirring Up Trouble

The sizrah continues to describe their actions, revealing the rancour
in their hearts. It shows how they schemed against the Prophet, yet were
quick with their lies when exposed. These were their known qualities:

When they are told, ‘Come, so that God'’s Messenger may ask forgiveness

for you,” they turn their heads away. You see them drawing back in
arrogance. As for them, it is all the same whether you pray for their
forgiveness or you do not pray. God will not forgive them; for God
does not bestow His guidance on such transgressor folk. They are the
ones who say [to one another]: ‘Do not give anything to those who
are with God’s Messenger, so that they may abandon him.” To God
belong the treasures of the heavens and the earth, but the hypocrites
cannot understand. They say, ‘When we return to Madinah, the more
honourable will surely drive out those who are contemptible.” All honour
belongs to God, His Messenger and the believers, but the hypocrites do
not know. (Verses 5-8)

Several early scholars confirm that these verses relate to an incident
in which ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy featured prominently. Ibn Ishaq gives
a detailed account of it in his report on the expedition to forestall a
planned attack by the al-Mustalaq tribe:

The Muslims were still encamping at the spring which provided
the stage for their battle. Servants were taking horses to the water
to drink. Among them was Jahjah, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab’s servant. -
Apparently, there was some scrambling at the water among the
servants. Jahjih clashed with an ‘ally’ of the Khazraj, named Sinan
ibn Wabr. Neither man seemed to be endowed with much wisdom:
punches were exchanged and each appealed to his ‘group’ for help.
Jahjih called on the Muhijirin to defend him, while Sinan called on
the Ansar. ‘Abdullih ibn Ubayy felt very angry when he heard of
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this. He was attended by a group of his people, including a young
man called Zayd ibn Argam. He said to them: “I have never known
such humiliation as has befallen us today. They [the Muhajirin] are
now standing up to us in our own home town. They are ungrateful
to us for our favours. Our case with the refugees of the Quraysh
is an apt example of the proverb: ‘Fatten your dog and he will eat
you.” When we go back to Madinah the honourable among the
two of us will certainly chase the humble out of it. You have only
yourselves to blame for all this. You have taken them into your own
homes and given them your own money until they have become
rich. I swear that if you stop helping them with what you have,
they will leave you and go elsewhere.”

Zayd ibn Arqam recounted all this to the Prophet who was
attended by ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab. ‘Umar suggested that the
Prophet should command ‘Abbad ibn Bishr to kill ‘Abdullzh
ibn Ubayy. The Prophet said: “How would you like it, ‘Umar, if
people started to say that Muhammad is killing his Companions?
Indeed, I shall not do that. However, give orders to depart now.”
Thus, these orders were given at a time when the Prophet never
used to depart. :

‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy learnt that the Prophet had been told
what he had said. He therefore hastened to him and denied any
knowledge of what had been attributed to him. He swore by God
that he did not say anything of the sort. Those of the Prophet’s
Companions who were present tried to pacify martters. They were
still keen that ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy should be given his chance to
accept Islam. After all, he had been well respected among his people
before the advent of Islam. They suggested to the Prophet that Zayd
ibn Argam might have misquoted or misheard ‘Abdullah.

 When the orders were given to march, Usayd ibn Hudayr, a
prominent figure among the Ansar, came to the Prophet, greeted
him with the respect due to him as Messenger of God and said:
“Prophet, I see that you are marching at a time of day when you

used not to march.” The Prophert said to him: “Have you not
heard what your friend said?” When Usayd asked for details, the
Prophet told him that ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy had said that “the
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honourable among the two of us will chase the humble out of
Madinah.” Usayd said: “Yes indeed, Messenger of God. You can
turn him out of Madinah if you like. You are the honourable and
he is the humble.” Usayd then pleaded clemency and told the
Prophet: “God has sent you to us when his people were preparing
to crown him king. He may think that you have robbed him of
his kingdom.”

The Prophet marched at the head of the Muslims for the rest
of the day and throughout the night, and continued marching
until mid-morning, when it was burning hot. He then allowed
his Companions to stop. Hardly had they sat down when they all
fell asleep. This the Prophet did in order that people would not be
preoccupied with what ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy had said.

Shortly afterwards, the si#rah entitled al-Mundfiqiin, or The
Hypocrites, was revealed. It describes the hypocrites and their
feelings towards the Muslims and it also states the very words said
by ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy and conveyed to the Prophet by Zayd ibn
Arqam. There was no longer any doubt as to the accuracy of Zayd’s
report. The Prophet held Zayd’s ear in his hand and said: “This is
the one who made good use of his ear for the sake of God.”

‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy had a son whose name was also ‘Abdullah.
Unlike his father, ‘Abdullzh was a good believer who entertained no
doubt about the truthfulness of Muhammad’s message. Indeed, the
Prophet was so certain of ‘Abdullah’s strong faith that he appointed
him to deputize for him in his absence when the Prophet headed
the Muslim army on their final expedition to Badr. Moreover,
‘Abdullah was a dutiful son to his father. It was a cause of distress
to him that his father acted against the Prophet. He would have
done anything to bring his father within the Muslim fold. When
he heard that his father uttered those wicked comments against the
Prophet and the Muhijirin he realized that this crime was a capital
one. He also learnt that some of the Companions of the Prophet
had counselled him to get rid of ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy. ‘Abdullah,
the son, went to the Prophet and spoke to him: “Messenger of
God, I have heard that you intend to kill ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy

for what was reported to you as his words. If you must kill him,
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then you have only to command me and I will bring you his head.
The tribe of al-Khazraj [his own tribe] is fully aware that I am its
most dutiful son to his father. However, I fear that if you order
someone else to kill him, I may not be able to look at my father’s
killer walking in the street. I may be moved to kill him. If I do
s0, I would be killing a believer in revenge for an unbeliever. Hell
would then be my doom.” The Prophet smiled and calmed him
down. He said to ‘Abdullah: “We will be kind to him and treat
him well as long as he is with us.”

‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy remained in Madinah and he never lost an
opportunity to speak ill of Islam and the Prophet. His credibility,
however, was eroded. Whenever he said or did something, his own
people were the first to take issue with him and remonstrate with
him, trying to make him see his error. When this was apparent,
the Prophet said to ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, the first to suggest that
‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy should be killed: “Now do you see, ‘Umar?
Had I killed him when you suggested that to me, some people
would have been very angry, while they themselves would be
prepared to kill him now if I would only order them to do so.”
‘Umar replied: “T certainly know that God’s Messenger knows better
than I do and his actions are more blessed than mine.”

It is reported by ‘Tkrimah, Ibn Zayd and others that when the people
went back to Madinah, ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy’s son stood at the entrance
to Madinah with his sword in his hand. People passed by, then his father
arrived. The son said to him: ‘Stand back.” He said: “What is the matter
with you?” He said: ‘By God! You shall not pass this point until God’s
Messenger gives you permission. He is the honourable and you are the
humble.” When the Prophet arrived, for he used to walk at the rear of
the army to look after anyone who may be in need of help, ‘Abdullah
ibn Ubayy complained to him about his son. The son said: ‘By God, he
will not enter until you, Messenger of God, so permit him.” The Prophet

1. For a fuller treatment of this event, see, Adil Salahi (2002), Mubammad: Man and
Prophet, Leicester: The Islamic Foundation, pp. 407—411. - Editor’s note.
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permitted him to go in, at which juncture the son said: ‘Now that God’s
Messenger has given you permission, you may walk in.’
8 & you.p b Y

Dealing with Hypocrisy

When we consider the events and look at the people involved, as also
the Qur'anic comments, we see the divine method of cultivating the
first Muslim community and we marvel at how God conducts matters
and events.

Thus, we see the first Muslim community infiltrated by hypocrites
who live within its ranks for almost ten years, during the Prophet’s
lifetime, and he does not expel them. In fact, God does not make them
known to him by name or person until shortly before his own death.
He would know such a one only by the tone of his speech, the way he
twisted words and tried to hide things. He also knew them by their
reactions to things and events. God had willed this so that people were
not allowed to judge others™ intentions and hearts. Judgement on these
is for God alone. He alone knows what people harbour in their hearts
and He alone requires people to account for them. As for us, we judge
people by what we see before our eyes. Thus, no one is judged on the
basis of suspicion. Even when God identified for His Messenger those
who remained hypocrites until shortly before his death, the Prophet did
not expel them from the Muslim community when they continued to
put up a show that they were Muslims and fulfilled Islamic obligations.
Instead, he kept such knowledge to himself, informing only one of his
Companions, Hudhayfah ibn al-Yaman, of their identity. Neither of
them publicized the information. Indeed, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab wanted
to be sure even of himself. Hence he went to Hudhayfah to ask him
whether the Prophet had mentioned him as being among the hypocrites.
Hudhayfah would only reply that he was not one of them, adding no
further information. The Prophet was also ordered not to pray for any
of them who might have died. His Companions would thus know by
his absence from the janazab prayer [i.e. the prayer for a dead person]
that the deceased was among the hypocrites. After the Prophet’s own
death, Hudhayfah also refrained from attending the janazah prayer of
any hypocrite mentioned to him by the Prophet. ‘Umar too would not
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offer the jandzah prayer for a dead person until he had made sure that
their faith had remained untainted. If he saw Hudhayfah attending the
prayer, he too would offer it. If not, he would not offer it either, but
also would say nothing about this.

Thus events moved, as God had willed, fulfilling their intended
purposes. They served to provide lessons and to cultivate the minds,
manners and morals of the Muslim community. Furthermore, the event
which led to the revelation of these verses serves to point out a number
of values.

We see first ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy: a man living among the Muslim
community, close to the Prophet. Events take place in succession
and signs of different sorts are seen, all confirming the truth of the
Islamic faith and the message preached by the Prophet. Yet ‘Abdullih
ibn Ubayy’s heart is not responsive to faith. Apparently, God has
not granted him the blessing of accepting faith. Something stands
between him and this great flow of light: it is the grudge he harbours
for not being made king of the Aws and Khazraj. He had been all
but proclaimed king when the people of Madinah began to accept
Islam, following the Prophet’s arrival there. This was enough for him
to turn away from Islam and its divine guidance, regardless of how it
was confirmed by evidence and signs aplenty. Indeed, he lived in the
midst of the Muslim community, witnessing the radical change Islam
brings into people’s lives. _

We also see his son, also named ‘Abdullah, a superior example of a
dedicated Muslim. He is so miserable because of his father’s attitude and
so ashamed of him. Yet, he feels for him the love a dutiful son has for
his father. He hears that God’s Messenger wants his father dead, and he
experiences greatly different emotions. He faces these with all frankness
and seriousness. He is committed to Islam, loves God’s Messenger and
is keen to fulfil his orders, even when these are against his own father.
Yet he cannot condone the thought that anyone should kill his father
or that such a person would walk freely after having done that. He fears
that he might weaken and that he will not overcome the desire to take
revenge. Therefore, he goes to his leader, the Prophet, requesting his help
in how best to deal with the conflicting emotions that so troubled him.

He requests that if the Prophet wants his father killed, then he should
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let him be the one to carry this out. He would so obey the Prophet
and do as he was told. Otherwise, if someone else killed his father, he
might kill that person in revenge, thus taking the life of a believer in
revenge for an unbeliever. He would then face tremendous difficulties
in the life to come.

What we see here is truly awesome. It is the greatness of faith
deeply enshrined in a believer’s heart. The man offers the Prophet the
opportunity to assign to him one of the hardest ever actions a2 human
being can face: to kill his own father. He is sincere in his offer, and his
purpose is to avoid something that has worse and graver consequences:
to kill a believer in revenge for an unbeliever, thus incurring a sin that
could land him in hell. We are amazed at his absolute sincerity and by
the way in which he faces his human weakness towards his father. He
says to the Prophet: “By God, all my tribe, the Khazraj, are fully aware
that they have no son who is more dutiful towards his father than I am.”
He does not want the Prophet to change any orders he gives concerning
his father. He knows that whatever the Prophet orders must be obeyed.
All he wants is that he should be the one to carry out those orders, so
as not to succumb to human weakness later on.

Impressed by such feelings of a man with profound faith, the Prophet
kindly and compassionately removes all difficulty from him, saying that
as far as his father is concerned: “We will be kind to him and treat him
well as long as he is with us.” Prior to this, the Prophet had also stopped
‘Umar who had advocated that ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy be killed by one of
his tribesmen, saying: “How would you like it, ‘Umar, if people started
to say that Muhammad is killing his Companions?”

We also note with admiration how the Prophet reacted as a wise,
inspired leader to quell the event. He ordered the Muslims’ immediate
departure, and continued marching with his army to the point of fatigue.
His aim was to distract people from any thought of blind tribal loyalty,
which the cries of the two fighting men might have stirred. He wanted
to quell the sort of strife instigated by the hypocrite ‘Abdullah ibn
Ubayy who aimed to destroy the feelings of love and brotherhood that
existed between the Muhajirin and the Ansar. These feelings were of a
unique type, previously unknown in human history. We similarly note
the Prophet’s remarks to Usayd ibn Hudayr, which sought to mobilize
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his Companions spiritually against discord and strife. He wanted the
man who aimed to sow discord to be stopped by his own people as he
still enjoyed a high position among them.

Finally, the last scene is amazing: ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abdullih ibn Ubayy,
a firm believer, holds his sword at the entrance gate to Madinah to
prevent his father’s entry. He wanted his father’s own words to come true.
It was he who said: “When we return to Madinah, the more honourable
will surely drive out those who are contemptible.” He wanted him
to know that God’s Messenger was the more honourable and that he
himself was the contemptible one. He forced him to stand there until
the Prophet arrived and gave him permission to enter, showing him in
practical measures to whom true honour belonged.

It is to such a high summit that those people attained through faith.
Yet they remained ordinary humans, experiencing all human feelings
and frailties. This is the most beautiful characteristic of this faith when
people understand it as it should be understood. They then become
its practical image, in the form of humans who eat food and walk the
streets.

Arrogance and Deprivation

We will now discuss the Qur’anic verses that refer to those events:
“When they are told, ‘Come, so that God’s Messenger may ask forgiveness for
you,’ they turn their heads away. You see them drawing back in arrogance.”
(Verse 5) They perform their actions, say whatever they may say, and
then if they realize that the Prophet heard of their behaviour they
resort to cowardly ways. They swear an oath in an attempt to protect
themselves. If, when feeling secure that they do not have to face the
Prophet, someone says to them, ‘Come, so that God's Messenger may ask
forgiveness for you,’ they turn away in arrogance. Both characteristics
of cowardice and arrogance go hand in hand among hypocrites.
However, such behaviour normally belongs to those who hold position
and influence among people, yet feel themselves too weak for direct
confrontation. They resort to arrogant behaviour as long as they do
not have to confront the truth. Yet when they are confronted with it,
cowardice and false oaths are their mark.
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Therefore, the sizrah addresses the Prophet, telling him what God has
determined in the hypocrites’ case, and since God’s judgement has been
passed, there is no longer any use in praying for their forgiveness: “As
for them, it is all the same whether you pray for their forgiveness or you do
not pray. God will not forgive them; for God does not bestow His guidance
on such transgressor folk.” (Verse 6)

The sirah goes on to relate some aspects of their transgression that
were the cause of God’s judgement: “They are the ones who say [to one
another]: ‘Do not give anything to those who are with God's Messenger, so
that they may abandon him’.” What they say betrays their wickedness and
spitefulness. Their plan to starve the Prophet’s Companions is the same
strategy employed by all opponents of truth and faith in all generations
and communities. In their perverted view, they think that all people are
like them in giving paramount importance to food and survival. This
was the plan the Quraysh followed when they imposed a total boycott
on the Hashimite clan, to which the Prophet belonged, so that they
would abandon him and hand him over to them. As we are told in this
verse, it was also the plan upheld by the hypocrites. They hoped that it
would ensure that, once hunger had bitten hard among the believers,
they would abandon the Prophet. The communists did the same when
they denied the religious among their people the right to their rations.
They wanted them to starve to death, or at least until they abandoned
their faith in God and stopped praying. Today, the same plan is adopted
by other forces hostile to Islamic revival in the Muslim world. They
place believers under siege, starving them and closing down all avenues
of earning a living.”

Thus, we see the opponents of faith, old and new, resorting to this
obnoxious and dreadful method, forgetting the simple truth of which the
Qur’an reminds them in the same verse: “ 7o God belong the treasures of
the heavens and the earth, but the hypocrites cannot understand.” (Verse 7)
It is indeed from these treasures of the heavens and the earth, which all

2. More recent examples may be given to confirm what the author says. The latest of
these is seen in the boycott imposed by Israel and its allies on the Palestinians, causing extreme
hardship and starvation so as to force them to abandon their right to their land and homes. —
Editor’s note.
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belong to God Almighty, that these enemies of the truth receive their
livelihoods; yet they try to control the means of such livelihood available
to believers. Yet they cannot even create their own sustenance. How
stupid and dull-minded they are when they think they can stop others
from receiving their sustenance!

God thus reassures the believers and strengthens their resolve to face
up to such vile and odious plans. He tells them that God’s treasures in
the heavens and the earth are open to all. He who gives out of these
treasures to His enemies will never forget the ones who believe in Him.
In His grace, He does not impose mass starvation even on His enemies.
He knows that if He were to deny them their provisions they would
have nothing. Yet He is too merciful to abandon His servants, even the
ones hostile to Him, to what is beyond their means of control. Mass
starvation is a method adopted only by the most vile, obnoxious and
wicked of people.

The sarah also quotes the hypocrites’ other words: “ They say, “When we
return to Madinah, the more honourable will surely drive out those who are
contemptible.” (Verse 8) We have seen how ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy’s words
were made to come true at the hands of his own son, ensuring that the
contemptible one could only enter Madinah by the permission of the
most honourable one. “All honour belongs to God, His Messenger and the
believers, but the hypocrites do not know.” (Verse 8) God includes with
Himself His Messenger and the believers, bestowing His own honour on
them. This is a gesture of honouring that only God can bestow. What is
more honourable than God’s hand placing the Prophet and the believers
next to Himself and saying: ‘Here We are, standing under the banner
of honour, and this is the rank of the honourable.’

God certainly tells the truth as He intertwines honour with faith
in a believer’s heart. Such is the honour that derives from God’s own
honour. It never shrinks, gives way or abandons a believer, not even
in the most difficult of times, unless his faith weakens. When faith is
solidly established in a person’s heart, honour and dignity remain solid
within him. “But the hypocrites do not know.” (Verse 8) How are they to
know when they do not appreciate this sort of honour and dignity and
are cut off from their eternal source?
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Time to Be Charitable

The last address in the si@rab is made to the believers whom God
placed, together with His Messenger, in His own rank, making them
share in His honour and dignity. He wants them to climb to this high
summit, ridding themselves of any characteristic that is akin to those of
the hypocrites. They should prefer such superior elevation to everything
else, including their property and offspring. Nothing must be allowed
to divert their attention from aspiring to such lofty heights:

Believers! Do not let your riches or your children make you oblivious
of the remembrance of God. Those who do so will surely be the losers.
Give, then, out of what We have provided for you, before death comes to
any of you, and then he says, ‘My Lord, if You would grant me a delay

for a short while, I would give in charity and be one of the righteous.’
God does not grant a delay to any soul when its term has come. God
is fully aware of all that you do. (Verses 9-11)

Money and children can preoccupy a person making him oblivious
to everything else, that is, unless his heart alerts him to the aim of his
existence, making him feel that he has a superior goal. This goal must be
one that is worthy of the creature in whom God has blown of His own
spirit, giving him the aspiration to achieve a few divine characteristics,
albeit within his own human limitations. God has given him riches and
offspring so as to fulfil his task of building human life on earth, but not
so that he is so fully preoccupied with them that they distract him from
remembering God and from being in contact with the source of his
humanity. Those that are so distracted “will surely be the losers.” (Verse
9) The first thing they lose is their human identity, which is dependent
on maintaining the bond with the source of man’s humanity. Whoever
loses himself has lost everything, regardless of the size of his wealth and
the number of his offspring.

With respect to charitable donations, the si#rah here touches their
hearts in several ways: “Give, then, out of what We have provided for
you.” (Verse 10) This reminds us of the source of all that we have. It is
all from God in whom we believe and who instructs us to be generous
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and charitable. Such giving should be done “before death comes to any
of you...” It should be a result of the person’s own action before death
overtakes him and he leaves everything behind for others to enjoy. If
he does not do so then he will look around only to discover that he has
put nothing forward for his own salvation. This is the worst stupidity
and the greatest loss.

He will then feel pangs of regret and wish he could have more time to
be charitable and join with those people who are righteous. Such wishes
benefit him nothing, for “God does not grant a delay to any soul when
its term has come.” (Verse 11) How can he now put forward anything
when the chance is gone? “God is fully aware of all that you do.” (Verse
11) Several touches within a short space are thus made at the right place,
immediately after depicting the hypocrites’ characteristics and their
scheming against the believers. When the believers stand firm in God’s
own rank, they will be protected against the hypocrites. It serves them
well, then, to fulfil the duties that their faith requires of them. They
must never abandon their remembrance of God, as this is the source
of their ultimate safety. Thus does God use the Qur’an to educate and
cultivate believers’ minds and hearts.
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SURAH 64

Al-Taghabun

(Mutual Loss and Gain)

Prologue

In subject matter, images and import, this s#rah is very similar to
those revealed in Makkah, particularly in its opening section. Indeed,
the overall atmosphere that characterizes the sirahs revealed in Madinah
begins to appear only in its concluding section.

The verses from the beginning up to the direct address to the believers
in verse 14 aim to establish the foundations of faith and to instil the
Islamic concept. Employing the style of Makkan sirabs, it addresses
the unbelievers directly, presenting its theme to them. It uses the same
universal and psychological effects and portrays images of the destruction
of earlier communities that denied God’s messages. It also presents
images of the Day of Judgement, emphatically confirming resurrection.
This indicates that the addressees denied it altogether.

The last verses, from 14 to 18, address the believers in a manner similar
to that used in s#rahs revealed in Madinah, urging them to spend their
money in the service of God’s cause, and warning them against failure
in the test that their riches and children represent. Similar addresses
can be found in many s#rabs of the Madinah period, and this because
of the problems faced by the fledgling Muslim community there. This
address also includes a comforting aspect to help the Muslims bear with
patience any reversals, calamities or burdens; all these are attributed to
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God’s will. This is the concept these sizrabs seek to confirm, particularly
after the command given to the Muslim community to fight for God’s
cause and what this involves of sacrifice.

Several reports suggest that this s#7ah was revealed in Makkah, but
other reports, given more weight, state that it was in fact a Madinan
revelation. I almost leaned to the view that it was Makkan, because of the
style of its earlier sections and its general ambience. Eventually, however,
I decided to stick to the more preponderant view that its revelation
was Madinan. There is nothing to preclude those earlier sections from
addressing the unbelievers after the Prophet’s migration to Madinah,
whether those unbelievers were the people of Makkah or others living
closer to Madinah. Likewise, there is nothing to exclude the possibility
that Madinan sirahs should at times clarify the fundamentals of faith
and the Islamic concept of life, using the same style that we find in what
was revealed in Makkah.
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Al-Taghabiin
(Mutual Loss and Gain)

In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

All that is in the heavens and all
that is on earth extol the limitless
glory of God; all sovereignty
belongs to Him and all praise is
due to Him. He has power over

all things. (1)

It is He who has created you, yet
some of you are unbelievers and
some do believe. God sees all that
you do. (2)

He has created the heavens and
the earth in accordance with the
truth, and fashioned you, giving
you a comely appearance. To Him
all shall return. (3)

He knows what is in the heavens
and the earth; and He knows
what you conceal and what you
reveal. God has full knowledge of
the secrets of all hearts. (4)

Have you not heard of those
who disbelieved in earlier times?
They tasted the evil consequences
of their own doings. Painful
suffering still awaits them. (5)
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That is because their messengers
came to them with clear signs, but
they said, ‘Shall mere mortals be
our guides?’ So, they denied the
truth and turned away. God is free
of all need. God is self-sufficient,
worthy of all praise. (6)

The unbelievers allege that they
will not be raised from the dead.
Say, ‘Yes indeed! By my Lord, you
will certainly be raised from the
dead, and then you will certainly
be told of all that you have done.
This is easy for God.” (7)

Believe then in God and His
Messenger, and in the light which
We have bestowed from on high.
God is fully aware of what you

do. (8)

[Think of] the time when He
will gather you all together for
the Day of the Gathering, the
day of mutual loss and gain. For
anyone who shall have believed in
God and done what is right, He
will efface his bad deeds and will
admit him into gardens through
which running waters flow, where
they will abide for ever. That is
the supreme triumph. (9)
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But those who disbelieve and
deny Our revelations are destined
for the fire where they will abide.
How miserable an end! (10)

No calamity can ever befall
anyone except by God’s leave.
He will guide the heart of anyone
who believes in Him. God has full
knowledge of all things. (11)

So obey God, and obey the
Messenger. If you turn away,
know that Our Messenger’s only
duty is to deliver his message in

full clarity. (12)

God: there is no deity other
than Him. In God, then, let the
believers place their trust. (13)

Believers, some of your spouses
and children are enemies to you;
so beware of them. Yet if you
overlook their faults, pardon and
forgive, God is Much-Forgiving,
Ever Merciful. (14)

Your wealth and children are only
a trial and a temptation, whereas
with God there is a great reward.

(15)
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Therefore, remain God-fearing as ‘ ‘ 2 -T, Sepze “‘ ﬂ
best as you can, listen, obey and

i 3‘ o‘ 2
be charitable. That will be best ! ;:(_S_. ’ ' _,a_lqu

for you. Those that are preserved | 52 ~ < s ; 24 oo
from their own meanness are the \amt «J MC“‘-’J’ o
ones who will achieve success. @ A1
(16)

If you make a goodly loan to God, t‘;/‘:_ ¥ »- l
He will repay you in multiples, S oo s ,).

and will forgive you your sins. Fg.\_)_a.od_) 4&3_‘.,43

God is ever thankful, forbearing

3 . /’) o~
(17) ©IL 22 ey

He knows all that is beyond the B R SR Ty o
reach of human perception and -zf(;'n 3"\11"“!}%“1"5"‘1,—“'

all that is witnessed; the Almighty, @ » Sz'] ‘!
the Wise. (18) -

The Creator and His Creation

The first section of the si#zrah aims to establish the proper concept of
the universe based on faith, present the true bond between the Creator
and the universe He has created, and mention some of God’s names and
attributes as well as their effect on the universe and on human life:

All that is in the heavens and all that is on earth extol the limitless
glory of God; all sovereignty belongs to Him and all praise is due to
Him. He has power over all things. It is He who has created you, yet
some of you are unbelievers and some do believe. God sees all that you
do. He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the
truth, and fashioned you, giving you a comely appearance. To Him all
shall return. He knows what is in the heavens and the earth; and He
knows what you conceal and what you reveal. God has full knowledge
of the secrets of all hearts. (Verses 1-4)
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This conceprt is one hundred per cent accurate: it depicts what
believers have always known and followed. All divine messages have
preached the concept of God’s oneness and His creation of everything
in the universe. They all make it clear that God takes care of everyone
and everything in the universe. We have no doubt about this, since the
Qur’an confirms the same about all God’s messengers and the messages
they advocated. Hence, we pay little attention to what we find today
in distorted scriptures or to what is written on comparative religion by
people who do not believe in the Qur’an, in whole or in part. Deviation
from the true divine faith is the result of what has been introduced by
some followers of these messages, giving the appearance that they did
not preach the pure concept of God’s oneness, or that God is not in
full control and direct contact with every creature. All this is deviation
and does not belong to the original form of any divine religion, which
remains the same from the first to the last of God’s messages. It is
impossible that God should have sent down a religion that is in conflict
with these essential principles, as alleged by scriptures that have been
distorted.

This pure concept allows the human mind to understand, as best
as it can, the true nature of Godhead, feel the power of the Almighty,
and recognize it in everything we see in the universe. We can thus see
the work of this supreme power within ourselves, live within its scope,
and appreciate its effects that cannot be removed from our senses or
our minds. We see it encompassing everything, conducting all affairs,
controlling all events, taking care of all. Nothing escapes it, small or
large, trivial or important. This means that the human heart will always
be highly sensitive, truly alert, entertaining feelings of apprehension and
expectation, fear and hope. Thus man goes about life, looking up to God
with every move and every action, feeling His power and realizing that
He sees all, watches all and controls all. Yet He is also ever merciful to
all and bestows His grace on everyone and in all situations.

Moreover, this concept enables us to feel that the entire universe
turns to its Lord. So, we turn with the universe and join it in extolling
God’s limitless glory. We realize that the whole universe is controlled by
God’s will, subject to His wisdom, and so we submit to His law. This
is why we describe it as a universal concept of faith. Its universality is
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emphasized in a variety of ways throughout the Qur'an. A clear example
can be found in the concluding verses of Sirah 59, The Gathering,
discussed in Volume XVI.

God’s Limitless Power

“All that is in the heavens and all that is on earth extol the limitless glory
of God; all sovereignty belongs to Him and all praise is due to Him.” (Verse
1) Everything in the heavens and the earth turns towards their Lord,
extolling His limitless glory and praising Him. The heart of this universe
is a believing heart, and the soul of everything that exists is a believer.
God owns all, and they all know this truth. God is praised in Himself,
glorified by all His creation. When man alone stands in the midst of
this great universe rebelling against the truth, cold-hearted, spiritless,
turning away from his Lord and Master, refusing to glorify Him, he is
at odds with all, discarded by all.

“He has power over all things.” (Verse 1) His is absolute, limitless and
unrestricted power. The Qur'an impresses this truth on every believer’s
heart. As the believer recognizes its significance, he knows that placing
his trust in God alone means that he relies on the power that can do and
achieve everything, without limit or restriction. This understanding of
God’s power and His glorification and praise by all that exists is part of
the universal concept of faith Islam formulates.

The second point penetrates deep into the human heart. It is man
alone who stands in the midst of the universe in two states of belief
and unbelief, while all the universe believes in its Creator, and extols
His limitless glory and praise: “It is He who has created you, yet some of
you are unbelievers and some do believe.” (Verse 2) It is by God’s will and
through His power that man was originated. He gave him the ability
to turn to or away from faith. Thus man is distinguished among God’s
creation by this dual ability. Hence, he is assigned the great trust and
momentous responsibility of faith. Therefore, God has honoured this

creature by giving him the ability to distinguish truth from falsehood;
furthermore, the choice is up to him. He has also given him the standard
by which he can evaluate his own actions and determine his way. This
standard is the religion God revealed to human messengers. In this way,
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God has helped man to shoulder the trust assigned to him, depriving
him of nothing that he needs. “God sees all that you do.” (Verse 2) He
watches man’s actions, knows his true intentions and the direction he
takes. Let man, then, go about life alert to the fact that he is watched by
the One who sees all. This concept of man’s nature is part of the clear
and straightforward Islamic concept of man’s position in the universe,
as well as his abilities and responsibilities towards the Creator of the
universe.

The third point emphasizes the truth that is inherent in the nature of
the universe and which ensures the proper functioning of the heavens
and the earth. It also highlights the fine beauty of God’s creation as seen
in the creation of man himself. It also makes it clear that all creatures
will ultimately return to Him: “He has created the heavens and the earth
in accordance with the truth, and fashioned you, giving you a comely
appearance. To Him all shall return.” (Verse 3)

The first sentence in this verse, “He has created the heavens and the
earth in accordance with the truth,” implants in a believer’s mind that
the truth is firmly established in the very foundation of this universe. It
is neither transitory nor incidental. The very structure of the universe
is founded on this basis. This is stated by none other than God who
created the heavens and the earth and knows what foundation He has
given them. When this fact is firmly settled in our consciousness, it
gives us total reassurance about the basis of our faith: it is the same truth
that serves as the foundation of the universe. This means that this faith
must inevitably triumph, and must remain pure and well established.
Whatever else is false and will certainly be swept away.

Another fact is stated in the same verse, “and [He] fashioned you,
giving you a comely appearance.” This gives man the feeling that he
has special privilege with God who has bestowed on him the blessing of
a comely appearance, both physically and spiritually. Man is the most
perfected creature on earth in respect of his physical constitution and
his spiritual qualities, which also entails marvellous secrets. Hence, he
has been placed in charge of the earth, which is a vast area by human
standards. A careful glance at man’s general physical constitution, or
at any of his physical systems, is sufficient to portray this fact most
clearly: God “fashioned you, giving you a comely appearance.” It is an
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appearance that combines beauty and perfection. The beauty varies
between one physical form and another, but the design itself is so
beautiful and so well executed, that it enables all functions and qualities
that distinguish man above all other living creatures to work together
perfectly.

“To Him all shall return.” Every thing, situation and creature will
return to Him. The ultimate destiny of the universe and with it the
ultimate destiny of man is with Him. It is from His will that they
originated and to Him they will return. He is the First and the Last
who holds every thing from its both ends, the beginning and the end.
He, in His limitless glory, is not restricted by anything.

The fourth point in the opening section of the sirah describes God’s
perfect knowledge that includes all and every thing. He is fully aware of
what man declares and what he conceals, and knows what is even more
deeply hidden than the deepest and closest of secrets. He knows what
people entertain deep in their hearts: “He knows what is in the heavens
and the earth; and He knows what you conceal and what you reveal. God has
full knowledge of the secrets of all hearts.” (Verse 4) When this fact is firmly
established in man’s mind it gives him a better knowledge of his Lord,
contributing to his concept of the universe. It influences his feelings.
He leads his life fully aware that God knows all there is to know about
him, including his most secret thoughts and unexpressed feelings.

The three verses that follow the first are enough to enable man to
live with the full awareness of the truth of his existence and that of the
universe around him. He will also be aware of the bond he has with
his Lord, how he should behave towards Him and how to fear Him in
every situation in which he finds himself.

The Unbelievers’ Objections

The second section reminds us of the fate of earlier communities
that denied God’s messages and the signs He gave them. They objected
to the fact that God assigned His messages to human messengers,
in the same way as the idolaters in Makkah objected to the Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him) and denied all the clear proof he put
before them:
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Have you not heard of those who disbelieved in earlier times? They tasted
the evil consequences of their own doings. Painful suffering still awaits
them. That is because their messengers came to them with clear signs,
but they said, ‘Shall mere mortals be our guides?’ So, they denied the
truth and turned away. God is free of all need. God is self-sufficient,
worthy of all praise. (Verses 5-6)

The addressees here are, most probably, the unbelievers. They are
reminded of the fates suffered by earlier communities who denied
the truth, and warned against a similar fate. The interrogative form is
adopted either as a denunciation of their stubbornness after they have
been given such information or it is used to draw their attention to
this same history that relates to them. They were fully aware of what
happened to some of these communities, such as the ‘Ad, Thamiid and
the towns of Sodom and Gomorrah. In fact, they passed by them in
their trips to the north and south of Arabia.

The Qur’in mentions their fate in this life and states what awaits
them in the life to come: “Painful suffering still awaits them.” (Verse
5) It then explains why they deserved what happened to them and
what they are still to face: “That is because their messengers came to
them with clear signs, but they said, Shall mere mortals be our guides?”
(Verse 6) It is the same objection voiced by the Makkan idolaters to the
Prophet. It is an arrogant objection that betrays a total ignorance of the
nature of the divine message and its being a code to be implemented
in human life. Hence, it must be practically represented in a human
being, in the Messenger who lives according to it and presents a model
of its implementation. Thus, others will then be able to mould their
own lives in the same way, and to the best of their abilities. Were the
Messenger to belong to any other than the human race, people would
not have had a practical example against which to mould their feelings
and lives. Moreover, this objection betrays ignorance of the true
nature of man and his elevated status, which enables him to receive
and deliver a divine message instead of God assigning it to an angel,
as the unbelievers frequently suggested. Man carries the spirit of God
breathed into him when God first created Adam. This prepares him to
receive God’s message and to deliver it complete as he receives it from
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on high. This is an honour bestowed on the human race, rejected only
by those who are ignorant of the high status God gives to man when,
within his own personal world, he gives full effect to this breath of
God’s spirit in him. Furthermore, the objection reflects the arrogance
and false pride of those who refuse to follow a human messenger, as
if such following would detract from the status of those ignorant,
arrogant unbelievers. To them, it is acceptable to follow a messenger
who belongs to a different kind of creature, but to follow one from
their own ranks is too unbecoming.

Therefore, they disbelieved in God’s messengers and turned away
from them, rejecting the clear proofs and signs that they brought them.
Their pride, combined with their ignorance of human nature, stood as
a barrier preventing them from accepting the truth. Thus, they chose
to turn away from God’s guidance and to disbelieve in Him. “So, they
denied the truth and turned away.” (Verse 6)

“God is free of all need. God is self-sufficient, worthy of all praise.” (Verse
6) He does not need that they should accept His guidance, nor does
He need their worship. Indeed, He needs nothing from them or from
anyone else. He is free of all need.

Such is the story of those who in earlier times denied God’s messages
and were made to taste the fruits of their unbelief. It also explains the
reasons behind what happened to them and what awaits them in the
life to come. How can present generations follow in their footsteps and
deny the truth now? How can they risk a similar fate?

The Truth of Resurrection

The third section carries the theme of the previous one further, stating
the situation of those unbelievers who deny the resurrection. It is clearly
apparent that these were the idolaters whom the Prophet addressed,
calling on them to believe in his message. This section instructs the
Prophet to confirm, most emphatically, to them that the resurrection will
certainly take place. Indeed, it adds a scene from the Day of Judgement
that depicts the fates of the two groups who either deny or accept it. It

calls on them to believe, obey and attribute everything that happens in
the world to God Almighty:
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The unbelievers allege that they will not be raised from the dead. Say,
“Yes indeed! By my Lord, you will certainly be raised from the dead,
and then you will certainly be told of all that you have done. This is
easy for God.’ Believe then in God and His Messenger, and in the light
which We have bestowed from on high. God is fully aware of what you
do. [Think of] the time when He will gather you all together for the
Day of the Gathering, the day of mutual loss and gain. For anyone
who shall have believed in God and done what is right, He will efface
his bad deeds and will admit him into gardens through which running
waters flow, where they will abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph.
But those who disbelieve and deny Our revelations are destined for
the fire where they will abide. How miserable an end! No calamity
can ever befall anyone except by God’s leave. He will guide the heart
of anyone who believes in Him. God bas full knowledge of all things.
So obey God, and obey the Messenger. If you turn away, know that
Our Messenger’s only duty is to deliver his message in full clarity. God:
there is no deity other than Him. In God, then, let the believers place
their trust. (Verses 7—13)

Right from the start the s@zrah describes the unbelievers’ argument as
an ‘allegation’, thereby branding it as a lie. It follows this with a directive
to the Prophet to assert his message of resurrection most emphatically,
swearing by his Lord to its truth. Nothing can be more emphatic than
an oath the Prophet makes by his Lord. “Say: Yes indeed! By my Lord,
you will certainly be raised from the dead, and then you will certainly be
told of all that you have done.” (Verse 7) Nothing of it will suffer neglect.
God knows their deeds better than they do, so He will tell them all
about it on the Day of Resurrection. “7his is easy for God.” He knows
all that is in the heavens and the earth, open and secret, as well as what
is in people’s hearts, expressed or otherwise. He also has power over all
things, as stated earlier in the sarah.

The sizrah then calls on them to believe in God and His Messenger,
and in the light He has given His Messenger, which is the Qur'an and
the faith embodied in the Quran. It is indeed light, since it comes
from God, and “God is the light of the heavens and the earth.” (24: 35)
The Qur’an enlightens the heart to make it shine, able to see the truth
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inherent within it: “Believe then in God and His Messenger, and in the
light which We have bestowed from on high.” (Verse 8) This call on them
to believe is followed by a comment that makes them realize that their
situation is fully observed by God: “God is fully aware of what you do.”
(Verse 8)

The next verse continues to draw the scene of the Day of Resurrection:
“[Think of] the time when He will gather you all together for the Day of
the Gathering, the day of mutual loss and gain.” (Verse 9) It is called the
Day of the Gathering because all creatures from all generations are
gathered together on that day, which is also attended by the angels.
Only God knows the numbers of the angels, but we may have a sense of
it when we reflect on the following adith in which Aba Dharr quotes
the Prophet as saying: “I see and hear what you do not. The heavens
is noisily bustling, and rightly so: there is not a four-finger width in it
but occupied by an angel with his forehead placed low in prostration
before God. Were you to know what I know, you would have laughed
but a little and wept much, and you would not have enjoyed being in
bed with women. You would have gone up the hills and mountains
earnestly appealing to God. I wish I were a tree to be felled.” [Related
by al-Tirmidhi.] The heaven in which there is an angel in every little
space of four fingers is this great expanse for which we know no limit,
and in which a sun like ours appears to be no more than a fine particle
floating in the air. Does this then give us an approximation for the
number of angels in it? Furthermore, all these angels will form part of
the assembled mass of creatures on the Day of Gathering.

It will be in front of this great assembly that the loss and gain will
take place: the believers will take all happiness purely for themselves
while the unbelievers will be totally deprived of it before being sent to
hell. These are two greatly different lots. The sense we receive is that
of a competition where the winners take all. Hence, each side wants to
deprive its competitors. The believers end up winners and the unbelievers
losers. This is what is meant by ‘mutual loss and gain’, as explained
in the same verse and that which follows: “For anyone who shall have
believed in God and done what is right, He will efface his bad deeds and
will admit him into gardens through which running waters flow, where they
will abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph. But those who disbelieve
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and deny Our revelations are destined for the fire where they will abide.
How miserable an end” (Verses 9—10)

Before completing the call to them to believe, the s#rah states one of
the main elements of the Islamic faith, which is to believe in God’s will
and the effect of belief in God on the human heart: “No calamity can
ever befall anyone except by Gods leave. He will guide the heart of anyone
who believes in Him. God has full knowledge of all things.” (Verse 11)

Perhaps this fact is stated here only to put it clearly within the context
of the faith they are called upon to adopt. It is a belief that attributes
everything to God, and whatever good or evil takes place occurs only by
God’s will. This is an essential fact without which faith is incomplete.
It is indeed the basis of all feelings a believer may have when facing life
events and situations, good and happy or bad and miserable. On the
other hand, this fact is stated here in response to something that took
place and was clear in people’s minds at the time of the revelation of this
siirah or this verse. Regardless of the exact situation, this fact represents
an important aspect of the concept Islam implants in a believer’s
consciousness. He thus feels God’s hand behind every event and every
move. He receives with a calm heart whatever happens to him, whether
it brings him happiness or adversity. He expresses his gratitude in the
first case and demonstrates patience in the second. Alternatively, he
may rise to a higher level, expressing his thanks to God in both cases of
happiness and adversity, feeling that both bring him God’s blessings.
He then sees adversity as a reminder for him or an occasion that may
bring him forgiveness of past sins or an increase in his reward. In an
authentic hadith, the Prophet is quoted as saying: “Amazing is the
believer’s situation: whatever God determines is good for him. Should
he meet with adversity, he resorts to patience and this is good for him,
while if he meets with what is pleasant, he expresses his gratitude to
God, and this is good for him. This situation applies to no one other
than a believer.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim.]

“He will guide the heart of anyone who believes in Him.” (Verse 11)
Some commentators explain this as meaning belief in God’s will and
being resigned to it in the event of facing a calamity. Ibn ‘Abbas,
however, takes this statement as indicating complete guidance granted
to believing hearts, making them recognize the absolute truth. Thus
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they attribute all things and all events to God, their source and goal.
This provides them with reassurance and comfort. With such a complete
and comprehensive vision, they are not encumbered by a partial view
that may be deficient or erroneous. Hence, the comment at the end of
the verse: “God has full knowledge of all things.” (Verse 11) It is, then,
guidance to a share of God’s knowledge. God grants this guidance to a
person who truly believes, thus earning the prize of knowing something
of what lies beyond this limited human life.

The séirah continues with its call on people to believe, calling them
now to obey God and His Messenger: “So obey God, and obey the
Messenger. If you turn away, know that Our Messenger’s only duty is to
deliver his message in full clarity.” (Verse 12) The siirah has already shown
them the end suffered by earlier communities who turned away. Now
it tells them that the role of God’s Messenger is only to deliver His
message. When he has done this, he has fulfilled the trust assigned to
him and put the proof before them. What remains is the fate merited
by those who are stubborn in disobedience and rejection. They have
already been reminded of this.

This section concludes by restating the truth of God’s oneness, which
they persistently deny. It also states the believers’ attitude in dealing
with God: “God: there is no deity other than Him. In God, then, let the
believers place their trust.” (Verse 13) The truth of God’s oneness is the
essence of faith. Its practical import is to place one’s total trust in God
and to rely on Him alone. This verse provides a bridge between these
sections of the sirab and its final one which comes as an address to the
believers.

Spouses and Children as Enemies

In the final section the sizrah addresses the believers, warning them
against failure in the test represented in the temptation spouses, children
and riches offer. They are required to remain God-fearing, be obedient
to Him and give willingly for His cause. They are warned against being
stingy. They are further promised the doubling of their provisions,
forgiveness of their sins and success. They are finally reminded of God’s
all-encompassing knowledge, power and wisdom:
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Believers, some of your spouses and children are enemies to you; so
beware of them. Yet if you overlook their faults, pardon and forgive,
God is much-forgiving, ever merciful. Your wealth and children are only
a trial and a temptation, whereas with God there is a great reward.
Therefore, remain God-fearing as best as you can, listen, obey and be
charitable. That will be best for you. Those that are preserved from
their own meanness are the ones who will achieve success. If you make
a goodly loan to God, He will repay you in multiples, and will forgive
you your sins. God is ever thankful, forbearing. He knows all that is
beyond the reach of human perception and all that is witnessed; the
Almighty, the Wise. (Verses 14-18)

A man asked Ibn ‘Abbis about the first verse in this section and it is
reported that he told him that there were some people in Makkah who
accepted Islam and wanted to join the Prophet in Madinah, but their
spouses and children prevented them. When they ultimately joined
him, they realized that those who were already with the Prophet had
acquired insight in their religion. Therefore, they wanted to punish their
spouses and children for having kept them away. God then revealed this
verse telling them: “If you overlook their faults, pardon and forgive, God
is much-forgiving, ever merciful.” (Verse 14) This hadith is related by al-
Tirmidhi who describes it as authentic. The same opinion is expressed
by ‘Tkrimah, Ibn ‘Abbas’s disciple.

The Qur'anic statement is wider in scope and import than this
particular situation represents. For this warning is the same as that
in the following verse: “Your wealth and children are only a trial and a
temptation.” (Verse 15) Both caution against the temptation that wives,
children and wealth present. The warning that some spouses and children
may be one’s enemies refers to a true fact in human life. In this way, the
verses touch upon some intricate and complex ties in man’s emotions
and how they are influenced by life’s circumstances. Spouses and children
may divert a person’s attention from God’s remembrance. They may
also make a2 man fall short of discharging the responsibilities required
of his faith; this in order to spare himself the troubles that he may face
as a result of fulfilling such responsibilities. A person who strives for
God’s cause may be exposed to much loss and may have to sacrifice a
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great deal. He and his family may have to withstand much hardship.
He may be willing to face such hardship himself, but cannot bear that
such hardship be suffered by his wife and children. As a result, he may
be tight-fisted and cowardly in order to ensure that they are safe, free of
trouble and financially secure. Thus, they become his enemies as they
turn him away from doing what is good and stop him from fulfilling
the ultimate objective of his existence. Indeed, they may even stand in
his way, stopping him from fulfilling his duty. In doing so, they may
wish to spare themselves what may happen as a result, or they may not
share his belief. In this way, man finds himself unable to separate himself
from them and dedicate himself to God’s cause. This is also a form of
enmity that may vary in degrees. Furthermore, such situations are faced
by believers at all times.

This very complex situation merits such a caution from God as to alert
believers’ hearts so that they do not allow such feelings and pressures
to creep into their minds. The caution is stated again, this time as a
warning against the temptation presented by wealth and children. The
Arabic word used here is fitnah, which conveys two meanings. The first
is ‘trial’, which makes the verse mean that God puts you to trial by giving
you riches and children. He tests you in this way, so always be on the
alert in order to pass your test and dedicate yourself to God. The second
meaning is ‘temptation’, and in this sense the verse means that riches
and children present temptations for you to indulge in sin. Beware then
and do not allow such temptations to distract you from the way that
leads to God’s acceptance. Both meanings are acceptable.

Imam Ahmad relates on the authority of Buraydah, a Companion of
the Prophet: “The Prophet was delivering a sermon when al-Hasan and
al-Husayn came wearing two red shirts and tripping as they walked.
The Prophet got down from the pulpit and took them up, placing
them next to him. He then said: ‘God and His Messenger speak the
truth: Your wealth and children are only a trial and a tempiation. 1 saw
these two young boys tripping as they walked, and I could not wait. I
had to interrupt my speech to lift them up.” Thus did the Prophet do
with his two grandchildren. It s, then, a very serious matter. Therefore
alerting people to it and making them aware of what it may lead to
is necessary, as God, who created people and gave them their natural
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feelings, knows. They can then restrain themselves so as not to allow
such feelings to dictate their behaviour, knowing that such loving bonds
could end up causing them what an enemy tries to cause. Therefore,
when the warning is given and the encouragement is made to pass
the test and to overcome the temptation, they are reminded of what
God has in store for them: “whereas with God there is a great reward.”
(Verse 15)

The believers are admonished to do their best to remain God-fearing
and to obey God’s orders: “Therefore, remain God-fearing as best as you
can, listen, obey and be charitable.” (Verse 16) Here we see an aspect of
God’s care as He restricts what is expected of the believers to that which
remains within their power and ability. He knows the limit of what
they can do in obedience of Him. The Prophet says: “When I give you
an order, do it as best you can, and when I prohibit something, refrain
from it completely.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim.] Limits cannot
be set on obeying an order to do something. Therefore, what is within
one’s ability and power is sufficient. On the other hand, prohibition
cannot be divided. It is required in full.

They are also called upon to be generous in what they donate: “And
be charitable. That will be best for you.” (Verse 16) Normally, they spend
their money on their own needs. God instructs them to spend in charity
what is good for themselves. Thus, when they are charitable, they are
actually spending their money on what is good for themselves. The sirah
also depicts meanness as a plague, one they must try to get rid of. He is
happy who manages to achieve this: “Those that are preserved from their
own meanness are the ones who will achieve success.” (Verse 16)

The sirah goes on encouraging them to be charitable, making it
desirable for them. It describes such charity as a loan given to God.
Who would want to lose the opportunity to give his Master a loan? God
accepts the loan, repays it many times over, forgives the lender his sins,
thanks the lender and forbears with him when he falls short of thanking
Him: “If you make a goodly loan to God, He will repay you in multiples,
and will forgive you your sins. God is ever thankful, forbearing.” (Verse
17) Blessed be God’s name: how generous and great He is! It is He who
creates man, His servant, and then gives him all his provisions. He then
asks him to give him as a loan some of what is surplus to his needs. He
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repays this loan in multiples and thanks His servant and forbears when
His servant is not as grateful to Him as he should be.

God thus teaches us how to rise above our weaknesses and
shortcomings and how to aspire to the sublime, trying to be like Him,
albeit within our limited abilities. God has breathed of His spirit into
man, so that man will always aspire to achieve this ideal, within the
scope of his nature and ability. Therefore, the sublime remains open
for man always to aspire to. He can try to rise step after step so that he
can meet God presenting what He likes him to present and what earns
him His pleasure.

The section then concludes with a statement of God’s knowledge
and wisdom: “He knows all that is beyond the reach of human perception
and all that is witnessed; the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 18) Everything is
within His knowledge, subject to His power, conducted according to His
wisdom. As they go through life, people should realize that they remain
under God’s watchful eye, are subject to His power, and that everything
takes place by His will. When this truth is appreciated by people, they
will remain God-fearing and respond to Him only as they should.

—

i
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SURAH 65

Al-Talaq

(Divorce)

Prologue

This sirah, Divorce, is an outline by God of the rules governing
divorce, discussing in detail those cases that were not discussed in the
other s#rah that tackles this important issue, S#rah 2, The Cow. The
stirah also deals with a number of other family issues that result from
divorce. It specifies the time when divorce may take place if it is to gain
God’s approval and to follow His law: “ Prophet! When you divorce women,
divorce them with a view to their prescribed waiting period.” (Verse 1) It
states the divorced woman’s right and duty to stay in her family home,
i.e. her divorcing husband’s home, during her waiting period. She
cannot be turned out and should not leave of her own accord except
in situations where a woman has committed an act of gross indecency:
“Do not drive them out of their homes, nor shall they themselves leave,
unless they commit a flagrant indecency.” (Verse 1) It also specifies the
woman’s right to leave home after the end of her waiting period and
her freedom to do what she likes, unless her husband has reinstated the
marriage within the waiting period. Should this occur, it should only be
to resume normal married life between them. It cannot be done to cause
the woman any harm or to deprive her of the chance to marry a different
man: “When they have completed their appointed term, either retain them
in fair manner or part with them in fair manner.” (Verse 2) Whichever
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option is followed, retaining the marriage or allowing the break up to
be complete, it should be in the presence of witnesses: “Call to witness
two persons of known probity from among yourselves.” (Verse 2)

In Sirah 2, the waiting period of a woman who has not yet reached
the menopause is specified as three cycles, counting either the time of
menstruation or the time of cleanliness. The scholarly difference here
is based on the linguistic meaning of the term used in the sirah, qur,
which applies to either period. In this si#rah, the waiting period of a
divorced woman who has passed the menopause or who is too young
to have a period is specified: “As for those of your women who are beyond
the age of monthly courses, as well as for those who do not have any courses,
their waiting period, if you have any doubt, is three months.” (Verse 4)
Likewise, the waiting period of a pregnant divorcee is specified: “As for
those who are with child, their waiting term shall end when they deliver
their burden.” (Verse 4)

The sirah also includes rulings on the home where a divorced
woman lives during her waiting period and, if she is pregnant, her
right to maintenance until she has delivered the baby: “Lez them dwell
wherever you dwell, according to your means, and do not harass them so
as to make their lives a misery. If they are with child, maintain them until
they have delivered their burden.” (Verse 6) The siirah then goes on to
give detailed rules about the breast-feeding of a divorcee’s child and her
right to financial compensation if she so breast-feeds the child, if the
two parents agree this is in the child’s best interests, as also provisions
for the child’s breast-feeding by another woman if the two cannot
agree: “If; after that, they suckle your infants, pay them for it. Take counsel
with one another in a fair manner. If some of you make things difficult,
let another woman suckle the child.” (Verse 6) The sidrah then adds
further derails on maintenance and compensation in all cases, making
it commensurate with the financial means of the divorcing husband:
“Let the one who has ample means spend in accordance with his means;
and let the one whose provisions are restricted spend according to what
God has given him. God does not burden anyone with more than He has
given them.” (Verse 7)

Thus, the sirah takes up all divorce situations. providing detailed
legislation for each context. It caters for every problem that results
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from the collapse of the family, providing a comfortable solution that
combines clarity with care, ease and attention to detail.

Taking Divorce Seriously

This sirah is remarkable in the way it tackles divorce and the
situations that may result from it. It brings together many aspects of
encouragement and warning, and gives comments on every order and
ruling. It links the question of divorce to God’s will as it works in the
heavens and the earth, and to God’s law that brings destruction to
those who stubbornly disobey Him. By the same token, it also provides
comfort and increased provisions to those who remain God-fearing. It
repeats its directive to treat the other party with kindness, forbearance
and mutual consideration, always preferring to do a good turn. It holds
out the prospect of people receiving better results, reminding them of
God’s will and how it applies to creation, the provision of sustenance,
and in cases of ease and affliction.

We can only look with amazement at the numerous universal truths
brought together in a s#rah that primarily deals with divorce. The
theme is taken so seriously that the s#rah begins making its address to
the Prophet personally, although it is intended as a general address to
all believers. The sirah is also remarkable in the way it deals with each
situation in great detail, requiring that its provisions and rulings be
implemented while maintaining a fear of God. We also note that the
comments given are numerous, coupled with promises of reward and
warning against punishment. These comments, long and frequent as
they are, give the impression that this question is the total sum of Islam.
It is the question determined by God who watches how His instructions
are put into effect. Those who implement them with a genuine God-
fearing sense need fear no harm, while those who procrastinate, evade
or try to harm others are threatened with the sternest punishment. It
raises the hope of good prospects to the community that deals with such
situations in a fair, reasonable and kind manner.

We read in this s#rah statements like: “Be conscious of God, your
Lord... These are the bounds set by God. Whoever transgresses God's bounds
wrongs his own soul. You never know; after that, God may bring about some
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new situation.” (Verse 1) “Call to witness two persons of known probity
from among yourselves; and do yourselves bear witness before God. Thus is
admonished everyone who believes in God and the Last Day. For everyone
who fears God, He will grant a way out, and will provide for him whence
he does not expect. God will be sufficient for everyone who puts his trust in
Him. God always attains His purpose. God has set a measure for everything.”
(Verses 2—3) “For everyone who is God-fearing, God makes things easy. Such
is God’s commandment which He has revealed to you. God will pardon the
bad deeds of everyone who is God-fearing and will grant him a richl reward.”
(Verses 4-5) “After hardship, God will grant ease.” (Verse 7)

We also read the following stern, long and detailed warning: “Many
a community that insolently defied the commandment of their Lord and
His messengers We have brought to account in a severe manner and inflicted
on them terrible suffering. Thus they tasted the outcome of their own
conduct. Yet the end of their conduct was ruin. God has prepared a severe
punishment for them.” (Verses 8—10) We note how it is followed with a
strong caution against doing what leads to such a fate, and a reminder
of the great blessing of sending God’s Messenger with the light that he
brings and with the promise of great reward: “So, you who are endowed
with insight, you who have faith, fear God. God has bestowed on you a
reminder from on high. [He has sent you] a Messenger who recites to you
God's revelations that make thing: clear, so that He may lead those who
believe and do righteous deeds out of the depths of darkness into the light.
God will admit everyone who believes in Him and does righteous deeds into
gardens through which running waters flow, where they will abide for ever.
God will have granted them a most excellent provision.” (Verses 10-11)
We then read how it is all concluded with a note that opens up the
whole universe before us: “z is God who has created seven heavens and
likewise of the earth. His command descends through them all, so that you
may learn that God has power over all things, and that God encompasses
all things with His knowledge.” (Verse 12)

All this is contained in a comment on the rulings regarding divorce.
We also note that a whole s#rah of the Qur'an is devoted to regulating
this situation and the consequences that result from it. In this way, we
see how divorce is linked to the most fundamental and essential facts of
faith, both at the level of the universe and the level of the human soul,
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even though divorce is a situation of ruin, not building, a severance, not
initiation, and its subject matter is a family, not a state. Yet the sirah gives
us the impression that it is more serious than establishing a state.
What does all this signify? Its significance is varied, but in its totality
it points to the sublime nature of this religion, its seriousness and its
divine origin. This is clear even though nothing else points to it other
than this s#rah. Hence, we see how the Islamic system approaches the
family question with much seriousness. Islam is a system based on the
family. The family home is a shelter that gives comfort. People live
there nurturing ties of love, affection, mutual sympathy and care while
observing values that maintain purity and the absence of lewdness.

Within the family home children are reared and looked after.

Relations within the family are shown in an atmosphere of clarity
that radiates with mutual sympathy and genuine care: “And among
His signs is that He creates for you spouses out of your own kind, so that
you might incline towards them, and He engenders love and tenderness
between you.” (30: 21) “They are as a garment for you, as you are for
them.” (2: 187) Marriage, then, is a bond between two souls, based
on mutual inclination, love and tenderness. It establishes a unit
within which relations reflect mutual care and kindness. The very
words the Qur'an uses in reference to the family generate an air of
ease and tenderness as they express the type of bond Islam wants
to see within this unit, recognizing its noble objectives of helping
life to continue through procreation. Therefore, these objectives
are shown to be clean, pure and serious. It describes them very
aptly in the following way: “Your wives are your tilth.” (2: 223) This
description also implies fertility and increasc in numbers.

In keeping with its total approach to all aspects, Islam provides
this homely unit with all its care and warrantees. It does not limit
itself to spiritual inspiration, but also adds legal provisions and
guarantees.'

1. Sayyid Qutb (1982), Al-Salam al-‘Alami wal-Islam, (Islam and World Peace), Beirut
and Cairo, pp. 67-68.
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When we look at Islamic family legislation in the Qur'an and the
Sunnah regarding all situations, and consider the directives accompanying
the legal provisions, as well as the different influences brought to bear,
and the fact that the whole question is given a direct link to God at
every step, as is the case in this s#rh and in others, we then realize
how important an institution the family is in the Islamic system. We
appreciate the value God assigns to the question of the family when we
remember that in the opening verse of S#rah 4, Women, God states in
the same sentence the requirement of fearing Him and being mindful
of family ties: “Mankind, fear your Lord, who has created you from a
single soul, and from it created its mate, and from the two of them spread
abroad so many men and women. Fear God, in whose name you appeal
to one another, and be mindful of your ties of kinship. Indeed, God is ever
watching over you.” (4: 1) He also combines worshipping God alone with
kindness to parents: “Your Lord has ordained that you shall worship none
but Him, and that you must be kind to your parents.” (17: 23) In another
sirah, gratitude to God is coupled with gratitude to one’s parents: “Be
grateful to Me and to your parents.” (31: 14)

That we should take such great care is consistent with God’s will that
has established human life on the basis of the family. He willed that
the first unit in human existence was a family made of Adam and his
wife. All mankind is the progeny of this first family unit. God could
have created millions of human individuals at the same time, but He
chose to let all humanity begin with a single unit because He wished
to give the family a momentous role in human life. Family life meets
the requirements of human nature and allows human abilities and
character to develop. It also nurtures the child’s talents and strengthens
his potential. The most profound influences on man are seen within
the family. Therefore, the Islamic system, which represents the final and
complete divine code for human life, fits perfectly with God’s will that
brought man into existence. Such harmony is observed in everything
that comes from God.

The second message that the s#rah’s serious approach to marital and
family matters delivers is how the Islamic system wishes to elevate these
human ties to a sacred level that sees them linked to God. In essence,
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they are made a means for spiritual purification. This contrasts with the
way they have been viewed in idolatrous beliefs and in distorted religion
that has moved far away from dealing with human nature.

Islam neither suppresses natural feelings nor considers them dirty.
It only regulates, purifies and elevates them above the physical
level so that they become central to many psychological and
social values. By contrast, adultery, and prostitution in particular,
removes from such natural desires all the exquisite feelings,
artractions and values that have been refined over the long history
of human life. It leaves such desires naked, dirty and coarser than
in animals. In many animal and bird species, couples live together
in a regulated life. They do not have the sort of sexual chaos that
adultery spreads in some human communities, particularly where
prostitution is rife.?

Islam considers marriage a means to maintain one’s purity. It calls on
the Muslim community to facilitate the marriage of men and women,
should money become an obstacle to marriage: “Marry the single from
among you as well as such of your male and female slaves as are virtuous.
If they are poor, God will grant them sufficiency out of His bounty. God is
Muntficent, All-Knowing. As for those who are unable to marry, let them
live in continence until God grants them sufficiency out of His bounty.”
(24: 32-33) It calls marriage ihsan, which means protection. Thus,
believers develop the concept that staying without protection, even for
a short period, does not earn God’s favour. ‘Ali explained the reason
for his marriage shortly after the death of his first wife, Fatimah, the
Prophet’s daughter thus: “I feared to meet God when I was without a
wife.” Marriage is, then, one of the acts of obedience to God, and by
which a believer hopes to improve his position with God. The marital
tie becomes to him a sacred one since it is part of obeying God.

2. Sayyid Qutb (2006), /i the Shade of the Qur @n, Leicester, Islamic Foundation, Vol. XII,
p- 269.
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A Realistic Approach to Marriage

This sizrah and similar ones like it indicate the realistic nature of the
Islamic approach to life and to human nature. It accepts human nature
as it is and works upon its potentials and circumstances. Therefore, it
does not stop at either providing detailed legislation on a matter that is
left to people’s consciences or issuing directives. Instead, it uses both in
its approach to the human soul and to practical life.

To start with, the marriage bond is meant to be permanent and well
established. Islam adds a host of guarantees to ensure that it remains
so, raising it to the level of fulfilling God’s orders. It enables state funds
to be used to help poor men and women marry. It legislates for the
observance of values that prevent exposing physical charms so as to
tempt the other sex, this so that desires are settled within a proper and
legitimate framework. It prescribes punishments for adultery and false
accusations of adultery. It protects the sanctity of homes by requiring
people to ask permission before entering, and defines that people inside
the home should ask permission before entering other rooms. Islam
also regulates marital ties with specific rules and laws. It establishes the
family system on the basis that one of the two partners is responsible
for taking full care of the family, the man, as he is better suited for this
responsibility. In this way, Islam prevents conflict and disorder within the
family. Further safeguards are put in place to work together with directives
utilizing people’s emotions. It adds to all this the fact that this bond and
its preservation are an essential aspect of being God-fearing.

Yet practical human life shows that there are situations that end in
ruin, despite all the guarantees and safeguards. These must be faced in
a practical way. Denial is of no use when the continuity of marital life
becomes almost impossible. To hold on to marriage in such cases serves
no purpose.

Islam does not rush to enforce a break-up of the marriage once
conflict erupts. On the contrary, it tries hard to hold on to it,
allowing it to break only when there is no other way.

Islam addresses men: “Consort with them in a goodly manner. Even
if you are averse to them, it may well be that you are averse to something
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in which God has placed much good.” (4: 19) Thus it encourages them
to take things easy and to persevere, even when they are averse to
their wives. It opens up a window for them as regards something
they may not know: “/t may well be that you are averse to something
in which God has placed much good.” These women to whom they
are averse may bring them much good, which they are unaware
of. If God has this good in store for them, they must not let it go
to waste. Nothing is more effective in working on emotions so as
to control feelings of hate and moderate them.

Should the matter go beyond feelings of like or dislike and reach
a point of incompatibility and irreconcilability, Islam does not rush
to recommend divorce. Rather, it recommends an attempt by well-
wishers to achieve reconciliation: “If you have reason to fear that a
breach may occur between a (married) couple, appoint an arbiter from
among his people and an arbiter from among her people. If they both
want to set things aright, God will bring about their reconciliation.
God is indeed All-Knowing, aware of all things.” (4: 35) “If a woman
has reason to fear ill-treament or desertion by her husband, it shall not
be wrong for the two of them if they should try to set things peacefully
to rights between them; for peace is best.” (4: 128)

If all such intermediation fails, and there appear to be things
that prevent a tolerably peaceful life, then the split is serious. To
retain the marriage in such circumstances would inevitably lead
to failure. The pressures involved would compound the already
adverse effects on the people involved. Hence, it is wise to accept
the facts and put an end to the marriage. Islam in no way likes

this, but views it as necessary. We should always remember that of
all lawful things, God dislikes divorce most.?

Even if the man wants to divorce his wife, this is not instantaneously

possible. The proper thing is for divorce to take place when the woman
is not in her monthly period, and provided that no sexual intercourse
had taken place between the couple. This means that a delay takes

3. Sayyid Qutb (1982), Al-Salim al-‘Alami wal-Islam, (Islam and World Peace), Beirut
and Cairo, pp. 84-85.
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place, which could overcome the anger and provide an opportunity for
the couple to review their situation. In this way, they may reflect and
be more inclined to make peace. Divorce may then not take place as a
result of this initial delay.

Moreover, there is the waiting period: three monthly cycles, or three
months in the case of a divorced woman who has passed the menopause
or until childbirth if the woman is pregnant. During this waiting period,
the reinstatement of the marriage is possible if a change of heart takes
place and the couple want to resume their married life.

Yet all these attempts do not negate the fact that a total split may occur
and that there are situations that need to be practically regulated. Islam
addresses these situations putting in place legislation to take care of all
the aspects involved. Hence, we have the detailed provisions included in
this s@rah, which show the practical Islamic approach to life’s problems
in a way that ensures progress and maintains purity.

Eradicating Traces of Jahiliyyah

This sarah with all that it includes of encouragement, warnings,
emphasis, detailed provisions and telling comments clearly indicates
that it was addressing certain situations that continued to carry traces
of the days of ignorance, marked by the ill-treatment of women and
gross injustice towards them. Hence, strong influences are brought to
bear on people’s minds together with detailed provisions to close any
loopholes that may allow evasion of the rules and a return to the old
ignorant concepts that led to unhealthy marital relations.

This did not apply to Arabia only. It was common throughout the
world. Women were treated in the same way as slaves, or worse than
slaves, in almost all parts of the world. In some communities, sex was
viewed as filthy and women were thought of as evil, tempting men to
indulge in such filth. It was from such depths of global ignorance that
Islam raised women and marital relations to their high and pure levels,
giving women their rightful positions of honour and putting in place
safeguards to protect their rights. No little girl would now be the victim
of infanticide. Furthermore, when she reached a marriageable age, she
could no longer be forced into marriage against her will. Whether virgin
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or mature, a woman must give her consent before she can be married.
As a wife, a woman has full and protected rights, and she further enjoys
the safeguards provided by Islamic law. If divorced, a woman has the
rights detailed in this s#7ah and in Sirah 2, The Cow, as also revealed
elsewhere in the Qur'an and Sunnah.

At its own initiative, Islam put all these legislative provisions in
place. It was not a response to a feeling among women in Arabia or
anywhere else in the world that their situation was unsatisfactory, or to
a twinge of conscience among men that required fairness to women.
There was no association of women in Arabia or anywhere else for that
matter demanding reforms; nor were there any female members of any
consultative or legislative assembly. Indeed, nota single voice demanded
an improvement in women’s status. These legal provisions were part
of the code made in heaven for implementation on earth, to ensure
fairness to all its people. It was God’s will to raise human life from the
depth of ignorance into which it had sunk, purge marital relations from
their shameful status and to give to man and woman, created originally
from a single soul, all their human rights that preserve their honour
and dignity.

Islam is a noble religion. Only a perverted ignorant will stand in
opposition to it. For, no one abandons God’s law in preference for
human law except through the pressures of desire and a clinging to
worldly pleasures.

Having reviewed the subject matter of the s#rah in general terms,
we will now discuss the provisions it puts in place. When we look at
them within the context of the s#rah, we find that they reflect life and
movement and that they are full of inspiration. This is the difference
between looking at such provisions within their Qur'anic context and
studying them in books of Islamic law.

=
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~ Al-Talaq (Divorce)

In the Name of God, the Lord of

Grace, the Ever Merciful

Prophet! When you* divorce
women, divorce them with a view
to their prescribed waiting period,
and reckon the period accurately.
Be conscious of God, your Lord.
Do not drive them out of their
homes, nor shall they themselves
leave, unless they commit a
flagrant indecency. These are the
bounds set by God. Whoever
transgresses God’s bounds wrongs
his own soul. You never know;
after that, God may bring about
some new situation. (1)

When they have completed their
appointed term, either retain
them in fair manner or part with
them in fair manner. Call to
witness two persons of known
probity from among yourselves;
and do yourselves bear witness
before God. Thus is admonished
everyone who believes in God
and the Last Day. For everyone
who fears God, He will grant a
way out, (2)
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and will provide for him whence
he does not expect. God will be
sufficient for everyone who puts
his trust in Him. God always
attains His purpose. God has set
a measure for everything. (3)

As for those of your women who
are beyond the age of monthly
courses, as well as for those who
do not have any courses, their
waiting period, if you have any
doubt, is three months. As for
those who are with child, their
waiting term shall end when they
deliver their burden. For everyone
who is God-fearing, God makes
things easy. (4)

Such is God’s commandment
which He has revealed to you.
God will pardon the bad deeds of
everyone who is God-fearing and
will grant him a rich reward. (5)

Let them dwell wherever you
dwell, according to your means,
and do not harass them so as to
make their lives a misery. If they
are with child, maintain them
until they have delivered their
burden. If, after that, they suckle
your infants, pay them for it.
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Take counsel with one another
in a fair manner. If some of you
make things difficult, let another
woman suckle the child. (6)

Let the one who has ample means
spend in accordance with his
means; and let the one whose
provisions are restricted spend
according to what God has
given him. God does not burden
anyone with more than He has
given them. After hardship, God

will grant ease. (7)

Many a community that insolently
defied the commandment of their
Lord and His messengers We have
brought to account in a severe
manner and inflicted on them
terrible suffering. (8)

Thus they tasted the outcome of
their own conduct. Yet the end of
their conduct was ruin. (9)

God has prepared a severe punish-
ment for them. So, you who are
endowed with insight, you who
have faith, fear God. God has

bestowed on you a reminder from

on high. (10)
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[He has sent you] a Messenger who
recites to you God’s revelations
that make things clear, so that
He may lead those who believe
and do righteous deeds out of
the depths of darkness into the
light. God will admit everyone
who believes in Him and does
righteous deeds into gardens
through which running waters
flow, where they will abide for
ever. God will have granted them
a most excellent provision. (11)

It is God who has created seven
heavens and likewise of the
earth. His command descends
through them all, so that you
may learn that God has power
over all things, and that God
encompasses all things with His

knowledge. (12)
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The Process of Divorce

Prophet! When you divorce women, divorce them with a view to
their prescribed waiting period, and reckon the period accurately. Be
conscious of God, your Lord. Do not drive them out of their homes,
nor shall they themselves leave, unless they commit a flagrant indecency.
These are the bounds set by God. Whoever transgresses God's bounds

wrongs his own soul. You never know; after that, God may bring about

some new situation. (Verse 1)

This is the first stage and the first rule. It is addressed in the first

instance to the Prophet, but it is soon realized that it is a general rule
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applicable to every Muslim, not to the Prophet in isolation. In the
sentence starting with, ‘when you divorce women’, the pronoun ‘you’ is
used in the plural form throughout. This stylistic form is employed to
alert attention and imply the seriousness of the matter under discussion.
God addresses it to the Prophet in person, giving him His instructions
and directives, so that he will, in turn, deliver it to those who follow
him. The psychological impact achieved in this way is both strong and
clear.

“When you divorce women, divorce them with a view to their prescribed
waiting period.” (Verse 1) An authentic hadith related by al-Bukhari
explains this directive: “‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar divorced his wife when
she was in the midst of her menstrual period. ‘Umar mentioned this to
the Prophet who was clearly angry. He said to ‘Umar: “Tell him to take
her back and keep her until she has finished her period, then through
her cleanliness cycle and her next menstrual period. When she is clean
again if he still wants to divorce her, he should do so before he has
intercourse with her. This is when the waiting period which God has
ordained starts.” Muslim also relates this sadith but the last sentence in
his version runs as follows: “This is the start of the waiting period which
God ordered that women should be divorced with a view to.”

It is clear, then, that there is a time when the divorce process can
rightly start. A man cannot divorce his wife at any time; he can only
do so when his wife is in a period of cleanliness from menstruation
during which they have had no sexual intercourse. Other statements
indicate that there is another time when the divorce process can be
started, which is if the woman is clearly pregnant. The purpose behind
limiting the time to these two situations is to delay the divorce for a
while after the man has decided to so separate from his wife. During
this time, tension may subside if it is of a transitory type and the couple
may resume a normal life together. On the other hand, it also ensures
that the woman is not pregnant before they embark on divorce. After
all, a man may be inclined not to divorce his wife when he learns that
she is pregnant. If he still resorts to divorce when he has become aware
of her pregnancy, this means that his mind is made up. To sum up, the
condition that the wife should be in cleanliness from menstruation
without any intervening sexual intercourse is so as to ensure that she is
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not pregnant, and the condition that the pregnancy should be clearly
determined is to ensure that the man is aware of it. This, then, is the
first attempt to deal with cracks in the family structure, and to stop the
axe that seeks to destroy it.’

Yet this does not mean that divorce does not occur except in these
two periods; it occurs whenever it is pronounced,® but it will be frowned
upon by God, and it will incur the anger of God’s Messenger. This
is sufficient for a good believer to hold on and not to pronounce the
word of divorce until the appropriate time, leaving the matter to God
to determine its outcome as He pleases.

“And reckon the period accurately.” This is important, so that the
waiting period is not made too long as to harm the divorcee, preventing
her from remarriage after her waiting period is over. On the other
hand, the first purpose of making sure that she is not pregnant will not
be properly fulfilled if the waiting period is cut short. Moreover, this
directive implies the seriousness of the matter and that God watches us
and requires those involved to be careful at every step.

“Be conscious of God, your Lord. Do not drive them out of their homes,
nor shall they themselves leave, unless they commit a flagrant indecency.”
(Verse 1) This is the first caution that follows the address. It is given by
God to emphasize the need to maintain fear of Him in all situations. This
caution is stated before the order not to turn divorced women out of their
homes. Although these are their husbands’ homes, they are called here
‘their homes’ so as to emphasize the woman’s right to stay there during
the waiting period. Women must not be driven out of these homes;
nor should they leave of their own accord, except in a situation where
a divorcing woman commits a flagrant indecency. Reports suggest that
such an indecency might entail adultery and the need for the woman

5. Some readers may wonder about the woman’s right to initiate a termination of the
marriage. Islam legislates separately for this situation. Verse 229 of Srab 2 includes a provision
for it, and the Sunnah provides more details. Such termination at the wife’s request is called
kbul® in Islamic law. Hence, the provisions related to divorce are related to the husband,
because he is the one required to take care of all complications resulting from divorce. —
Editor’s note. .

6. This is the view of the majority of scholars, but a minority hold that it does not occur
unless it takes place in one of these two periods only.
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to receive her punishment, or it might entail her causing harm to her
husband’s family, or rebellion against her husband and doing what
harms him, even though he is a divorcing husband. The purpose of
the woman staying in her husband’s home is to allow every chance for
reconciliation and the reawakening of tender feelings and memories of
shared things between the couple. This situation means that the couple
will be apart because of the divorce that has been set in process, yet they
are close physically. Should she sink so low that she commits adultery,
or should she cause harm to her husband’s family or rebel against him,
this leaves no room for the reawakening of compassionate feelings. Nor
is there any need for her to stay with her husband any longer. In fact,
their proximity would only deepen the break, rather than heal it.

“These are the bounds set by God. Whoever transgresses God's bounds
wrongs his own soul.” (Verse 1) This is the second warning. It is God who
watches the implementation of this rule. Would any believer deliberately
contravene the bounds God sets in place? To do so would be to bring
ruin to those involved. “Whoever transgresses God's bounds wrongs his
own soul.” He exposes himself to God’s anger. He wrongs himself by
wronging his wife, when the two are created from a single soul. Thus any
wrong that befalls her rebounds on him also. Besides, “you never know;
after that, God may bring about some new situation.” (Verse 1) This is an
inspiring statement. Who knows how God’s order to divorced woman to
observe a waiting period during which she stays in her husband’s home
will work to fulfil His will? This order gives a little hope and kindles
a faint light that may yet bring about an immeasurably good result.
Things may change, and conflict may give way to reconciliation and
contentment. God’s will is always active, changing things and creating
new situations. To submit to His will and observe His orders is for the
better. Being conscious of Him and always on our guard lest we do what
is sinful ensures an abundance of goodness.

People tend to think only of the present moment and the situation
they are in with all its circumstances and difficulties. They may not look
up to the future, remaining imprisoned within the present moment
feeling that it will continue for ever. They feel that what they are going
through now will be their permanent lot. This sort of psychological
imprisonment can be terribly detrimental. Yet the truth is different,
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because God’s will always changes things and brings about what people
have never thought possible. It opens up hope, bringing ease after
hardship. God initiates at any moment situations that might never have
been dreamt of.

God wants this truth to be clearly understood by us so that we will
continue to look up with hope to what He puts before us. We must
always be optimistic, thinking of what He may grant us and what
prospects He opens before us. We should always remember that the next
moment can bring something beyond our wildest dreams: “You never
know; after that, God may bring about some new situation.” (Verse 1)

Fairness in All Situations

When they have completed their appointed term, either retain them
in fair manner or part with them in fair manner. Call to witness two
persons of known probity from among yourselves; and do yourselves bear
witness before God. Thus is admonished everyone who believes in God
and the Last Day. For everyone who fears God, He will grant a way
out, and will provide for him whence he does not expect. God will be
sufficient for everyone who puts his trust in Him. God always attains
His purpose. God has set a measure for everything. (Verses 2—3)

These two verses deal with the next stage, stating its rulings.
Completing the term means the end of the waiting period. While the
divorced woman is in her waiting period, whatever its length be, her
husband may take her back in marriage and she regains her status as his
wife. This is what is referred to in the verse as ‘rerain them’. Likewise, he
may allow the waiting period to reach its specified end when his divorced
wife will part with him and she cannot be lawful to him again unless they
go through a fresh marriage contract, just as if he had taken a new wife.
In either situation, the divorcing husband is commanded to behave in
fairness. He is prohibited from retaining her so as to harm her. A man
may retain his divorced wife shortly before the end of her waiting period
then divorce her a second and a third time to prevent her from marrying
someone else. He may also retain her to leave her, as it were, in a state of
suspense, and so put further pressure on her causing her to offer to forgo
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her rights in order to gain her divorce. Both situations were common
practice at the time this s#zrah was revealed. They continue to take place
when people deviate from the path of fearing God, which is the most
important guarantee of the implementation of His rules governing cases
of family relations and break ups. Husbands are also forbidden to harm
their divorcees by verbal abuse of any sort. The marriage bond is set in
place on the basis of fairness and must end, when it is terminated, in a
fair manner, so that the couple retain good feelings towards each other.
They may, for all they know, resume life together in the future, and
they will not then want to have any painful memory of verbal abuse
that may cast a shadow on their new relation. Besides, this is the sort of
good manners that Islam wants all its followers to abide by.

In either case of complete parting or reinstatement of the marriage,
two witnesses of known probity are required, so that no doubt about
the marriage status should remain. People may learn of the divorce, but
the reinstatement of the marriage may escape their attention, which may
lead to doubts and gossip. Islam wants all marital matters to remain
clean and clear, in reality, in people’s feelings and in their conversations.
According to some scholars, but not others, the reinstatement of the
marriage, as well as the full divorce, are completed without witnesses,
but some make it a condition for the reinstatement of the marriage only.
It is agreed, however, that witnesses are needed after or at the time of
complete parting or the reinstatement of the marriage. Both views are
expressed.

Having established the ruling, comments and directives follow in
succession: “Do yourselves bear witness before God.” (Verse 2) The issue is
one in which God is concerned, and the witnesses are called in for His
sake. It is He who has ruled that witnesses are needed, and He watches
how this is done and gives rewards for it. The witnesses are dealing with
Him directly, not with either of the divorcing couple or with the general
public. “Thus is admonished everyone who believes in God and the Last
Day.” (Verse 2) These rulings are addressed to people who believe in
the Day of Judgement. The s#rab tells them this admonition applies to
them in particular. If they truly believe in God and the Last Day, they
will be admonished. This is the test of their faith. It proves whether

their claims to be believers are true or not.
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“For everyone who fears God, He will grant a way out, and will provide
for him whence he does not expect.” (Verses 2-3) He will grant God-fearing
people a way out of any tight situation in this present life and in the life
to come. He will also give them their provisions from where they neither
know nor expect. This is a general statement describing a permanent
situation. However, stating it here in the context of the rulings concerning
divorce suggests that this is particularly true when people remain God-
fearing in dealing with this particular situation. This is when the most
important means of control come from within oneself and from one’s
own conscience. There is much scope for misuse of resources and for the
appropriation of what does not rightfully belong to oneself. Only fear of
God and a sensitive conscience provide effective restraint.

“God will be sufficient for everyone who puts his trust in Him. God always
attains His purpose.” (Verse 3) Again, wicked scheming has wide scope
and can take different routes in this relationship. Indeed, trying to avoid
wicked scheming by one party may make the other resort to wicked
scheming of their own. This statement impresses on people that they
should not attempt anything of the sort. Rather, they should place their
trust in God; this is sufficient for anyone. God always accomplishes what
He wants. Whatever He has willed has already taken place. Therefore,
to rely on Him is to rely on the One who is able, powerful and always
brings about the results He seeks. It should be noted that this Qur’anic
statement is general and aims to instil into people the right concept
with regard to God’s will and power. Including it here with the rulings
on divorce suggests that it has important significance and effect in this
very crucial social matter.

“God has set a measure for everything.” (Verse 3) Everything is given its
due measure, accomplished at the place, time and with the circumstances
set for it. Hence, it is the result of its particular causes and produces its
own results. Nothing is the result of blind coincidence, either within
man and his life or in the universe at large. This is an important aspect of
the Islamic concept.” Yet mentioning it here relates it to the rulings God
has given concerning divorce, its timing, waiting period and witnesses.

7. We spoke in detail about this truth in our commentary on verse 2, Siarah 25, in Vol.
XII, pp. 379-382, and also in commenting on verse 49, Sirah 54, in Vol. XVI.
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All these rulings are thus given an extra aspect of being part of God’s
overall law and give us the feeling that the serious view Islam takes of
divorce is part of the seriousness of the system God has established for
the universe.

More on the Waiting Period

As for those of your women who are beyond the age of monthly courses,
as well as for those who do not have any courses, their waiting period,
if you have any doubt, is three months. As for those who are with
child, their waiting term shall end when they deliver their burden.
For everyone who is God-fearing, God makes things easy. Such is God's
commandment which He has revealed to you. God will pardon the
bad deeds of everyone who is God-fearing and will grant him a rich
reward. (Verses 4-5)

These verses specify the length of the waiting period for women
who do not have a monthly cycle and for pregnant women. It includes
women who are past the menopause and those who do not as yet have
a menstrual cycle because they have not attained puberty or because
of a malfunction in their system. The length of the waiting period
for women generally is determined in verse 228, Sirah 2, as three
menstrual periods or three periods of cleanliness from menses. Hence,
there remained the question of how long a woman who does not have
a monthly cycle should wait. This verse removes all doubt, setting the
waiting period for such women at three months. Pregnant women wait
until they have delivered their child, regardless of whether this provides
a short or a long waiting period. Once a woman has given birth, it is
absolutely certain that she is not pregnant. Hence, there is no need for
her to have any extended waiting period. If such a woman is divorced,
her divorce is complete once she has given birth. The process of her
divorce is completed and the marriage cannot be reinstated without a
fresh marriage contract. God has set a measure for everything, and every
ruling of His has its wise purpose.

This ruling is followed by inspiring comments: “For everyone who

is God-fearing, God makes things easy.” (Verse 4) Ease is the ultimate
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blessing that anyone hopes for. When God bestows this great favour
on His servants, making things easy for them so that they encounter
neither difficulty nor hardship, they will approach matters gently, achieve
what they desire easily through their endeavours and happily accept the
outcome. Thus they live in ease and comfort until they are due to meet
their Lord. Do we see here a temptation for people to approach divorce
with ease and in return their life will generally become easy?

“Such is God’s commandment which He has revealed to you.” (Verse 5)
This is a totally different touch, alerting us to the source of the order.
It is given by God to those who believe in Him. To obey the order is
to make the belief and the bond with God a practical reality. Then
we have further emphasis on the need to remain always God-fearing,
particularly in connection with what people may do in cases of divorce:
“God will pardon the bad deeds of everyone who is God-fearing and will
grant him a rich reward.” (Verse 5) The first reward is to make things
easy for us, and the second is to forgive us our sins and to increase our
reward for good deeds. It is a very generous and exciting offer, yet it is
made in the form of a general statement and a promise that applies to
all. However, it imparts a particular colour to the question of divorce
and gives us a reminder of God’s great bounty. Why would anyone,
then, make things hard and complicated when God promises such a
great reward for making things easy?

Maintenance and Breast-Feeding

Let them dwell wherever you dwell, according to your means, and
do not harass them so as to make their lives a misery. If they are with
child, maintain them until they have delivered their burden. If; after
that, they suckle your infants, pay them for it. Take counsel with one
another in a fair manner. If some of you make things difficult, let
another woman suckle the child. Let the one who has ample means
spend in accordance with his means; and let the one whose provisions
are restricted spend according to what God has given him. God does
not burden anyone with more than He has given them. After hardship,
God will grant ease. (Verses 6-7)
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These verses state the final provisions concerning the issue of a
divorcee staying in her home, which is the home she has shared with her
husband, and her maintenance during the waiting period, whatever its
length be. Husbands are commanded to provide them with a dwelling
of the standard they can afford. They cannot give them an inferior home
to their own or to what they can afford. They must not intentionally try
to harass them by giving them a sub-standard dwelling place or by ill-
treating them. Pregnant women are given special mention with regard to
maintenance — which is due by right to every divorced woman — because
the extra length of her waiting period may lead some people to think
that maintenance is due for only a part of the waiting period, or that it
may go further than the waiting period should it be very short. Hence,
clarification is needed, requiring the maintenance to be paid until the
end of the waiting period.

Breast-feeding of the child is also discussed in detail. It is not made
a duty of the mother that gives her no return. As long as she continues
to breast-feed the child, which belongs to them both, she is entitled
to receive some wages to help her with life’s necessities and to ensure
that her milk continues to flow for the benefit of the child. We see how
Islamic law takes care of every aspect of the mother’s needs. At the same
time, both parents are commanded to consult with each other in a fair
manner concerning their child, ensuring what is best for it. The child
is a trust given to both of them. Their failure to maintain their relation
as sound and healthy should not be made to rebound on their child.

Such is the easy approach that God calls on them both to pursue.
Should they take a hardened attitude and be unwilling or unable to agree
on the child’s breast-feeding and the compensation due for it, the child’s
rights are guaranteed: “If some of you make things difficult, let another
woman suckle the child.” (Verse 6) The mother must not object to such an
arrangement in a way that jeopardizes the child’s right to breast-feeding.
This arrangement is resorted to only because she and the child’s father
take a hard attitude and cannot agree on suitable arrangements.

Further details are then given concerning the level of maintenance,
which should ensure ease, fairness and cooperation. The man must be
fair and the woman must not be unreasonable: “Let the one who has ample
means spend in accordance with his means; and let the one whose provisions
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are restricted spend according to what God has given him.” (Verse 7) The
person to whom God has given in plenty should be generous in what
he gives to his divorced wife in respect of her housing, maintenance and
compensation for breast-feeding their child. The one who has limited
provisions is not to be blamed for giving according to his means. God
does not require anyone to spend above their means. It is He who gives
us what we have. No one can have anything other than what God has
given him, because there is no other source from which people may take
anything. His is the only treasure on which all creatures depend: “God
does not burden anyone with more than He has given them.” (Verse 7)

Then follows a gentle touch that is bound to please and open a window
of hope for both parties: “After hardship, God will grant ease.” (Verse 7)
It is through God alone that hardship is followed by ease and generous
provisions are given after means have been restricted. It behoves both
parties then to pin their hopes on Him alone, watching Him in their
dealings with each other and maintaining an attitude based on fearing
Him in all their affairs. It is to Him that they look up with hope, and it
is He who provides comfort and ease after difficulty and hardship.

A Holistic Approach to Divorce

By this point, the sirah has completed its discussion of all rulings
concerning divorce and its effect on the family. It has dealt with all
consequences, providing a clear provision for each. The split in the
family home thus leaves neither ruins nor dust that settles over hearts
and souls. No problem is left unsolved. The split family is not left in
lingering turmoil. '

Thus the s#rah deals with all thoughts and fears that may occur. The
husband is assured that he will not suffer poverty or loss of fortune if
he provides his divorcee with a good home and proper maintenance,
or gives generous compensation for the breast-feeding of his child. The
same fears are removed from the woman’s mind so that she is not worried
about a life of poverty. Likewise, she must not entertain thoughts of
receiving an unfair share of her ex-husband’s money. Both are assured
that a God-fearing approach will see them in ease after hardship, comfort
after difficulty and provisions that come from where they do not expect.
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What is more is that God will grant such God-fearing people ample
reward in the life to come. It is a promise that will see their sins wiped
out and their reward multiplied.

The sizrah also deals with the after-effects of the dispute that has led
to the divorce. There may be lingering feelings of resentment, anger
and bitterness. All these are cleared with a gentle, comforting touch
and replaced with hope in God’s mercy. The s#rah here taps feelings of
fairness and compassion, relying on the God-fearing value it implants
in people’s hearts and the desire to win His pleasure.

This holistic approach and its inspiring touches, together with
confirmed and repeated assurances, provide the only guarantees to
implement these legal provisions Islam puts in place. The only control
is that brought about by a sensitive conscience and a God-fearing heart.
Each of the divorcing couple can cause the other no end of heartache
and problems if they have nothing to limit their area of manoeuvre other
than the limits of the law. Some of the Quranic commandments given in
the s#rah are so flexible as to address all aspects of this whole area. Take,
for example, the order: “Do not harass them.” (Verse 6) This prohibits
all aspects of harassment which no legal provision, however wide in
scope, can incorporate. Its implementation is attached to conscience
which is profoundly influenced by the approach the sizrzh takes and to
the enhanced God-fearing sense it instils in both parties. They realize
that God is aware even of their innermost thoughts. His knowledge
encompasses all. Besides, they will hope to receive the compensation
He grants to His God-fearing servants in both this life and in the life to
come, particularly in relation to provisions and livelihood. This message
is repeated in different ways in the s#rah because it has a telling effect
in easing the hardship that divorce generates and softens the attitudes
of both parties.

When they bear all these rulings and directives in mind, a divorcing
couple retain on parting some seeds of their old mutual affection and
cordial feeling which may yet send up new shoots. In all these rulings
and provisions we see the high moral standard that Islam wants to impart
to the life of the Muslim community.
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The Fate of the Disobedient

When the sirah has completed all this, it provides the ultimate
lesson referring to the fates of those communities that defied God’s
commandments and disobeyed His messengers. They neither listened
to admonition, nor responded to calls given them by their prophets.
The lessons derived from their fates are thus placed before us, reminding
all of the miserable fate that awaits those who do not fear God and
who disobey Him. It also reminds people of the grace God bestows on
believers, to whom the legislation is addressed:

Many a community that insolently defied the commandment of their
Lord and His messengers We have brought to account in a severe manner
and inflicted on them terrible suffering. Thus they tasted the outcome
of their own conduct. Yet the end of their conduct was ruin. God bas
prepared a severe punishment for them. So, you who are endowed
with insight, you who have faith, fear God. God has bestowed on you
a reminder from on high. [He has sent you] a Messenger who recites
to you God's revelations that make things clear, so that He may lead
those who believe and do righteous deeds out of the depths of darkness
into the light. God will admit everyone who believes in Him and does
righteous deeds into gardens through which running waters flow, where
they will abide for ever. God will have granted them a most excellent
provision. (Verses 8-11)

This is a long warning incorporating detailed scenes and images.
It is also a profound reminder of God’s grace, represented by faith
and the light He grants through it. A further reminder is given of His
reward in the life to come, which is the best and most generous of all
provisions.

To start with, the punishment God metes out to those who defy
His orders and do not respond to His messengers is a law He has set in
operation: “Many a community that insolently defied the commandment
of their Lord and His messengers We have brought to account in a severe
manner and inflicted on them terrible suffering” (Verse 8) The verse
mentions more details about the way in which they were brought to

87



In the Shade of the Qur'an

account, highlighting its severity and the terrible suffering inflicted
on them. This is followed by the final outcome of their actions: “Thus
they tasted the outcome of their own conduct. Yet the end of their conduct
was ruin.” (Verse 9) The image given of this outcome is delayed to the
next verse: “God has prepared a severe punishment for them.” (Verse 10)
All this serves to make the scene longer and provide details of its steps
and stages. This is one of the ways the Qur'an employs to enhance the
effects of the message it wants to give.

We need to reflect a little on this warning. We realize that God brought
different communities to account, one at a time, whenever they defied
His commandments and disobeyed His messengers. We note that this
warning is given here in the context of outlining the rulings on divorce.
Thus, a link between divorce and this divine law is established. This
suggests that the divorce issue is not merely one of couples and families;
it is an issue for the entire Muslim community, which is responsible for
implementing God’s law. To disobey God in this question, or indeed
in other aspects of the divine law, or rather the code of living God has
given, is an act of defiance which merits punishment, not only for the
individuals who commit such disobedience, but also for the community
or the country where such defiance takes place. Such defiance means
secting up a life system that differs from what God has legislated. The
religion of Islam has been bestowed from on high so that it will be obeyed
and implemented in a way that regulates life as a whole. Therefore,
defying it, even in the area of an individual’s personal affairs, exposes the
defiant to what earlier communities suffered of God’s punishment.

Those communities tasted the results of their own conduct, and the
end to which their actions led was utter ruin, which they suffered in this
life, before the final reckoning on the Day of Judgement. Cities, peoples
and nations tasted such outcomes when they defied God and refused
to adopt the code of living He revealed to them. Today, we witness, as
~ did our predecessors, such an outcome being suffered in the form of
corruption, loose morality, poverty, drought, injustice and a life of fear
that is devoid of peace and security. We see with our own eyes the truth
of this warning.

On top of this, there will be grievous suffering that awaits those who

defy God’s orders and discard the way of life He has laid down. He,
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the most truthful of all, says: “God has prepared a severe punishment for
them.” (Verse 10)

In Volume XVI, we explained in our discussion of Sirah 61, the
Ranks, that Islam aims to create a Muslim community distinguished by
its special system. It is, therefore, a collective system that conducts all
the life affairs of its community. Hence, the community as a whole is
responsible for putting it into practice and enforcing its laws. When the
community discards the laws and rulings Islam puts in place, it leaves
itself exposed to a fate which it is warned about here, just like it befell
earlier defiant communities.

The sirab follows the long warning and its detailed images with an
address to believers endowed with insight. They are called upon to
remain God-fearing: “So, you who are endowed with insight, you who
have faith, fear God. God has bestowed on you a reminder from on high.”
(Verse 10) The sirah gives life to this reminder embodying it in the
Prophet (peace be upon him). Thus, God’s Messenger in person is the
reminder: “A Messenger who recites to you God’s revelations that make
things clear.” (Verse 11)

Here we have a superb example of the Quranic style giving us a
profound and true image and that imparts more than one meaning. It
first indicates that this reminder, which has been issued to them by God,
has been given to them through the person of God’s Messenger. It is as
if the reminder was given directly to them. Nothing of it was screened
by the Prophet. It also .means that God’s Messenger, in person, is a
reminder. His personality has become an embodiment of this reminder,
and his actions are a true translation of the Qur'an. Thus, indeed, was the
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). ‘A’ishah, his wife, describes
him in these words: “His morals and manners were the Qur'an.” The
Qur’an was always in his mind as he faced life, and he himself was the
Qur'an addressing life.

In addition to the blessings of the reminder, and the light and
guidance given by God, we also have a promise of admission to heaven
where believers will enjoy its everlasting bliss. There is a reminder here
making clear that this is the best of all provisions, and that whatever
people are given in this present life cannot be compared to it: “God will
have granted them a most excellent provision.” (Verse 11) It is God who
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grants all provisions in the life of this world and in the life to come,
but some provisions are better than others. His choice of what is best is
the right choice. We see how the point of good provisions is mentioned
here again so as to impress on people that the provisions in heaven are
immeasurably better than what is provided here. Yet this is in addition
to the true promise made earlier of giving good provisions to those who
remain God-fearing.

The Creator of All

The sirah’s concluding note refers to the great universe, thus linking
the theme of the sizrab, its legislation and directives to God’s will, power
and knowledge that encompass the entire universe:

It is God who has created seven heavens and likewise of the earth. His
command descends through them all, so that you may learn that God
has power over all things, and that God encompasses all things with
His knowledge. (Verse 12)

We do not know to what the term ‘seven heavens’ really refers, nor
are we aware of their sizes and dimensions. Likewise, we do not know
what the seven earths are. This earth of ours may be one of them and the
others are known to God alone. Yet the term mithlubunn, translated here
as ‘likewise’ may not be a reference to number, but to the fact that the
earth is made of the same material or qualities as the heavens. Whichever
is the case, it is unnecessary to try to apply our own knowledge to
Qur’anic statements of this type. Our knowledge does not extend to
everything in the universe so as to enable us to learn what exactly the
Qur’an refers to. To claim such precise knowledge is possible only when
man acquires absolutely certain knowledge of the entire universe. While
this is impossible, we can still benefit by the Qur’anic reference to this
fact and its psychological effect and its bearing on our understanding
of the proper Islamic concept of the universe.

This reference to the creation of the vast universe, “seven heavens and
likewise of the earth,” is awe inspiring. It presents us with a great image
of the Creator’s limitless power, the vastness of His kingdom. When
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compared to the universe, the entire earth seems a tiny little place. How
do we see those living on it, and how do we estimate an event that takes
place on it? What value should we give to a little sum of money a man
gives his divorced wife in maintenance, or that a woman forgos?

God’s command descends in between, or through, these seven heavens
and the earth or the seven earths. A part of His command is the sum of
these rulings concerning the subject matter of this s#rah, i.e. divorce. It
is, then, a great issue, even by human standards and our concept of time
and place. To defy it is to be in defiance of a command that resounds
throughout the heavens and the earths. It is a command that those
on high hear of, as do other creatures in the heavens and the earths.
Defying it, then, becomes a ghastly offence that no wise believer would
even contemplate, and particularly when God’s messenger has recited
to him God’s precise revelations, enlightening him on this matter so as
to take him from darkness into light.

This command descends through the heavens and the earth so that
it implants in believers’ hearts the belief that God has the power to
do what He wills. Nothing is beyond Him. He also knows everything
throughout His great kingdom. Nothing escapes His knowledge, not
even the best guarded secrets of the heart.

This truth is relevant here in two ways: the first is that these rulings
on divorce are given by God who knows everything. He has issued them
knowing all their situations, circumstances, interests and abilities. Hence,
they are better to be followed with diligence, for they are better suited for
human life. Secondly, the implementation of these rulings in particular
is left to people’s consciences. Therefore, realizing the extent of God’s
knowledge and His awareness of everything, including people’s feelings
and intentions, ensures that such consciences remain sensitive in an area
where nothing is more important than fearing God Almighty.

Thus the s#rah concludes on this awe-striking note, which also makes
people’s minds ready to listen and obey. All praise is due to the Creator
of these hearts who knows how to inspire and influence them.
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Al-Tahrim

(Prohibition)
Prologue

God has willed that Islam should be His final message, and the code
of living it outlines should be the one suitable for the rest of human life.
Furthermore, the life of those who believe in Islam should be consistent
with the law that governs the universe, and Islam should be the faith to
guide human life and shape all its activities. Therefore, He made this
code of living comprehensive and perfect, catering for all human abilities
and potentials. At the same time, this code elevates such abilities and
potentials to the level suited for the creature God has placed in charge
of the earth, honouring him above many of His other creatures, and
blowing into him of His own spirit. Consistent with this will of His,
God has made Islam naturally forward-looking. It enables life to grow
while at the same time elevating it to the highest standard of purity.
It does not stop any creative aspect or suppress a useful potential. On
the contrary, it awakens and enhances these while ensuring a proper
balance between forward movement and rising to a higher horizon.
It is this which prepares the human spirit in this life for the superior
happiness and bliss of the life to come, and the human mortal for a life
everlasting.

- God has also willed that the Messenger who delivers this final
message should be a man who reflects the faith, with all its distinctive
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characteristics and its special nature. Thus, as he goes through life,
the Prophet becomes a true and practical translation of this faith, its
nature and direction. He is an ordinary human being whose human
abilities have attained a high standard: physically strong, with perfect
constitution, sound senses, alert, able to perfectly feel all there is to feel.
At the same time, he is full of emotion, naturally alert and sensitive,
appreciates beauty, and is receptive and responsive. Moreover, he is of
great intelligence, broad-minded, strong-willed, and he controls his
feelings and reactions. Above all this, he is the Prophet whose soul
reflects pure light, able to undertake the night journey from Makkah to
Jerusalem and his subsequent ascendance to heaven. He is the one who
is addressed from on high, sees the light of his Lord, and whose nature
is in touch with the nature of everything in the universe: small and
large stones greet him, the branches of trees yearn for contact with him,
and Uhud, the mountain, shakes at his presence. All these powers and
potentials are balanced within his personality in such a way as to reflect
the balance of the faith he has been chosen to present to humanity.

God has made the Prophets life, its private and public aspects, an open
book for the benefit of his followers and humanity at large. They can
read in it all aspects of the Islamic faith and its practical implementation.
Hence, there is nothing in it that is secret or limited to a closed circle.
Indeed, many of its aspects are stated in the Qur'an, revealing things
that for an ordinary person are normally kept private. Indeed, even
those aspects of human weakness, which are beyond our control, are left
open for all to see. We almost see the wisdom behind so revealing such
aspects of the Prophet’s life to mankind. Nothing in his person or in
his life belongs exclusively to him. He and all aspects of his life belong
to his message. Why should, then, any aspect of his life be hidden? His
life is the Islamic faith, something that is both close to us and easy to
implement. The Prophet is assigned the task of presenting it in practice
in his own life, just as he presents it by word and directive. This is the
role assigned to him.

His Companions — may God be pleased with them and reward them
well — conveyed to us all the details of his life. Nothing, whether of
little or great importance in his daily life, is left unrecorded. It was part
of God’s will to have such a detailed record of His Messengers life, or
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rather to have a detailed record of Islam as lived by the Prophet. What
his Companions reported is added to what the Qur'an records of the
Prophet’s life and both form an everlasting record of this noble life,
which benefits all humanity.

The Prophet’s Wives

In its opening section, this si#rah presents an episode of life in the
Prophet’s home, showing some of the reactions and responses between
some of his wives, and between them and himself. It also shows how
these reactions and responses were reflected in the life of the Muslim
community as a whole. This is followed by directives given to the
community on the basis of what took place in the Prophet’s homes,
between his wives.

The time when these events took place is not precise, but reference to
the various reports detailing them confirm that they definitely occurred
after the Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab bint Jahsh.

[t may also be useful to give here a summary of the Prophet’s marriages
and his home life at that time. This will enable us to visualize the events
referred to in the sirah. This brief outline is based on Jawimi  al-Sirah
by Ibn Hazm and the Prophet’s biography by Ibn Hishim. We will also
add some brief comments as appropriate.

The Propher’s first wife was Khadijah bint Khuwaylid. He was 25,
or perhaps 23,' when he married her. She was 40 or even older.? She
died three years before the Prophet’s migration to Madinah. He did
not marry another wife during her lifetime, and by then he was over
50 years of age.

After Khadijah's death, the Prophet married Sawdah bint Zima ‘h.
There are no reports to suggest that she was either pretty or young.
She was a widow of al-Sakran ibn ‘Amr ibn ‘Abd Shams. Her husband

1. Other figures of the Prophet’s age are mentioned in different reports: the lowest year of
age is 21 and the highest is 30. — Editor’s note.

2. Khadijah is commonly thought to have been 40 at the time of her marriage to the
Prophet. This is highly unlikely as she gave the Propher six children over a period of ten years.
Other reports suggest that she was 25, 28, 30, 35 and even 45 years of age. One of the lower
figures is more likely. — Editor’s note.
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was one of the early Muslims, and he was among the first migrants to
Abyssinia. When he died, the Prophet married her.

He then married ‘A’ishah bint Abii Bakr. She apparently was young,
and he did not hold his wedding with her until he had settled in
Madinah. She was the only virgin he married, and she was the one he
loved most. It is said that she was only nine years of age at the time of
her marriage.? By the time he passed away, she had been with him nine
years and five months.

The Prophet then married Hafsah bint ‘Umar, just over two years
after settling in Madinah. She had been married before. Her father had
offered her in marriage to Abii Bakr and to ‘Uthman, but they both
declined. The Prophet had promised her father something better for
her so he married her himself.

He then married Zaynab bint Khuzaymah. Her first husband,
‘Ubaydah ibn al-Harith ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib, was killed at the Battle
of Badr. Zaynab died during the Prophet’s lifetime. It is also reported
that her first husband was ‘Abdullih ibn Jahsh who fell a martyr at the
Battle of Uhud. Perhaps this report is more accurate.

The Prophet also married Umm Salamah. Her first husband, Aba
Salamah, was wounded at the Battle of Uhud, and his wound did not
heal until he died. The Prophet then married her, looking after her
children by her first husband.

Zaynab bint Jahsh was his next wife. He himself had given her
in marriage to Zayd ibn Harithah, his former servant whom he had
adopted as a son, but marital life between her and Zayd was fraught with
difficulties. So, he divorced her. We related their story when discussing
verses 36—40 of Sirah 33, The Confederates, in Volume XIV.? She was
pretty. Indeed, she was the one ‘A’ishah felt most able to compete with
because she was the Prophet’s cousin, born to his paternal aunt, and
because of her beauty.

3. This is again highly unlikely. She is mentioned among the early Muslims, which
suggests that she was old enough to accept the new faith nine years before her marriage.
- Different reports of her reaction to events and statements suggest that she was perhaps twice
this age at the time of her marriage. — Editor’s note.

4. Sayyid Qutb (2006), In the Shade of the Qur d@n, Vol. XIV, Leicester, Islamic Foundation,
pp- 82-91.
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Juwayriyyah bint al-Harith was the next wife to be taken by the
Prophet. This was in the middle of the sixth year of the Islamic calendar.
Ibn Ishaq attributes the following report to ‘A’ishah: “When the Prophet
distributed the women taken slaves after the Expedition of al-Mustalaq,
Juwayriyyah fell to Thabit ibn Qays ibn Shammas or his cousin. She
made an agreement with him to buy her own freedom. She was very
pretty. Anyone who saw her felt very attracted. She went to the Prophet
seeking his help in paying what she owed for her freedom. When I saw
her at my doorstep, I hated her, realizing that the Prophet would see of
her beauty what I saw. She entered his room and said to him: ‘Messenger
of God. I am Juwayriyyah bint al-Harith. My father is the chief of his
tribe. You are not unaware of the trouble that has befallen me. I am
here to seck your help in paying for my freedom after I had made an
agreement to so buy myself.” He said to her: “What about something
better?” She asked him: “What is that, Messenger of God?” He said: ‘I
will pay for your freedom and marry you.” She said: ‘I accept.” He said:
‘Ttis a deal.”

The Prophet married Umm Habibah bint Aba Sufyan after the
al-Hudaybiyah Peace Treaty. She had migrated to Abyssinia, but her
husband, ‘Ubaydullah ibn Jahsh, converted to Christianity there and
left her. The Prophet proposed marriage to her. It was King Negus who
officiated at the marriage and paid her dowry on behalf of the Prophet.’
She then returned to Madinah.

Following the Battle of Khaybar, the Prophet married Safiyyah
bint Huyayy ibn Akhtab. Her father was the chief of the Jewish tribe,
al-Nadir. She had been married to Kininah ibn Abi al-Huqayq, a
Jewish leader. Ibn Ishiq reports that “she was brought to him with
another woman who had fallen prisoner. Bilal walked them through
the battlefield passing a number of Jews who had been slain. The other
woman cried out loud as they passed by, throwing dust over her own
- head. The Propher said: “Take this devil woman away from me.” He

5. The Prophet sent a messenger to Negus to arrange this marriage on his behalf, when
he heard of Umm Habibah’s plight after she had lost her husband. This was some time before
al-Hudaybiyah's peace treaty. However, she only arrived in Madinah after that event. — Editor’s
note.
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ordered that Safiyyah be kept behind him, throwing his robe over her.
His Companions thereby realized that he would take her himself. The
Prophet is reported to have said to Bilal: ‘Are you devoid of compassion?
How can you walk two women through the grounds where their men-
folk have been killed?””

Maymiinah bint al-Harith ibn Hazn was the last of the Prophet’s
wives. She was the maternal aunt of Khalid ibn al-Walid and ‘Abdullah
ibn ‘Abbas. Before marrying the Prophet she was married to Aba Ruhm
ibn ‘Abd al-‘Uzz3, or perhaps Huwaytib ibn ‘Abd al- ‘Uzza.

Thus, we see the special reasons that made it necessary for the
Prophet to marry each of his wives. Apart from Zaynab bint Jahsh and
Juwayriyyah bint al-Harith, none were young or particularly attractive
to men.® ‘A’ishah was the one he loved most. Even in the case of those
wives who were young and beautiful, there were psychological and
humanitarian factors involved in their marriages. These increased their
attraction. I do not deny or disregard the physical attraction, or beauty
‘A’ishah felt the moment she saw Juwayriyyah, while Zaynab’s beauty was
also known to all. There is no need to deny that such human elements
were a part of the Prophet’s life. These cannot, however, form the basis
for accusations levelled by the Prophet’s enemies and which were denied
by his followers. He was chosen as a human being, but with superior
qualities and characteristics. Different as they were, his motives for
whatever he did in his life, including his marriages, matched his superior
qualities. In his home, he lived with his wives as a human being entrusted
with the delivery of God’s message. Indeed, God commanded him to
declare the fact: “Say, Limitless in His glory is my Lord. Surely I am only
a man and a Messenger.” (17: 93)

He enjoyed life with his wives, as so did they. ‘A’ishah states: “When
the Prophet was alone with his wives, he was the most lenient and
generous of people, always smiling and laughing.” [Related by al-Suytti
and Ibn ‘Asakir.] Yet this applied to what he himself could offer out of
his character, compassion, manners and behaviour. As for their material
life, it was mostly a life of poverty, even after the Muslim community

6. We should perhaps add Safiyyah bint Huyayy as well, who was also young at the time
the Prophet married her. — Editor’s note.
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achieved several victories and made plentiful gains. In commenting on
Sirah 33, The Confederates, we discussed the crisis that took place in
the Prophet’s home when his wives asked for more housekeeping money.”
" The problem ended with a choice put to them in the following terms:
“Prophet! Say to your wives: ‘If you desire the life of this world and its charms,
I shall provide for you and release you in a becoming manner; but if you
desire God and His Messenger and the life of the hereafter, know that God
has readied great rewards for those of you who do good.” (33: 28-29) They
all chose God, His Messenger and the life of the hereafter.

Nevertheless, life in the Prophet’s home was not such as to stifle normal
human feelings and jealousies in his wives’ minds. Sometimes they had
their disagreements, just like those that may occur among women in
similar circumstances. We have seen how the moment ‘A’ishah saw
Juwayriyyah, she hoped that the Prophet would not see her because
she was certain he would appreciate her beauty. She was right. ‘A’ishah
herself mentions a situation involving her and Safiyyah: “I said to the
Prophet: ‘It is enough that Safiyyah is so and so,” [meaning, she was
short]. He said to me: ‘You have said a word which could colour an
entire sea.”” [Related by Abii Dawiid.] She also reports that when the
verses giving the Prophet’s wives the choice referred to above, she was
the first to be asked, and she chose to stay with the Prophet. She also
requested that he not tell his other wives of her choice should any of
them so ask. He said to her: “God has not sent me to make things hard
for people. He sent me as a teacher who makes things easier. I will tell
anyone of them about your choice should any care to ask.” [Related
by Muslim.]

These reports given by ‘A’ishah about herself, reflecting her truthfulness
and her shining Islamic education, are only examples of many others
reflecting the normal way ordinary people behave in such a situation.
They also show how the Prophet delivered his message through good
example, cultivating the better characteristics of his household members,
just as he delivered it by good example within his community.

7. This discussion is included in Volume XIV, pp. 61-66.
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Al-Tahrim (Prohibition)

In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

Prophet, why do you prohibit
yourself something that God has
made lawful to you in your desire
to please your wives? God is much-
forgiving, ever merciful. (1)

God has already ordained for you
[believers] a way to release you
from such oaths. God is your
Lord Supreme. He alone is the

All-Knowing, the Wise. (2)

The Prophet told something in
confidence to one of his wives.
When she divulged it, and God
made this known to him, he spoke
of a part of it and passed over a
part. When he thus let her know of
that, she asked, “Who has told you
this?’ He said: “The All-Knowing,
the All-Aware told me.’ (3)

Would that you two turn to God
in repentance, for your hearts
have swerved! But if you support
each other against him, know that
God is his protector, and that,
therefore, Gabriel, all righteous
believers and the angels will stand

behind him. (4)
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Were he to divorce you, his Lord
may well give him in your stead
spouses better than you: women
who surrender themselves to God,
true believers, devout, penitent,
who worship in humility and re-

flect thoughtfully, be they women

previously married or virgins. (5)

Believers! Guard yourselves and
your families against a fire fuelled
by people and stones, over which
are appointed angels, stern and
mighty, who never disobey God
in whatever He commands them
and always do what they are

bidden to do. (6)

Unbelievers! Make no excuses
today. You will only be requited
for what you used to do. (7)

Believers! Turn to God in sincere
repentance. It may well be that
your Lord will efface your bad
deeds and admit you into gardens
through which running waters
flow, on a day when God will not
disgrace the Prophet or those who
believed with him. Their light
will spread out before them, and
on their right. They will say: ‘Our
Lord! Perfect our light for us and
forgive us. You certainly have
power over all things.” (8)
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Prophet, strive hard against the
unbelievers and the hypocrites,
and press hard on them. Their
ultimate abode is hell, and how
vile a journey’s end. (9)

God has given examples of
unbelievers: Noah’s wife and
Lot’s wife. They were married to
two of Our righteous servants but
betrayed them. Their husbands
could be of no avail to them
against God. They were told:
‘Enter both of you the fire with all

those who will enter it.” (10)

God has also given examples
of believers: Pharaoh’s wife,
who said: ‘My Lord! Build me
a mansion in heaven near You,
and save me from Pharaoh and
his doings, and save me from the
wrongdoing folk.” (11)

And Mary, the daughter of
‘Imrin, who guarded her chastity;
and We breathed of Our spirit
into her. She accepted the truth
of her Lord’s words and His
revealed books. She was truly
devout. (12)
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The IEvent

The opening section of the sizrak speaks of an event in the lives of the
Prophet and his wives. Although there are a number of reports giving
different versions of what actually took place, we will leave these for
now and return to them a little later. Based on this incident and the
directives issued in connection with it, particularly the request that the
two conspirators among the Prophet’s wives repent, the s@rah also calls
on believers to repent of their sins and requires that heads of families
ensure their families are well brought up. They are specifically urged
to protect themselves and their families from hell. A direct image of
hell is also included here. The s#rah then concludes by citing various
examples. Noah’s and Lot’s wives are shown as examples of unfaith in
a house emanating belief, while Pharaoh’s wife is depicted as someone
holding to right faith while living in a house full of unbelievers. Mary
is also shown as a pure woman who received a breath of God’s spirit
and believed in God’s words and scriptures. -

Prophet, why do you prohibit yourself something that God has made
lawful to you in your desire to please your wives? God is much-

forgiving, ever merciful. God has already ordained for you [believers]
a way to release you from such oaths. God is your Lord Supreme. He
alone is the All-Knowing, the Wise. The Prophet told something in

confidence to one of his wives. When she divulged it, and God made

this known to him, he spoke of a part of it and passed over a part.

When he thus let her know of that, she asked, “Who has told you this?’
He said: “The All-Knowing, the All-Aware told me.” Would that you

two turn to God in repentance, for your hearts have swerved! But if
you support each other against him, know that God is bis protector,

and that, therefore, Gabriel, all righteous believers and the angels

will stand behind him. Were he to divorce you, his Lord may well
give him in your stead spouses better than you: women who surrender
themselves to God, true believers, devout, penitent, who worship in

humility and reflect thoughtfully, be they women previously married
or virgins. (Verses 1-5)
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The Reports

There are several reports about the event in question, one of which
is related by al-Bukhari, which means that it is authentic. On ‘A’ishah’s
authority, al-Bukhari relates: “The Prophet used to have a honey drink at
Zaynab bint Jahsh’s home and then stay for some time with her. Hafsah
and I secretly agreed that when he came to either of us we would say to
him: “You have eaten Maghafir*; I can smell it.” When this occurred, he
said: ‘No. I only had a honey drink at Zaynab’s. I will not do it again,
and I have made an oath to this effect. Do not tell anyone of this.” This
is what he prohibited himself, even though it was permissible for him
to have.”

It seems that either ‘A’ishah or Hafsah told her co-conspirator of
the Prophet’s decision to no longer take this honey drink. God then
informed him of the same. He went back to her and mentioned some
of what went on between the two of them, but without recounting it
all in order not to embarrass her. He only touched upon the subject so
that she realized that he was aware of it all. Surprised, she asked him:
“Who told you all this?’ It might have occurred to her that his other wife
was the one to tell him. He, however, said to her: ‘The All-Knowing, the
All-Aware told me. (Verse 3) His information, then, was given by the
One who knows it all, which, in turn, implies that the Prophet was also
aware of it 7n toto, not merely what he mentioned to her.

This incident angered the Prophet, exposing as it did that intrigue
was going on in his home. He, therefore, swore that he would not touch
any of his wives for a full month. People in the Muslim community
also heard that the Prophet was thinking of divorcing his wives. This
siirah was then revealed and the Prophet’s anger subsided. Subsequently,
he resumed his life with his wives. We will presently mention how this
happened, but we will first give a different version of the incident.

This second version is related by al-Nasa’t on Anas’s authority: “The
Prophet had a bondswoman with whom he had sex. His wives, ‘A’ishah
and Hafsah, put pressure to bear on him until he prohibited himself
from doing so. God revealed the verses starting with “Prophet, why do you

8. Maghifir is a glue-like type of food with a sweet taste and bad smell.
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prohibit yourself something that God has made lawful to you in your desire
to please your wives?” (Verse 1) Another report given by Ibn Jarir and
Ibn Ishaq mentions that the Prophet had sex with Maria, the mother of
his son Ibrahim, in Hafsah’s home. Hafsah was very angry, considering
this to be an insult against her person. The Prophet promised her he
would banish Maria from him, swearing to this, and he asked Hafsah
to keep this a secret, but she told ‘A’ishah.

Either one of these two incidents may have taken place. However, the
second report involving Maria may be closer to what we can understand
from the text of the sizrah and the consequences that led to the Prophet
being so angry that he even considered divorcing his wives. Taken
together, this suggests that the matter was very sensitive and involved.
The first report concerning the Prophet’s favourite honey drink is more
authentic with regard to its transmission. While it is not as serious as the
second incidence implies, it might have led to such serious consequences
if we take into account the high moral standards prevailing in the
Prophet’s home. Regardless though of what actually did happen, we
should place our trust in God for He knows the truth of it all.

The Qutcome

What, then, were the effects of this incident and the Prophet’s decision
to stay away from his wives for a month? This is best described in a
hadith related by Imam Ahmad in Al-Musnad, which quotes ‘Abdullih
ibn ‘Abbas:

I was keen to ask ‘Umar about the Prophet’s two wives in reference
to whom God says in the Qur'an: ‘Would that you two turn to God
in repentance, for your hearts have swerved. When ‘Umar went on
pilgrimage, I went with him. As we were travelling, he moved
from the rest and I went with him, carrying a water container. He
relieved himself and came back to me. I poured water for him to do
his ablution. I then asked him: “Which two of the Prophet’s wives
are referred to in God’s statement, ‘Would that you two turn to God
in repentance, for your hearts have swerved?’ He said: ‘I wonder at

you, Ibn ‘Abbas!” [Al-Zuhri comments here that ‘Umar disliked
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being asked about this, but he did not withhold the information.]
‘Umar said: “They were ‘A’ishah and Hafsah.” He then told me
the story.

We, the Quraysh, used to have complete authority over our
wives. When we settled in Madinah, however, we found its people
more submissive to their wives. Our women started to learn from
their women. [ used to live in Umayyah ibn Zayd’s home in the
highlands. One day, I was angry with my wife, as she objected to
something I said. I disliked the fact that she should object to me.
She said: “Why are you so surprised that I should object? God’s
Messenger’s own wives may object to something he says, and any
of them may not speak to him the whole day, until night time.’
I, therefore, went straight to Hafsah® and asked her: ‘Do you
sometimes object to what the Prophet says?” She confirmed that
she did. I asked: “Would any of you refrain from speaking to him
throughout the day, until nightfall?” She again answered in the
affirmative. I said: ‘Ill-advised and a loser indeed is any of you who
does that! Do you not consider that any of you might incur God’s
anger as a result of His Messenger being angry, and then you end
in ruin? Do not object to God’s Messenger in anything he says,
and do not ask anything from him. Take from me instead whatever
you want. Do not be deluded by the fact that your friend [meaning
‘A’ishah] is more pretty and is loved best by the Prophet.’

I had a neighbour from the Ansar, with whom I took turns in
going down to see the Prophet. He would go one day and I the
next day. Each of us would inform the other of any new Qur'anic
revelations and of any events or developments. At the time, we were
aware that the Ghassan'® were preparing to invade us. My neighbour
went to the Prophet one day and then came to me in the evening,
knocking on my door. He called out and I went to see him. He
said: ‘A very serious matter took place.’ I asked whether the Ghassan
army was approaching. He said: ‘No, something more serious than

9. Hafsah was ‘Umar’s daughter, married to the Prophet. — Editor’s note.
10. The Ghassan was a major Arab tribe living in southern Syria and Palestine, as part of
the Byzantine' Empire. — Editor’s note.
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that. The Prophet has divorced his wives.” I said: ‘Ill-advised and
lost is Hafsah! I thought that this might happen.’

In the morning, after I had prayed Fajr, I put on my clothes
and went to Hafsah. I found her crying. I asked her whether the
Prophet had divorced his wives. She said: ‘I do not know. He has
shut himself in this room close by.” I went there and found a black
servant. I said to him: ‘Seek permission for ‘Umar to enter.” He
went in and came back, and said: ‘I mentioned you to him but he
did not reply.’ I went away, and I found close to the pulpit in the
mosque a few men sitting down, some of whom were in tears. I sat
there for a short while and I was then overcome by my own grief.
I went back to the servant and told him to seek permission for
me to enter. He again went in and told me as he came out that he
mentioned my name but the Prophet remained silent. Once more
I went to sit near the pulpit until I was overcome by my feelings.
I went a third time to the servant and told him to seek permission
for me to see the Prophet. Yet he again told me when he came out
that he mentioned my name but the Prophet did not reply. I went
away, but soon the servant called me. He said: “You can go in. He
has given you permission.” As I went in, I greeted the Prophet. I
found him sitting on a straw mat which had left its mark on his
side. T asked him whether he had divorced his wives. He lifted his
head and said: ‘No.” I said: ‘God is Supreme.’

I then said: ‘Messenger of God. If you could but see us, the
Quraysh, when we used to have complete authority over our
wives. When we settled in Madinah, however, we found its people
more submissive to their wives. Our women started to learn from
their women. I used to live in Umayyah ibn Zayd’s home in the
highlands. One day, I was angry with my wife, as she objected to
something I said. I disliked the fact that she should object to me’.
She said: “Why are you so surprised that I should object? God’s
Messenger’s own wives may object to something he says, and any
of them may not speak to him the whole day, until night time.” I
then said to Hafsah: ‘Ill-advised and a loser indeed is any of you
who does that! Do you not consider that any of you might incur
God’s anger as a result of His Messenger being angry with you, and
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so end in ruin?’ The Prophet smiled as I said this. I then told him
that I said to my daughter that she should not to be deluded by the
fact that her friend [meaning ‘A’ishah] was prettier and loved the
best by the Prophet. The Prophet smiled again. I asked whether I
could sit down with him and he invited me to so sit.

As lifted my head, looking around his home, I found absolutely
nothing of note, apart from his dignified presence. I said: ‘Messenger
of God. Pray to God to give your community abundance of things.
He has given abundance to the Persians and the Byzantines while
they do not worship God.” He sat up and said to me: ‘Are you in
doubt, Ibn al-Khattab? These are people who have been given
their good shares in this present life.” I said: ‘Please pray to God to
forgive me.” The Prophet had vowed not to come near his wives
for a month, because he was so aggrieved by them. Because of this,
God took issue with him. [This report is related by al-Bukhari,
Muslim, al-Tirmidhi and al-Nasa’ on al-Zuhsi’s authority, with
different chains of transmission.]

The Qur’anic Discussion

Such is the reporting of the incident in historical sources. We will
now look at its treatment in the Qur'an. The sizrah begins with a mild
reproach by God to His Messenger:

Prophet, why do you prohibit yourself something that God has made
lawful to you in your desire to please your wives? God is much-forgiving,
ever merciful. God has already ordained for you [believers] a way to
release you from such oaths. God is your Lord Supreme. He alone is
the All-Knowing, the Wise. (Verses 1-2)

The reproach is mild but effective. It is not proper for a believer to
prohibit himself something that God has made lawful. The Prophet
had not imposed a legal prohibition on himself with regard to the
honey drink he liked or to Maria. He only decided to refrain from
enjoying either. This gentle reproach makes it clear that it is not right
to deliberately deprive oneself of what God has made lawful in order to
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appease someone else. The comment at the end of the verse is: ‘God s
much-forgiving, ever merciful.” This suggests that such deliberate action
would require questioning unless it was overlooked by an act of God’s
forgiveness and grace.

As for the oath that the Quranic text suggests the Prophet made,
God stated a way for him to release himself from it. This means that
an oath that establishes a situation other than what is best should be
atoned for so as to release oneself from it and then take up the better
option. “God is your Lord Supreme.” (Verse 2) He helps you to overcome
your weaknesses and to cope with what may be hard for you. Hence,
he has ordained for you a way out of your oaths so as to ensure that
you do not incur unnecessary hardship. “He alone is the All-Knowing,
the Wise.” (Verse 2) He legislates for you on the basis of His absolute
knowledge and perfect wisdom. He only commands you to do what is
within your power and what is best suited for you. Therefore, do not
prohibit yourselves anything other than what He has forbidden, and
continue to make lawful only what He has made lawful. It is clear that
the comment here fits perfectly with the directive already stated.

The sirah then refers to what the Prophet said to one of his wives,
but mentions neither its subject matter nor its details. None of this
is important. What is important, however, is what it signified and
the knock-on effects it generated: “The Prophet told something in
confidence to one of his wives.” (Verse 3) What we are looking at here
is something unique in human history. We are looking at a period
when there was direct contact between heaven and ordinary people.
Here is a direct, public and detailed intervention by heaven in human
affairs. God informs the Prophet of a conversation between two of his
wives concerning something he had told one of them in confidence.
When the Prophet mentioned this to the wife who had divulged it, he
only hinted at a certain aspect of it, rather than giving her a detailed
account. At the same time, he also informed her of the source of his
information: it was the One solid source that could not be mistaken:
“When she divulged it, and God made this known to him, he spoke of a
part of it and passed over a part. When he thus let her know of that, she
asked, “Who has told you this?’ He said: ‘The All-Knowing, the All-Aware
told me.”” (Verse 3)
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The choice of God’s attributes of perfect knowledge and complete
awareness of everything particularly suit the conspiratory situation under
discussion. Thus, the one who asked the question is reminded of that
which she might have forgotten or overlooked. We are all so reminded
whenever we read the Qur'an.

A change of style then follows. The s#rab is no longer reporting an
incident; it is now addressing the two women involved, as if the matter
. is taking place at this very moment: “Would that you two turn to God
in repentance, for your hearts have swerved! But if you support each other
against him, know that God is his protector, and that, therefore, Gabriel,
all righteous believers and the angels will stand behind him.” (Verse 4)
They are, thus, invited to turn to God in repentance after their hearts
had swerved from rightful action.

We so realize that the incident had such a profound effect on the
Prophet as to require the statement that he is given full protection by
God. Furthermore, Gabriel, the believers and all angels stand ready to
give him their full support. The Prophet is thus reassured and comforted
after this serious breach of confidence. Indeed, the whole situation must
have been considered as very serious, implying far-reaching consequences
for it to have necessitated such assurances. We can appreciate this for
ourselves from the reports mentioned earlier, particularly the answer
given by the Ansari man when ‘Umar asked him about whether the
Ghassan army was approaching. In fact his answer states that the matter
was even more serious than that threat. Ghassan was an autonomous
region in the tutelage of the Byzantine Empire, bordering the Arabian
Peninsula. An attack by Ghassan on the Muslim community would have
been very serious, yet the other matter was felt by Muslims to be even far
more serious and far-reaching. They felt that the Prophet’s own comfort
and the maintenance of serenity and peace in his noble home were more
important than anything else. This, then, gives us a clear indication of
how the Muslim community viewed these developments, a view in line
with how heaven treated it. It is, then, a correct view.

The next verse provides similar import. It details the qualities of the
women whom God may give to His Messenger, should he divorce his
current wives. This is addressed to all his wives by way of an implicit
threat: “Were he to divorce you, his Lord may well give him in your stead
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spouses better than you: women who surrender themselves to God, true
believers, devout, penitent, who worship in humility and reflect thoughtfully,
be they women previously married or virgins.” (Verse 5) They are, thus,
indirectly called upon to adopt these qualities. The first quality is full
submission to God and the fulfilment of all religious obligations. Next,
is complete faith that leads to surrendering oneself to God, which is the
literal meaning of the Arabic word islam. Devotion, the third quality,
means conscious obedience of God. The Prophet’s wives should also be
penitent, which means that they should regret any slip into sin and follow
this by turning to do God’s bidding. To worship in humility is another
quality they should possess. It is the means by which to communicate
with God and express our submission to Him. Thoughtful reflection
is how we have translated the quality the sirab refers to by the Arabic
word sa ihat, which literally means ‘wandering, contemplating’. What it
means here is that they always reflect on God’s creation and contemplate
the great universe He has created. Having all these qualities, these new
wives would be either virgins or previously married, in the same way as
the Prophet married those wives already with him.

This warning was apparently necessary because of the telling effect
their conspiracy had on the Prophet, incurring his anger. He was never
given to anger, but the matter was clearly serious. The Prophet felt
comforted and reassured when these verses were revealed, addressing
him personally as also members of his household. Thereafter, the
atmosphere in his blessed home regained its serenity as a direct result
of God’s statements. This was an honour given to the Prophet and his
household, given their important role in the solid implementation of
God’s code for human life.

We have thus seen a picture of the home life of the man who was
entrusted with establishing a nation and a state on hitherto unknown
lines. This nation was to be entrusted with the fulfilment of divine faith
in its final form. It was to be the practical establishment of a devout
society that sets the example for future generations. We see also a picture
of a man of exceptional greatness and nobility. Yet, he lived his humanity
just as he fulfilled the tasks of his prophethood; the two were intertwined.
It was God’s will that he should be a human Messenger delivering His
last message to mankind, outlining a perfect code for all humanity.
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It is a perfect message delivered by a perfect Messenger. One aspect
of its perfection is that its every adherent remains a human being: none
of his abilities or talents are suppressed or prevented from developing
and flourishing. At the same time, it cultivates and educates him so as
to attain the highest standard within his power.

Thus has been the method of Islam with those who understood it
well and who have moulded their lives on the basis of its teachings.
They became living examples of Islam. The Prophet’s practical life, with
all that it involved of human experience, endeavours, strengths and
weaknesses, was intertwined with the divine message. As we see in the
case of those who were closest to him and his own family, his life was
the practical example of how to live Islam. It set the model for those
who wish to learn an easy and practical way of implementing God’s
message. It also steered away from theoretical assumptions that have
no practical effect.

God’s purpose was thus fulfilled: the final message to mankind was
revealed in full, the Messenger who could receive it and give it its practical
form was chosen, and his life was left as an open book for all, studied
and reviewed by one generation after another. '

A Believer’s Responsibility

Now the sizrah addresses the believers enjoining them to fulfil their
family duties, providing good education, admonition and reminders
so that they protect themselves and their families from hell. It provides
an image of the fire and how the unbelievers stand before it. In line
with the call to those involved in the earlier event to turn to God in

- repentance, the same call is made to the believers, adding an image of
heaven which awaits those who repent of their sins. This second section
of the sizrah concludes with a call on the Prophet to strive hard against
the unbelievers and the hypocrites:

Believers! Guard yourselves and your families against a fire fuelled by
peaple and stones, over which are appointed angels, stern and mighty,
who never disobey God in whatever He commands them and always do
what they are bidden to do. Unbelievers! Make no excuses today. You
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will only be requited for what you used to do. Believers! Turn to God in
sincere repentance. It may well be that your Lord will efface your bad
deeds and admit you into gardens through which running waters flow,
on a day when God will not disgrace the Prophet or those who believed
with him. Their light will spread out before them, and on their right.
They will say: ‘Our Lord! Perfect our light for us and forgive us. You
certainly have power over all things.” Prophet, strive hard against the
unbelievers and the hypocrites, and press hard on them. Their ultimate
abode is hell, and how vile a journey’s end. (Verses 6-9)

A believer’s responsibility with regard to himselfand his family is heavy
and awesome. He and his family are liable to punishment in the fire of
hell and it s his responsibility to protect himself and his family from such
a dreadful fate. It is a terrible fire, “fuelled by people and stones.” (Verse
6) People there are treated in the same way as stones: cheap, abject and
thrown away with a total disregard as to what may happen to them. A
fire fuelled by stones must blaze fiercely, and a torment that combines
its scourge with humiliation compounds the suffering. Everything about
it is absolutely terrible: “over [it] are appointed angels, stern and mighty,”
so that they suit the punishment they are required to administer. They
“never disobey God in whatever He commands them and always do whas they
are bidden to do.” (Verse 6) By nature they always obey every command
God gives them, and are well able to carry out any such assignment.
Possessing such qualities, they are chosen to guard the fire of hell, while
every believer is responsible for protecting himself and his family from
it. He has to attend to his responsibility now, in this life, before it is too
late. When the chance is gone, no excuse is acceptable. The unbelievers
will try to present excuses, but they are confronted with the facts that
leave them in utter despair: “Unbelievers! Make no excuses today. You will
only be requited for what you used to do.” (Verse 7) That day is not a time
for presenting excuses. It is the day when reward and punishment are
given. The unbelievers will only take what their own actions incur.

How are the believers to protect themselves and their families from
the fire of hell? The way is mapped out for them, and they are further
equipped with great hope: “Believers! Turn to God in sincere repentance.
It may well be that your Lord will efface your bad deeds and admit you into
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gardens through which running waters flow, on a day when God will not
disgrace the Prophet or those who believed with him. Their light will spread
out before them, and on their right. They will say: ‘Our Lord! Perfect our
light for us and forgive us. You certainly have power over all things.” (Verse
8) The way, then, begins with sincere repentance setting the heart on
an honest course that allows no deception. This means genuine regret
for past sins and a commitment to do what is good and required. Such
repentance is certain to rid a person’s heart of any residue sin may leave
behind and encourages only what is good. Both qualities are necessary
to make the repentance sincere and effective.

When repentance is sincere, it brings with it a hope that God will
forgive the repentant their sins and admit them into heaven on the
day when the unbelievers are given their humiliating punishment. No
disgrace will on that day attach to the Prophet or those who followed
him and accepted his message. This prospect is very tempting as it brings
about great honour, with the believers being joined to the Prophet as
one group treated with dignity when others are shamed. Furthermore,
they are given light that “spreads out before them and on their right.” Thus
they are identified among the great multitude, and they can find their
way to their ultimate goal, which is heaven.

In that fearful position when everyone is in the grip of worried
anticipation, they are inspired with a humble prayer: “Our Lord! Perfect
our light for us and forgive us. You certainly have power over all things.”
(Verse 8) The fact that they say such a prayer when the situation makes
everyone speechless is a sign that their prayer will be answered. God
inspires believers to offer such a prayer only when He will be pleased to
answer it. This means that their very prayer is a blessing God bestows on
them in addition to the honour and the light already given to them.

How different all this is from the fire fuelled by people and stones!
However, both reward and punishment highlight the responsibility of
every believer to protect himself and his family from the fire and to place
them in a position where they deserve to receive the reward of heaven.
In the light of the event that took place in the Prophet’s home, we can
appreciate the message given in these verses. A believer is responsible
for setting his household on the right way, just as he is responsible for
ensuring that he purges his heart of sin and follows divine guidance.
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As we said in our commentary on the previous s#rah, Divorce, Islam
is a faith thar takes care of the family. Therefore, it sets certain duties
and responsibilities a believer must fulfil with regard to his home and
family. The home is the nucleus of the Muslim community. Muslim
families are the cells that make up the Muslim society. Every single home
is a fortress of faith that must have no flaw in its internal structure.
Everyone inside guards their positions so that no external enemy can
infiltrate them. Otherwise, the whole society would be penetrated from
within, and so would fall apart should any external attack occur. It is
the first duty of a believer to attend to his home and family so that it is
internally solid and well guarded. Before he tries to present his message
to others, he must close any loophole within.

In this set up, a Muslim mother has an essential role to play; a Muslim
father cannot on his own ensure the security of the fortress. Together, the
two must cooperate fully in the upbringing of their sons and daughters.
A group of men on their own can never succeed in establishing a Muslim
society. Indeed, it is women who have a more important role to play
in taking care of the new generation and safeguarding the future of
the Muslim community. Hence, the Qur'an addressed both men and
women. It set out a system for the Muslim home, placing on believers
a clear responsibility for their families, in the same way as they are
responsible for themselves: “Believers! Guard yourselves and your families
against a fire fuelled by people and stones.” (Verse 6)

Advocates of Islam must be fully aware of this and ensure that they
put it into practice. Their first efforts must be addressed to their homes:
to their wives and mothers first, and to their children and the rest of
their families. Great importance should be attached to the education of
the Muslim woman, so that she can make her family home a Muslim
home. Anyone who wants his home to be Islamic must start by choosing
a Muslim wife. Otherwise, the formation of a Muslim community will
take far too long and its structure will remain weak and flawed.

Our Own Hard Task

The situation with the first Muslim community was easier than it
is in our present day. A Muslim society was already established in
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Madinah, where Islam, its vision of a clean, virtuous human life and its
laws based on this vision were the driving force. Men and women looked
up to God and His Messenger for judgement. When judgement was
given, it was accepted as final. In such a society, it was easy for women
to mould themselves as Islam wanted them to be. Likewise, it was easy
for husbands to advise their wives and bring up their children in line
with the Islamic system.

We are now in a totally different situation, as we have sunk back
into a state of jahiliypah that influences our society, its laws, morality,
traditions, systems, manners and culture. Women find themselves in the
midst of this society and feel its crushing pressures as they try to bring
their lives in line with Islam, whether on their own initiative or guided
by their fathers, husbands or brothers.

In that first Muslim community, the man, the woman and society all
had the same perspective and looked to the same source for judgement.
In our own time, the man is looking up to a theoretical abstract while the
woman writhes under the heavy pressure of a society that is extremely
hostile to her perspective. There is no doubt that the pressures society
brings to bear on women are many times greater than its pressure on
men. Hence, a believing man has a double duty: he must not only
protect himself from the fire but also protect his family that is exposed
to such pressures.

A Muslim man must realize the size of his responsibility in order to
address it properly. This requires that he exert much greater efforts than
a Muslim man in the first Muslim community. This is why it is essential
for anyone who wants to establish a Muslim home to look first of all
for a partner who can guard his fort. She must be a woman who derives
her perspective from the same source, Islam. He will have to sacrifice
certain things. He must sacrifice superficial attractions that society
presents, looking instead for a woman of firm belief who will help him
in building 2 Muslim family. Muslim fathers who want to be part of the
Islamic revival must also realize that the new cells in this revival are a
trust they must safeguard. It is their task to educate, cultivate and bring
them up on Islamic lines before they address their message to anyone
else. Only in this way can they fulfil God’s orders as He bids them to
protect themselves and their families from the fire.
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Once more we refer to the nature of Islam that requires the
establishment of a community that runs its affairs according to Islam
and gives it a practical presence. Islam is based on the need to establish
a community that believes in it and adopts it as a way of life and a
code of law. It is from Islam, the complete and perfect system, that this
community derives all its concepts and perspectives. Such a community
is the fertile soil where Islam finds its practical model. Within this
community, people look at this model and feel free of the pressures of
an un-Islamic society. Moreover, the Muslim community ensures that
its members are not subjected to any persecution.

We, thus, see the importance of establishing a Muslim community
where Muslim girls and women live, protected from the crushing
pressures of the un-Islamic society around them. In such a community
they are no longer torn apart by their own Islamic perspective and
traditions that are un-Islamic. A young Muslim man will find in that
community a woman who will share life with him in a family nest, or a
fortress, which is the first and primary unit of the Islamic camp.

It is essential rather than merely desirable for an Islamic community
to be established along Islamic lines, adopting Islamic ideas, morality,
manners and life concepts and implementing them within its own
ranks. Only such a community can safeguard its concepts and values,
advocating them in a practical way, seen by all. Thus individuals in an
un-Islamic society, who are addressed by the advocates of Islam, will look
at Islamic life and be motivated to come out of the darkness in which
they live and replace it with the light Islam provides. Eventually, when
God wills that Islam should triumph, new generations will be raised
under its care, protected from the j@hiliyyah that has long prevailed.

It was to protect the first Muslim community that the command was
issued to the Prophet to strive hard against those who take a hostile
stand towards it: “Propbet, strive hard against the unbelievers and the
hypocrites, and press hard on them. Their ultimate abode is bell, and how
vile ajourneys end.” (Verse 9) This is particularly significant in light of the
earlier command to the believers to protect themselves and their families
against the fire of hell. It is also significant in respect of the invitation
given to them to sincerely repent of their sins so that their bad deeds are
erased and they are admitted into heaven. It highlights the importance
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of safeguarding the environment where protection from the fire takes
place. Thus, oppressive and wicked elements are not allowed to attack
the Muslim community whether from outside, as the unbelievers used
to do, or from within as the hypocrites did.

In its order to strive hard against the enemies of Islam, the Qur’anic
statement groups together both the unbelievers and the hypocrites
because they shared the same mission — the destruction of the Muslim
community, or at least its disintegration. To strive against them is, then,
the sort of effort that protects from the fire, and to be hard against them
is the proper response required of the Prophet and the believers in this
present life. As for the life to come, “their ultimate abode is hell, and how
vile a journeys end.” (Verse 9)

We note that the harmonious tune this second section of the sirah
sings of its message is also in perfect harmony with the first section that
dealt with a particular event in the Prophet’s own home.

Contrasting Examples

The third and final section of the s@rah sounds as if it is a direct
continuation of its first section. It speaks of unbelieving women married
to prophets and women believers in the midst of unbelievers:

God has given examples of unbelievers: Noah’s wife and Lots wife. They
were married to two of Our righteous servants but betrayed them. Their
husbands could be of no avail to them against God. They were told:
Enter both of you the fire with all those who will enter it.” God has
also given examples of believers: Pharaoh’s wife, who said: "My Lord!
Build me a mansion in heaven near You, and save me from Pharaoh
and his doings, and save me from the wrongdoing folk.” And Mary,
the daughter of ‘Imrin, who guarded her chastity; and We breathed
of Our spirit into her. She accepted the truth of her Lord’s words and
_ His revealed books. She was truly devout. (Verses 10-12)

Reports speaking of the betrayal of Noah and Lot by their wives

suggest that it was a betrayal of their messages, rather than their
being unfaithful to their marriage bonds. Noah’s wife used to join the
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unbelievers in his community in making fun of him, while Lot’s wife
used to inform his people when he received guests, knowing what they
tried to do with such visitors.

Similarly, reports concerning Pharaoh’s wife make it clear that she
lived in his palace as a believer in God Almighty, and suggest that she
was of Asian origin following a divine religion that was revealed before
Moses’ time. Historical reports mention that the mother of Eminhuteb
IV, the Pharaoh who advocated belief in one god, making the sun a
symbol of the divine being, calling himself Ekhnaton, was Asian and
believed in a religion other than that known in Egypt. God only knows
if she is the one referred to in this s#rah, or whether the reference is
made to the Pharaoh challenged by Moses and his wife. Moses' Pharaoh
is definitely different from Eminhuteb IV. We need not, however, be
particularly concerned about the exact identity of Pharaoh’s wife. What
is important is that the Qur'anic statement confirms a permanent fact
in which individual people are only examples.

Having made an order to believers to protect themselves and their
families from incurring punishment in hell, the si#rzh now highlights
the principle of individual responsibility. The Prophet’s wives, and
indeed wives of all believers, are told here that ultimately they are
personally accountable for what they do and the decisions they make.
Their individual responsibility cannot be waived merely because they are
married to a prophet or to a devout believer. Both Noah’s and Lot’s wives
“were married to two of Our righteous servants but betrayed them. Their
husbands could be of no avail to them against God. They were told: Enter
both of you the fire with all those who will enter it.”” (Verse 10) When the
question is one of belief or unbelief, or one of betrayal of faith, there
can be no special privilege for anyone, not even for prophets’ wives.

Pharaoh’s'wife gives the perfect contrast. She was living in the midst
of sweeping unbelief, but that did not deter her from secking her own
personal safety. She disowned all connection with Pharaoh’s palace,
praying to God to grant her a home in heaven. She disavowed any
relation with Pharaoh, praying that God grant her safety from him.
Realizing that as Pharaoh’s wife she was the closest person to him and his
actions, she feared that some blame might attach to her. She, therefore,
made it clear that she had nothing to do with all this, further praying
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to God that He keep her away from it: “And save me from Pharaok
and his doings.” (Verse 11) She disowned Pharaoh’s people while at the
same time living in their midst: “And save me from the wrongdoing folk.”
(Verse 11)

Pharaoh’s wife’s prayer and her overall position is a shining example
of rejecting all temptation that the life of this world can offer, even at
its most splendid. Pharaoh was the most powerful king on earth, and
his palace offered the best that a woman could desire. Yet his wife chose
faith in preference to all this. She did not merely treat it with contempt;
she considered it evil and sought refuge with God from yielding to it,
praying to be saved from it and its consequences. Yet Pharaoh’s wife was
a woman standing on her own in the midst of a great kingdom, which
makes her all the more admirable and gives her an even greater position.
As we have stated earlier, women are more sensitive and responsive to
social pressures. However, this woman, on her own, resisted the pressures
exerted by society, the palace, the throne, the courtiers and her own
royal position, lifting her head to heaven seeking its light. She certainly
provides a great example of submission to God, resisting all temptations
and overcoming all impediments. Hence she deserved her special
mention in God’s book, the words of which are echoed throughout the
universe as they are revealed from on high.

“And Mary, the daughter of ‘Imran,” provides another example of total
dedication. Her story is given from its early beginnings elsewhere in
the Qur'an. Her distinctive quality mentioned here is her purity, “who
guarded her chastity.” (Verse 12) Thus, her innocence is made absolutely
clear, refuting the vile accusations the Jews levelled at her. “And We
breathed of Our spirit into her.” (Verse 12) It was from this breathing of
God?’s spirit into her that Jesus, her son, was born, as detailed in Szrab
19, Maryam. We will not go into the details of his birth here, limiting
ourselves only to the discussion of the present text which highlights
Mary’s purity, complete faith and total obedience of God: “She accepted
the truth of her Lord’s words and His revealed books. She was truly devout.”
(Verse 12)

The fact that Pharaoh’s wife is the one chosen to be mentioned here
together with Mary is indicative of her own sublime status; a status
enhanced by the special circumstances of her own life. Both ladies are
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splendid examples of women who combined firm faith with purity
of behaviour and total devotion. God sets these two examples for the
Prophet’s own wives in the context of the event reported in the first
section of the s#rah. They are also examples set before believing women
in all generations.

This s#rah gives us a glimpse of the Prophet’s own life, drawn in the
inspiring style of the Qur'an. No human report speaking of the period
can give us a similar picture. This because Qur’anic expressions are more
inspiring and far-reaching. In this way, a single event is cited to state
the truth that remains valid for the rest of time.
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Al-Mulk

(Dominion)

Prologue

Whereas the revelation of the previous ten s#rabs (57-66) took
place in Madinah, this sizrzh and all nine that follow in this volume
were revealed in Makkah. Each type has its own features and leaves its
special impressions on the reader. Makkan revelation generally deals
with belief in God, revelation and the Day of Judgement, as well as
establishing concepts about life, the universe and its relation with its
Creator based on such beliefs. It speaks about God, the Creator, in such
a way that makes our hearts feel His presence and outlines the sort of
emotions and manners that are appropriate for a human being who
addresses his Lord and looks up to Him. It clearly sets the standards
and values a Muslim adopts in judging events, situations and people.
As we discuss the remaining s#rabs in this volume, we will see examples
of such treatment, to be added to what we have already seen in other
Makkan ssrabs.

Revelations given in Madinah address the implementation of such
beliefs, concepts, standards and values in practical life. They urge
people to live up to their faith, which is the trust assigned to them.
They must fulfil their obligations both within themselves and in their
public lives.
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The present sizrah seeks to formulate a new concept of the universe
and its relation with its Creator. It is a broad, comprehensive concept
that transcends the world we live in and our limited lifespans to include
the universe at large and the life to come. It speaks of creatures living on
earth alongside man, such as the jinz and the birds, or belonging to the
hereafter, such as hell and its guards. Furthermore, it refers to worlds
beyond the reach of our human perception bringing these closer to our
feelings so that we do not focus solely on our present life on earth. It
invites us to reflect on what we see in our lives and within ourselves but
which we tend to take for granted.

It awakens within man all images and impressions that have long
been stagnant as a result of holding on to jzhiliyyah concepts. It
removes the dust that has gathered over our feelings, opens windows
and releases minds, and frees senses and perceptions so that they can
look at the wide horizon, the vast space, the deep oceans, the inner
soul and the world beyond, reflecting on God’s marvellous creation.
[t invites us to look at how the universe moves on by God’s will. We
thus realize that the whole thing is far greater and its scope much wider
than we could possibly have imagined. Then, we no longer focus on
our earth, but instead look up to heaven; we move from what we see
to the truth beyond and we are able to see how God’s will both brings
life and controls it.

Life and death are two familiar phenomena. Yet the s#rab invites us to
look at what lies beyond these two phenomena of God’s will, wisdom,
and the way He sets tests and conducts all affairs. It is God: “who has
created death as well as life, so that He may put you to a test to show who
of you is best in conduct. He alone is Almighty, Much-Forgiving.” (Verse 2)
The skies above are creatures people see with their eyes. Yet they do not
look beyond them to see God’s hand that brought them into existence,
nor the perfection they manifest. The sizrah, however, initiates action so
that we contemplate such beauty and perfection as well as the ultimate
objective of creation: “He created seven heavens in layers. No fault will
you see in what the Lord of Grace creates. Turn up your eyes: can you see
any flaw? Then look again, and again: your vision will come back to you

. dull and weary. We have adorned the lowest heaven with lamps and made
them missiles to pelt the devils with.” (Verses 3-5)
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To those who live in a state of ignorance, or jahiliyyah, the life of
this world appears to be the ultimate objective. The s#rah, however,
presents another world to devils and unbelievers, a world that is full
of movement and expectation. It stands in waiting: “We have prepared
for them suffering through the blazing fire. Suffering in hell awaits those
who deny their Lord: an evil destination. When they are thrown in it, they
will hear it drawing in its breath as it boils up, almost bursting with fury.
Every time a group is thrown in it, its keepers will ask them, ‘Did no one
come to warn you?" Yes,” they will reply, ‘@ warner did indeed come to us,
but we did not believe him. We said, “God has revealed nothing. You are
in total error.” They will further say, ‘Had we but listened, or reasoned,
we would not now be among the inhabitants of the blazing fire.” Thus they
shall confess their sins. Far be the inhabitants of the blazing fire [from God's
mercy].” (Verses 5-11)

In a world of jahiliyyah, people hardly ever look beyond their
immediate life or think of a world beyond what they can perceive. They
are, as it were, locked within the cage of their current life on earth.
The sirah, therefore, directs their minds and sights to look to what is
beyond, to the heavens and the divine will which, though unseen by
any human eye, can do whatever it wills, whenever and wherever it
chooses. Thus, the earth, stable as it appears before their eyes, is strongly
shaken: “Whether you keep your words secret or state them openly, He has
- full knowledge of what is in all hearts. How could it be that He who has
created should not know all? He is indeed Most Gracious, All-Aware. He
it is who has made the earth easy to live upon. Go about, then, in all its
highlands and eat of His provisions. To Him you will be resurrected. Do you
feel secure that He who is in heaven will not cause the earth to swallow you
up when it quakes? Or do you feel secure that He who is in heaven will not
let loose against you a sandy whirlwind. You will come to know the truth
of My warning.” (Verses 13-17)

They look at birds, an aspect of creation they see frequently but which
they rarely contemplate its marvellous creation. The si#rab again fixes
their eyes on this and lets their minds appreciate God’s power as He
shapes and fashions His creation: “Do they not see the birds above them,
spreading their wings and drawing them in? None but the Lord of Grace
holds them up. He sees everything.” (Verse 19)
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They feel safe and secure on earth, but this is only the false sense of
one who is oblivious to what God’s will and power may bring about.
Having shaken the earth under their feet, including all that forms
their environment, the si#rzh then shakes them even harder so that
they realize that nothing can ever withstand God’s power, which they
hardly ever even take into account: “What army is there to come to your
aid, except for the Lord of Grace? The unbelievers are truly lost in self-
delusion.” (Verse 20)

They feel that the provisions they have are close at hand, and that
they can compete for them as they please. The si#rah, however, directs
their attentions to look far beyond the elements they think to be
involved in securing their provisions: “Who will provide for you, if He
were to withhold His provision? Yet they persist in their arrogance and in
rebellion.” (Verse 21)

As they pursue their erring ways, thinking they are well guided, the
séirah paints them a vivid, inspiring image showing their own condition
and that of those who truly follow correct guidance: “Is he who goes
grovelling on his face better guided than the one who walks upright on a
straight path?” (Vetse 22)

They do not benefit by what God has placed in their make-up of
talents, faculties and perceptions. They do not go beyond what they
perceive so as to look at what lies beyond their immediate world. The
sirah reminds them of God’s grace as He has given them these abilities,
and directs them to use these in a way that tries to divine the future
and determine the ultimate objective: “Say: Tt is He who has brought
you into being, and given you hearing, sight and hearts. Yet seldom are you
thankful. And He it is who caused you to multiply on earth; and to Him
you shall be gathered.” (Verses 23-24)

Even in their persistent denial of the resurrection, they still constantly
ask about its timing. The s#rah depicts this as a true and imminent
event, one that will approach them all of a sudden. Hence, they have
nothing but distaste for it: “ They say: ‘When is this promise to be fulfilled,
if what you say be true?’ Say: ‘God alone has knowledge of this. I am only
a plain warner.” When they see it close at hand, the unbelievers’ faces will
be stricken with grief, and it will be said: ‘This is what you were calling
for.” (Verses 25-27)
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They hope that the Prophet and those who follow him will perish,
as this will silence this voice that has for long irritated them by the
warnings it delivers. They would rather revert to their foolish slumber.
The siirah reminds them that whether this group of believers perish
or flourish, it cannot affect their own destiny that is determined by a
persistent rejection of faith. Hence, they are better advised to look at
their own situation and to make amends before it is too late: “Say: Just
think: whether God destroys me and those who follow me, or bestows mercy
upon us, who will protect the unbelievers from painful suffering?’ Say: ‘He
is the Lord of Grace: in Him we believe, and in Him we place our trust.
You will come to know who is in manifest error.”” (Verses 28-29)

Finally, the siirah warns them that water, which is essential for life,
may be taken away by God, whom the unbelievers deny: “Say: Just
think: if all your water were to sink underground, who would give you clear
flowing water?” (Verse 30)

The key to the whole sizrah and the axis of the movement it sets
in our hearts, minds, senses and feclings are found in its inspiring
opening: “Blessed be He in whose hand all dominion rests; who has power
over all things.” (Verse 1) It is from the truth of God’s dominion and
power that all images presented in the sirazh, as well as all hidden
and apparent movements to which it alludes, branch out. Thus, the
creation of life and death, testing people through them, the creation
of the heavens and their adornment with lamps that serve as missiles
pelting devils, the preparation of hell as it is described, the knowledge
of what is secret and public, making the earth easy for humans to
live upon, the destruction of early communities who rejected divine
guidance, holding birds in the sky, God’s overwhelming power and His
exaltation, providing sustenance to all as He pleases, His creation of
people and granting them hearing, eyesight and hearts, causing them
to multiply on earth and then gathering them all, His full knowledge of
the hereafter which is His own preserve, the meting out of punishment
to the unbelievers, the provision of water, which is essential to life, and
the ability to take it away whenever He wishes all emanate from the
fact that to God belongs all dominion in the universe. He has power

over all things.
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The sizrab states a long sequence of truths that flow uninterruptedly
with successive impressions and ideas to explain its concise, yet
comprehensive, opening. It is, therefore, difficult to divide into
passages. Let us, then, look at it as it develops its theme from start to

finish.
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The Sovereign of the Universe

Al-Mulk (Dominion)

In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

Blessed be He in whose hand all
dominion rests; who has power
over all things; (1)

who has created death as well as
life, so that He may put you to a
test to show who of you is best in
conduct. He alone is Almighty,
Much-Forgiving. (2)

He created seven heavens in
layers. No fault will you see in
what the Lord of Grace creates.
Turn up your eyes: can you see
any flaw? (3)

Then look again, and again: your
vision will come back to you dull

and weary. (4)
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We have adorned the lowest
heaven with lamps and made
them missiles to pelt the devils
with. We have prepared for them
suffering through the blazing
fire. (5)

Suffering in hell awaits those
who deny their Lord: an evil
destination. (6)

When they are thrown in it, they
will hear it drawing in its breath

as it boils up, (7)

almost bursting with fury. Every
time a group is thrown in it its
keepers will ask them, ‘Did no
one come to warn you?” (8)

“Yes,” they will reply, ‘a warner did
indeed come to us, but we did
not believe him. We said, “God
has revealed nothing. You are in
total error.” (9)

They will further say, ‘Had we but
listened, or reasoned, we would
not now be among the inhabit-
ants of the blazing fire.” (10)

Thus they shall confess their
sins. Far be the inhabitants of the
blazing fire [from God’s mercy].
(11)
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Those who stand in awe of their
Lord although He is beyond
the reach of human perception
will have forgiveness and a rich
reward. (12)

Whether you keep your words
secret or state them openly, He
has full knowledge of what is in
all hearts. (13)

How could it be that He who
has created should not know all?
He is indeed Most Gracious, All-
Aware. (14)

He it is who has made the earth
easy to live upon. Go about, then,
in all its highlands and eat of His
provisions. To Him you will be
resurrected. (15)

Do you feel secure that He who
is in heaven will not cause the

earth to swallow you up when it
quakes? (16)

Or do you feel secure that He
who is in heaven will not let loose
against you a sandy whirlwind.
You will come to know the truth
of My warning. (17)

Those who lived before them also
disbelieved. How terrible was My
rejection of them? (18)
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Do they not see the birds above
them, spreading their wings and
drawing them in? None but the
Lord of Grace holds them up. He
sees everything. (19)

What army is there to come to
your aid, except for the Lord of
Grace? The unbelievers are truly
lost in self-delusion. (20)

Who will provide for you, if He
were to withhold His provision?
Yet they persist in their arrogance
and in rebellion. (21)

Is he who goes grovelling on his
face better guided than the one
who walks upright on a straight
path? (22)

Say: ‘It is He who has brought
you into being, and given you
hearing, sight and hearts. Yet
seldom are you thankful. (23)

And He it is who caused you to
multiply on earth; and to Him

you shall be gathered.” (24)

They say: “When is this promise
to be fulfilled, if what you say be
true?’ (25)
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AL-MULK (Dominion) 67

Say: ‘God alone has knowledge

of this. I am only a plain warner.’

(26)

When they see it close at hand,
the unbelievers’ faces will be
stricken with grief, and it will
be said: “This is what you were

calling for.” (27)

Say: ‘Just think: whether God
destroys me and those who follow
me, or bestows mercy upon us,
who will protect the unbelievers
from painful suffering?’ (28)

Say: ‘He is the Lord of Grace: in
Him we believe, and in Him we
place our trust. You will come to
know who is in manifest error.’

(29)

Say: ‘Just think: if all your water
were to sink underground, who

would give you clear flowing
water?” (30)

God’s Power of Creation
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Blessed be He in whose hand all dominion rests; who has power over

all things. (Verse 1)

Coming as it does at the outset of the siirah, this glorification imparts
a feeling of the multiplication of God’s blessings and their continued
outflowing. The fact that dominion is mentioned alongside it suggests
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that this blessing flows over God’s kingdom. Hence, it is glorified
throughout the universe, as it is glorified with God Himself. It sounds
like a hymn echoed throughout the universe and within every creature’s
heart. It begins with the divine word in God’s glorious book, the Qur'an,
inscribed in a well-guarded record, and which spreads throughout the
universe.

“Blessed be He in whose hand all dominion rests.” (Verse 1) He is the
Sovereign who has full control over the universe; He conducts its affairs.
When this truth is established in the human heart, its direction and
destination become well defined. It no longer turns to anyone or relies
on anyone other than the Sovereign to whom all dominion belongs. It
feels free from submission to anyone else. It, thus, addresses its worship
to none other than Him.

“Who has power over all things.” (Verse 1) Nothing escapes Him, and
no one diverts or limits His will. He creates and does what He wants. He
has full power over everything. His will is subject to neither limitation
nor restriction. As this truth becomes well established, the human mind
is free to perceive God’s will and action that are free of any restriction
our senses, perception of reality or what lies beyond it, or indeed our
imagination can visualize. God’s power extends far beyond anything that
a human mind can entertain. After all, human imagination is restricted
in its expectation of change by what is familiar to it. Appreciation of
the truth of God’s limitless power removes this restriction. Hence, a
believer expects God’s power to accomplish anything, without limit or
restriction.

Who has created death as well as life, so that He may put you to a test
to show who of you is best in conduct. He alone is Almighty, Much-
Forgiving. (Verse 2)

One of the results of His complete dominion of the universe and
absolute power over all things is that He created death and life. The term
‘death’ in this context includes the death that precedes life and the one
that follows its end, whereas ‘life’ includes this first life and the life to
come. All these are of God’s creation as stated in this verse. In this way,
it establishes this truth in the human mind, alerting it to the test it aims
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to set. Nothing, then, comes by blind coincidence or without purpose.
The test aims to establish, in reality, what God knows in advance of
people’s behaviour on earth and the reward they merit for their actions:
“so that He may put you to a test to show who of you is best in conduct.”
(Verse 2) Thus, man should always be on the alert, considering every
thought and every action. He should not be oblivious to anything.
This also means that he is unable to rest. Hence, the verse ends with
the comment, “He alone is Almighty, Much-Forgiving.” It thus gives
reassurance to every God-fearing servant. God is certainly Almighty,
but He is at the same time Much-Forgiving. When a person’s heart is
alert, aware thar this life is a test, and tries to keep on the right track,
he is reassured of God’s forgiveness and grace. This gives man all the
rest and comfort he needs.

The truth Islam establishes in people’s hearts does not depict God as
chasing humans to afflict or punish them. He only wants them to be
aware of the purpose behind their existence and of their true nature. He
wants them to rise to the level worthy of His honour when He blew of His
own spirit into them, elevating them above many of His other creations.
When they have absorbed this truth and hold to it, they will find that

His grace, mercy and forgiveness are always available to them.

In the Wide Universe

This great truth is then anchored to the universe at its broadest and
highest. At the same time, the universe is shown to be related to the
truth of reward and requital in the life to come:

He created seven heavens in layers. No fault will you see in what the
Lord of Grace creates. Turn up your eyes: can you see any flaw? Then
look again, and again: your vision will come back to you dull and
weary. We have adorned the lowest heaven with lamps and made them
missiles to pelt the devils with. We have prepared for them suffering
through the blazing fire. Suffering in hell awaits those who deny their
Lord: an evil destination. When they are thrown in it, they will hear
it drawing in its breath as it boils up, almost bursting with fury. Every
time a group is thrown in it, its keepers will ask them, ‘Did no one
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come to warn you?" ‘Yes," they will reply, ‘a warner did indeed come to
us, but we did not believe him. We said, “God has revealed nothing.
You are in total error.” They will further say, ‘Had we but listened, or
reasoned, we would not now be among the inhabitants of the blazing
Sfore.” Thus they shall confess their sins. Far be the inhabitants of the
blazing fire [from God’s mercy]. (Verses 3—11)

Everything this passage mentions is a result of the first verse and is an
aspect of the complete sovereignty God exercises over His dominion and
of His free, unrestricted power. Everything it contains confirms what
the second verse states of the creation of death and life to test people
and then their reward according to what their test proves.

“He created seven heavens in layers.” (Verse 3) We cannot, on the basis
of astronomical theories, exactly ascertain the meaning of the expression
‘seven heavens in layers . These theories are subject to amendment and
correction with every new generation of telescopes and other machines
and tools. It is not right, therefore, to attach the meaning of the
Qur’anic statement to discoveries that remain subject to amendment and
correction. It is sufficient for us to know that there are seven heavens,
and that they are placed in layers of different dimensions.

Whilst the Qur'an always turns our attentions to God’s creation
generally, it also specifically directs us to the heavens above. The
perfection of His creation is enough to make our eyes turn back in
absolute amazement: “No fault will you see in what the Lord of Grace
creates.” (Verse 3) No flaw, no defect, no imbalance is ever seen in God’s
creation. “Turn up your eyes,” and look again. “Can you see any flaw?”
(Verse 3) Can you detect anything out of place? “Then look again, and
again.” (Verse 4) You might have overlooked something in your first
perusal, so make sure by looking again and again. “Your vision will come
back to you dull and weary.” (Verse 4)

Posing such a challenge heightens the importance of what people
are being directed towards. In this way, they are made to look seriously
at the heavens and at God’s creation in general. It is precisely such a
contemplating, examining look that the Qur'an wants people to cast.
Familiarity breeds contempt, and our long presence in this world takes
much away from its fascinating perfection and meticulous cohesion.
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Yet a careful look will not tire of examining the beauty of the world
around us; our hearts will want more of its inspiration, and our minds
will reflect endlessly on the universe’s perfect balance. When we cast
such a reflective and examining look at the universe we see it as an
overwhelmingly amazing festival of wonders. Every time we so look our
eyes and minds see something new.

Anyone who knows even a little about the nature of the universe
and its system, some aspects of which have been uncovered by modern
science, is bound to be absolutely fascinated. Yet appreciation of the
universe’s miraculous beauty does not need such scientific discoveries.
One aspect of God’s blessings is that He has given man the ability to
interact with the universe by merely looking at it and contemplating
its many different facets. Our hearts directly receive the tune of this
awesomely beautiful universe and can respond to it as living creatures
respond to each other.

Therefore, the Qur'an invites people to look at the universe and reflect
on its wonders. The Qur'an addresses all people, across all generations:
it addresses those who live in the jungle or the desert, as well as city
dwellers and sea travellers. It presents its truth to the person who cannot
read or write just as it does to astronomers, physicists and scientists.
Everyone of these find in the Qur'an what invites him to establish
contact with the universe. It is that that alerts his heart to reflect on
and enjoy what he sees.

Like perfection, beauty is also deliberately placed in the universe.
Indeed, the two stem from the same truth. When perfection is attained,
beauty is a part of it. Hence, having drawn our attention to the perfection
in the creation of the heavens, the Qur'an now mentions their beauty:
“We have adorned the lowest heaven with lamps.” (Verse 5) What is the
lowest heaven? Perhaps it is the one nearest to the earth and its people to
whom the Qur’an is addressed. The lamps mentioned here may refer to
the stars and planets that we see with the naked eye as we look up to the
sky. This fits with the invitation to look at the sky at a time when they
had nothing other than their eyes and what they saw of shining stars.

Undoubtedly, the sight of stars in the sky is immensely beautiful. Such
beauty is always renewed, emanating different aspects at different times,
morning or evening, sunrise or sunset, a moonlit night or a moonless
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one, clear skies or overcast ones. Indeed, its beauty differs from one
hour to the next, from one observatory or angle to another. Yer the sky
is always awesome in its beauty. Look at that single star flickering at a
distance, as though it is a beautiful eye, shining with the appeal of love.
Those two other stars appear removed from the rest, as though they
are two lovers whispering to each other, away from the crowd. Look
around and you see clusters joining together here and there, as if they
are a group enjoying a night out in the great and vast open space. They
seem to come together or go their separate ways like those attending a
night performance in the open air. The moon appears in full splendour
one night, dreamy on another, feeling low and dispirited on a third,
and looking like a newborn starting life one night and like an elderly
expecting the end on another. Look also at this vast space that stretches
way beyond what our eyes can see. It is all part of the beauty of this
universe; a beauty we can only look at and enjoy, but about which we
do not have the words and expressions to describe.

The Qur’an directs our hearts to reflect on the beauty of the skies and
the universe as a whole, because appreciating such beauty is the closest
way to comprehend their Creator’s own beauty. It is this comprehension
that elevates man to the highest level he can attain. When he reaches
this, he is ready for an eternal life in a splendid world that is free from
the shackles of earthly life. The happiest moments for a human heart
are those in which it appreciates the beauty of God’s creation in the
universe. These are the moments that make it possible for him to feel
and appreciate divine beauty.

Pelting Lamps

The sirah states that the lamps which adorn the lowest heaven also
have another function: “And made them missiles to pelt the devils with.”
(Verse 5) We have established a rule in this commentary that we do not
try to add any explanation to any matter relating to the world beyond
our faculties of perception. We limit ourselves only to whatever God tells
us about them, leaving the Qur'anic text as it is. This is certainly enough
to state whatever is needed for our comprehension. We certainly believe
that a different type of creation is the devils. Some description of them
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is given in the Qur'an, and we have referred to these in our commentary
wherever they occur. We have though added nothing to what the Qur'an
states. We, therefore, believe that these lamps, which God placed as
adornments of the lowest heaven, are also used as missiles to pelt devils
with. This may be in the form of shooting stars, as mentioned in another
siirah: “We have adorned the skies nearest to the earth with stars, and have
made them secure against every rebellious devil. .. If any of them stealthily
snatches away a fragment, he will be pursued by a piercing flame.” (37:
67 and 10) How? In what form and of what size? God has told us
nothing of this and we have no other source to refer to in such matters.
Therefore, we have all we need to know and we should believe in this
as it is. This is all there is to it. Had God known that further details or
explanations would have benefited us, He would have given us these.
Why, then, should we try to reach to what God knows to be of no use
to us in such a matter as the pelting or shooting of devils?

The siarah speaks further about what God has in store for such devils,
other than these pelting missiles: “We have prepared for them suffering
through the blazing fire.” (Verse 5) This means that they will be pelted
with missiles in this present life and that they will suffer the blazing fire
in the life to come. Perhaps this comes as a follow up to what the sirah
says about the heavens and prior to what it says about the unbelievers.
The relation between devils and unbelievers is obvious. Thus, having
mentioned the heavens and their lamps, the s#rah refers to these lamps’
other function, as missiles for pelting devils. Then, as it speaks of what
is prepared for these devils in the life to come, the s#rzh mentions what
is made ready for the unbelievers who follow those devils: “Suffering in
hell awaits those who deny their Lord: an evil destination.” (Verse 6) It then
carries on to give us an image of hell, full of rage and anger, as it receives
the unbelievers: “When they are thrown in it, they will hear it drawing in
its breath as it boils up, almost bursting with fury.” (Verses 7-8)

Praised by All Creatures

Hell seems here to be a living creature, one suppressing its fury,
but as a result of which draws its breath and boils over. Its anger is so
immense that it almost bursts with hate for the unbelievers. Although
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this may appear to some as an allegorical description of hell, to my mind,
it describes a reality. Every creature of God is a living creature, with a life
suited to its kind. Every creature knows its Lord and addresses Him with
glorifications and praises. They are amazed at man when he denies his
Creator and feel anger as a result. This is mentioned in several places in
the Qur'an, suggesting that it is an established reality in the universe.

For example, the following clear statement occurs in the Qur'an: “7he
seven heavens extol His limitless glory, as does the earth, and all who dwell in
them. Indeed every single thing extols His glory and praise, but you cannot
understand their praises. He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.” (17:
44) The Qur'an also says: “We graced David with Our favour. We said:
You mountains, sing with him God’s praises! And likewise you birds!”” (34:
10) These statements are so clear that they admit no interpretation other
than what they literally say. Another Qur'anic statement says: “ Then,
He applied His design to the sky, which was but smoke; and said to it and
to the earth: ‘Come, both of you, willingly or unwillingly.” They both said:
‘We do come willingly.”” (41: 11) This last statement may be said to be
an allegory of how the skies and earth submit to God’s law, but there is
no need to make such an interpretation. It is further removed than the
direct and clear meaning intended.

We have the present description of hell, but a similar statement
describes the surprise and anger expressed by different creatures at the
thought of attributing to God a son: “They say: “The Most Merciful has
taken to Himself a son!’ Indeed you have said a most monstrous falsehood,
at which the heavens might be rent into fragments, and the earth be split
asunder, and the mountains fall down in ruins! That people should ascribe a
son to the Most Merciful, although it is inconceivable that the Most Merciful
should take to Himself a son.” (19: 88-92)

All these statements refer to the truth that the universe believes in
its Creator, and that everything extols His glory and praise. They also
confirm that all creatures shudder at the thought that man departs from
this norm, disbelieving in his Lord. All these creatures feel anger when
someone close and dear to them is badly hurt. It is no different from
the anger a person is ready to vent at the one who committed such
behaviour. He is almost bursting with fury, just like hell is described
here: “It boils up, almost bursting with fury.” (Verses 7-8)
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The same is expressed by the angels who guard hell: “Every time a group
is thrown in it, its keepers will ask them, ‘Did no one come to warn you?”
(Verse 8) It is clear that the question is meant as a rebuke. They share
hell’s anger and they participate in meting out punishment. Nothing
hurts a person in distress more than a rebuke. The answer is given in
humility, acknowledging their own lack of judgement and utter stupidity
when they denied God’s oneness, relying on no evidence whatsoever.
Furthermore, they make a wild accusation against God’s messengers,
who have always stated the truth, clear and simple: “We said, “God has
revealed nothing. You are in total error.” (Verse 9)

“Thus they shall confess their sins. Far be the inhabitants of the blazing
fire [from God’s mercy].” (Verse 11) This is a prayer made by God against
them. This after they have acknowledged their guilt, at a time and place
they denied would ever occur. Prayer by God denotes a judgement.
Thus, they are far removed from God’s mercy. They cannot hope for
forgiveness or exemption from punishment. They dwell in the blazing
fire. What a fate!

Such torment in the blazing fire that draws its breath as it boils is
truly fearsome. God does not treat anyone unfairly. We think — but
God knows best — that a person who denies his Lord, when God has
instilled the truth of faith and its evidence in his very nature, is one
that is devoid of all goodness. Such a person deprives himself of every
quality that gives him a position in this universe. He is like the stones
that are the fuel of hell. He ends up in the middle of the fire, with no
hope of reprieve.

The one who denies God during his life on earth sinks further every
day into the darkness of disbelief, until he ends up in an ugly shape,
derived from hell. It is so ugly an image that it is unlike anything else in
this universe. Everything in the universe has a believing soul that extols
God’s praises. In everything and every creature there is this element of
goodness and this tie which pulls it towards the centre of existence, with
the exception of those unbelievers who run loose, severing their ties
with the rest of the universe, rebelling against all standards and values.
Where will they end up in this universe when they have no bond with
anything in it? They can only end up in hell, which rages in fury against
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them. They have deprived themselves of all right, meaning and dignity.
Hence, in hell they receive none.

Itis customary in the Qur'an to portray images of the Day of Judgement
in two contrasting scenes. Hence, we now have a scene showing the
believers as compared with the unbelievers. In this way, we have the full
meaning of the statement at the sirah’s outset: “He may put you to a test
to show who of you is best in conduct.” (Verse 2) Having mentioned the
test, the sizrah completes its account by speaking of the reward: “ Those
who stand in awe of their Lord although He is beyond the reach of human
perception will have forgiveness and a rich reward.” (Verse 12)

The phrase ‘beyond the reach of human perception’ expresses the
meaning of the Qur'anic word ghayb. In its use in this verse it includes
their fear of God whom they have never seen, as well as their fear of Him
when they are alone, unseen by any human eye. Both are fine qualities,
reflecting a pure feeling and a profound understanding which together
qualify a person to receive what the sirah expresses in general terms as
“forgiveness and a rich reward.”

To watch God when one is alone, unseen by any other human being
is the gauge of a heart’s sensitivity and the quality that keeps conscience
alive. Anas ibn Malik reports that some of the Prophet’s Companions
said to him: “Messenger of God! When we are with you we are at a
certain standard, but when we depart we are at a different one.” He
asked: “How do you feel with regard to your Lord?” They answered:
“God is our Lord in secret and open situations.” He said: “Yours is not
a case of hypocrisy.” The bond of God is, then, the essential criterion.
Once it is firm in one’s heart, one is a true believer.

All in the Open

This last verse provides a bridge linking what precedes it with what
comes after. It emphasizes God’s knowledge of everything, whether it
is said in public or private. He, thus, challenges mankind. It is He who
created them and He who knows their inner souls:

Whether you keep your words secret or state them openly, He has full
knowledge of what is in all hearts. How could it be that He who has
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created should not know all? He is indeed Most Gracious, All-Aware.
(Verses 13—14)

They are told they can say what they like, in whatever way they like; it
is all equally known to God, for He knows what is concealed deeper even
than secrets. “He has full knowledge of what is in all hearts.” (Verse 13)
Even those thoughts that are kept deep within one’s breast, unexpressed,
are also known to Him. It is He who created these thoughts, just as
He created the breasts that keep them. “How could it be that He who
has created should not know all?” (Verse 14) The One who has created
them must surely know all about them. “He is indeed Most Gracious,
All-Aware.” (Verse 14) His knowledge encompasses every little detail
and every hidden feeling and thought.

Yet people try to hide themselves from God, by making a move here,
keeping a secret there or by hiding their intentions. How ludicrous!
Their minds in which they try to hide their intentions, are created by
God, and He knows all their pathways and hidden corners. Indeed, the
intentions they seek to hide are also God’s creation; He knows how they
are formulated and where they are lodged. So, what can people hide,
and where will they turn to?

The Qur'an makes sure of instilling this truth in people’s minds
because this gives them the correct understanding. Additionally, it keeps
people alert and conscious of God, able to fulfil the trust believers are
assigned in this world. This is the trust of faith, maintaining justice and
dedication to God in both action and intention. Such understanding
cannot be achieved until we clearly realize that we, our hearts and minds,
our secrets and intentions, are all of God’s creation; it is all fully known
to Him. When a believer attains such realization, he purges his heart of
bad intentions and fleeting thoughts just as he keeps his open behaviour
and expressed statements on the right track. He deals with God in all
situations, public or private, open or secret.

Mankind’s Abode

The sizrah now refers to the earth, which God has created for man to
live on. He smoothed it and provided in it all the means that enable it
to support human life:
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He it is who has made the earth easy to live upon. Go about, then,
in all its highlands and eat of His provisions. To Him you will be
resurrected. (Verse 15)

Man has lived long on earth finding it easy to settle upon, walk
along and utilize its potentials — including its soil, water, air, minerals
and all other natural resources. Hence, people forget God’s blessing
as He made the earth easy for them to live on and to benefit by what
it contains. The s#mah reminds them of this great blessing, putting it
before their eyes, in a fine expression that everyone, regardless of when
do they live, can understand according to their knowledge of the earth
and its potentials.

The description of the earth as easy to live upon meant for those
generations of old the surface of the earth and its being smoothed out
so that people and animals could walk upon it, and boats could sail
through its seas. It also meant for them that it has been made suitable
for cultivation and harvest, and given the sorts of atmosphere, water
and soil to make life possible. These, however, are general notions.
Scientific discoveries, up to the present day, provide further details that
give a much broader sense to this Qur'anic statement.

The Arabic term used in the s#rh to describe the earth as ‘easy to
live upon’ is dhalil, which is normally used to describe an animal that
is ‘broken’ so that man can use it as a mount. Science tells us that use of
this term is apt, because the earth which we see as stable and motionless
is nonetheless certainly moving. What is more is that it is running at a
fast pace, without stopping. Nevertheless, it is broken so as not to throw
off its rider and not to trample him as it goes along. It does not shake
him as it moves, but rather gives him an easy ride. Moreover, it is just
like a mount that produces milk, yielding much.

The earth, this mount man rides, revolves at a speed of 1,000 miles
per hour, and, at the same time, moves in its orbit around the sun at a
speed of approximately 65,000 miles per hour. Furthermore, the earth,
the sun and the solar system travel in space at a speed of around 20,000
miles per hour. Despite such speedy movements, man stays in perfect
comfort and stability on the earth’s surface. Nothing tears him apart, nor
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are his belongings thrown in the air. Indeed, he suffers neither dizziness
nor concussion. Instead, he remains firmly on his mount.

These three movements have a definite purpose. We know the effect of
two of these movements on human life, and on life on earth in general.
As the earth revolves, the day and night alternate. Had night been the
permanent condition, all life on earth would have been frozen out. By
contrast, a permanent day condition would result in everything being
burnt. The earth’s orbiting of the sun causes the four seasons we enjoy
each year. Had any of these seasons been permanent, life would not have
been possible in the form God has willed. We have not as yet discovered
the purpose of the third movement in the solar system, but it must relate
to the overall harmony clearly noticeable in the universe.

Despite these three exceedingly fast movements, this broken mount,
the earth, maintains the same position defined by the position of its
axis at an angle of 23.5 degrees. This position of the earth’s axis is
instrumental in producing, along with the earth’s orbit, the four seasons.
A change in the axis angle would disrupt the cycle of the four seasons.
Yet maintaining this cycle is essential for the life of plants, and indeed
for all life on earth.

God has made the earth easy for man to live upon by giving it a
gravity which keeps people steady and in balance, while it makes its three
speedy movements. He also determined the degree of its atmospheric
pressure to make man’s overall movement easy. Had this pressure been
heavier, man would have found moving about much harder, or even
impossible, depending on the level of such pressure. For certain, heavy
atmospheric pressure would either hinder man’s movement or crush him
completely. Had it been lighter, man’s movement would have lacked
stability. Indeed, he would have suffered implosions within his body,
because his body pressure would be high in relation to the atmospheric
pressure: this does indeed sometimes happen to those who climb to
high altitudes.

Furthermore, God has stretched the surface of the earth, giving it its
soft soil. Had its surface been made of hard rock, as scientific theories
suppose should have been the case following the earth’s cooling and
hardening, walking on its surface would have been very difficult,
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and it would not have produced any plant life. Rain, wind and other
atmospheric elements managed to crush this solid surface so as to
form, by God’s will, this fertile soil, allowing plant life to flourish for
the benefit of man and animal alike. God also made the air above the
earth’s surface, putting in it the elements necessary for life in all their
accurate proportions. Had these proportions been different, life would
have been disturbed, even been impossible. Oxygen constitutes 21% of
the element air, while nitrogen forms 78% of it. The remainder is made
up of carbon monoxide at a rate of 3 portions out of 10,000, as well
as other elements. These are the exact proportions vital for supporting
life on earth. In addition, thousands of other correlations have been
established by God so as to make life on earth possible. These include
the sizes of the earth, the sun and the moon, the distance between these
three, the level of the sun’s temperature, the thickness of the earth’s crust,
its speed, the angle of its axis, the proportion of sea water to dry land,
the density of air covering it, and so forth. Maintaining all these together
is what ‘breaks’ the earth, making it ready to support life, allowing it
to produce sustenance and enabling life in general, and human life in
particular, to flourish.

The sirah refers to these facts so that they are understood and
appreciated by every individual and every generation as they are able
to do so, and as their levels of knowledge and observation put before
them. Thus, they realize that God’s hand, in which all dominion rests,
takes care of them and of all around them, makes the earth easy for
them to live upon, keeping them and the earth safe and secure. Should
this divine care be withheld for just one moment, the whole universe
would reel out of control, leading to its destruction along with all those
living on it.

When man’s heart is alert to this great fact, God, the Creator, the
Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful, allows him to go about wherever he
wishes, and to eat of His provisions: “He it is who has made the earth easy
to live upon. Go about, then, in all its highlands and eat of His provisions.”
(Verse 15) Permission to go about the highlands incorporates walking
along its plains and valleys. When the more difficult enterprise is allowed,
the easier one goes without saying. The provisions available on earth
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are all of God’s creation and belong to Him. What God has provided is
much wider in its significance than what we understand from the term
‘provision’, even when it is used in the plural form. It does not refer to the
money one has in hand to pay for one’s needs and enjoyments. Rather,
it refers to everything God has placed on the earth that man can use to
earn something that contributes to his livelihood. Essentially, these are
part of the earth’s composition of the elements that are present in their
relative proportions, as also the ability God gave to plant, animal and
man to use these elements and benefit by them:

As is well known, all vegetable life is dependent upon the almost
infinitesimal quantity of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere which,
so to speak, it breathes. To express this complicated photosynthetic
chemical reaction in the simplest possible way, the leaves of the
trees are lungs and they have the power when in the sunlight to
separate this obstinate carbon dioxide into carbon and oxygen.
In other words, the oxygen is given off and the carbon retained
and combined with the hydrogen of the water brought up by the
plant from its roots. By magical chemistry, out of these elements
nature makes sugar, cellulose, and numerous other chemicals, fruits
and flowers. The plant feeds itself and produces enough more to
feed every animal on earth. At the same time, the plant releases
the oxygen we breathe and without which life would end in five
minutes... So, all the plants, the forests, the grasses, every bit of
moss, and all else of vegetable life, build their structure principally
out of carbon and water. Animals give off carbon dioxide and plants
give off oxygen. If this interchange did not take place, either the
animal or the vegetable life would ultimately use up practically
all the oxygen or all of the carbon dioxide, and the balance, being
completely upset, one would wilt or die and the other would quickly
follow. It has recently been discovered that carbon dioxide in small
quantities is also essential to most animal life, just as plants use
some oxygen.

Hydrogen must be included, although we do not breathe it.
Without hydrogen water would not exist, and the water content
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of animal and vegetable matter is surprisingly great and absolutely
essential.'

Nitrogen also plays an important part in the provisions the earth

yields:

Without nitrogen in some form not a food plant could grow. One
way in which nitrogen can get into the soil is through the activities
of certain bacteria which inhabit the roots of leguminous plants,
such as clover, peas, beans, and many others. These bacteria take
atmospheric nitrogen and turn it into combined nitrogen, and
when the plant dies some of this combined nitrogen is left in the
soil. Another way in which nitrogen gets into the soil is through
thunderstorms. Whenever a flash of lightening rushes through
the atmosphere, it combines a very small quantity of the oxygen
with the nitrogen and the rain brings it to the earth as combined
nitrogen.”

Thus nitrogen is brought down in the form plant life can absorb.
Plants cannot absorb pure nitrogen as it exists in the air.

Solid and liquid metals buried inside the earth are other types
of provisions resulting from the way the earth was formed and the
conditions it went through. We need not go into any details here. All
we say is that the Arabic term rizq, or provisions, appears, in the light
of our brief discussion, to be wider in scope and significance than what
people normally associate with this word. It is more significantly related
to the way the earth is made and to the design of the universe as a whole.
When God has permitted mankind to eat of it, He has granted them the
facility to make use and partake of it and of the earth as a whole: “Go
about, then, in all its highlands and eat of His provisions.” (Verse 15)

This is, however, all limited to a period of time known only to God
as He set the time allowed for testing people through life and death. It

1. Morrison, A. Cressy (1959), Man Does Not Stand Alone, Kingswood, Surrey: The
World’s Work (1913) Ltd., pp. 31-33.
2. Ibid., p. 35.
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is further confined to all that God makes available for man in this life.
When the time of the test is over, death occurs, ushering in what comes
after it: “ 7o Him you will be resurrected.” (Verse 15) To Him, certainly.
It is He who has the dominion over the universe, and with Him all
refuge lies. He is able to accomplish anything. If not to Him, to whom
would resurrection be?

When the Earth is Shaken

At this moment, as they are safe on the face of the earth that has been
made easy to live upon, and as they enjoy all this ease that flows by God’s
leave, this stable earth is shaken violently from under their feet. They feel
it quake. The atmosphere surrounding them is suddenly disturbed and
a whirlwind engulfs them, hitting their faces and breasts. All this takes
place so that they wake up, look up to heaven, try to discern what is in the
realm beyond, and be watchful of what God’s will may bring about:

Do you feel secure that He who is in heaven will not cause the earth to
swallow you up when it quakes? Or do you feel secure that He who is in
heaven will not let loose against you a sandy whirlwind. You will come
to know the truth of My warning. Those who lived before them also
disbelieved. How terrible was My rejection of them? (Verses 16-18)

The people who live on earth enjoying the way it has been smoothed
out for their living and who take out of its wealth of resources what they
need, realize that it may at times become rebellious, hard for man’s living.
This takes place when God permits a small disturbance of its system, and
things on its surface are severely shaken or destroyed. Whatever happens
to be on the surface quakes and can no longer hold its place. We see
this when earthquakes occur or volcanoes erupt, revealing an unwieldy
beast within the broken mount. Yet God reins it in so that its violent
rebellion is brought swiftly under control. It rebels merely for a few
seconds, but this is enough to bring about destruction to the structures
man has built on its surface; or it may open its mouth to swallow a
whole portion of its surface. When it quakes, people are simply helpless,
unable to do anything to stop it. In the face of earthquakes, volcanoes
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and earth subsidence, people run about aimlessly, like terrified mice ina
cage. Yet only seconds before, they were enjoying themselves, oblivious
to the Supreme Power that holds everything in place.

People have also experienced whirlwinds, tornadoes and hurricanes
that cause much destruction and fire. They can do little to protect
themselves against these. When such a storm blows fiercely, hitting faces
and breasts with the sand it carries, carrying away with it whatever is in
its way, man is clearly powerless, helpless, unless God reins it in.

The Qur'an reminds people who have long felt secure in their life
on earth that such events can always come about and that they can do
nothing to stop or control them. Therefore, a telling warning is issued
to them: “You will come to know the truth of My warning.” (Verse 17)
Examples are cited for them from the history of ancient, unbelieving
communities: “Those who lived before them also disbelieved. How terrible
was My rejection of them?” (Verse 18) God rejected that those people
of old should disbelieve. He now asks the present unbelievers: “How
terrible was My rejection of them?” (Verse 18) They were fully aware of
how terrible it was. The ruins and other traces of destruction were vivid
evidence of how terrible His scourge was.

Moreover, the sense of security that God objects to is that which
makes people oblivious of Him, His will and power. This is not the
same as the sense of reassurance that believers have about His care and
compassion being granted. The two are totally different. A believer
always has trust in his Lord, praying for His grace and bounty, but this
does not lead him to forgetfulness or to thoughtless indulgence of the
earth’s pleasures. On the contrary, it makes him always alert, wary that
he may incur God’s displeasure, keen to avoid any adversity that His
will may bring about. Yet, at the same time, he willingly submits himself
to God, reassured of His mercy.

‘A’ishah reports: “I never saw God’s Messenger laughing heartily so as
to be able to see the inside of his mouth. He only smiled. When God’s
Messenger saw clouds gathering or felt a wind, he would look worried.
I said to him: ‘Messenger of God! When people see clouds, they are
pleased, hoping that they bring them rain; yet I see you worried when
you see clouds gathering.” He said: “What would assure me, ‘A’ishah,
that it would not bring suffering? People in the past were punished by
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means of storms. Others saw the suffering about to overtake them, yet
they thought that it was clouds bringing rain’.” [Related by Ahmad,
al-Bukhari and Muslim.] Such is the alertness to what God’s will may
bring, and the lesson to be learnt from the stories mentioned in the
Qur’an. This does not, however, contradict the feeling of reassurance
that God’s grace and bounty can always be bestowed.

Besides, this is all part of attributing all apparent causes to the main
one. The decision in all matters belongs to the One in whose hand
rests all dominion. He has power over all things. Avalanches, sandy
whirlwinds, tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes, volcanoes and other
natural forces and phenomena are in no way subject to man; they are
totally controlled by God. All that people say about these are merely
attempts to explain how they occur. They cannot intervene in bringing
them about or in preventing their occurrence. All that they can build on
the earth’s surface may be wiped out in just a moment, like a house of
cards, whether by an earthquake or a hurricane. Hence, they better turn
to the Creator of the universe, who has set its laws in operation and who
placed in it the forces that occasionally manifest in such events. They
should look up to the heavens, the symbol of exaltation, and remember
the Sovereign to whom all dominion belongs.

Man’s power extends to the limit God has given him. By the same
token, knowledge extends by the measure God has assigned man. The
controls of this great universe are in the hand of its Creator who has set
its laws and powers. These powers operate in accordance with His laws
and according to His will. What happens to man as a result of these
and what he knows of them are set according to a particular measure.
Universal events may at times put man in a position of helplessness
towards these great powers. Then, he can do nothing more than
remember the Creator and Controller of all these forces and powers,
looking up to Him for help, and praying to Him to enable him to use
what he can of them.

When man forgets this truth, deluded by what God has granted him
of knowledge and ability to use some of these natural forces and powers,
he becomes a small creature, isolated from true knowledge that elevates
his soul to its sublime origin. He is then attached to the earth, alienated
from the rest of the universe. By contrast, a scientist who believes in God
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submits with the universe to the Almighty Creator, enjoying a sense of
happiness that no one experiences except by God’s will.

However, the great forces of nature bring man forcibly into a position
of helplessness when he can do nothing other than submit to God,
whether he is allowed to enjoy such a sense of happiness or be deprived
of it. Man may make discoveries, produce inventions, and acquire much
power, yet when he faces the great power of nature, he stands helpless.
He may be able to protect himself from a hurricane, but the hurricane
will take its course and man cannot stop it. All that his knowledge and
planning can achieve is sometimes to enable him to move away from
its course. Yet, at times, the hurricane will kill him even though he
hides within strong walls. At sea, when a hurricane gathers force, man’s
largest and best built ships are no more than a doll facing a whirlwind.
Earthquakes and volcanoes, on the other hand, remain the same as
they have always been. It is only blindness that make some miserable
individuals assert that man stands alone in the universe, or that he is
the master of the universe.

It is by God’s will that man has been assigned trusteeship over the
earth, and given the power, ability and knowledge he needs for this task.
It is God who takes care of him, and gives him his provisions. Should
God abandon him, he would be crushed by even the smallest forces
placed at his disposal. Flies, and even smaller creatures, would eat him.
It is only by God’s care that he is protected and honoured. He should
know from where he derives his honour and who bestows on him such
great bounty.

An Invitation to Reflect

This strong warning now gives way to a call to reflect on something
that man often sees but rarely considers and contemplates. It is yet
another aspect of God’s great design of creation and of His limitless
power:

Do they not see the birds above them, spreading their wings and

drawing them in? None but the Lord of Grace holds them up. He sees
everything. (Verse 19)
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This is a miracle that takes place at every moment, yet because of its
familiarity we tend to overlook its testimony of God’s great power. Yet,
look at the birds: how they spread their wings and then draw them in,
but in both situations remain airborne, floating easily and smoothly.
Moreover, at times, they make certain movements that appear to be for
show, adding beauty to their flight, rising high or diving down at speed.
Neither eye nor heart tires of looking at this scene and following each
type of bird perform their characteristic movements. It is certainly an
enjoyment that invites contemplation of God’s beautiful creation. We
see here how beauty and perfection go hand in hand.

The sizrab first suggests that people should look at this beautiful sight:
“Do they not see the birds above them, spreading their wings and drawing
them in?” (Verse 19) It follows this with a clear indication of God’s
perfect design: “None but the Lord of Grace holds them up.” God holds
them up by the laws of nature He has set in operation, maintaining a
high standard of harmony that is apparent in all creatures, large and
small. To achieve such harmony, every little cell or particle is taken into
account. These laws of nature ensure that aspects of balance are set in
place, in their thousands, on the earth’s surface, in the air and in the
shape of birds. Thus, this miracle is achieved and it continues to replicate
itself with perfect regulariry.

God, the Lord of Grace, holds them up in position with His infinite
power that admits no weakening and with His care that never loses
sight of His creation. It is His will that keeps the laws of nature working
regularly, accurately and harmoniously. Thus, they never slow down even
for a wink unless God wills otherwise: “ None but the Lord of Grace holds
them up.” The way this statement is phrased suggests that God’s hand
holds every bird and every wing in the air, whether the bird is spreading
its wings out or drawing them in.

“He sees everything.” (Verse 19) He sees them all, knows every minute
detail about them, coordinates matters and takes care of every little thing,
at every moment. Holding the birds in the air is the same as holding the
creatures that walk on earth as it moves in its orbit. It is the same method
by which God holds all celestial bodies in place. Who could hold them

in position other than God? The sirah, however, presents for us a scene
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that we see at all times, allowing its message to touch our hearts. If we
look carefully, we realize that everything God makes is miraculous and
truly inspirational. Every heart and every generation can feel and see of
this miraculous truth what they can understand.

Who Else?

The next verse, however, returns unbelievers to fear. Thus they
alternate between feelings of fear and admiration of God’s creation:

What army is there to come to your aid, except for the Lord of Grace?
The unbelievers are truly lost in self-delusion. (Verse 20)

They have been warned lest they be swallowed up by the earth or be
overwhelmed by a sandy whirlwind, and they have been reminded of
the fate of earlier communities whom God rejected for their disbelief.
Now the sizrah asks them: who other than He can give them protection
against Him? Who can ward off His might other than the Lord of Grace
Himself? “ The unbelievers are truly lost in self-delusion.” Such self-delusion
gives them the false feeling of safety and security. They rely on this false
sense of security at the very moment they are exposed to His might.
They have neither faith nor good action to put forward in support of
any plea for mercy from the Lord of Grace.

Next, the s#rah mentions the provisions they enjoy but the source
of which they overlook. They do not fear that this might be withheld,
but instead continue to behave arrogantly:

Who will provide for you, if He were to withhold His provision? Yet
they persist in their arrogance and in rebellion. (Verse 21)

As we have already said, all people’s provisions come, first and
foremost, by God’s will and the way He designed the universe and
made the earth and the atmosphere as they are. All these factors are
absolutely beyond mankind’s control and cannot be influenced in any
way by them. They predate man’s creation. They are more powerful
than man, and are better able to erase all traces of life as and when God
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so wills. Who, then, will provide for mankind, should God withdraw
water, or withhold air from them, or indeed any of the elements that
are essential for life?

Included under this broad and profound sense of provisions are all
the meanings that readily spring to mind when the term is used, and
which man tends to treat as of his own making, such as work, invention
and production. All these are closely linked to primary causes on the
one hand and are dependent on what God grants to individuals and
communities on the other. Every breath a worker draws and every
movement he makes is part of God’s provisions. Is He not the One
who originated him, gave him all his abilities and powers, created for
him the breath he draws in and the substance that is consumed by his
body enabling movement? Every mental endeavour man makes is part
of God’s provision. Is He not the Creator who gave man the ability to
think and invent? Besides, what can anyone produce unless he uses a
substance initially made by God, and utilizes natural and human factors
provided by Him? “Who will provide for you, if He were to withhold His
provision?” (Verse 21)

“Yet they persist in their arrogance and in rebellion.” (Verse 21) Having
established the nature of the provisions people have and made it clear
that mankind are totally dependent on God for all this, the s#razh paints
a picture of people bearing themselves in total arrogance. All arrogance
is ugly, but its ugliest form is that demonstrated by those who are
dependent on the One who gives them their food, clothing and all that
they have. Indeed, they have nothing other than what He bestows on
them; yet they persist in their haughty arrogance.

This is indeed a very true picture of those who turn away from the
divine message in arrogant rebellion, forgetting that God is their Maker
and that they can only survive by His grace. They control nothing
whatsoever of their lives or their provisions.

What Guidance?

On top of all this, they described the Prophet and those who followed
him as having gone astray, claiming that they were better guided than
them. The same is levelled at the advocates of faith by unbelievers in
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every community. Therefore, the s#rah paints a true to life image of the
status of both parties: “Is he who goes grovelling on his face better guided
than the one who walks upright on a straight path?” (Verse 22) The one
who grovels on his face is either someone who actually walks on his face
instead of the right way using his feet and legs, or is someone who trips
as he walks, falling on his face. He then lifts himself up only to trip
again. Both are miserable conditions, beset with affliction and hardship.
Neither leads to proper guidance or goodness. How far removed such
conditions are from that of one who walks upright, steady along a way
that is free of pitfalls and crookedness, fully aware of the goal towards
which he moves.

The first is the situation of a miserable person who has deviated from
God’s way and, as such, become deprived of His guidance. He is on a
collision course with God’s laws and creatures, taking up a way different
from theirs. Therefore, he is always falling and tripping, tired and lost.
The second situation is that of a happy person, benefiting by God’s
guidance and enjoying travelling along the way charted by believers
who always glorify and praise Him. Thus, he joins the procession of the
entire universe and of all living and inanimate creatures.

The life of faith is that of ease, straightforwardness and clear objectives.
By contrast, the life of disbelief is marked by hardship and error. Which,
then, is better guided? Does the question require an answer? It is a
rhetorical question, designed to drive its message home.

Both question and answer fade away, giving way to a moving image
in which we see two groups of people. The first either grovel or fall on
their faces, lacking a goal or charted line. The second group walk with
their heads held high. They are steady of step, following a straight path
that takes them to a set destination.

In connection with following guidance or error, the s#rah reminds
people of the means God has provided for them and the faculties of
understanding He has equipped them with, yet still they do not put
these to good use:

Say: It is He who has brought you into being, and given you hearing,
sight and hearts. Yet seldom are you thankful. (Verse 23)
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The truth that man was originated by God presses hard on the human
mind. It affirms itself in a way that is hard to refute. Man exists in a world
in which he is the highest and noblest species known to him. Among all
creatures, mankind are equipped with the highest knowledge and the
most extensive abilities. Man has not created himself. There must be,
then, someone higher, nobler, more able and more knowledgeable than
him who brought him into existence. Man must inevitably acknowledge
this truth: his very existence puts it before his eyes. To continue trying
to deny it is both unworthy and futile.

The sizrah mentions this truth here in order to add a reminder about
the means of learning, which God has equipped man with: “Say: It is He
who has brought you into being, and given you hearing, sight and hearts.”
How does man receive such great favours and blessings: “ Yet seldom are

you thankful.” (Verse 23)

~ Hearing and sight are two great miracles about which we have learnt
some remarkable aspects. ‘Heart’ is often used in the Qur’an in reference
to the faculty of knowledge acquisition and understanding. This is an
even greater and more remarkable miracle about which we only know
very little. It is one of God’s secrets in man’s creation. Science has made
significant attempts to understand the nature of hearing and sight, and
here it is perhaps useful to mention briefly some of its findings:

The hearing system begins with the outer ear, but only God knows
where it ends. Science says that sound vibration is carried through
the air which directs its entry through the auditory canal to the
eardrum, which then transmits it to the labyrinth inside the ear.
The labyrinth includes the cochlea and semicircular canals. In the
cochlea part there are four thousand minute arches connected to
the auditory nerve. Can we imagine the length and size of these
arches, and how each of these thousands of arches is fitted in place?
What space do they occupy? Yet in this hardly visible labyrinth
there are some tiny bones. The ear contains 100,000 hearing cells.
The hair cells trigger nerve impulses. Such microscopic accuracy
in organization is most amazing.’

3. Nawfal, Abd al-Razzaq, (n.d.), Allah wal-‘llm al-Hadith, Cairo, p. 57.
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The central part of the visual system is the eye, which includes
130 million light receptors... The eye consists of the sclera, the
cornea, the choroid and the retina and a large number of tiny
nerves and canals.?

The retina is composed of nine separate layers, all of which
together are no thicker than thin paper. The inmost layer is made
up of rods and cones, which are said to number thirty million rods
and three million cones. These are all arranged in perfect relation
to each other and to the lens, but, strangely enough, they turn
their backs upon the lens and look inward, not outward... The
lens of our eye varies in density so that all rays are brought into
focus. Man finds this unattainable in any homogeneous substance,
such as glass.’

‘Heart’, which is often used in the Qur'an interchangeably with
‘mind’, is the quality that makes man what he is. It denotes the faculty
of understanding, distinction and knowledge which qualifies man to
take charge of the earth and to shoulder the great trust. This is the
trust that the heavens, the earth and the mountains feared to bear. It
is to believe by choice and to discern guidance by self motivation. It
signifies the diligent observance, by will and choice, of the code God
has laid down. No one knows the nature of this faculty, or its centre, or
whether it is inside or outside the human body. It is a secret God has
not given anyone.

Yet despite having all such grace and gifts to fulfil his momentous
trust, man is ungrateful to God: “Yet seldom are you thankful.” (Verse
23) Man should feel ashamed of himself when he is thus reminded. He
does not thank God for all the blessings He has favoured him with. Had
man devoted all his life to expressing gratitude to God, it still would
not thank Him enough.

4. Tbid., p. 8.
5. Morrison, op. cit., p. 60.
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The Promise Fulfilment

A reminder follows making it clear that God has not created mankind
and given them all their distinctive qualities haphazardly, without a
definite purpose: it is all for the purpose of initiating life that incorporates
a test and then the administering of reward and requital at the end:
“And He it is who caused you to multiply on earth; and to Him you shall
be gathered.” (Verse 24)

The Arabic term dbar’, used in the verse to denote multiplication
also signifies ‘spreading far and wide’, which provides a contrast in both
image and meaning with the second action of gathering. The sirah gives
both images in a short verse so as to present these vividly before our eyes.
Thus, people who have spread all over the earth will realize that they
are moving towards an end that brings them all together for an ultimate
purpose: one that brings the test of life and death to its final goal.

The siarah then mentions their doubts concerning this promised
gathering: “They say: ‘When is this promise to be fulfilled, if what you say
be true?”” (Verse 25) Such a question is put only by one who is in serious
doubt or one who is in stubborn denial. Knowing the exact time of the
fulfilment of the promise adds nothing to its truth. It has nothing to do
with the fact that it is the time appointed for requital after the test has
been completed. It is the same to them whether it takes place tomorrow
or after millions of years. What is certain is that it is going to happen.
Then they will be gathered to receive what they deserve for what they
have done in their lives.

God has not imparted knowledge of the Day of Judgement to anyone
of His creatures, because such knowledge serves none of their interests.
Indeed, imparting such information is against the very nature of this day
and has no bearing on the duties people are asked to fulfil in preparation
for it. On the contrary, withholding such information from all creatures
and keeping it with God Almighty is an act of wisdom that serves human
interests. Hence the answer: “Say: God alone has knowledge of this. I am
only a plain warner.” (Verse 26)

This answer clearly reflects the great difference between the Creator
and His creation. God is seen in His absolute oneness: no one bears
any similarity to Him and He has no partner. All knowledge belongs to
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Him alone. All creatures, including prophets and angels, stand before
Him in complete humility: “Say: God alone has knowledge of this. I am
only a plain warner.” 1 have a mission and a task, to warn and to make
things plain. Knowledge belongs solely to the All-Knowing,.

We see them here putting forward questions that imply doubts and
being given firm and decisive answers. The sizrah then presents an image
depicting the subject of their questioning, this day has now arrived. The
promise they have seriously doubted is fulfilled and they face it here and
now: “When they see it close at hand, the unbelievers’ faces will be stricken
with grief, and it will be said: ‘This is what you were calling for.” (Verse
27) Here is this day that you have always claimed will never take place;
it is staring you in the face.

The Qur’an often uses this method of painting in the present what
is to happen in future. The purpose is to counter the state of doubt
with an element of surprise. The doubter is shown a scene of something
happening which he has denied will ever happen. But it is a true image.
This day is present in God’s knowledge. The time gap separating it from
us is true in relation to us. This is a relative matter that does not represent
the plain truth of this day as it is in God’s sight. If God wills, they will
see it now as it is in His knowledge. Thus, what the s#r2h does, moving
suddenly from this present life to that of the hereafter, and from the
attitude of doubt to suddenly facing the truth represents a reality that,
had God so willed, they would see now. The si#rah paints this reality in
a clear and effective way.

Awaiting the Prophet’s Death

The unbelievers hoped that the Prophet and the small group that
followed him would soon perish, thereby ridding them of a problem
that caused much anxiety. They counselled each other to persist until
he so died, when they would be able to patch things up and resume
their life as before. Sometimes they voiced the claim that God would
take Muhammad and his followers away because they were in error,
fabricating lies against God! Hence, as the si#rah puts before them the
scene of gathering and requital on the Day of Judgement, it alerts them
to the fact that even if their wish were fulfilled, they would not be
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immune from facing the consequences of their disbelief. Therefore, it
is far better for them to be well prepared for this appointed day, shown
to them as though it were taking place there and then:

Say: Just think: whether God destroys me and those who follow me, or
bestows mercy upon us, who will protect the unbelievers from painful
suffering? (Verse 28)

They will be well advised to think of their own situation and their
own future. What benefit would accrue to them if the Prophet and his
followers died? Likewise, should God bestow His mercy on the Prophet
and his followers, this would not by itself protect the unbelievers from
their inevitable fate. God, who let them multiply on earth and who will
eventually gather them, is eternal. He never dies. Yet the s#rzh does not
say to them, ‘who will protect you from suffering?” It does not specify
that they are unbelievers. It simply tells them of the painful suffering that
awaits unbelievers. This is a wise approach, instilling fear in their hearts
on the one hand, and on the other giving them the chance to review
their situation. Had the sizrah described them as unbelievers and that they
would be certain to suffer painful punishment, they might have retorted
with outright rejection and stubborn insolence. It is often the case that
dropping a hint is far more effective than making a blunt statement.

The sirah then outlines the believers’ attitude, one based on faith,
and how they place their full trust in God, relying on Him. They are
very confident, assured that they are on the right course, well guided,
and that the unbelievers are in manifest error:

Say: He is the Lord of Grace: in Him we believe, and in Him we place
our trust. You will come to know who is in manifest error. (Verse 29)

That God is mentioned here by His great attribute, the Lord of
Grace, refers to His profound and infinite mercy which He grants to
His Messenger and the believers who follow him. He will not destroy
them as the unbelievers wish He would.

The sirah instructs the Prophet to highlight the bonds they have
with their Lord, the Lord of Grace. The first is the bond of faith, “/»
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Him we believe,” and this is followed by one of total reliance, “and in
Him we place our trust.” The phraseology of this verse suggests a close
relation between them and God who favours His Messenger and the
believers with the permission to announce this close relationship. Indeed,
God instructs the Prophet to announce it, as if He is saying to him:
‘Do not be afraid of what the unbelievers say. You and those with you
are attached to Me, and you are permitted by Me to declare that you
are the recipient of this honour, so announce it to them.” What a great
gesture of honour!

This is followed by an implicit warning: “You will come to know who
is in manifest error.” (Verse 29) This is phrased in such a way that should
make them ashamed of their stubborn rejection of the divine faith. It
also invites them to review their positions, lest they be the ones who
are in complete error. If they are, this inevitably makes them subject
to painful suffering, as clearly stated in the previous verse: “who will
protect the unbelievers from painful suffering?” (Verse 28) At the same
time, the s#rah does not outrightly brand them as being in error, so as
not to harden their attitude. This method of advocacy is one that works
well with some people.

The Final Note

The sirah ends with a note that mentions punishment in this present
life in the form of depriving the unbelievers of the most essential thing
of life, namely, water:

Say: Just think: if all your water were to sink underground, who would
give you clear flowing water? (Verse 30)

This is something so close and necessary for people’s lives. They
should therefore consider this move carefully if they cannot think of
the Day of Judgement as certain. All dominion rests in God’s hand and
He is able to accomplish anything. What will their position be should
He will that they be deprived of this most essential life element? They
are left to contemplate this unthinkable eventuality, should God will
it to happen.
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Thus, this si#rah concludes, having taken us on a grand tour reaching
up to great horizons and profound depths. Almost every verse provides
a distinct beat. It can be seen as a journey into the unknown, or indeed
into a close, visible world that is often overlooked. It is a grand si@rah,
much greater than its length or the number of its verses. It is like arrows
pointing far into the distance, with each aiming at a separate world.

The sirah addresses a number of very important Islamic concepts.
It establishes the truth of God’s absolute power and His absolute
sovereignty; the trial of death and life as a prelude to resurrection
and requital; the beauty and perfection of God’s design; His absolute
. knowledge of secrets and inner thoughts: of God being the source of
all provisions; of His guardianship of all His creatures; of His presence
with every creature, as well as a number of other truths that are part of
a believer’s concept of God, the universe and life. It is from this concept
that a believer derives his code of living and his attitude towards God,
himself, the rest of mankind, living creatures and the universe. It is this
concept that shapes a believer’s conscience, feelings, personality, values
and standards.
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Al-Qalam

(The Pen)

Prologue

Time of Revelation

It is practically impossible to date the revelation of this s#rah, and
this applies to its opening as well as to the si@rah as a whole. Nor is it
possible to say for certain that its opening was revealed first and the rest
after the lapse of some time. We cannot even say that this was more
probable, because the opening and the ending of the sirah tackle the
same point, namely, the unbelievers’ rude claims about the Prophet,
denouncing him as a madman.

There are many reports that suggest that this was the second sirah
to be revealed after Sirah 96. Where different editions of the Qur'an
mention an order of revelation, they all suggest that this is the second
sarah. Yet the style of the sizrah, the way it tackles its subject matter and
its drift point to something else. In fact, these aspects almost confirm
that it was revealed sometime after the call to Islam went public. It is well
known that for three years the Prophet addressed his message to people
privately, on an individual basis. In other words, this s#rh was most
probably revealed during that time, when the Quraysh was determinedly
opposed to the new message of Islam, resorting to all means to prevent
it, including levelling defamatory allegations against the Prophet.
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By way of response, the Qur’an began to denounce such tactics, repelling
unfounded allegations and issuing threats and warnings of the type this
siirah includes. '

As we have said, it has been suggested that only the opening of the
sirah was revealed early on, soon after the first revelation of Si#rah 96.
It is further suggested that the negation of any madness attributed to
the Prophet, which occurs in the opening, “you are not, by your Lord's
grace, a madman,” was in order to calm his own fears about whether
such revelations were signs of madness. This is again unlikely, because
the reports mentioning any such fears the Prophet may have had are
exceedingly lacking in authenticity. Moreover, the way the s#rah is built
as a single whole makes it clear that this negation is meant to refute
the allegation mentioned at its conclusion: “7The unbelievers well-nigh
trip you up with their eyes when they hear this reminder. They say, ‘He is
surely mad.”” (Verse 51) It is this allegation that is negated at the s#rah’s
very outset. This is clearly understood when we read all the s#rah and
appreciate how closely interlinked it is throughout.

Some reports also suggest that certain passages, specifically verses
17-23 and 42-52, were revealed in Madinah. The first of these passages
mentions the test endured by the owners of the garden, and the second
refers to the Prophet Jonah. Again, we believe this not to be the case.
Instead, we suggest that the whole sizrah was revealed in Makkah, because
its style is very much Makkan. Indeed, this is more likely, considering
the style, the features and the overall unity of the s#rah.

Our own stance, therefore, is that the si#rah was not the second to
be revealed, but rather that its revelation took place after the lapse of
some considerable time after the start of the Prophet’s mission. It was
certainly after the divine instruction was given to the Prophet to “warn
your nearest kindred,” (26: 214), and after the revelation of a substantial
_ portion of the Qur’an speaking about earlier communities. Such reports
have been described by some unbelievers as ‘fables of the ancients’.
It was clearly revealed then at a time when the Quraysh had already
been called upon to accept Islam and whence it started its resistance
to the call. Indeed, so determined had it become in its opposition at
this point that it did not hesitate to level false allegations against the
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Prophet and his mission. It is such opposition that necessitated the very
strong denunciation the s#rzh makes of the unbelievers and the strong
warnings it issues both early on and towards its end. Such timing of its
revelation is also confirmed by the last image it portrays: “ The unbelievers
well-nigh trip you up with their eyes when they hear this reminder. They
say, ‘He is surely mad.”” (Verse 51) This is an image of a public address
calling on large groups of people to accept the message. Such gatherings
most certainly did not take place during the early years of the Islamic
message. Indeed, the first such public address was only made three years
after the Prophet began to receive Qur’anic revelations.

The sarab refers to some of the offers the unbelievers made to the
Prophet, suggesting a compromise over the central issue in dispute,
namely that of faith. It says: “They would love that you compromise
with them, so that they will also compromise.” (Verse 9) Needless to say,
such an offer would not have been made at a time when the message
was only advocated in private, presented to a few individuals. In such
circumstances, it would not have been felt to represent any danger. It
is more likely that such offers would only have been made later, when
the message advocated itself in public and when the unbelievers realized
its far-reaching significance.

Wee see how several indications confirm that the s#rzh was not revealed
in the very early days of the Islamic message, and that at least three years
had passed before its revelation. It is highly unlikely that no Qur’anic
revelations were made during these three years. On the contrary, it
is much more likely that many si#rahs and passages were revealed in
the intervening period, presenting the Islamic faith without strongly
denouncing the unbelievers in the way we find in this s#rzh. Having said
all this, however, one can still not say that this s#zrah, as well as Sarahs
73 and 74, were revealed late into the Islamic period.

A Wide Gulf

The tree of the Islamic faith, in its real, clean and pure form, was
being planted on earth. It was totally unfamiliar to the prevailing state
of ignorance, or jahiliyyah, not only in the Arabian Peninsula but
throughout the globe. Indeed there was a great gulf between it and the
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~ deviant and colourless form of the Abrahamic faith, mixed with local
superstitions, which the Arab idolaters upheld. What Muhammad
(peace be upon him) advocated was a clear, straightforward, simple, yet
comprehensive and profound faith that was fully in line with the original
pure faith preached by Abraham, but to a standard of perfection that fits
its being the last message to mankind, addressing them in their stage of
maturity and remaining intact to the end of time. Take, for example, the
notion of multiple deities that assigns partners to God: in this respect,
the Arabs worshipped angels, statues, the jinn and spirits. Their beliefs
were a medley of corrupt and hollow notions. Compare these with the
noble picture the Qur'an paints of God and His majestic power that
takes care of every creature. The gulf between the two is immense.

Similarly wide is the gulf between the class system that prevailed in
Arabia, the clerical nature of its religion and the monopoly of privileges,
such as custodianship of the Ka‘bah, on the one hand and the equality
of all people preached by Islam and every individual’s direct relation with
God as explained in the Qur'an on the other. Likewise, the morality
advocated by the Prophet Muhammad was a world apart from the values
that prevailed in Arabia’s jahiliyyah society.

This great gulf between the new faith and the Quraysh’s beliefs, values
and practices was sufficient to bring about direct conflict between the
two camps. There were, however, other factors which perhaps were,
to the Quraysh, more serious than the issue of faith. There were, for
example, social factors, some of which prompted them to suggest what is
reported in the Qur'an: “7hey also say, “Why was not this Qur'an revealed
to some great man of the two cities?” (43: 31) The two cities mentioned
here are Makkah and Ta'if. Despite the fact that the Prophet was a
descendent of the noblest family in the Quraysh, the very fact that he
was not the chief of his clan made it very difficult for their chiefs to
accept his leadership. In that social environment, position in one’s clan
was of paramount importance.

Family factors also played their part. We see such significance in the
fact that ‘Amr ibn Hisham, better known as Ab Jahl, stubbornly refused
to accept the truth of the Islamic message, despite his being certain of
it, because the Prophet preaching it belonged to the ‘Abd Manaf clan.
This is recounted in the story of Abii Jahl, Abai Sufyan and al-Akhnas ibn
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Shariq who each went out individually, on three consecutive nights, to
listen to the Qur'an being recited by the Prophet. Every morning, they
met on their way back home and started blaming each other, pledging
that they would never do this again, lest their actions encourage others
to listen to the Qur'an. When al-Akhnas asked Abi Jahl what he thought
of what he heard Muhammad reciting, the latter answered: “We have
competed with the clan of ‘Abd Manaf for honours: they fed the poor,
and we did the same; they provided generous support to those who
needed it and we did the same. When we were together on the same level,
like two racehorses running neck and neck, they said that one of their
number was a Prophet receiving revelations from on high! When can
we attain such an honour? By God, we shall never believe in him.”!

There were also other interests and psychological factors determined
to uproot this new tree before it could firmly establish its roots and
stretch forth its branches. Such efforts were particularly heightened once
the new message had moved on from private and individual advocacy
to the open, public stage, outlining the essential features of the new
faith, Islam. The Qur’an spoke in clear terms, showing the absurdity of
polytheism and its deviant concepts and traditions.

His position as a Prophet receiving revelations from on high
notwithstanding, Muhammad was a man who experienced normal
human feelings. He was at the receiving end of such determined
opposition that culminated in an all out fight against him, his message
and the small band of his followers. He and his Companions could not
help but hear the false allegations the unbelievers levelled at him. “They
say, ‘He is surely mad.” (Verse 51) This was but one of the many types of
ridicule they levelled on him, as is reported in the Qur'an. Such ridicule,
added to the abuse and persecution many of his followers suffered at the
hands of their own relatives and clansmen, pained Muhammad, God’s
Messenger, greatly.

We see in Makkan szrahs how God bestows His abundant care on His
Messenger and this small group of followers, consoling and commending
him and those who accepted his message. In this respect, God gives

1. Ibn Hisham, Al-Sirah al-Nabawiyyah, Dar al-Qalam, Beirut, Vol. 1, pp. 337-338.
Also, Adil Salahi (2002), Mubammad: Man and Prophet, Leicester, The Islamic Foundation,
pp- 172-173.
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prominence to the moral aspect embodied in the Islamic message
and its bearer, Muhammad (peace be upon him). He refutes what the
unbelievers alleged about him. He reassures the persecuted believers that
He is on their side, so they do not have to think about their enemies,
powerful and wealthy as they may seem.

We find in this si#rah many examples of how God comforts and
reassures the Prophet: “Nzn. By the pen, by all they write, you are not, by
your Lords grace, a madman. And indeed you shall have a never-ending
reward. Most certainly, yours is a sublime character.” (Verses 1-4) He also
says of the believers: “For the God-fearing there shall be gardens of bliss
with their Lord. Should We treat those who submit themselves to Us as We
treat the guilty? What is the matter with you? On what basis do you judge?”
(Verses 34-36) Of one of the Prophet’s more prominent enemies, God
says: “Pay no heed to any contemptible swearer, slanderer, going about
with defaming tales, hinderer of good, aggressor, sinful, cruel and, on top
of all that, given to evil. Just because he has wealth and children, when
Our revelations are recited to him, he says, ‘Fables of the ancients!” We shall
brand him on the snout.” (Verses 10—16) The Almighty then speaks about
the war against those who deny the truth generally: “ Therefore, leave to
Me those who deny this revelation. We shall bring them low, step by step,
in ways beyond their knowledge. I will allow them more time: My scheme
is truly firm.” (Verses 44—45) This is different from the punishment of
the hereafter when the arrogant will be humiliated: “On the day when
matters become so dire, they will be asked to prostrate themselves, but
they will not be able to do so. Their eyes will be downcast, with ignominy
overwhelming them. They were invited to prostrate themselves when they
were safe.” (Verses 42—43)

The sirah cites the example of those people who had a garden, burt
were too greedy. This serves as a warning directed against the elders
of the Quraysh who, feeling powerful on account of their wealth and
families, schemed against the new message, trying to bring it down. At ‘
the end, the s#rah enjoins the Prophet to remain steadfast in adversity:
“So, await in patience your Lords judgement; and do not be like the man
in the whale...” (Verse 48)

Through such comforting, praise and reassurance, coupled with
fearsome warnings and an uncompromising attack on the unbelievers,
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God Himself takes up the fight. We can discern the features of that period
when the believers were few, weak, suffering persecution and hardship
and facing a determined effort to uproot the tree of their new faith. In
the siirah’s style, the words it uses and in its themes we identify certain
features of the environment in which the new message functioned.
Essentially, it was characterized by naive concepts, petty concerns, and
the lack of any profound thinking.

Such naivety is seen in the unbelievers’ crude methods to counter
the Prophet’s message. They describe him as a madman, but this is an
allegation that lacks even elementary tact. It is crude abuse levelled by
uncouth, unrefined and ill-mannered people.

Their naivety is brought into focus by the way God refutes their false
allegations. First of all, the line it takes is the most suited to their own
conditions: “You are not, by your Lord’s grace, a madman. And indeed
you shall have a never-ending reward. Most certainly, yours is a sublime
character. You shall before long see, as they will see, which of you is the one
afflicted.” (Verses 2—6) Secondly, the s#rah adds a clear warning: “So pay
no heed to those who deny the truth. They would love that you compromise
with them, so that they will also compromise.” (Verses 8-9) Thirdly, the
refutation turns their abusive words against one of their own number:
“Furthermore, pay no heed to any contemptible swearer, slanderer, going
about with defaming tales, hinderer of good, aggressor, sinful, cruel and, on
top of all that, given to evil.” (Verses 10—13) Fourthly, the focus increases
as the sirah tells the story of those owners of a garden who lacked all
refinement despite their wealth. In their arrogance, they whisper to each
other that they will make sure that no poor people will be allowed into
their garden to disrupt their harvest.

Furthermore, the unbelievers’ naivety is clearly shown in the argument
put to them: “Or have you a divine book which you study, and in which
you find that you shall have all that you choose? Or have you received
solemn oaths, binding on Us till the Day of Resurrection, that you will get
whatever you yourselves decide? Ask them which of them will vouch for
this.” (Verses 37—40)

We see all these features through the expressions used in the sirah.
They are of benefit in our study of the events that took place during the
Prophet’s lifetime and as we follow the progress of the Islamic message.
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They explain how the Qur'an elevated that social environment and the
Muslim community towards the end of the Prophet’s mission, and how
far removed from such crudeness and naivety the Muslim community
became. To appreciate the wide gulf between the two situations we only
need to study the mode of address the Qur'an adopts in speaking to the
Muslim community at the time. We need also to look at the changes
in the situation of that Muslim community, its concerns, feelings and
attitudes brought about within no more than 20 years, a period that is
no more than a glance in the life of nations. Such a change in the social
fabric of the community was both profound and firmly established,
yet accomplished in such a short time. It enabled that community to
assume mankind’s leadership, attaining at the same time a sublime
standard of morality that no other human leadership has ever arrained.
It was a unique standard in the very nature of the faith it preached, its
practical effects on human life, its broad outlook that views all mankind
with love and compassion, and its meeting all the community’s needs:
emotional, intellectual and social.

All in all, the progress so achieved was miraculous, elevating the
community from such naivety to a high standard of refinement and
broadness of vision. It was such an enormous transformation that
entailed much more than a minority becoming the majority, or the weak
becoming strong. Building character and imparting depth to a people’s
way of thinking are far more difficult than just increasing numbers and
marshalling armies.
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In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

Nin. By the pen, by all they
write, (1)

you are not, by your Lord’s grace,
a madman. (2)

And indeed you shall have a
never-ending reward. (3)

Most certainly, yours is a sublime
character. (4)

You shall before long see, as they
will see, (5)

which of you is the one afflicted.

(6)

Your Lord knows best who has
strayed from His path, as He
knows the ones who are rightly
guided. (7)

So pay no heed to those who deny
the truth. (8)
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They would love that you
compromise with them, so that
they will also compromise. (9)

Furthermore, pay no heed to any
contemptible swearer, (10)

slanderer, going about with
defaming tales, (11)

hinderer of good, aggressor,
sinful, (12)

cruel and, on top of all that, given
to evil. (13)

Just because he has wealth and
children, (14)

when Our revelations are recited
to him, he says, ‘Fables of the
ancients!” (15)

We shall brand him on the snout.
(16)

We try them as We tried the
owners of a certain garden, who
vowed that they would harvest its
fruits on the morrow, (17)

and made no allowance. (18)
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AL-QALAM (The Pen) 68

A visitation from your Lord came
upon that garden while they were
asleep, (19)

so that by morning it was stripped
bare and looked desolate. (20)

At daybreak they called out to one
another: (21)

‘Go early to your tilth if you wish
to gather all its fruits.” (22)

So they went off, whispering to
one another, (23)

‘Make sure that no needy person
enters the garden today.” (24)

Early they went, strongly bent on
their purpose. (25)

When they saw it, they exclaimed:
‘Surely we have lost our way!

(26)

No! We are utterly ruined.” (27)

The wisest among them said, ‘Did
I not tell you, “Will you not extol
God’s limitless glory?™ (28)

They said, ‘Limitless in His glory
is our Lord! Truly, we were doing
wrong.’ (29)
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Then they turned upon each
other with mutual reproach.

(30)

They said: “Woe betide us! We
have done great wrong. (31)

It may be that our Lord will grant
us something better instead. To
our Lord we truly turn in hope.’

(32)

Such is the suffering [in this life],
but greater indeed is the suffering
in the life to come, if they but
knew it. (33)

For the God-fearing there shall
be gardens of bliss with their
Lord. (34)

Should We treat those who submit
themselves to Us as We treat the

guilty? (35)

What is the matter with you? On
what basis do you judge? (36)

Or have you a divine book which
you study, (37)

and in which you find that you
shall have all that you choose?
(38)
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Or have you received solemn
oaths, binding on Us till the Day
of Resurrection, that you will get
whatever you yourselves decide?

(39)

Ask them which of them will
vouch for this. (40)

Or have they partners? Let them
produce their partners, if what
they say is true. (41)

On the day when matters become
so dire, they will be asked to

prostrate themselves, but they will
not be able to do so. (42)

Their eyes will be downcast, with
ignominy overwhelming them.
They were invited to prostrate
themselves when they were safe.

(43)

Therefore, leave to Me those who
deny this revelation. We shall
bring them low, step by step, in
ways beyond their knowledge.
(44)

I will allow them more time: My
scheme is truly firm. (45)
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Do you [Prophet] demand a
payment from them [and so they
fear] that they would be burdened
with debt? (46)

Do they have knowledge of the
hidden reality so that they can
write it down? (47)

So, await in patience your Lord’s
judgement; and do not be like the
man in the whale who called out
in distress. (48)

Had not grace from his Lord
reached him, he would have been
left upon that barren shore in a
state of disgrace. (49)

His Lord, however, chose him and
made him one of the righteous.

(50)

The unbelievers well-nigh trip
you up with their eyes when they
hear this reminder. They say, ‘He
is surely mad.” (51)

Yet it is but a reminder to all

mankind. (52)
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AL-QALAM (The Pen) 68

Issues Spelled Out

“Nan. By the pen, by all they write.” (Verse 1) The siirah begins with
an oath by God Almighty. The oath is by the letter nin, the pen and
writing. The relationship between this letter of the alphabet and the
other two, i.e. the pen and writing, is clear. As God swears by these
He gives them due importance, highlighting this and presenting it to
a community where learning through this approach was not valued. In
fact, writing was very rare and primitive in that community while the
role it was destined to play required that such ability develop and become
widespread. This was the only way through which it could advocate
its faith and the systems it laid down for human life. It would then be
required to provide wise leadership for humanity. Writing is no doubt
a basic element in fulfilling such tasks.

This point is endorsed by the fact that Islamic revelations started
with the order to read: “Read in the name of your Lord who has created —
created man out of a germ-cell. Read — for your Lord is the most
Bountiful One, Who has taught the use of the pen, taught man what he
did not know.” (96: 1-5) This instruction was given to the unlettered
Prophet, whom God in His infinite wisdom willed to be unable to
read and write. Yet the revelations vouchsafed to him began with such
emphasis on learning through reading and writing with the pen. This
importance is reiterated here by the oath using the letter n4n, the pen
and the writing. All this should be seen as part of the divine system of
cultivating the Muslim community and preparing it for the universal
role God assigned to it.

God Almighty states this oath by #in, the pen and writing to refute
the unbelievers’ false allegation. He shows how improbable it is, since
it is He who bestowed His grace on His Messenger: “You are not, by
your Lord’s grace, a madman.” (Verse 2) This short verse also identifies
God’s grace bestowed on the Prophet in an expression that confirms
his closeness to Him. At the same time, the verse refutes the alleged
condition, one that cannot combine with God’s grace bestowed on His
chosen servant.

Anyone who studies the Prophet’s relations with his people will be
utterly astonished that any should level such a description at him. They
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knew him to be very wise. Several years before his prophethood, they
accepted his arbitration in a dispute over which of their clans should be
honoured with placing the Black Stone in its position in the Ka ‘bah. It
was they who nicknamed him @/-Amin, meaning the trustworthy. They
also continued to deposit their valuables with him for safekeeping, and
this despite their fierce enmity towards him and his message, throughout
his time in Makkah. Indeed, so trustworthy was the Prophet that he
entrusted his cousin, ‘Ali, with the task of returning such deposits to
them when he migrated to Madinah. The unbelievers also confirmed that
he never told a lie even before the start of his prophethood. Heracules,
the Byzantine Emperor, asked Aba Sufyan, the Quraysh leader, whether
they ever accused Muhammad of lying before he became a prophet. Aba
Sufyan, who was his sworn enemy at the time, said that they did not.
Heracules then said: “He would not refrain from lying to people and
then start lying to God.”

It is absolutely astounding that the hatred felt by the Quraysh
unbelievers was of such a magnitude that they should make allegations
of this sort against a noble man distinguished among them by his
wisdom and high standards of morality. Yet grudges can blind people
to the truth. The perpetrator of such falsehood is the first to know that
he is a wicked liar.

This spiteful lie by the unbelievers is countered with a gesture of
compassionate honour: “You are not, by your Lords grace, a madman.”
(Verse 2) Moreover, “And indeed you shall have a never-ending reward.”
(Verse 3) This never-ending reward is granted by your Lord who has
bestowed on you the honour of prophethood. This gives solace and
abundant compensation for any type of isolation or allegation the
unbelievers may hurl at him. What loss could be incurred by the one
whose Lord kindly and benevolently assures him of a continuing reward,
one that never ends?

A Testimony by God

This is followed by a great testimony and abundant honour: “Most
certainly, yours is a sublime character.” (Verse 4) The whole universe echoes
this unique praise of the Prophet. No writer can describe the value of this
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great testimony by the Creator of the universe; no imagination can give
it its worth. It is a testimony by God, according to His own measure,
given to His servant, in His own words: “Most certainly, yours is a sublime
character.” A sublime character has, according to God’s measure, its own
unique value which no other creature can imagine.

This testimony confirms Muhammad'’s greatness in several ways. First
of all, by the fact that it is God’s own testimony, given in His majesty,
and appreciated by the whole universe and echoed by everyone on high.
Secondly, his greatness is seen by virtue of the fact that Muhammad
(peace be upon him) was able to receive God’s testimony, live with it and
know who was saying it. It was God Almighty, in His absolute power and
knowledge, that stated it. The Prophet knew his own position in relation
to such absolutely great power. He could appreciate this position as no
one else could. The fact that Muhammad (peace be upon him) held his
position firmly as he received this word, from its sublime source, without
being crushed by the pressure it brought on him, and that he remained
calm and stable is the best evidence of his own greatness.

There are many reports about the Prophet’s greatness given by his
Companions. Indeed, his practical conduct is better evidence than
anything reported about him. However, this testimony, given by God
Almighty, is greater still than any reported evidence. God knows best
whom to entrust with His final message. Muhammad, (peace be upon
him), in his sublime character, was indeed the one to deliver this message,
which is the noblest in history. He was a match for it, and a living
example of its greatness. The message of Islam is so perfect, beautiful,
comprehensive and truthful that it could only be delivered by a man
who deserved such testimony from God, and by one who would receive
such divine testimony with confidence. At the same time, however, God
remonstrated with the Prophet for some of his actions but all the while
imbibing the same confidence and reassurance. He declared both aspects
to all people, hiding nothing. In both situations, he was a noble Prophet,
an obedient servant and a trusted deliverer of the divine message.

The greatness of Muhammad (peace be upon him) mirrors the
greatness of the Islamic message: both go further in scope than the
most powerful telescope can reach. The most that anyone who wants
to monitor this dual greatness can do is to look at it without assigning

181



In the Shade of the Qur'an

limits to it, and point to its field in the universe, without setting
parameters on it.

Once more I feel the need to stress the broad significance of the fact
that the Prophet received this testimony from his Lord and that he
remained firm, confident and reassured. He himself, a human being,
would praise one of his Companions and that person, as well as those
close to him, would feel so excited and overwhelmed with joy. Yet all
involved, the one making the statement of praise, the praised person
and the ones who heard of it knew that the Prophet was human. It is
true that he was a Prophet, yet he remained within the human circle,
with its well-known limitations. In his case, the praise came from God
Almighty, and he knew of God what no one else could know. Yet he
remained firm and continued his mission. How this must have felt is
beyond imagination.

It was Muhammad alone who could attain such a sublime level of
greatness and human perfection that matched the spirit God breathed
into man. Muhammad alone matched this ultimate divine message
to mankind so that it is reflected in him alive, taking the form of a
man. Muhammad alone was the one God knew to be worthy of this
position and further knew that his character was sublime. It was God
who declared here His testimony that he had a sublime character, as also
declared elsewhere in the Qur'an that He, the Lord of all the worlds,
showered His blessings on him: “God and His angels bless the Prophet.
Believers! Bless him and give him greetings of peace.” (33: 56) Only God

can grant one of His own servants such a great and unique favour.

Emphasis on Morality

We also note here that the moral element is given considerable weight
in God’s measure. It is a fundamental element in the Islamic message,
just as it is fundamental in the Prophet’s own character. Indeed, we
note its prominence in both. In fact, both legislative and educational
aspects of the Islamic message rely on moral values. The strongest
emphasis in what it advocates is laid on purity, cleanliness, honesty,
truth, justice, mercy, compassion, kindness, fulfilment of promises
and commitments, actions matching words and both consistent with
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intentions and thoughts. It forbids injustice, dishonesty, cheating, taking
other people’s property unlawfully, violating other people’s rights and
honour and spreading immorality in any way or form. Its laws are geared
to protecting these principles and safeguarding the moral element in
people’s consciences and behaviour, as well as in personal, social and
international dealings.

The Prophet says: “I have been given the message that perfects noble
morality.” He thus sums up the objective of his message. His teachings
are highly consistent in emphasizing the importance of morality and
good manners. His own behaviour provides a shining picture as well as
a practical noble example that merits a record in God’s eternal book:
“Most certainly, yours is a sublime character.” (Verse 4) Thus God praises
His Messenger as well as the morality aspect of His message. With such
praise God sets out a strong bond pulling the earth towards heaven. He
makes this aspect the one to which believers hearts, those who look up
to His reward, are strongly attached. He thus identifies for them which
values He would like them to possess.

This is the unique aspect of Islamic morality. It does not stem from
the local environment, or indeed from any earthly consideration. Nor
does it draw on any tradition, interest or bond that was at play in that
generation. Instead, it comes from heaven and relies on it. It responds
to the call coming from heaven so that those on earth look up to a high
horizon. It derives from God’s own absolute attributes, which people are
asked to emulate. This so that ordinary human beings can achieve their
utmost level of humanity and be worthy of God’s honour, bestowed on
them as they are placed in charge of the earth. It is in this way only that
they will merit a more sublime life, “/ a seat of truth, in the presence of
an all-powerful Sovereign.” (54: 55) This means that Islamic morality is
not restricted by any earthly limitation. It rather aspires to the highest
level that people can achieve.

Moreover, Islamic morality is not a set of individual values, such
as truthfulness, honesty, justice, mercy, kindness, etc. Rather, it is a
complete system in which personal education collaborates with the legal
code; a system that deals with life as a whole and defines its direction. It
ultimately seeks God’s pleasure, and nothing else. This morality, in its
perfection, beauty, balance, consistency, straightforwardness and unity
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was reflected in the person of Muhammad, (peace be upon him), as he
deservedly earned the praise granted by none other than God Almighty:
“Most certainly, yours is a sublime character.” (Verse 4)

Reassurance About the Future

God then reassures His Messenger about the immediate future and
how things will develop with those unbelievers who hurled such lies

at him. He warns them that their true situation will be publicized and
their falsehood be made public:

You shall before long see, as they will see, which of you is the one afflicted.
Your Lord knows best who has strayed from His path, as He knows the
ones who are rightly guided. (Verses 5-7)

The afflicted person whom God assures the Prophet will be identified
to all is the one that has gone astray, or the one subjected to a test that
reveals his true condition. The two meanings are not much apart. This
promise reassures the Prophet and the believers in his message and at
the same time it warns those who oppose and abuse him, regardless of
whatever type of madness they attribute to him. Most probably they did
not mean that he was insane, because they realized that this could not
be the case. They probably meant that he had associates from among
the jinn, who perhaps inspired him with the fine words he recited. They
used to say that every poet had someone from the jinn assisting their
efforts. This was, however, far from the case with the Prophet. Nor
does it fit with the nature of his revelations thar are both consistent
and truthful.

This promise by God confirms that the future will make clear the true
nature of the Prophet and those who denied his message. The future
will prove which party was afflicted or had gone astray. God reassured
him that his Lord “knows best who has strayed from His path, as He knows
the ones who are rightly guided.” (Verse 7) It is his Lord who gave him
his revelations. He indeed knows that he and his followers are rightly
guided. This is enough to reassure the Prophet and set his enemies
worrying about what the future will bring,
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God then tells the Prophet of their true feelings as they continued to
argue with him about the truth he preached and the abuse they levelled
at him. They may appear determined to uphold their ignorant beliefs,
but the truth is that they are fundamentally uncertain about them. They
are ready to shed most of these if only the Prophet would abandon some
of what he called on them to accept. They are prepared to compromise
everything, retaining only some appearances in return for a gesture of
compromise from him. They do not have a faith that they consider to
embody the truth; they are only keen to retain some appearances:

So pay no heed to those who deny the truth. They would love that
you compromise with them, so that they will also compromise.
(Verses 8-9)

It is all subject to negotiation, then, with the aim of agreeing a meeting
point somewhere in the middle, just like commercial transactions. Yet
the difference between beliefs and commercial activities is vast. A person
with faith will not abandon any of its beliefs or values, because its minor
points are the same as its major ones. Indeed, in faith there is nothing
minor and nothing major: both are the same. A faith is a single unity
with parts complementing each other. Its advocate will never discard
any part of it in order to please someone else.

Islam and jahiliyyah can never meet halfway, or indeed in any way.
This is true of Islam everywhere and across all generations. All states of
ignorance, or jahiliyyah, are the same: past, present or future. The gulf
that separates the two states is unbridgeable and admits no compromise.
The two are diametrically opposed.

Several reports speak of what the unbelievers in Makkah tried to
achieve by way of compromise with the Prophet so that he would stop
criticizing their worship methods. They hoped that he would give them
something that would save their faces if they were to follow him. In
this, they were no different from any negotiator seeking a compromise.
The Prophet, however, maintained a decisive firmness, refusing to
give up even a small part of his faith. Additionally, he was extremely
well mannered, kind and benevolent towards his tribesmen, eager to
make things easy for them. With regard to faith, he was committed,
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obedient of God’s instructions: “So pay no heed to those who deny the
truth.” (Verse 8)

The Prophet did not compromise an iota of his faith even during the
direst period of his life in Makkah, where he and his few followers were
under siege, suffering immense persecution. He never withheld a word
that needed to be uttered in the face of such tyrants. He never sought
to soften their stance or to avoid their persecution by such compromise.
Nor did he ever hesitate to clarify any point that was closely or remotely
relevant to his faith.

Ibn Hisham reports in his biography of the Prophet:

It should be said in fairness that the chiefs of Makkah did not take
any action worth noting against the Prophet in the early stages.
When he started to criticize their pagan faith and ridicule their
idols, however, they began to think that the matter was much too
serious to ignore. Yet, they could not do much about it because
Abu Talib protected his nephew against all threats. To ignore such
protection by the Makkan chiefs would contravene one of the basic
conventions of their social set-up. Therefore, a small delegation,
composed of a number of the most influential people in Makkah,
went to Abii Talib complaining about his nephew’s behaviour. The
delegation included the two brothers ‘Utbah and Shaybah, sons
of Rabi‘ah from the clan of ‘Abd Shams; Abi Sufyan Sakhr ibn
Harb from Ummayah; Abia al-Bakhtari al-‘As ibn Hishim and
al-Aswad ibn al-Muttalib from Asad, Abi Jahl ‘Amr ibn Hisham
and al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah from Makhziim; the two brothers
Nabih and Munnabih sons of al-Hajjij from Sahm and Al-‘As ibn
W3'il, also from Sahm. They made their complaint clear to Abi
Talib and they offered him the choice of either telling Muhammad
not to criticize their ways and ridicule their idols or allowing them
to take such effective measures as they might deem necessary to
end the trouble. Abi Talib, who continued to follow the religion
of his people, spoke to them gently and calmed them down. He
did not promise them much.

The Prophet continued to preach his message regardless. The
crisis with his people increased in intensity. Feelings of hostility
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spread. So the delegation went again to Abi Talib and said to him:
“Abii Talib, you enjoy a position of honour and respect among us.
We have requested you to stop your nephew, but you have not taken
any action. We certainly cannot just sit and do nothing when he
continues to speak ill of our forefathers and to ridicule us and our
gods. You have to stop him or we will fight him and you over this
question until one of the two parties is destroyed.”

Abi Talib was in a dilemma. He did not like to quarrel with his
people, yet he could not bear to let his nephew down. So he called
Muhammad and explained to him what had taken place between
him and his visitors. He then said to him: “You see the difficulty
of my situation. Do not put my life and your life at risk, and do
not burden me with what I cannot bear.”

The Prophet felt that his uncle might be contemplating
withdrawing his protection so he stated his own position with the
greatest emphasis he could muster: “Uncle, should they give me the
sun in my right hand and the moon in my left hand in return for
abandoning my call, I would not do anything of the sort until God
has brought this message to triumph or until I have perished.” The
Prophet was under the pressure of such strong emotions that tears
sprang to his eyes. He started to walk away, but his uncle called
him back, saying reassuringly: “My nephew, you may go and say
whatever you like. I will never withdraw my protection from you,
and never will I let you down.™

This is an image of the Prophet’s commitment to his message at the

precise moment when his uncle and protector, who was his last resort
on earth, seemed on the verge of letting him down. It is a powerful
image in its very nature, connotations and implications, as well as in
its words and expressions. It is as new and powerful as this faith is. It
is a reflection of the truth of God’s description of the Prophet: “Most
certainly, yours is a sublime character.” (Verse 4)

Another image also reported by Ibn Hisham, through Ibn Ishaq

relates a direct attempt at compromise offered by the unbelievers. This

. Ibn Hisham, ibid., pp. 282-285. Also, Adil Salahi, ibid., pp. 95-96.
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they did when they realized that the Prophet continued to be as firm as
ever, despite their persecution of his Companions and their attempts
to force them to renounce Islam.

‘Utbah ibn Rabi ‘ah, one of the leading figures in Makkah, was one
day sitting with a group of the Quraysh notables when he noticed
the Propher sitting alone close to the Ka‘bah. ‘Utbah suggested
to his friends: “Shall we go to Muhammad and make him some
offers? He may accept one or the other. If he does we will give him
that and put an end to our problem with him.”

This idea was greeted with unanimous approval. As “‘Utbah sat
with the Prophet he addressed him: “My nephew, you know you
command a position of high esteem and noble birth among us.
You have brought into the life of your community something very
serious indeed. You have thus caused disunity to creep into their
ranks; you have belittled their ideals, ridiculed their gods and their
religion and spoken ill of their forefathers. Now listen to me. I am
making you some offers which I would like you to consider. You
may, perhaps, find some of them acceptable.”

The Prophet asked him to make his proposals, and listened
attentively. ‘Utbah said: “My nephew; if you have started this affair
hoping to make money out of it, we are all willing to give you some
of our own wealth so that you would be the richest among us. If
it is honour and position you want, we will make you our master
and seek your advice in all matters. If it is a throne you are after,
we will make you our king. If; on the other hand, you are possessed
and are unable to resist what overwhelms you, we will spare no
expense in seeking a medical cure for you.”

When ‘Utbah stopped, the Prophet asked him whether he had
finished. As ‘Utbah affirmed that he had, the Prophet asked him
to listen to what he had to say. The Prophet then recited the first
38 verses of Surah 41 of the Quran. ‘Utbah listened attentively.
When the Prophet finished his recitation, he prostrated himself in
humble devotion to God, before saying to ‘Utbah: “You have heard
what I have to say and you can make up your own mind.”
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‘Utbah left quietly and went to his people, who realized as they
saw him approaching that a change had come over him. They
looked up at him curiously, listening to his words: “I have heard
something the like of which I have never heard in my life. It is
neither poetry nor sorcery. Take up the suggestion I am making to
you, and lay the blame for the outcome at my door. Leave this man
alone. What I have heard from him will certainly bring about great
events. Should the rest of the Arabs kill him, you would have been
spared the trouble. If he wins, whatever glory he achieves will be
yours.” They retorted: “He has certainly bewitched you.” He said:
“I have stated my opinion, and you can do as you wish.™

A different report suggests that when ‘Utbah listened to the Prophet’s
recitation, he stopped him when the Prophet read the verse saying: “If
they turn away, say: ‘I warn you of a thunderbolt like the thunderbolt that
struck the ‘Ad and Thamiid.”” (41: 13) He was terrified and put his hand
on the Prophet’s mouth, and said to him: “I appeal to you, Muhammad,
by God and our kinship not to do that.” He feared that the warning
may come true. He then left him and went to his people suggesting that
they leave Muhammad alone.

Be that as it may, this was another way of trying to achieve compromise.
Yet it also portrays an image of the Prophet’s sublime character. We see
him listening to ‘Utbah’s hollow offers, without stopping him, even
though whatever ‘Utbah had to offer did not deserve a moment’s
thought from Muhammad (peace be upon him), considering his own
vision of the universe and its values, and his understanding of the truth
and what life on earth is worth. Yet his manners would not allow him
to interrupt his interlocutor or to display any sign of annoyance with
his worthless offers. Instead, he listened to him with full attention until
he had finished. Then he asked him whether he had finished what he
had to say. His attitude throughout was that of one who is certain of
the truth, reassured and at the same time very polite.

A third form of the Quraysh’s attempts to reach a compromise is seen
in the following report by Ibn Ishaq:

3. Ibn Hisham, ibid., pp. 313-314, Also, Adil Salahi, ibid., pp. 113-114.
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One day as the Prophet was doing the tawadfat the Ka ‘bah, he was
stopped by a group of the Quraysh elders including al-Aswad ibn
al-Muttalib, al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, Umayyah ibn Khalaf and
al-‘As ibn W2'il. They said to him: ‘Muhammad! Let us worship
the God you worship, and you worship the deities we worship.
Thus, we will be together at the same level. If your God is better
than ours, we will have benefited by that, and if our deities are
the better ones, you will have made the benefit.” He answered as
God instructed him: “Say: ‘Unbelievers! I do not worship what you
worship, nor do you worship what I worship. I shall never worship
what you worship, nor will you ever worship what I worship. You have
your own religion and I have mine.”™ (109: 1-6)

God thus put an end to this absurd offer, and the Prophet replied to

them as God so instructed him.

What Sort of Nobility

The importance of the moral element is again stressed when the
Prophet is ordered not to obey one particular unbeliever. We have a
full list of the terrible and shameful qualities of this person, who is then
threatened with humiliation:

Furthermore, pay no heed to any contemptible swearer, slanderer, going
about with defaming tales, hinderer of good, aggressor, sinful, cruel
and, on top of all that, given to evil. Just because he has wealth and
children, when Our revelations are recited to him, he says, ‘Fables of
the ancients!” We shall brand him on the snout. (Verses 10-16)

It is said that this person was al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, to whom the
following passage in Sirah 74 also refers: “Leave to me the one I created
alone, to whom I have granted vast wealth, and sons by bis side, making life
smooth and easy for him; yet he greedily desires that I give him more. No!
He has set himself stubbornly against Our revelations. I will constrain him

4. Ibn Sayyid al-Nas (1996), ‘Uydn al-Athar, Dar al-Turath, Madinah, p. 197.
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to endure a painful uphill climb! He thought and he schemed. Damn him,
how he schemed! Again, damn him, how be schemed! He looked around, then
he frowned and glared, then e turned his back and gloried in his arrogance,
and said, “This is just sorcery handed down from olden times! This is nothing
but the word of a mere mortall’ I will cast him into the scorching fire.”
(74: 11-26) There are many reports that speak of al-Walid’s repeated
scheming against the Prophet and his opposition to the message of
Islam, trying to turn people away from it. It is also reported that the
verses in the present s#rah refer to al-Akhnas ibn Shariq, another of the
Prophet’s determined opponents. The present denunciation of the man,
whether he was al-Walid or al-Akhnas, and the stern warnings given in
the other sirah, suffice as evidence of this person’s wicked role in the
fight against the Prophet and the Islamic message. They also indicate
his evil intentions and that he was devoid of all goodness.

The Qur’an lists here nine of his bad characteristics. He is a ‘swearer’,
which suggests that he always does so. Only a liar swears much because he
feels that people do not believe him. Therefore, he resorts to swearing to
persuade people to accept what he says. Moreover, he is ‘contemptible’,
someone who does not even respect himself. Nor do people trust his
word. This is proven by the fact that he feels the need to swear all the
time to overcome people’s mistrust. Despite the fact that he has wealth,
sons and position, he remains contemptible. It is often the case that a
tyrant remains contemptible even though he holds power and authority.
Likewise, dignity is a personal trait which remains distinctive of its
possessor even though he has nothing of the material luxuries of this
world. ;

He is a ‘slanderer’ who disrespects people and tries to insult them by
word and gesture, in their presence or absence. This is a characteristic
that Islam brands as most hateful because it is contrary to gallantry, self-
respect and propriety of conduct towards others in so far as respecting
their dignity, regardless of their social position. The Qur’an denounces
this characteristic in several places: “Woe to every taunting, slandering
backbiter.” (104: 1) “Believers! No men shall deride other men: it may
well be that those [whom they deride] are better than themselves. And no
women [shall deride other] women: it may well be that those [whom they
deride] are better than themselves. And neither shall you defame yourselves,
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nor insult one another by [opprobrious] epithets.” (49: 11) All the actions
mentioned in this verse are types of slander.

Another characteristic of this person is that he ‘goes about with
defaming tales’. He goes around, telling people what will spoil their
relations, create rancour in their hearts and destroy their ties. This is
an evil and contemptible quality that no one who respects himself and
wants to be respected will entertain. People realize that the one who
tells tales about others is unworthy of respect. Even those who listen to
him will not respect him, because they know he is evil.

The Prophet instructed his Companions not to tell him anything that
would cause him to change his attitude towards any of them. He said:
“Let no one tell me any negative thing about any of my Companions.
I love to come out to you with no ill-feeling in my heart.” [Related by
Abi Dawud and al-Tirmidhi.] In an authentic hadith, ‘Abdullih ibn
Mas‘ad reports that “the Prophet passed by two graves. He said that
the two buried in them are suffering punishment for no cardinal sin.
One of them used not to cover himself when urinating, and the other
used to go about with defaming tales.” [Related by al-Bukhari and
Muslim.] Hudhayfah quotes the Prophet as saying: “No one who goes
about with defaming tales will be admitted into heaven.” [Related by
Ahmad, al-Bukhari, Muslim and others.] Yazid ibn al-Sakan reports
that “the Prophet said to his Companions: ‘Shall I tell you who are the
best among you?’ They said: ‘Please do.” He said: “They are the ones
who, when seen, the name of God is glorified.” He then said: ‘Shall I
tell you who are the worst among you? They are the ones who go about
with defaming tales, who spoil relations between friends and try to get
innocent people defamed.” [Related by Ahmad.]

Islam naturally denounces this despicable and shameful characteristic
in strong terms. It spoils people’s hearts and destroys friendships. It
degrades the one who does it before it spoils relations between others.
It undermines the person’s own character even before undermining
society. It creates mistrust between people and often lands the innocent
in trouble. :

Moreover, this person is a ‘hinderer of good’, preventing it from
reaching him and others. He used to prevent people from accepting the
divine faith, even though it is the sum of all goodness. Furthermore,
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whenever he noticed that any of his children or clansmen leaned
towards the Prophet, he would say to them: ‘If any of you were to follow
Muhammad’s religion, I would never give him an iota.” Thus he tried
his utmost to prevent them from accepting Islam. Hence, the Qur'an
records this as one of his characteristics.

He is also an ‘aggressor’, stepping over the limits of right and justice.
His aggression is levelled against the Prophet and the Muslims on the
one hand, and against his own family and clan on the other, given he
prevented them from accepting Islam. Aggression is an evil quality which
the Qur'an and the Prophet denounce in clear terms. Islam forbids it in
any form, even in one’s approach to food and drink: “Eat of the wholesome
things which We have provided for you and do not transgress.” (20: 81) Both
justice and moderation are essential qualities of the Islamic code.

What is more is that he is ‘sinful’, committing all sorts of sins so as
to earn this description, without specifying what it is he does. Thus,
committing sin becomes his essential characteristic.

The next characteristic is stated in translation as ‘cruel’, but in the
Arabic original this is ‘w#ull, which by its very sound connotes a host of
features that no group of words can adequately describe. The one who
is ‘utull is cruel, unfriendly, gluttonous, heavy handed, mean, given
to treating others badly. Aba al-Darda’, a Companion of the Prophet,
defined an ‘wtull person as ‘the one who is covetous, ill-mannered,
gluttonous, greedy for money, tight-fisted.” The word ‘uzull thus reveals
a hateful character.

On top of all these evil qualities, this enemy of Islam is also described
as ‘given to evil’. The Arabic word used here is zanim, which has more
than one meaning. One of these denotes someone who is attached to
a group of people, but he is of suspect descent. None of them knows
his parentage. Another meaning denotes a person who lacks morality
and who is known by his many evil deeds. This second meaning is
perhaps more true qf al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, but the use of this
word here makes him contemptible even though he was also proud
and arrogant.

These personal qualities are followed with a denunciation of this
person’s attitude to divine revelations: “Just because he has wealth and
children, when Our revelations are recited to him, he says, ‘Fables of the
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ancients!”” (Verses 14—15) How ungrateful! How can anyone enjoy God’s
favours of children and wealth and then deride His revelations, ridicule
His Messenger and denounce His message? By itself, this is equal to all
the evil qualities already mentioned.

Hence a warning is issued to him by the Almighty. The warning hits at
the very position of pride on account of his wealth and children, in the
same way as the earlier mention of his personal characteristics hit at his
pride in his position among his people. He hears now a threat that will
inevitably be fulfilled: “We shall brand him on the snout.” (Verse 16)

The Arabic word kburtizm, translated here as snout, means, among
other things, the nose of a wild pig. Perhaps this is the meaning intended
here, denoting his nose. In Arabic, the nose connotes dignity. People
refer to an honourable person as one of high nose, while a humiliated
one is described as having his nose in the dust. Hence, the threat of
branding him on his nose connotes double humiliation: being branded
like slaves used to be, and his nose being referred to as a snout or pig’s
nose.

Undoubtedly, these verses fell like a fatal blow for al-Walid. He
belonged to a community which attached much importance to
avoiding abuse by a poet, even though the abuse was no more than
false allegations. How about such a truthful description by the Creator
of the universe, in such an inimitable style, and in the Qur'an which is
echoed throughout the universe for the rest of time! It was a fatal blow
that this enemy of Islam and its noble Prophet deserved.

The People of the Garden

A reminder of the outcome of the greed and denial of other people’s
rights then follows. This in a reference to a group of people who owned
a garden. It seems that the story was well known to the Arabs addressed
by the Qur'an. The reminder makes it clear that what people have of
wealth and children is only a means to test them, in the same way as
the people of the garden were put to trial. The result of all such tests
will inevitably be revealed:
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We try them as We tried the owners of a certain garden, who vowed that
they would harvest its fruits on the morrow, and made no allowance. A
visitation from your Lord came upon that garden while they were asleep,
50 that by morning it was stripped bare and looked desolate. At daybreak
they called out to one another: ‘Go early to your tilth if you wish to gather
all its fruits.” So they went off, whispering to one another, ‘Make sure
that no needy person enters the garden today.” Early they went, strongly
bent on their purpose. When they saw it, they exclaimed: Surely we
have lost our way! No! We are utterly ruined.” The wisest among them
said, ‘Did I not tell you, “Will you not extol God's limitless glory?™ They
said, ‘Limitless in His glory is our Lord! Truly, we were doing wrong.’
Then they turned upon each other with mutual reproach. They said:
Woe betide us! We have done great wrong. It may be that our Lord will
grant us something better instead. To our Lord we truly turn in hope.”
Such is the suffering [in this life], but greater indeed is the suffering in
the life to come, if they but knew it. (Verses 17-33)

This story may well have been well known, but its narration in the
Qur'an reveals what lies behind its episodes of God’s power, the tests
He sets for some of His servants and their requital at the end. This is,
then, what is new in its presentation in the Qur'an. As it unfolds, we see
a group of naive people who appear to us in their thoughts and actions
like simple rural people. Perhaps this type of person was closer to the
addressees who were stubborn in their rejection of the faith, but who
were not particularly sophisticated characters. Rather, they tended to
be simple folk.

From an artistic point of view, the narrative represents one of the
methods of story-telling in the Qur’an. It includes an element of surprise
that captures the listener’s interest. It shows the ludicrous nature of
human scheming as compared with God’s planning. Moreover, the
events are brought alive as if we see them unfolding.

We see the owners of a garden agreeing to a plan. According to reports,
the previous owner of the garden was a good man who had allocated a
portion of its harvest to the poor. His heirs, however, wanted to keep all
its fruits and yield for themselves, depriving the poor of their customary
share.
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The story now unfolds: “We try them as We tried the owners of a certain
garden, who vowed that they would harvest its fruits on the morrow, and
made no allowance.” (Verses 17-18) They made up their minds to harvest
its fruits very early in the morning, taking all for themselves and making
no allowance for the poor. They swore to this and even went to bed with
this evil intention. We leave them in their slumber to look at what takes
place during the night when they are totally unaware. God certainly does
not sleep. His scheme is different from theirs: “A visization from your
Lord came upon that garden while they were asleep, so that by morning it
was stripped bare and looked desolate.” (Verses 19~20) We then leave the
garden to look at the plotters and what they are now doing,

They wake up very early, calling each other to get ready: “Ar daybreak
they called out to one another: ‘Go early to your tilth if you wish to gather
all its fruirs.”” (Verses 21-22) Thus they remind and counsel one
another. The s#rah carries its ridicule further, showing them on their
way, speaking in whispers to ensure that no one learns of their plot to
deprive the poor of their legitimate share: “So they went off, whispering
to one another, ‘Make sure that no needy person enters the garden today.”
(Verses 23-24) We, the reader and listener, know something unknown
to the owners of the garden. We have seen the subtle hand making away
with all its fruits, leaving it stripped bare. We, therefore, hold our breath
to look at what these plotters do.

The sizrah adds more ridicule: “Early they went, strongly bent on their
purpose.” (Verse 25) They certainly felt able to deprive others, or at least
to deprive themselves. Now for the surprise: “When they saw it, they
exclaimed: Surely we have lost our way!” (Verse 26) This is certainly not
our garden. We seem to have lost our way. However, they soon make sure:
“No! We are utterly ruined.” (Verse 27) This is the truth of the matter.

Now that they are facing the results of their scheme that aimed to
deprive the needy, the middle one among them, who was their best
and wisest, reminds them of his earlier counsel. He apparently had a
different point of view, but when he could not persuade them to accept
it, he went along with them instead of holding on to the truth. Hence,
he suffered the same fate as they. Hence, too, his reminder: “7he wisest
among them said: ‘Did I not tell you, “Will you not extol God’s limitless

196



AL-QALAM (The Pen) 68

glory?™” (Verse 28) Now, when it is too late, they listen to sound
counsel: “They said, ‘Limitless in His glory is our Lord! Truly, we were
doing wrong.”” (Verse 29)

As happens in every situation when results turn bad, everyone tries
to shift the blame away from himself: “ Then they turned upon each other
with mutual reproach.” (Verse 30) Then, they finally stop blaming each
other and acknowledge their common fault, hoping that God will forgive
them and replace their lost harvest: “ They said: ‘Woe betide us! We have
done great wrong. It may be that our Lovd will grant us something better
instead. To our Lord we truly turn in hope.”” (Verses 31-32)

Before the curtains are drawn on the last scene we have the sirah’s
parting comment: “Such is the suffering [in this life], bu greater indeed is
the suffering in the life to come, if they but knew it.” (Verse 33) This, then,
is a test of affluence. The people of Makkah should learn this lesson
for they are being tested in the same way as the owners of the garden
were tested. They should consider what their own test will bring in its
wake. They should take heed and avoid what is certainly greater than
any test and suffering endured in this present world: “Greater indeed is
the suffering in the life to come, if they but knew it.”

The sirab cites this well-known story, given it deals with their
own environment. In this way it establishes a clear link between the
application of God’s law to communities of olden times and to the
generation being addressed. It touches their hearts with what is close
to their own lives. At the same time it tells the believers that the wealth

they see the unbelievers enjoying is nothing but a test God sets for them.
It has its own consequences. It is part of God’s law that He tests people
either with luxuries and comforts or with hardship. Those who behave
with arrogance, deprive others of their share, and feel that what they are
given is theirs by right may always face a result of the type suffered by
those owners of the garden. Yet, “greater indeed is the suffering in the life
to come, if they but knew it.” (Verse 33) Believers who watch God in all
their actions enjoy a different outcome: “For the God-fearing there shall
be gardens of bliss with their Lord.” (Verse 34) The contrast between the
two ends echoes the contrast between their behaviour and reality. Two
opposite lines of action lead to two contrasting ends.
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Can They Be Equal?

At this point, the sizrah puts a simple, uncomplicated argument to
them, challenging them, putting to them one question after another,
on matters that can have only one answer. It warns them, showing them
a fearsome scene of the life to come, and threatens them that, in this
present life, they could face a war against God Almighty:

Should We treat those who submit themselves to Us as We treat the
guilty? What is the matter with you? On what basis do you judge? Or
have you a divine book which you study, and in which you find that
you shall have all that you choose? Or have you received solemn oaths,
binding on Us till the Day of Resurrection, that you will get whatever
you yourselves decide? Ask them which of them will vouch for this. Or
have they partners? Let them produce their partners, if what they say
is true. On the day when matters become so dire, they will be asked to
prostrate themselves, but they will not be able to do so. Their eyes will
be downcast, with ignominy overwhelming them. They were invited
to prostrate themselves when they were safe. Therefore, leave to Me
those who deny this revelation. We shall bring them low, step by step,
in ways beyond their knowledge. I will allow them more time: My
scheme s truly firm. Do you [Prophet] demand a payment from them
[and so they fear] that they would be burdened with debt? Do they
have knowledge of the hidden reality so that they can write it down?
(Verses 35-47)

The warning against punishment in the life to come and a war in
this present life is made within the argument and challenge this passage
delineates. This has the effect of heightening the argument and increasing
the pressure the challenge represents. The passage starts with a rhetorical
question: “Should We treat those who submit themselves to Us as We treat
the guilty?” (Verse 35) This question refers to the outcome of the two
parties that has already been stated. This is a question that admits only
one answer. No, it cannot be! Those who submit to God can never be
treated on the same footing as those who are knowingly guilty. No logic
and no standard of justice allows that the guilty and those who submit
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to God should face the same result. Hence, the sirah puts a second
rhetorical question to them: “What is the matter with you? On what basis
do you judge?” (Verse 36) How do you judge matters so as to make the
two equal? This certainly cannot be.

The sizrah moves on to add an element of sarcasm: “Or have you a
divine book which you study, and in which you find that you shall have
all that you choose?” (Verses 37-38) It is a sarcastic question that asks
whether or not they have a book and if their studies lead them to make
a judgement that no logic or fair standard would accept. A book that
tells them that those who submit to God and the guilty are treated in
the same way is indeed a funny sort of book that seeks to please them
and fan their desires. It provides them with whatever rulings they like.
Needless to say, such a book has nothing to do with truth, reason, justice
or human tradition.

“Or have you received solemn oaths, binding on Us till the Day of
Resurrection, that you will get whatever you yourselves decide?” (Verse 39)
If they do not have a book to rely on in their judgement, then they must
have the alternative spelled out in this verse: a binding pledge by God
that remains in force until the Day of Judgement, one to the effect that
they will have whatever they decide. They may choose as they please. But
this is not the case: they have no such oaths or pledges. How can they,
then, assert their claims? On what basis do they make such claims?

“Ask them which of them will vouch for this.” (Verse 40) Who of them
can pledge his word of honour that they have such an agreement with
God, or that the pledges He has made them will remain in force until
the Day of Judgement? This is again a sarcastic question that should
place them in endless embarrassment.

“Or have they partners? Let them produce their partners, if what they
say is true.” (Verse 41) They used to associate partners with God, but
the sizrah makes these their own partners, not God’s. It challenges
them to invoke these partners if they believe that what they say is true.
The question here is when will they invoke such partners? “On the day
when matters become so dire, they will be asked to prostrate themselves, but
they will not be able to do so. Their eyes will be downcast, with ignominy
overwhelming them. They were invited to prostrate themselves when they
were safe.” (Verses 42—43) The sirah puts this scene before them as if
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it is taking place at the moment of address. Thus, they are challenged
to bring in their alleged partners, when this day appears as a reality,
unattached in God’s knowledge to a particular time. To put it before the
addressees in this way gives it a very strong and profound effect. So, on
the Day of Judgement, when matters are so dire and people are in great
distress, these arrogant people will be asked to prostrate themselves, but
they will be unable to do so, either because the time for this has lapsed,
or because their bodies are so tense they will not respond. Be that as it
may, the image here is one of extreme distress.

The sizrah continues painting their sorry picture: “Their eyes will be
downcast, with ignominy overwhelming them.” (Verse 43) Such arrogant,
tyrannical people with downcast eyes and overwhelming ignominy are
shown in perfect contrast to the attitude they displayed in this life when
they were extremely arrogant. This reminds us of the threat mentioned
carlier in the sirah: “We shall brand him on the snout.” (Verse 16) The
impression of humiliation and ignominy is clear and deliberate. Yet in
their humble position, enduring much humiliation, they are reminded
of the arrogance that brought about this suffering: “7They were invited
to prostrate themselves when they were safe.” (Verse 43) When they were
able to do it willingly, they arrogantly refused to prostrate themselves
before God. Now, in the hereafter, when the life of this world is behind
them, they wish they could respond to the invitation, but they cannot
so prostrate themselves.

In their utterly dire situation, they face a stern warning: “Therefore,
leave to Me those who deny this revelation.” (Verse 44) The warning shakes
their very foundations. It is God Almighty who says to His Messenger
that he should leave to Him those who deny His revelations. He will
settle the martter with them. Who denies God’s revelations other than
such a weak, small creature devoid of all strength? Indeed, he is no
more than a little ant, or a tiny particle. Nay, he is much less when he
has to face the might of God, the All-Powerful. The Prophet is told to
leave God alone with such a person and to go and rest with his fellow
believers. That person’s fight is not with the Prophet and the believers,
but with God. He is God’s enemy and God will deal with him. How
terrifying! Who, then, would want to be an unbeliever! At the same
time, how reassuring for the Prophet and the believers!
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The Almighty then discloses the fighting plan against this little,
weak creature: “We shall bring them low, step by step, in ways beyond their
knowledge. I will allow them more time: My scheme is truly firm.” (Verses
44-45) These unbelievers and all dwellers on earth are too small and
weak to warrant God making such a plan for them. God is only warning
them so that they may save themselves before it is too late. They should
realize that their apparent security is the trap they fall into. If God allows
them time when they indulge in aggression and injustice and persist in
error, this is merely to lead them on to their miserable end. They will
thus carry their full burdens. They will come on that day burdened with
sin, deserving all humiliation and ignominy.

Nothing is fairer or more merciful than a timely warning that places
the outcome before them. God in His limitless glory offers His justice
and mercy to His enemies and the enemies of His faith and Messenger.
They are offered this warning when they still have the perfect chance to
choose for themselves. All matters are laid bare. It is up to them.

God — limitless is He in His glory — gives chances, but He does not
ignore anything. He allows an unjust tyrant respite, but then when He
takes him, He does not let go. Here God speaks of the plan He in His
wisdom has chosen. He tells His Messenger to leave those who deny His
revelations to Him. They are the ones who take pride in their wealth,
power, children and position. God will allow them respite, making all
these favours their lure. He thus reassures His Messenger and warns His
enemies. They are then left to consider their position.

The scene of the Day of Judgement, with all that it involves of stress
and hardship, and the strong warning are followed with a continuation
of the argument that wonders at their singular attitude: “Do you [Prophet]
demand a payment from them [and so they fear] that they would be burdened
with debt?” (Verse 46) Is it that you, Prophet, demand a hefty fee for
providing guidance to them, and is it this fee that causes them to turn
away and deny the divine faith, preferring to face such a miserable end?
Could it be this or, “Do they have knowledge of the hidden reality so that
they can write it down?” (Verse 47) Are they so certain of what is in store
for them and, as a result, have no worry about it? Have they already
written it down, or was it written according to what they wish? No
answer is needed here. How, then, can they adopt such an attitude?
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What Type of Fight?

A remarkable statement, “Leave to Me those who deny this revelation,”
carries with it a terrible threat. It is then followed by an outline of the
battle between God and His enemies. Together, the two statements
make it clear that the Prophet and the believers have no part in the
battle between faith and unfaith, truth and falsehood. This is indeed
true, even though the Prophet and the believers may think that they
have a genuine role to play in this battle. Whatever role they do play,
when God so facilitates it for them, is only a part of God’s will in His
battle against His enemies. They are merely a tool, which God may or
may not use. In either case, He does what He wants to do. In both cases,
it is He who conducts the battle according to His laws ascertained as
He chooses.

This statement was revealed when the Prophet and his followers
were still in Makkah, a small minority unable to do much. Hence, it
served as reassurance to those weak elements suffering persecution, and
it struck fear in the hearts of those who thought they were powerful,
having much at their disposal. In Madinah, the situation completely
changed. God willed then that the believers should play a prominent
role in the battle. Yet at the same time, He also reiterated what He had
said earlier, when they were in Makkah, weak and helpless. When they
achieved their resounding victory at Badr, He said to them: “/¢ was not
you who slew them, but it was God who slew them. When you threw [a
handful of dust], it was not your act, but God, so that He might put the
believers through a fair test of His own making. Indeed, God hears all and
knows all.” (8: 17)

God wants this truth of the battle being His battle to be firmly
understood by the believers. It is His issue and He settles it. When He
assigns a role in it to the believers, it is only because He wants to put
them to a fair test, for which they earn a good reward. As for the war
itself, it is He who fights it, and it is He who assigns its victory. He is
able to conduct this war without them. When they participate in it,
they are one of the tools He uses, not the only tool. There are many
Qur’anic texts that assert this truth in all situations. It also fits well with
the Islamic concept of God’s will, rules and laws, as well as the nature
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of human efforts made to accomplish God’s will. These efforts are no
more than a tool in God’s hand.

This truth gives believers great reassurance in their two conditions of
weakness and strength, provided they are sincere in their efforts, placing
their trust in God when they fight for His cause. It is not their own power
that ensures victory in the battle between truth and falsehood, faith and
unfaith. It is God who ensures their victory. Their weakness does not
lead to defeat because God’s power supports them. God, however, may
give respite to the unbelievers and lead them step by step. He determines
events according to His will, wisdom, justice and mercy.

At the same time, this truth is bound to strike fear in the hearts of
the enemy, whether the believers they are confronting are in a state of
weakness or in a state of strength. Those believers are not the actual
opponent. It is God who is conducting this war, with His own might.
It is God who says to the Prophet to leave such miserable enemies to
Him. It is He who leads them on step by step so that they fall into the
fearful trap. Even if this enemy is equipped with all its strength, the same
applies, because His power is indeed what sets the trap: “J will allow
them more time: My scheme is truly firm.” (Verse 45) As for the timing of
when all this will happen, this is something only God knows. Hence, no
one should be deluded by a false sense of security. Only a transgressor
allows such a false feeling to take hold of him.

The Value of Patience

Now the Prophet is directed to remain patient in adversity. He should
persevere in his efforts to deliver his message, and face all obstacles
including people’s twisted minds, the harm they cause him and their
denial of the truth. He must remain patient facing all this adversity
until God judges as He pleases at the time of His choice. The Prophet
is here reminded of the experience of a brother of his who lived in
former times. That prophet was impatient and felt fed up with all the
opposition. Had he not been granted God’s grace, he would have been
left in a state of disgrace:
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So, await in patience your Lord’s judgement; and do not be like the
man in the whale who called out in distress. Had not grace from his
Lord reached him, he would have been left upon that barren shore in
a state of disgrace. His Lord, however, chose him and made him one
of the righteous. (Verses 48-50) '

The man in the whale was the Prophet Jonah, as mentioned in S#rzh
37. God reminds the Prophet Muhammad, the last of all prophets, of
Jonah's experience so that he can benefit by it. All prophets preceded
Muhammad and he, the one charged with delivering God’s final message
to all mankind, should benefit from all their experiences. His task is not
to address a particular tribe, town or nation, bur to put God’s message
to all communities and all generations. His example should provide
guidance for them all. Thus he should set a code of living that remains
suitable for all mankind’s needs, in all situations and all conditions,
despite the fact that every day brings something new.

The gist of Jonah’s experience is that God sent him to the people of a
town said to be Nineveh, near Mousil in today’s Iraq. When they were
slow in responding to his call, he was terribly upset. He left them in
anger, thinking that God would not leave him to bear all the opposition
those people presented. God would be kind to him and send him to
others who would be less stubborn. In his distress, he went towards the
coast where he took a boat. When they were far out at sea, the boat
became shaky and seemed about to sink. It thus became necessary to
throw someone overboard so as to reduce the load. They drew lots to
choose that person. Jonah was the one, and they threw him overboard.
Subsequently, a whale swallowed him. Finding himself in such terrible
distress, in layers of darkness, inside the whale in the depths of the sea,
Jonah appealed to God, saying: “ There is no deity other than You! Limitless
are You in Your glory! I have done wrong indeed.” (21: 87) God bestowed
His grace on him and the whale threw him out, leaving him skinless
on the shore. His skin had melted inside the whale. God preserved
his life by His will, which is unrestricted by any law that is familiar or
unfamiliar to man.

Here, in this si#rah, God says that had it not been for the grace He
bestowed on him, Jonah would have been abandoned, disgraced by
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God because of his lack of patience. He had acted on his own initiative,
without waiting for God’s permission. He was though only spared by
God’s grace. God accepted Jonah's repentance just as he demonstrated
what deserves acceptance. Hence, God chose him and made him one
of His righteous servants.

God reminds the Prophet Muhammad of Jonah's experience in the
whale so as to reassure him at a time he was facing stubborn rejection.
This reminder comes after He has told him to leave the battle to Him,
to conduct as He determines in the way He wishes. What the Prophet
is required to do, is to remain patient in adversity and to await God’s
judgement as and when it comes.

The true hardship the advocates of the divine message face is that
of remaining patient in adversity until God makes His judgement at
the right time, as His wisdom dictates. Along the way they face many
types of adversity such as accusations of lying, physical persecution,
stubborn rejection, the apparent power of falsehood as it seems to
be victorious, and the need to remain steadfast in the face of all this,
reassured that God’s promise will be fulfilled. They must not hesitate
to travel along their charted way, no matter what hardship they have
to face. This requires great effort, determination and patience, as well
~ as support from God. As for the battle itself, God has determined its
nature and willed to conduct it Himself. It is He who has decided to
give the unbelievers time and to lead them step by step, for a purpose
of His own. Thus did He promise His Messenger, and He fulfilled the

promise in good time.

To All Mankind

The siirah concludes with an image of the unbelievers as they received
the Prophet’s call. They are full of hatred and grudges shown in the way
they look at him as though they want to do away with him. The Qur'an
gives the best description of their looks:

The unbelievers well-nigh trip you up with their eyes when they hear
this reminder. They say, ‘He is surely mad. (Verse 51)
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Their looks almost affect the Prophet’s feet so as to make him lose his
balance and trip. It is a superb image describing the hatred embedded in
these looks that boil with anger. Added to these hateful looks is their false
allegation: “They say: He is surely mad.” (Verse 51) The image is taken
from a scene of public address when the message is openly presented to
people and they are called upon to accept it. It cannot be anywhere other
than a public place where some of the most determined opponents are
present, reacting with such looks that reflect a deep-seated hatred.

The final comment in the sirah says: “Yet it is but a reminder to
all mankind.” (Verse 52) Such a reminder cannot be presented by a
madman. God tells the truth, while falsehood emanates from lying
fabricators.

We conclude our commentary with highlighting the phrase ‘20 2/l
mankind , used at the end of the si@rah. We should remember that this
revelation was Makkan, occurring in the early days of Islam, when the
message was met with hard denial and the Prophet received such spiteful
looks, when the unbelievers were fighting it with all their might. At this
low ebb in its fortunes, the message of Islam declares its universal nature.
Thus, its address to all mankind was in no way something it acquired
later in Madinah, when it achieved several victories, as some present-day
fabricators allege. Right from its early days in Makkah, Islam declared its
universal nature because this is part of its essence, right from its very first
day. Thus did God will it to be and thus did He determine its direction
from its early days. Thus will it remain until the end of time. God has
willed it to be so, and He is its sponsor who protects and defends it. It
is He who fights its battle against its opponents. As for its advocates,
they only have to remain steadfast, patient in adversity until God, the
best of judges, makes His judgement.

—

=
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Al-Haqqah
(The Inevitable Truth)

Prologue

This is an awesome s#rah, one that strikes terror in our hearts,
shaking us up. From start to finish it focuses on something that is very
serious, showing one awesome image after another. Some of these are
frightening, some are majestic and others depict suffering, yet they are
all characterized by strong movements. As a whole, the s#rah enhances
the feeling that faith and religion are very serious; they admit no
frivolity. The profundity of such questions is serious here in this life as
also in the life to come. Furthermore, it is no less serious in God’s own
measure. Indeed, it is so serious that it permits no distraction. For, to
turn away from faith and religion is to incur God’s displeasure and all
that is attendant with that, even though the one who turns away may
happen to be God’s Messenger. It is larger than God’s Messenger, indeed
all mankind, because it is the question of the truth absolute, laid down
by the Lord of all the worlds.

This impression is heightened by the very name given in this s#rah
to the Day of Judgement and which gives it its title, /-Hagqgah. The
very sound of the word imparts a feeling of decisiveness, seriousness
and a grounding stability. It sounds like a heavy object being lifted
some considerable distance before being placed firmly into position.
The strongly aspirated ‘5’ sound appears to be lifted by the elongated
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‘@’before it is firmly placed at the doubled ‘4’and then finally stabilized
with the final ‘4’sound.

We see such great seriousness in the fates of those who denied the
truth of faith and the Day of Judgement. One community after another
suffered such severe punishment that each were utterly destroyed: “7he
people of Thamiid and ‘Ad denied the Striker. The Thamiid were destroyed
by an overwhelming event, while the ‘Ad were destroyed by a furiously
howling wind, which He caused to rage upon them for seven nights and
eight decisive days. You could see their people lying dead, like uprooted
trunks of hollow palm trees. Can you see any trace of them now? Pharaob,
too, and those before him, and the ruined cities — all indulged in sin, and
disobeyed their Lord’s messenger; and so He took them to task with an ever-
tightening grip. When the waters rose high, We carried you in the floating
Ark, making it all a lasting reminder for you, so that attentive ears may
take heed.” (Verses 4—12) Thus, all those who turned away from faith
suffered such grave and sudden punishments, as befit their approach
to this decisive and serious requirement. It is important to realize then
that this question of faith and religion admits no frivolity of approach
and allows no distraction.

Such seriousness is also seen in the picture the s@rah draws of the
resurrection, the terrible end of the universe, and the even more majestic
scene of the angels carrying the Throne: “When the trumpet is sounded a
single time, and the earth and mountains are lifted up and with one mighty
crash are flattened, that which is certain to happen will on that day have
come to pass. The sky will be rent asunder, for, it will have become frail
on that day. The angels will stand on all its sides and, on that day, eight of
them will bear aloft the Throne of your Lord.” (Verses 13-17)

Such awesomeness and majesty impart added seriousness to the scene
of accounting for the all-important question of faith. Both help to
deepen its effect on us, as do the beats of the s#rah and the statements
of those who are granted reward and those who are doomed to suffer:
“He who is given bis record in bis right hand will say, ‘Come you all!
Read this my record. I certainly knew that one day I would have to face
my account.” He will be in a happy state of life, in a lofty garden, with its
fruits within easy reach. ‘Eat and drink to your hearts’ content as a reward
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for what you have done in days gone by.’ But be who is given his record in
his left hand will say, Would that I had never been shown my record and
knew nothing of my account! Would that death had been the end of me!
Nothing has my wealth availed me. I am now bereft of all my power.”
(Verses 19-29) This long lamentation gives us a strong impression of
the terrible end suffered.

God’s own words, spelling out His sentence in the middle of that
solemn scene on that great day, add to the seriousness of the whole
affair: “Lay hold of him and shackle him, and burn him in the fire of hell,
and then fasten him in a chain seventy cubits long.” (Verses 30~32) Each
clause in this command sounds as if it carries the whole weight of the
heavens and earth to strike the offender in what is a terrifying image.
This sentence is then followed with an explanation of its justifying
causes: “He did not believe in God Almighty, and he never encouraged
Jeeding the needy. So, no friend has he here today, nor any food except the
filth that none other than the sinners eat.” (Verses 33-37)

A hint of a great oath is followed in God’s own statement outlining
the truth of this final religion: “7 need not swear by what you can see and
what you cannot see: this [Quran] is the word of a noble Messenger, not
the word of a poet — how little you believe! nor the word of a soothsayer —
how little you reflect! This [Qurin] is a revelation from the Lord of all the
worlds.” (Verses 38—43)

Further seriousness is provided by the si#rah’s last beat as it issues a
decisive warning of a very severe punishment to be meted out to anyone
who tries to introduce any alteration into this faith. This applies even
to Muhammad, God'’s Messenger: “Had he attributed some fabrications
to Us, We would indeed have seized him by the right hand and cut off his
life-vein, and none of you could have saved him.” (Verses 44—47)

The sirah concludes with another decisive statement making the
question of the final divine message as it is embodied in the Qur'an
absolutely clear: “This [Qur'an] is indeed a reminder to the God-fearing.
We well know that among you are some who deny its truth. Yet it will be a
cause of bitter regret for the unbelievers. It is indeed truth absolute. Extol,
then, the glory of the name of your Lord, the Supreme.” (Verses 48-52) It
is a finale that leaves no room for anything further to be added.
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The Style

The sirah has a central theme, which it aims to make absolutely
clear. The style and beat it employs and the images and scenes it draws
work in unison to drive this home to us in a highly inspiring way. Thus,
the sirah gives us a great host of images indeed it surrounds us with
them from all sides. We cannot fail to see them brought alive as if they
are taking place in front of our very eyes. Here, we see the fates of the
Thamiid, the ‘Ad, Pharaoh, Sodom and Gomorrah and feel engulfed by
their terrible effects. The scene of the great floods and the few human
survivors carried in the Ark is painted in two short verses. Read, if you
will, how the ‘Ad suffered their terrible fate: “The ‘Ad were destroyed
by a furiously howling wind, which He caused to rage upon them for seven
nights and eight decisive days. You could see their people lying dead, like
uprooted trunks of hollow palm trees. Can you see any trace of them now?”
(Verses 6-8) Can you fail to see in your mind’s eye how this raging
storm continued to vent its furious havoc for eight days and seven nights
leaving the ‘Ad utterly destroyed and resembling hollow, uprooted tree
trunks? It is such a vivid scene that we cannot help but see it with our
eyes and paint it with our minds. The same applies to all images of the
terrible fates suffered by unbelievers of old.

Then again the images of the terrible end of the universe are brought
before us; we hear the noise accompanying them and we are filled with
terror and distress. Listen to this verse: “The earth and mountains are
lifted up and with one mighty crash are flattened.” (Verse 14) Do you not
hear that mighty crash after having seen the lifting up and then the fall?
Listen again: “ The sky will be rent asunder, for, it will have become frail on
that day.” (Verse 16) Does this sad end, with a beautiful sky torn apart,
present itself clearly before you? Keep listening: “7The angels will stand
on all its sides and, on that day, eight of them will bear aloft the Throne of
your Lord. On that day you shall be brought to judgement and none of your
secrets will remain hidden.” (Verses 17—18) The majesty of this awesome
scene can only but fill your imagination.

Then look at the image of the person receiving his record in his right
hand. The whole world is too small for his joy. He cheerfully calls on all
creatures to come and read his record: “Come you all! Read this my record.
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I certainly knew that one day I would have to face my account.” (Verses
19-20) Contrast this with the image of the one whose record is given to
him in his left hand: his words, tone and expression reflect his heart-felt
grief: “Would that I had never been shown my record and knew nothing
of my account! Would that death had been the end of me! Nothing has my
wealth availed me. I am now bereft of all my power.” (Verses 25-29)

Who of us will fail to shudder when we listen to the judgement in
the case of the latter person: “Lay hold of him and shackle him, and burn
him in the fire of hell, and then fasten him in a chain seventy cubits long.”
(Verses 30-32) We almost see those receiving the command rushing
to carry it out, and we visualize his situation there as we read: “So, 7o
friend has he here today, nor any food except the filth that none other than
the sinners ear.” (Verses 35-37) Finally, who of us will not experience
fear when our minds receive this stern warning: “Had be attributed some
Jabrications to Us, We would indeed have seized him by the right hand
and cut off his life-vein, and none of you could have saved him.” (Verses
44-47) Combined, all these images and scenes are so powerful, clear
and effective as to require our pressing attention.

The sizrah’s verse endings and their variation contribute to its clearly
profound effect. At the very beginning, we have a very long ‘2’ followed
by a doubled plosive ‘4’ sound and a fricative ‘4" Then we have a long
stretch in which all the verses end with a clear ‘ya/’ final syllable. This
passage takes us through the scenes of ruin in this world and in the
life to come, as well as those of joy and lamentation when personal
records are given. Then the ending changes to ‘0o/h’when the judgement
is pronounced. When the basis of the judgement is outlined in all
seriousness, the ending again changes to give us a firm and final sound
formed of a long ‘¢’ followed by either ‘m’ or ‘n’ This change of the
last consonant and the vowel preceding it, as well as the beat, is a clear
phenomenon that parallels the change of scene, image and aura. It fits
perfectly with the subject matter and the images drawn. It contributes to
the powerful effect the sizrah has generally. Having said all this, I would
like to conclude by saying that the si#rah itself is far more powerful than
can be shown by any analysis or comment anyone can make.

211



Al-Haqqah
(The Inevitable Truth)

In the Name of God, the Lord of

Grace, the Ever Merciful
The Inevitable Truth! (1)

What is the Inevitable Truth?
(2

Would that you knew what the
Inevitable Truth is! (3)

The people of Thamiid and ‘Ad
denied the Striker. (4)

The Thamiid were destroyed by

an overwhelming event, (5)

while the ‘Ad were destroyed by a
furiously howling wind, (6)

which He caused to rage upon
them for seven nights and eight
decisive days. You could see their
people lying dead, like uprooted
trunks of hollow palm trees. (7)

Can you see any trace of them
now? (8)

Pharaoh, too, and those before
him, and the ruined cities — all
indulged in sin, (9)
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and disobeyed their Lord’s |
messenger; and so He took them
to task with an ever-tightening

grip. (10)

When the waters rose high, We
carried you in the floating Ark,
(11)

making it all a lasting reminder
for you, so that attentive ears may

take heed. (12)

When the trumpet is sounded a
single time, (13)

and the earth and mountains are
lifted up and with one mighty
crash are flattened, (14)

that which is certain to happen
will on that day have come to

pass. (15)
The sky will be rent asunder, for,

it will have become frail on that

day. (16)

The angels will stand on all its
sides and, on that day, eight of
them will bear aloft the Throne
of your Lord. (17)

On that day you shall be brought

to judgement and none of your
secrets will remain hidden. (18)
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He who is given his record in his
right hand will say, ‘Come you all!
Read this my record. (19)

I certainly knew that one day [
would have to face my account.’

(20)

He will be in a happy state of
life, (21)

in a lofty garden, (22)

with its fruits within easy reach.

(23)

‘Eat and drink to your heart’s
content as a reward for what you
have done in days gone by.’ (24)

But he who is given his record
in his left hand will say, “Would
that I had never been shown my

record (25)

and knew nothing of my account!

(26)

Would that death had been the
end of me! (27)

Nothing has my wealth availed
me. (28)
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I am now bereft of all my power.’

(29)

‘Lay hold of him and shackle
him, (30)

and burn him in the fire of hell,
(31)

and then fasten him in a chain
seventy cubits long.” (32)

He did not believe in God
Almighty, (33)

and he never encouraged feeding
the needy. (34)

So, no friend has he here today,
(35)

nor any food except the filth
(36)

that none other than the sinners

eat. (37)

I need not swear by what you can

see (38)
and what you cannot see: (39)

this [Qur'an] is the word of a
noble Messenger, (40)
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not the word of a poet — how little
you believe! (41)

Nor the word of a soothsayer —
how little you reflect! (42)

This [Qur’an] is a revelation from

the Lord of all the worlds. (43)

Had he attributed some fabrica-
tions to Us, (44)

We would indeed have seized him
by the right hand (45)

and cut off his life-vein, (46)

and none of you could have saved

him. (47)

This [Qur'an] is indeed a reminder
to the God-fearing. (48)

We well know that among you are
some who deny its truth. (49)

Yet it will be a cause of bitter
regret for the unbelievers. (50)

It is indeed truth absolute. (51)

Extol, then, the glory of the name
of your Lord, the Supreme. (52)
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True and Inevitable

The Inevitable Truth! What is the Inevitable Truth? Would that you
knew what the Inevitable Truth is! (Verses 1-3)

Most of this sizrah is taken up with scenes, images and events of the
resurrection. Indeed, the sizrah’s very title al-Higqah, or the Inevitable
Truth resounds with the same. It is 2 name chosen for both its meaning
and the sounds it delivers. A-Haggah is something that falls due and then
takes place, or it becomes inevitable and puts forward its judgement, or
it manifests the truth. All these meanings are clear and decisive, fitting
with the subject matter and drift of the s#rzh. As we have already stated,
the name chosen provides a powerful beat, one that is in harmony with
the s#zrah’s meaning and which contributes to the intended atmosphere.
It prepares us for what is about to befall the unbelievers in this world
and in the life to come.

The ambience throughout the s@rab is one of seriousness, firmness,
awe and fear. In addition to what we have said in the Prologue, it imparts
to us a feeling of God’s absolute power on the one hand and man’s
powerlessness on the other. It mentions how God’s power can firmly
take man to task, in this world and in the next, should he deviate from
the code of living God wants man to implement. It is the code God’s
messengers outlined for people. This code is not laid down so that it
can be ignored or abandoned; it is there to be respected and put into
practice. Otherwise, God’s painful punishment may be meted out at
any time.

The words used here, their very sound, meaning and construction
contribute to this ambience. The sizrah starts with one Arabic word, al-
Higqah, translated here as ‘the Inevitable Truth'. It is mentioned on its
own as a subject that has no predicate. This is followed by a question
that emphasizes the fact that the event referred to is extremely grave. This
question is followed by the spreading of an air of mystery, so as to take
the subject matter out of the area of man’s knowledge, “Would that you
knew what the Inevitable Truth is!” (Verse 3) The sarah, however, does
not answer the question. Instead, it leaves us stirring at this awesome
event about which we know nothing. Indeed, we cannot know anything
about it because it is beyond our knowledge.

218



AL-HAQQAH (The Inevitable Truth) 69

Unbelievers’ Fates

The sarah begins with an account of the terrible fates met by different
communities of unbelievers. They were all dealt with in a decisive and
swift manner because the issue in question is very serious and does
not allow denial. Those who persist with such denial cannot escape
punishment:

The people of Thamiid and ‘Ad denied the Striker. The Thamid were
destroyed by an overwhelming event, while the ‘Ad were destroyed by a
Suriously howling wind, which He caused to rage upon them for seven

nights and eight decisive days. You could see their people lying dead,

like uprooted trunks of hollow palm trees. Can you see any trace of
them now? (Verses 4—8)

Al-Qari‘ah, or The Striker, is another name for Resurrection Day,
complementing as it does 2/-Higqah, the Inevitable Truth. This means
that in addition to its being true and inevitable, it also strikes like two
solid objects hammering against each other. The Striker inflicts hearts
with terror and delivers a crushing blow upon the universe. By its very
sound, it strikes loudly, crushing everything and everyone around. Both
the Thamiid and the ‘Ad denied it, saying that it was untrue. Let us see
then what the result of such denial was:

“The Thamiid were destroyed by an overwhelming event.” (Verse 5) As
mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’an, the people of Thamid used to live
in the area of al-Hijr to the north of Hijaz, close to today’s Palestine.
They were destroyed by an event named elsewhere as a ‘stunning blast .
Here, the sizrah does not mention this blast but rather describes it as an
‘overwhelming event , as this fits better with the atmosphere of catastrophe
that characterizes the s#irah. Moreover, the note the Arabic word taghiyah
strikes is consistent with the verse endings in the present passage. This
short single verse is enough to completely engulf the Thamid, leaving
no trace of them.

The Thamud’s fate was swift and sudden, a single blast overwhelming
them all. By contrast, the s#zrab gives us a detailed account of the ‘Ad’s
fate, which was accomplished over seven nights and eight decisive days.
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The ‘Ad were destroyed by a howling, extremely cold wind described
here as sarsar. Whilst this carries strong connotations of such ‘howling
this is still not enough. Its howling is clearly described as furious, and fits
with the fact that the ‘Ad were arrogant and tyrannical in their dealings
with others. They used to live at al-Ahqaf in southern Arabia, in the
area between Yemen and Hadramawt. This howling wind, furious as it
was, “He caused to rage upon them for seven nights and eight decisive days.”
(Verse 7) The sirah gives the exact duration of this hurricane that hit
for so long so as to draw an image of the scene after it was all over: “You
could see their people lying dead, like uprooted trunks of hollow palm trees.”
(Verse 7) The image is detailed, pressed on our minds so that we can see
its every detail. The people of the ‘Ad are ‘lying dead’ everywhere, and
they look ‘like uprooted tree trunks', but these trunks are ‘hollow’, eaten
from inside and no longer able to stand upright. They are thrown on the
ground, lifeless. The sad silence of death now reigns after the furiously
howling hurricane. So, what is left of them? The answer is expressed
in a question for which no one bothers to hear an answer: “Can you see
any trace of them now?” (Verse 8)

Such was the fates of the ‘Ad and Thamiid. Other communities that
denied the divine faith also suffered similar fates. In two short verses,
the sizrah sums up several of these:

Pharaoh, too, and those before him, and the ruined cities — all indulged
in sin, and disobeyed their Lord’s messenger; and so He took them to
task with an ever-tightening grip. (Verses 9-10)

Pharaoh, in Egypt, was the one who opposed the Prophet Moses,
but the sirah gives no details of ‘those before him’. The ‘ruined cities
were those of Sodom and Gomorrah. The s#rzh sums up the deeds of
all these communities in a short phrase saying that they ‘a/l indulged in
sin’. It explains that they all ‘disobeyed their Lord's messenger” The fact is
that these communities had several messengers whom they disobeyed,
yet these messengers advocated the same truth, and their messages were
essentially the same. Hence, they are like one messenger, representing a
single truth. This is one of the most inspiring touches of the Qur’anic
style. Again the s@rah sums up their fates in a way that combines
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swiftness with strong and decisive action: “He took them to task with an
ever-tightening grip.” (Verse 10)

The siirah then gives us an image of the great floods and the floating
Ark on the surface, in reference to the fate suffered by the people of
Noah when they rejected God’s message. Here the sizrah reminds people
of God’s favour as He saved their forefathers. Yet they do not take heed
or give thanks:

When the waters rose high, We carried you in the floating Ark, making
it all a lasting reminder for you, so that attentive ears may take heed.
(Verses 11-12)

The images of the floods and the floating Ark fit well with the other
scenes portrayed in the s#rah, and share the same verse endings so as to
rhyme with other verses describing these fates. The fact is that the sizrah
gives all this as “z lasting reminder for you, so that attentive ears may take
heed.” This should inspire the hearts and ears of people who continue
to deny the truth after all that happened before them and the warnings
that were given to earlier communities. Indeed signs and lessons, as well
as favours and blessings, have been given in abundance, but people need

to wake up and take heed.

Greater Horrors

All such devastation and catastrophe seems, however, to be exceedingly
small when compared to the horrors of the Striker, the Inevitable Truth,
which those unbelievers deny, even though they have seen what befell
earlier communities that denied it. These fates, terrible catastrophes
in their own right, are of a limited nature compared to the absolute
calamity that the Striker brings about on the day to be witnessed by
all. Having thus introduced this horror in general terms, the sirah now
portrays its details:

When the trumpet is sounded a single time, and the earth and

mountains are lifted up and with one mighty crash are flattened, that
which is certain to happen will on that day have come to pass. The
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sky will be rent asunder, for, it will have become frail on that day. The
angels will stand on all its sides and, on that day, eight of them will
bear aloft the Throne of your Lord. (Verses 13-17)

We believe that there will be a single sounding of the trumpet and
that this will be followed by these events. We do not know any details,
however, because these events belong to a world about which we have
no information except these texts. We have no other source to refer
to. Moreover, no further details can add to the significance of these
statements. To try to learn such details is a useless exercise which we
are instructed not to resort to. When the trumpet is sounded once, a
huge movement will take place: “the earth and mountains are lified up
and with one mighty crash are flattened.” (Verse 14) The image of the
earth and the mountains being lifted high and thrown so that they are
crushed and levelled is absolutely terrifying. We walk over the earth in
peace and reassurance, feeling that it is firm in its position. We look at
the mountains and feel how stable and firmly placed they are. Yet both
are lifted and sent crashing, as if they were a ball in a child’s hand. How
small man must feel, and how small is his world, compared with such
great power.

What happens when all this takes place? It is the very thing the sarah
is speaking about: “that which is certain to happen will on that day have
come to pass.” (Verse 15) What is certain is the Day of Resurrection,
which is called by many names such as a/-Higqah, or the Inevitable
Truth, 2/-Qari‘ah, or the Striker, al-Wigqi ‘ah, or the Happening, as if the
certainty of its happening is part of its very nature. Using this last name
here is deliberate, intended to give a particular impression countering
all doubrt and denial. Yet this is not all. The skies will also be seriously
affected: “ The sky will be rent asunder, for, it will have become frail on that
day.” (Verse 16) We do not know for certain to what the term ‘the sky
refers to here, but this statement and similar ones referring to celestial
events on that great day speak of a collapse of the order that keeps the
universe functioning according to an accurate and fascinating plan. Once
this perfect order collapses, all its different parts will be in chaos.

It is mere coincidence that astronomers are now predicting that
something of this nature will take place bringing about an end to the
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world. Their predictions are based on scientific observations and the
little they have come to know of the nature of the universe. We, for
our part, almost witness these scenes as they unfold before us through
the Qur’anic texts informing us of things that are absolutely certain
because they come from God, the Creator who knows what He has
created. We almost see the earth being lifted high, with its mountains
that are massive by our measure, but infinitely small when compared
to the universe. We see them all sent crashing, being levelled. We see
the sky torn apart, frail, while the planets are scattered everywhere. We
see all this through the Qur'an as it draws its images and plants them
before our eyes.

An air of majesty then spreads over the entire stage. All the sounds
of the trumpet, the crashing, the rending asunder and the scattering of
stars then dies down, and we have an image of the Almighty’s Throne:
“The angels will stand on all its sides and, on that day, eight of them will
bear aloft the Throne of your Lord.” (Verse 17) The angels are on all sides
of the sky that has been torn and rent asunder, and the throne is there
above them carried by eight of their number. Are they eight angels, or
eight rows of angels, or eight classes, or some other eight known only
to God? We do not know who or what they are, just as we do not know
what the throne is like, or how it is carried. Knowledge of all these details
has not been imparted to us, and God wants us to know of them only
what He tells us. Therefore, we leave aside all details of these unknown
matters and concentrate instead on the majestic aura they impart to
the whole scene. This is what we are meant to feel as the events of that
awesome day are reported.

On that day you shall be brought to judgement and none of your secrets
will remain hidden. (Verse 18)

All are exposed: bodies, souls, consciences, actions and destinies.
All currains that used to hide secrets are lifted, and souls are laid bare
just like bodies. What used to be concealed is now in full view. Man
is without any of his precautions, schemings and plannings. What he
was keen to conceal, even from himself, is there to be seen by all. Such

disgrace and in front of everyone! As for God, He has always been fully
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aware of every little thing, even that which is most deeply hidden, but
man, accustomed to all sorts of concealment on earth, does not fully
appreciate this. Now, on the Day of Judgement, when everything is laid
bare throughout the universe, he realizes this. The earth is flattened and
has no corner or protrusion to conceal anything; the sky is rent asunder
showing what once was behind it; all bodies are without cover, and souls
are left bare concealing no secret. The situation is very difficult indeed;
harder to accept than the flattening of the earth and the mountains or
the tearing of the sky apart. It leaves man bare in body, soul, history,
and action. Not just this but he is also exposed in front of all these
huge numbers of creatures — humans, jinn and angels — in front of the
Almighty and under His majestic throne.

Man has a very complex nature. There are within his soul many corners
and pathways where he hides his feelings, whims, yearnings, thoughts,
secrets and private matters. Imagine how a snail quickly withdraws into
its shell when it feels danger, hiding itself completely. Should man realize
that an eye manages to see what he is keen to conceal, or that a glance
exposes something he wants to remain hidden, he does much more than
a snail sensing danger. He is deeply hurt when someone looks into his
inner secrets. So how will man feel when he stands truly naked in body,
heart, feeling and soul; when he has nothing to cover himself with, when
he is under the throne of the Almighty and before this great assembly

of creatures? This is the most painful of all situations.

Overwhelmed with Joy

The siirah now presents two images, one of the winners and one
of the losers. This is again done as though it is happening at this very
instant:

He who is given his record in his right hand will say, ‘Come you all!
Read this my record. I certainly knew that one day I would have to face
my account.” He will be in a happy state of life, in a lofty garden, with
its fruits within easy reach. ‘Eat and drink to your heart’s content as a
reward for what you have done in days gone by.” (Verses 19-24)
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Taking one’s record with one’s right or left hand, or behind one’s back
may be a statement expressing a material fact, or it may be an idiomatic
expression, following standard rules of Arabic as it refers to the good
direction as the right and the evil one as the left or the back. Whichever
may be the case, the meaning remains the same. It merits no argument as
any such argument spoils the effect of what takes place on this awesome
day. What we see here is a person who is given his record and realizes
that he has won. The hardship of the day is gone, and he moves along,
overjoyed, among the great multitude. His happiness overflows and he
calls to all people, saying: “Come you all! Read this my record.” (Verse
19) In his overwhelming delight, he says that he never thought that he
would be spared. He expected to have to account for his deeds, and that
means suffering. As one hadith states, ‘A’ishah quotes the Prophet as
saying: “Whoever is held to account will be tormented.” She then asked
the Prophet: “How come, when God says: ‘He who is given bhis record in
his right hand will in time have a lenient reckoning and return rejoicing
to his people.”” (84: 7-9) He said: “This merely speaks of presentation.
Whoever is questioned about his deeds on the Day of Judgement will
indeed be in ruin.” [Related by al-Bukhari, Muslim, Abii Dawiid and
al-Tirmidhi.]

Another report on the authority of Abi ‘Uthman states: “A believer
is given his record in his right hand where God gives him shelter. He
reads first his bad deeds. Every time he reads such a negative item, his
colour changes, then he begins to read his good deeds and his face
regains its colour. He looks around and finds that his bad deeds have
been replaced by good ones. It is at this point that such a person calls
out to all people to come and read his record.”

It is reported on the authority of ‘Abdullih ibn Hanzalah, a
Companion of the Prophet who was a martyr in the Batte of Uhud:
“God stops His servant on the Day of Judgement and shows him his
evil deeds written on the back of his record. He asks him: ‘Have you
done this?” He confirms that he did. God says to him: ‘I did not make it
public during your life, and today I am forgiving you these.” He is then
given his record of good deeds in his right hand. As for the unbelievers
and the hypocrites, it is concerning these that “witnesses shall say: ‘These
are they who lied against their Lord.” God’s curse is on the wrongdoers.”
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(11: 18) The details of blessings made ready for such people are then
announced before all. The account given here of these blessings includes
some aspects of material comfort. This suited the state of those addressed
by the Qur’an at the time. They were still newcomers to Islam; it had
not yet given its distinctive hue to their feelings, nor had they had the
chance to appreciate luxuries higher than any material comfort: “He
will be in a happy state of life, in a lofiy garden, with its fruits within easy
reach. ‘Eat and drink to your heart’s ontent as a reward for what you have
done in days gone by.”” (Verses 21-24)

Such blessings and comforts are coupled with a special honour that is
felt in the fact that the sizrah makes its address directly to those deserving
of it, saying to them to eat and drink as they please. This type of blessing
is the one those who were the first to be addressed by the Qur’an could
appreciate in the early stages of their new bond with God. Their feelings
had not yet attained the sublime level that finds in being close to God
what is much higher than any material comfort or luxury. Yet this type
can satisfy the needs of many people across many generations.

At the Opposite End

But he who is given his record in bis lefs hand will say, “Would that
1 had never been shown my record and knew nothing of my account!
Would that death had been the end of me! Nothing has my wealth
availed me. I am now bereft of all my power.” Lay hold of him and
shackle him, and burn him in the fire of hell, and then fasten him
in a chain seventy cubits long.” He did not believe in God Almighty,
and he never encouraged feeding the needy. So, no friend has he here
today, nor any food except the filth that none other than the sinners
eat. (Verses 25-37)

“But he who is given his record in his left hand,” and knows that his bad
deeds are reckoned against him realizes that his fate is one of suffering.
He stands among this great multitude full of sorrow, broken. He will
say: “Would that I had never been shown my record and knew nothing of
my account! Would that death had been the end of me! Nothing has my
wealth availed me. I am now bereft of all my power.” (Verses 25-29)
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Long is his lamentation, miserable his tone and desperate his words.
The sirah presents his reaction at length and the listener almost feels his
endless lamentation. This is another aspect of the Qur'anic style: some
situations are described at length while others are given a quick and short
presentation, depending on the effect the Qur'an wants to impart. In this
case, the s#zrah wants to bring this image of lamentation alive before us,
so that we feel it thoroughly. Therefore, it harps long on its details. We
see this miserable person wishing he had never witnessed this gathering,
never been given his record, and knowing nothing of his account. He
would have loved for the Striker to have spelt his absolute end, removing
him from all existence. He bemoans that nothing of what he used to
rate highly or treasure appears to be of any use or value: “Nothing has my
wealth availed me. I am now bereft of all my power.” (Verses 28-29) The
ending of these very short verses, with a strongly aspirated ‘4’ preceded
by a ‘y4’sound that comes after a long ‘#} adds to the tone of sorrow and
grief. It is all part of the very clear ambience the s#rah generates.

This long, sorrowful lamentation is only interrupted by a decisive
order given from on high:

Lay hold of him and shackle him, and burn him in the fire of bell, and
then fasten him in a chain seventy cubits long. (Verses 30-32)

A command is given by God Almighty, and everyone in the universe
moves against this miserable creature. Those to whom the command
is issued will move swiftly from all corners. A hadith related by Ibn
Abi Hatim states: “When God says, ‘lay hold of him,’” seventy thousand
angels swiftly take him. Each one of these angels can, in one gesture,
cast seventy thousand creatures into hell.”

“And shackle him.” The first angel to so hold him will immediately put
the shackles around him. “And burn him in the fire of hell.” (Verse 31)
We almost hear the sound of the fire as it burns such people. “And then
fasten him in a chain seventy cubits long.” (Verse 32) One cubit of this
chain is enough, but the impression intended here is one of elongation
and the mention of ‘seventy cubits’ gives us this sense of perpetuity.

Now that the command has been given, its justification is announced

for all to know:

e
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He did not believe in God Almighty, and he never encouraged feeding
the needy. (Verses 33—34)

This is a person whose heart is devoid of faith and compassion. Thus,
the only place fit for him is the fire. With a heart that has no trace of
faith, he is ruined, like a barren land engulfed in darkness. He is below
the level of animals, and indeed below the level of inanimate objects.
Everything in the universe believes in God and glorifies Him, and as such
they maintain their bond with their source of existence. This person,
on the other hand, severed his ties with God, and therefore has no tie
with the universe.

Likewise, his heart is devoid of compassion. A needy person is one
who desperately needs compassion, but this one does not feel for his
fellow humans in need. He does not encourage feeding them, which is a
step further than simply providing the needy with food. It is a step that
suggests a social duty that requires believers to encourage one another
to undertake. It is closely related to faith, mentioned here after faith
and given its value in God’s measure:

So, no friend has he here today, nor any food except the filth that none
other than the sinners eat. (Verses 35-37)

This complements the announcement from on high concerning the
fate of such a miserable person. Since he had no faith in God and did
not encourage the feeding of the needy, he has no friends, and he is
deprived of all favours. His food is the filth that pours out of the people
of hell. Such is the food that serves well those hardened hearts that are
devoid of all compassion. It is a type of food that “none other than the
sinners eat.” (Verse 37) He is essentially one of the sinners.

Such are the characteristics of the person that deserves the divine
punishment of being cast into hell, tied with a chain seventy cubits
long. This is the worst punishment meted out in hell. What will happen,
then, to those who actually prevent giving food to the needy and who
make women, children and the elderly people starve, hitting hard at
those who give them something to eat or a piece of clothing to wear in
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the cold winter months? Such people do exist from time to time.' So
how will God requite them?

Perhaps this terrifying scene was drawn because the Arabian
environment was hard and cruel. It needed to have such shocking images
to awaken its better feelings. Such environments do occur throughout
history. Furthermore, these may exist side by side with softer and more
responsive ones. The earth is wide, and on it a great variety of people,
depicting a similarly great variety of psychologies, exist. The Qur'an
addresses every level and every soul in a way that finds its effect. Today,
the population of the earth includes some very hardened, cruel hearts.
These can only be influenced when addressed with words of fire, such
‘as the ones used in this s#zrah.

The Qur’anic Revelations

The sirah now makes a categorical statement defining the nature of
the Qur’an recited by God’s noble Messenger, but received by the Arabs
with derision and ridicule:

I need not swear by what you can see and what you cannot see: this
[Qur’an] is the word of a noble Messenger, not the word of a poet —
how little you believe! Nor the word of a soothsayer — how little you
reflect! This [Qurin] is a revelation from the Lord of all the worlds.
(Verses 38—43)

The statement is very clear, definite and certain. Hence, it requires
no oath to prove it or to confirm its source. It comes from the truth.
It requires no further confirmation. “I need not swear by what you can
see and what you cannot see.” (Verses 38—39) This is an expression that
imparts a sense of greatness to both the visible world and the world
beyond. Needless to say, the universe is far greater than what people
can say, and indeed what they can imagine. Indeed, all that humans

1. During Nasser’s reign in Egypt, anyone who donated something to alleviate the
plight of families of imprisoned members of the Muslim Brotherhood was liable to five years
imprisonment. — Editor’s note.
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can see and imagine is what they need to fulfil their role of building
the earth, as God has willed placing them in charge of it. Within the
great universe, their planet, the earth, is no more than a barely visible
particle. Humans cannot go beyond what they are allowed to see and
comprehend of this vast universe, its laws and secrets.

“I need not swear by what you can see and what you cannot see.” Such
a statement tells us that beyond the reach of our faculties of perception
there are worlds and secrets of which we know nothing. It thus broadens
our vision of the universe and the truth. The universe is not confined
to what we can see or comprehend with our limited faculties. After all,
our task on earth is to build human life on it, and we have only been
given what we need to fulfil this task. Yet when we appreciate this truth
of our limited ability, and that there is a greater world beyond what
we see, we can elevate ourselves above our needs and reach out to that
source of perfect knowledge.

Those who confine themselves within what their senses can reach,
using only their available tools, are wretched. They are imprisoned
within a world that remains narrow despite its vastness. It is especially
narrow when compared to the great universe. During different periods
of history, some people, few or great in number, have been willing to
imprison themselves, by their own hands, within the limits of their senses
and what they see in the present world. They closed the windows of true
light and knowledge that come from being in touch with the essential
truth through faith. Some have gone even further and have sought to
close these windows to all people. They did so in the name of jahiliyyah
at one time, and in the name of secularism at another. Both are types
of imprisonment that bring endless misery, because they both involve
isolation from the great sources of light and knowledge.

During the present century,® science has begun to rid itself of the
fetters with which it shackled itself over the previous two centuries.
It has started, through its own experiments, to regain its light. It had
previously been on the loose, aiming to break from the confinement
imposed on it by the Church. Now it knows its limits; it knows that its
limited tools lead to what is beyond limit in this great universe. Now we

2. The author is referring here to the twentieth century. — Editor’s note.
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see a new call to faith made by scientists who have found their humility.
All this appears to herald a new era of open-mindedness to end that of
confinement in the narrow cell of materialism.

Alexis Carrel, a French surgeon and biologist who pioneered research
in different areas and was the Nobel Prize winner for medicine in 1912,
said: “This vast universe is full of active minds other than ours. If the
human mind depends solely on its own guidance, it will be lost in the
maze that surrounds it. Prayer is one method of communication with the
minds around us and with the eternal mind that controls the destinies
of all worlds, whether these are apparent to us or concealed from us.”

“A feeling of holiness, together with other spiritual activities, have a
special role in life because these bring us in contact with the spiritual
world and its great mystery.”

Another French scientist who contributed to research in anatomy
and physics, and who worked with the Curies, wrote:

Many intelligent and good intentioned people think that they
cannot believe in God because they cannot imagine His nature.
Yet an honest person who has the scientific drive does not need to
imagine God’s nature any more than a physicist needs to understand
the nature of electricity. In both cases, our imagination remains
deficient and invalid. It is impossible to imagine electricity in
material terms, yet its effects are more concrete than a piece of
wood.*

Sir Arthur Thomson, a famous Scottish naturalist and biologist, wrote:
“We live at a time when the hard earth crust is becoming transparent,
and the atmosphere is losing its material structure. Hence, our time is
least suited to taking a too materialistic view.” He also wrote:

A religious mind should not be sorry that a physicist does not move
on from the study of nature to the Creator of nature, because this

3. This quotation is taken from an Arabic translation quoted by Al-‘Aqqad, AM.,
‘Aqa’id al-Mufakkirin fi al-Qarn al-‘Ishrin. Unforcunately, Sayyid Qutb does not give further
details of the title.

4. Ibid.
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is not the line a physicist follows. The conclusion may be much
bigger than the premise if scientists would draw on their study of
physics to make conclusions on metaphysics. We should, however,
be glad because physicists have enabled the religious tendency to
breathe in a scientific environment. This was most difficult in our
parents’ and grandparents’ time... If physicists have no business
discussing God, as mistakenly advocated by Mr Langdon Davies in
his book on man and his world, we say that the best service science
has done is to lead man to formulate a more noble and sublime
concept of God. We say literally that science has given man a new
sky and a new earth, motivating him to exert his maximum mental
effort. As a result, man often finds that he can only be at peace
when he moves beyond the realm of understanding into the realm
of certainty and reliance on God.’

A. Cressy Morrison, a former Head of the New York Academy of
Sciences, wrote:

We do approach the vast abyss of the unknowable when we realize
that all matter has scientifically become one by the acceptance of the
theory that it is but a manifestation of a universal unit essentially
electrical. But certainly chance has little place in the formation of
the cosmos, for the mighty universe is governed by law.

The rise of man the animal to a self-conscious reasoning being
is too great a step to be taken by the process of material evolution
or without creative purpose.

If the reality of purpose is accepted, man as such may be a
mechanism. But what operates this mechanism? For without
operation it is useless. Science does not account for the operator,
nor does Science say that it is material.

Progress has now been sufficient for us to see that God seems to
be giving man a spark of His own intelligence.®

5.
6.

Ibid.
Morrison, A. Cressy (1962), Man Does Not Stand Alone, Kingswood, Surrey: The

World’s Work (1913) Ltd., pp. 113-114.
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Thus, using its own tools, science has started to break through the
prison walls of materialism to breathe the fresh air to which the Qur'an
refers in statements like, “7 need not swear by what you can see and what
you cannot see.” (Verses 38—39) Yet in our own midst there are some who
continue to try to close the windows with both their hands, to prevent
the light from coming through, preferring to live in darkness. They do
so in the name of science, without realizing that intellectually they lag
behind science, and spiritually they lag behind religion. Moreover, they
are backward, unable to move freely in pursuit of the truth. All this
backwardness puts them in a position unworthy of man, the creature
God has honoured.

God says that there is no need for an oath to prove the truth that “zhis
[Quran) is the word of a noble Messenger, not the word of a poet — how
little you believe! nor the word of a soothsayer — how little you reflect! This
[Quran) is a revelation from the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verses 40—43)
One of the false allegations the unbelievers in Makkah fabricated against
the Qur'an and the Prophet alleged that Muhammad was a poet or
soothsayer. They based this on their recognition that the Quran was
superior to anything human beings could say or compose. They used to
imagine that every poet had a friend from among the jinn who brought
him his fine poetry, and that a soothsayer similarly had contacts with
the jinn, giving him knowledge and information unavailable to humans.
Yet a quick glance at the nature of the Qur’an, and the nature of poetry
and soothsaying is sufficient to show how hollow such claims are.

Poetry has its musical beat and it may be full of fine and beautiful
images, but it can never be confused with the Qur'an. There is a
fundamental difference between the two. The Qur'an establishes
a complete concept of life based on truth, a holistic approach and
clear notions of God’s existence, the universe and life. Poetry, on the
other hand, is an expression of a series of charged reactions that rarely
reflects a consistent vision of life and this in situations of pleasure and
anger, freedom and restriction, love and hate, as well as other changing
influences.

Furthermore, this consistent concept the Qur’an lays down is initiated
in whole and in part by the Qur’an itself, and attributed to its divine
source. Every aspect of this concept suggests that it is not of man’s
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making. It is not in the nature of human beings that they should come
up with a complete concept of the universe. They have never done so in
the past, nor will they ever be able to do so. We have a complete record of
what human intelligence has come up with concerning the universe and
the power that controls its system. It is all recorded in philosophical and
intellectual works, as well as in poetry. When these are set side by side
with the Qur'anic concept, it is clearly apparent that the latter is not the
work of a human mind. It is of a unique status, one that distinguishes
it from all that the human intellect can produce.

The same applies to soothsaying. Never in human history, up to the
present moment, has a soothsayer produced a complete code of living
like the one delineated in the Qur'an. All that soothsayers produce is
limited to rhyming sentences containing some aspects of wisdom or
ambiguous references.

Moreover, there are some Qur'anic touches that are beyond man’s
ability to make. We discussed some of these when we commented on the
relevant verses. For example, no one has ever portrayed comprehensive
and accurate knowledge in images like those that follow: “With Him
are the keys to what lies beyond the reach of human perception: none knows
them but He. He knows all that the land and sea contain; not a leaf falls but
He knows it; and neither is there a grain in the earth’s deep darkness, nor
anything fresh or dry but is recorded in a clear book.” (6: 59) “He knows
all that goes into the earth and all that comes out of it; all that descends
from the skies and all that ascends to them. He is with you wherever you
may be; and God sees all that you do.” (57: 4) “No female conceives or
gives birth without His knowledge. No one attains to old age or has bis life
cut short unless it be thus laid down in [Gods] decree. All this is easy for
God.” (35: 11)

No human being has ever, before or after the revelation of the Qur'an,
drawn an image of the power that holds the universe and conducts its
affairs like this Qur'anic verse: “¢ is God alone who holds the celestial
bodies and the earth, lest they deviate [from their courses]. If they should ever
deviate, no one else could uphold them afier Him.” (35: 41) Nor has anyone
ever attempted a description of the emergence of life in the universe
and the deliberate balances that ensure its continuity in the universe
similar to this Quranic account: “It is God who splits the grain and the
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fruit-stone. He brings forth the living out of that which is dead and the dead

out of that which is alive. Such is God. How, then, are you deluded away
from the truth? He is the One who causes the day to break. He has made the
night to be [a source of stillness], and the sun and the moon for reckoning.
All this is laid down by the will of the Almighty, the All-Knowing. It is He
that has set up for you the stars, so that you may be guided by them in the
deep darkness of land and sea. We have made Our revelations plain indeed
to people who have knowledge. He it is who has brought you all into being
from a single soul and has given you a dwelling and a place of sojourn. We
have made Our revelations plain indeed to people of understanding. And He
it is who sends down water from the sky with which We bring forth plants
of every type and out of these We bring forth verdure from which We bring
forth grain piled tight, packed on one another; and out of the spathe of the
palm tree, dates in thick clusters; and gardens of vines; and the olive tree,
and the pomegranate: all so alike, and yet so different. Behold their fruit
when they come to fruition and ripen. Surely in these there are clear signs
for people who truly believe.” (6: 95-99)

Such universal touches are found in plenty in the Qur'an. They
have no parallel in the way people tend to express similar thoughts and
meanings. This is evidence enough to determine the source of this book,
regardless of any other evidence that may be drawn from what the book
says or the circumstances of its revelation. Indeed, the whole idea of the
Qur’an being like poetry or soothsaying is flimsy. Even when the Qur'an
was still in its early stages of revelation, having provided only a small
number of s#7ahs and verses with this distinctive divine colour, this idea
did not cut any grounds. The elders of the Quraysh used to reflect on it
from time to time, rejecting this notion, but they were blinded to the
truth because of their own personal interests. It is just like the Qur'an
says: “Since they refuse to be guided by it, they will always say, “This is an
ancient falsehood.” (46: 11)

Authoritative biographical works about the Prophet report several
events when the elders of the Quraysh privately rejected this whole idea.
Ibn Ishaq reports a meeting attended by a large number of Makkans
and chaired, as it were, by al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, who was one of
the more respected Quraysh elders. This was held shortly before the
pilgrimage season and the idea was to agree an appropriate strategy:
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In his opening address, al-Walid said: “Now that the pilgrimage
season is approaching, people will start arriving from all over the
place. They must have heard about your friend [meaning the
Prophet]. So you had better agree what to say when you are asked
about him. We must guard against having too many opinions,
particularly if they are mutually contradictory.”

When his audience asked his advice as to what they should say,
he preferred to listen to their suggestions first. What concerned al-
Walid most was that the opinion they would come out with should
take account of the fact that Muhammad was asking people to listen
to the Qur'an, God’s message, expressed in beautiful language and
powerful style. The description they would attach to Muhammad
should also account for his persuasive, eloquent argument.

Descriptions like ‘fortune-teller’, ‘madman’, ‘poet’ and ‘magician’
were proposed. None was considered convincing by al-Walid, who
pointed out weaknesses in each, one after the other. He told his
people that what Muhammad said was nothing like what was said
by such men. When nobody could suggest anything more plausible,
they asked al-Walid if he had a better suggestion.

He said: “What Muhammad says is certainly beautiful. It is
like a date tree with solid roots and rich fruit. Every one of these
suggestions you have made is bound to be recognized as false. The
least disputable one is to claim that he is a magician who repeats
magic words which make a man fall out with his father, mother,
wife and clan.” They all approved of al-Walid’s suggestion and set
about preparing their propaganda campaign to make the pilgrims
wary of Muhammad and unwilling to meet him.”

Another prominent Quraysh figure to speak out about the Qur'an
was al-Nadr ibn al-Harith, when the Quraysh felt at a loss after having
failed to win any compromise from the Prophet. He outlined their
predicament in the following way:

7. Salahi, Adil (2002), Mubammad: Man and Propbet, Leicester: The Islamic Foundation,
pp- 119-120.
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People of Quraysh, you are confronted with a problem for which
you have not been able to find a solution. When Muhammad was
still a young man living among you, he won general admiration
because he always spoke the truth and his honesty could not be
faulted. When he had grown grey, and started to preach whatever
he is preaching to you, you began to allege that he was a sorcerer.
By God, he is no sorcerer. We have seen magicians and their tricks
in the past. You also accused him of being a fortune teller. By
God, he is not one, for we have seen fortune tellers and how they
repeat their thyming phrases. You also claimed that he was a poet.
Again I say that, by God, he is not a poet, for we have seen poets
and listened to all types of poetry. You claimed that he was also a
madman, but he is far from being so. We have seen what madness
has done to people, and how it causes them to say incoherent
things. I say, people of Quraysh, you have to look at this question
very carefully, for you have a big problem on your hands.?

The similarity between what the two prominent Quraysh figures state
is almost complete. This is not surprising, considering their unresolved
dilemma of how to deal with the Qur'an. We also mentioned in our
discussion of the previous si#rah, The Pen, how ‘Utbah ibn Rabi‘ah
reacted to the Qur'an, when he tried to make some offers to the Prophet
in the hope that he would stop advocating his message. When they
alleged that Muhammad was a sorcerer or a soothsayer, that was nothing
but a stratagem, crude at times and cunning at others. It only needed
a little reflection to realize that it was all wrong. Hence, there was no
need for an oath of any sort to confirm that the Qur'an was the word
of a noble Messenger and a revelation from on high.

The statement that the Qur'an “is the word of a noble Messenger,” does
not mean that it is of his own composition. It rather means that it is a
different type of word, one not uttered by a poer or a soothsayer. It can
only be said by a Messenger from God, carrying it from the One who
sent him. What confirms this meaning is the word ‘Messenger’ being
sent with it. He is neither a poet nor a soothsayer composing his own

8. Ibid., pp. 161-162.
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words alone or with the assistance of a jinnee. This is further confirmed
by the categorical statement that follows: “7his [Qur'an] is a revelation
from the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 43)

In its negation of the Qur'an being the word of a poet or a soothsayer,
the sirah uses the following two expressions: “how little you believe!. ..
how little you reflect!” Thus, it completely negates their having any faith
or resorting to any reflection. In a hadith, the Prophet is described as
‘little indulging in frivolous talk’, which means that he did not say such
things at all. Thus, the s#rah is describing those unbelievers as devoid of
faith and reflection. No believer would say of the Prophet that he was a
poet, and no man who reflects would say that he was a soothsayer.

A Very Serious Threat

As the s@rah draws to its conclusion, it issues a terrifying threat to
anyone who fabricates something about the very serious matter of
faith. The threat is issued so as to affirm the only possible scenario of
the Prophet being very truthful and honest in delivering the message
entrusted to him. The proof is that God has not punished him severely
as He would have done so had the Prophet been anything other than
that:

Had he attributed some fabrications to Us, We would indeed have
seized him by the right hand and cut off bis life-vein, and none of you
could have saved him. (Verses 44—47)

The import of these verses is confirmation that Muhammad (peace
be upon him) only told them the truth. Had he invented something
other than what was revealed to him from on high, God would have
killed him in the way the verses describe. Since this did not take place,
the inevitable conclusion is that he was truthful.

Yet this confirmation is given in a scene that goes much further than
the actual statement, adding some fearsome connotations, action and
life. We see here the violent, scary action of someone being seized by
the right hand and his life-vein being cut. It makes a clear impression
of God’s limitless power and mankind’s utter weakness in comparison.
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It adds a suggestion that this question of faith is so serious that it allows
no complacency or leniency towards anyone, not even Muhammad in
his close relation with God. Furthermore, these verses carry a strong
beat, spreading an air of fear and submission to God.

The sirah concludes with a statement of the true nature of the
Qur'an:

This [Quran] is indeed a reminder to the God-fearing. We well know
that among you are some who deny its truth. Yet it will be a cause of birter
regret for the unbelievers. It is indeed truth absolute. (Verses 48-51)

This Qur'an reminds God-fearing hearts and they remember. The
truth the Qur'an states is ingrained in people’s hearts, but the reminder
brings it to the fore in the minds of those who are God-fearing. Others
continue to be preoccupied, unaware, and as such they benefit nothing
by the reminder that this book, the Qur'an, provides. It is a fact that the
God-fearing find in the Qur’an life, light, knowledge and remembrance,
but none of these is experienced by other people.

“We well know that among you are some who deny its truth.” (Verse 49)
Yet this is of no consequence, and it alters nothing of the reality. Those
who reject the truth are of no importance whatsoever. “Yer it will be a
cause of bitter regret for the unbelievers.” (Verse 50) It elevates the status
of the believers and brings down the unbelievers. It establishes the truth
and undermines the falsehood to which the unbelievers cling. Moreover,
it provides the argument against them when they face the reckoning
on the Day of Judgement. They will lament their fate to which their
rejection of the truth of the Qur'an has led them. Thus, it is a source of
bitter regret for all unbelievers in this life and in the life to come.

In the face of all denials and rejection by the unbelievers, the Qur'an
is “indeed truth absolute.” (Verse 51) It is not merely the truth, but the
truth absolute, reconfirmed in absolute terms. In fact, every word in
the Qur’an is profoundly true; every verse carries enough evidence that
it originates with God, who Himself is the Truth.

At this point, an instruction is given from on high to the noble
Messenger. It comes at the right time and during the right situation:
“Extol, then, the glory of the name of your Lord, the Supreme.” (Verse 52)
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This is the most suitable action as it reflects acknowledgement of God’s
glory and man’s position as God’s servant. To glorify God is the feeling
that a believer experiences after the last statement explaining the nature

of the Qur’an is given and after the long discussion of God Almighty’s

greatness.
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Al-Ma ‘arij

(Ways of Ascent)

Prologue

This s#rah may be described as being part of the long, slow, yet
accurate and profound treatment of the traces of jahiliyyah, or ignorance,
within the human soul. This was most evident as the Qur’an was being
revealed in Makkah but is true wherever jahiliyyah reigns. There may
be differences in different situations, but these are superficial affecting
only appearances. Alternatively, we may say that this sizzah represents a
round in the long, hard battle the Quran fights within the human soul,
going deep inside it to eradicate all lingering traces of jzhiliyyah. This
battle is greater and longer lasting than the wars the Muslims later had
to fight against their many enemies. Moreover, these traces are more
persistent and harder in their resistance than the great forces that were
marshalled against the Islamic message, or those which continue to be
raised against it by different ja@hiliyyah societies.

The major issue the s#rah focuses on is that of the hereafter and
peoples requital for what they do during their lives on earth, particularly
the punishment suffered by the unbelievers. In order to establish the
truth of the hereafter, the s#rah speaks of how the human soul reacts
to situations of hardship and comfort. Such reactions differ greatly
between a believer and one who is devoid of faith. The si#rah also
provides an outline of the believers’ main features, their feelings and
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behaviour, and it states how they deserve to be honoured. It also shows
that the unbelievers are held in disregard by God, and gives a picture
of the humiliation prepared for them. It is a humiliation the arrogant
thoroughly deserve. Furthermore, the sirzh establishes the fact that
values, standards and scales applied by God are different from those
which human beings uphold.

The Qur'an administered its long treatment and fought its hard
battle within the human soul equipped with nothing other than its own
powerful argument. It achieved its great victory within its followers even
before it had a sword with which to defend those believers, let alone
force its enemies into submission.

Whoever reads the Qur'an bearing in mind the events that took place
during the Prophet’s lifetime will not fail to appreciate the overpowering
effect the Qur'an had on those people in Makkah until they willingly
accepted its lead. We see the wide range of styles the Qur'an employs.
It may face the human soul with a great flood of inspiring proofs and
powerful effects; or it may use a powerful tool that leaves nothing of the
traces of ignorance without completely crushing it, or it may confront the
human soul with something akin to a hard whip that kindles sensation
so that the pain it inflicts is very hard to bear. It alternates its approaches
between a calm friendly appeal that wins hearts, a loud terrifying outcry
that warns of an impending and great danger, a clear presentation of
powerful and irrefutable argument, and a raising of hopes with the
prospect of an appealing outcome. At times the Qur’an moves physically
through the human soul, going along its alleyways and round its corners,
shedding light on each of these. It, thus, puts these before man so that
he looks at them, making him dislike certain aspects, feel ashamed at
others, and alert to his own reactions, which he normally overlooked.
The Qur'an uses hundreds of such touches, appeals and influences in
conducting its long battle and administrating its slow treatment. We
can follow these as we read the Qur'an and learn how it achieved its
great victory against the stiff resistance the human soul put up from
within. The present sizrah is one instalment of this Qur'anic endeavour
to establish the truth of the hereafter and other related truths.

The preceding sirah, The Inevitable Truth, aimed to establish the
same truth of the hereafter, but the methods employed in both sirahs
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are widely different. The line followed in the preceding sirah aimed to
show the great universal upheaval taking place on the Day of Judgement
through terror-striking images such as: “When the trumpet is sounded
a single time, and the earth and mountains are lifted up and with one
mighty crash are flattened, that which is certain to happen will on that day
have come to pass. The sky will be rent asunder, for, it will have become
frail on that day.” (69: 13-16) It also depicts the awesome nature of
that day in a majestic scene: “The angels will stand on all its sides and,
on that day, eight of them will bear aloft the Throne of your Lord.” (69:
17) It leaves us shaken as it describes how everything is laid bare: “On
that day you shall be brought to judgement and none of your secrets will
remain hidden.” (69: 18) The images so drawn of punishment add to
the terrifying effect of the s#rah. This starts with the way judgement is
announced: “Lay hold of him and shackle him, and burn him in the fire
of hell, and then fasten him in a chain seventy cubits long.” (69: 30-32)
Such feelings of terror are vividly reflected in the outcries of lamentation
voiced by those receiving such judgement: “Would that I had never been
shown my record and knew nothing of my account! Would that death had
been the end of me!” (69: 25-27)

In the present sirah, awesomeness is felt in the features, thoughts and
movements of the human soul, rather than the universe and its great
scenery. Even in the scenes of the universe presented in this s#rah, the fear
appears to be almost psychological. It is certainly not the most prominent
aspect. Indeed, such fear takes hold of the human soul, and its extent
is reflected in the panic it produces: “On the day when the sky will be
like molten lead, and the mountains like tufis of wool, when no friend will
ask about his friend, though they may be within sight of one another. The
guilty one will wish he could ransom himself from the suffering on that day
by sacrificing his own children, his wife, his brother, the kinsfolk who gave
him shelter, and all those on earth, if it could save him.” (Verses 8—14)

In this sirah, hell itself has a soul, feelings and consciousness of its
own. Like living creatures, it plays a part in producing the fright effect:
“It is the raging fire that tears the skin away. It will claim all who turn their
backs, and turn away from the truth, amass riches and hoard them.” (Verses
15-18) Even the punishment and suffering is more psychological than
physical: “the day when they shall come in haste from their graves, as if
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rallying to a flag, with eyes downcast, with ignominy overwhelming them.
Such is the day they have been promised.” (Verses 43—44)

The images, scenes and impressions in this si#rah are different from
those of the preceding one because of the difference in their general
outlooks, despite the fact that they address the same central theme.
The sizrah also provides images of human psychology in positive and
adverse situations, and in cases of embracing faith or otherwise. This fits
perfectly with its special psychological emphasis. It describes man in the
following terms: “Man is born with a restless disposition: when misfortune
befalls him, he is fretful; and when good fortune comes his way, he grows
tight-fisted. Not so those who pray.” (Verses 19-22) The sirah goes on to
provide a picture of believers and their apparent and inner characteristics.
This is in line with the general style of the sirah: “Not so those who pray,
and always attend to their prayers; who give a due share of their possessions
t0 the one who asks [for belp] and the one who is deprived; who believe in
the Day of Judgement; who stand in fear of their Lords punishment, for
none may feel totally secure from their Lord’s punishment; who guard their
chastity except with those joined to them in marriage, or those whom they
rightfully possess — for then, they are free of all blame, whereas those who
seek to go beyond that [limit] are indeed transgressors; who are faithful to
their trusts and to their pledges; who stand up for the truth when they bear
witness; and who attend to their prayers without fail.” (Verses 22-34)

The main drift in the preceding sirah was to establish absolute
seriousness in the question of faith. Hence the truth of the hereafter was
one of several in the sirah, alongside that of meting out swift punishment
in this world to those who reject faith, and showing no leniency in the
punishment of those who alter the principles of faith. By contrast, the
drift in this s#rab is to establish the truth of the hereafter and the requital
of all, as well as outlining the standards of such requital. This means
that the hereafter is the main truth the si#zrah speaks about. Hence, other
truths mentioned here directly relate to the hereafter. An example of
this is the difference in the way the s#rah mentions God’s days and the
reckoning of human days, and how God sees the Day of Judgement
and how people see it: “All the angels and the Spirit will ascend to Him,
on a day the length of which is fifty thousand years. Therefore, endure all
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adversity with goodly patience. People think it to be far away, but We see it
near at hand.” (Verses 4-7) Another example is the difference affecting
human psychology in the two cases of hardship and comfort when these
are combined with faith or unfaith. Both are determinants of the type
of requital received on the Day of Judgement. The sirah also speaks of
the unbelievers’ arrogance as they entertain hopes of being admitted
to gardens of bliss when they are of no importance in God’s measure.
They cannot evade His punishment. Thus we see that the s#rzh is almost
entirely devoted to the truth of the hereafter, which it aims to firmly
establish in people’s minds.

Another aspect of this s#rab is its particular musical rhythm that
echoes its line of expression. The varied beat of the preceding sirah
responded to the change of the rhyme from one section to another, and
the ambience of each. Here, the changes are wider in scope, because
they incorporate the varied musical structure of the si@rah, not merely
its varying rhyme. Here, every musical section is more complex and
profound. This is particularly true of its first part where we have three
melodies that differ in length and tune, but which share the same final
beat. The first takes up verses 1-5, ending with a long ‘2’ sound. This
is repeated on two further occasions in the two short verses that follow.
A second melody takes up three more verses, with the first two having
different endings, but the third echoing the long ‘2’ sound at the end.
A third melody is composed of five verses, maintaining an ‘ees’ending
in the first four, but ending the fifth with another long ‘2. Then we
have six short verses, all ending with a long ‘2, but the rhyme in the
first three is different from that of the other three. The remainder of
the si#rah maintains an ‘m’or ‘7’ending preceded by a long ‘¢’or ‘0’. The
thythm in the first section is both complex and profound. A sensitive
ear will not fail to appreciate its sophistication, which is unfamiliar to
those used to Arabic rhythm. However, the Qur’anic style makes it easy
to appreciate, moulding it in such a way as to overcome its unfamiliarity
and so making it perfectly acceptable.
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Al-Ma ‘Grij
(Ways of Ascent)

In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

An inquirer has asked about
a suffering which is bound to

befall (1)

the unbelievers. Nothing can
ward it off, (2)

as it comes from God, the Lord
of the Ways of Ascent. (3)

All the angels and the Spirit will
ascend to Him, on a day the

length of which is fifty thousand
years. (4)

Therefore, endure all adversity
with goodly patience. (5)

People think it to be far away,
(6)

but We see it near at hand. (7)

On the day when the sky will be
like molten lead, (8)

and the mountains like tufts of

wool, (9)
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when no friend will ask about his

friend, (10)

though they may be within sight
of one another. The guilty one
will wish he could ransom himself
from the suffering on that day
by sacrificing his own children,

(11)

his wife, his brother, (12)

the kinsfolk who gave him shelter,
(13)

and all those on earth, if it could
save him. (14)

But no! It is the raging fire (15)

that tears the skin away. (16)

It will claim all who turn their
backs, and turn away from the
truth, (17)

amass riches and hoard them.

(18)

Man is born with a restless
disposition: (19)
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when misfortune befalls him, he
is fretful; (20)

and when good fortune comes his
way, he grows tight-fisted. (21)

Not so those who pray, (22)

and always attend to their prayers;

(23)

who give a due share of their
possessions (24)

to the one who asks [for help] and
the one who is deprived; (25)

who believe in the Day of
Judgement; (26)

who stand in fear of their Lord’s
punishment, (27)

for none may feel totally secure
from their Lord’s punishment;
(28)

who guard their chastity (29)

except with those joined to them
in marriage, or those whom they
rightfully possess — for then, they
are free of all blame, (30)
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whereas those who seek to go
beyond that [limit] are indeed
transgressors; (31)

who are faithful to their trusts and
to their pledges; (32)

who stand up for the truth when
they bear witness; (33)

and who attend to their prayers

without fail. (34)

They are the ones to be honoured
in the gardens of paradise. (35)

What is wrong with the un-
believers, that they run confusedly
before you, (36)

from the right and the left, in
crowds? (37)

Does every one of them hope to
enter a garden of bliss? (38)

No! We have created them from

the substance they know. (39)

By the Lord of all star risings and
settings, We certainly have the
power (40)
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to replace them with better people. AR o e T
There is nothing to prevent Us ) fh"“'“h‘"’ g
from doing so. (41) @_,}:;:.:;
Leave them to indulge in idle talk A o A R
and play until they face the day "‘L ’.L'ifff":)j
they have been promised, (42) @ojxy

the day when they shall come -;’._'Em, s ASetin
in haste from their graves, as if T he ‘-’fff}’
rallying to a flag, (43) : @"J‘;}l;‘"&lj
with eyes downcast, with igno- . RTI 5o ‘_ P
miny overwhelming them. Such is J’*"r&‘-‘j Ansis-
the day they have been promised. @ e y{ giﬂl?;ﬂ
(44)

The Truth of the Hereafter

An inquirer has asked about a suffering which is bound to befall the
unbelievers. Nothing can ward it off; as it comes from God, the Lord
of the Ways of Ascent. (Verses 1-3)

The very concept of the hereafter was very difficult for the Arab
polytheists to understand. They strongly resisted it. In fact they received
it with so much amazement that they denied it outright. They further
challenged the Prophet, in various ways, to bring it about or to define
its timing. A report attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas mentions that the man
who asked the question quoted in the first verse of the sirzh was al-Nadr
ibn al-Harith. Another report quotes him as saying that the reference is
to “the unbelievers” question about God’s punishment, which is certain
to engulf them.”
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Regardless of who the specific individual was the s#rah reports that
someone asked about this punishment, indeed, sought to hasten it, and
further confirms that it is inevitable because it has been determined by
God and that it will soon come. It states that no one can prevent its
happening or ward it off. Therefore, to question or hasten it is ill-advised.
Moreover, this punishment is to befall the unbelievers, in total, which
means that those who question it are included like every other unbeliever.
It is administered by God, ‘the Lord of the Ways of Ascent’. This is an
expression of highness, which is one of God’s attributes mentioned in
different ways in the Qur'an, such as: “High above all orders [of being]
is He, the Lord of the Throne.” (40: 15)

Having absolutely confirmed the inevitability of such punishment,
the sizrah describes the day when it will take place, affirming that it will
soon arrive. However, God’s measure is different from mankind’s:

All the angels and the Spirit will ascend to Him, on a day the length
of which is fifty thousand years. Therefore, endure all adversity with
goodly patience. People think it to be far away, but We see it near at
hand. (Verses 4—7)

Most probably the day to which these verses refer is the Day of
Resurrection, as the si#rah almost defines it as so. On that day, the angels
and the Spirit will ascend to God. The Spirit refers, in all probability,
to the Angel Gabriel, since he is given this name elsewhere in the
Qur'an. He is specifically mentioned here, after the reference to all
angels, because of his special status. Likewise, the angels’ ascension on
that day is highlighted so as to give it special importance; they will do
so to fulfil what is assigned to them on that day. We do not know, nor
are we required to know, the nature of their assignments, or how the
angels ascend, or to where. All these are details that belong to the realm
beyond the reach of our perception. To know them does not add to
the statement’s import. We have nothing to point to such information.
Therefore, we do not attempt any further explanation. It is enough for
us to reflect on the image to appreciate the great importance of that

day when the angels and the Spirit are busy conducting their assigned
tasks.
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The statement that the length of that day is fifty thousand years may
be an expression of very long duration as is customary in Arabic idiom,
or it may express a true fact meaning that the day in question is equal
to fifty thousand of our years despite its being just a single day. We can
easily imagine this considering that our earth days represent the length
of time the earth takes to revolve once in position. There are stars,
however, which take thousands of our days to revolve once. This is not
to say that this is what is meant here; we only state this to make it clear
that the length of days can differ greatly.

If one of God’s days is equal to fifty thousand of our years, then the
punishment of the Day of Judgement is certainly close, according to
God'’s measure, even though people may think it far away. Therefore,
God tells His Messenger to be patient with them: “People think it to be
far away, bur We see it near at hand.” (Verses 6-7) The order to remain
patient is part of the divine message’s essence; it is required of every
messenger and every believer. This is fundamentally necessary because
the burden is heavy and the task hard. It is vitally important to keep the
believers united and content, looking to their ultimate goal.

Goodly or ‘beautiful’ patience, to use a literal translation of the
Qur’anic term, is that type of patience coupled with a feeling of
contentment and reassurance. It is undisturbed by displeasure, worry
or doubt in the true promise. It is the type of patience shown by one
who is certain of the outcome, content with God’s will, appreciating
His wisdom in the trying times he goes through, looking to Him in
all situations. It is this type of goodly patience that is worthy of one
who advocates the divine message. It is after all God’s message calling
on people to believe in Him. Its advocates have no personal interest
in it; they seek no gain out of it. Whatever they suffer as a result is for
God’s sake, and whatever happens to it is by His will. Goodly patience,
therefore, is the only attitude that fits properly with this truth.

God, who has bestowed this message from on high and has made
this promise which the unbelievers hasten, determines events and their
timings as He pleases, according to His overall plan for the universe.
Human beings remain unaware of His will and plan; therefore, they
hasten things. When time goes by without fulfilment of the promise,
they begin to doubt. Worry may also be experienced by advocates of
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the divine message themselves. They too may entertain thoughts and
desires that the promise be fulfilled soon. Therefore, they are given the
following instruction so that they may remain firm: “ Therefore, endure
all adversity with goodly patience.” (Verse 5) The address here is delivered
to the Prophet so as to give him reassurance in the face of the opposition
and rejection he faced. It also adds another truth here, highlighting
the fact that God sees matters in a different way. He does not measure
things by means of our small measures: “Pegple think it to be far away,
but We see it near at hand.” (Verses 6-7)

Celestial Events

On the day when the sky will be like molten lead, and the mountains
like tufts of wool. (Verses 8-9)

The Qur'an mentions in several places that great celestial events
will take place on that promised day, and as a result change will affect
different celestial bodies in their positions and characteristics, as well
as their inter-relations. One of these events changes the sky making it
like molten lead, or molten metals generally as signified by the Arabic
word used here, al-mubl. These statements should be reflected upon by
physicists and astronomers. They suggest that most probably celestial
bodies are composed of metals that have melted and taken gas form,
which is a stage far beyond that of melting by excessive heat. It is possible
that they will lose their heat on the Day of Judgement and cool down
to a fluid stage, changing their present status. Elsewhere in the Qur'an
we have the following statement as a mark of the Day of Judgement:
“When the stars fall and disperse.” (81: 2)

At any rate, this is only one possible explanation, which may or may
not be worth further study by scientific researchers. As for us, we read the
text and look at the awesome image painted, with the sky becoming like
molten metal and the mountains like tufts of wool. We also contemplate
what is beyond this image of frightening events that leave their marks
on people in an unusual way which the Qur'an accurately describes:

On the day when the sky will be like molten lead, and the mountains
like tufts of wool, when no friend will ask about his friend, though
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they may be within sight of one another. The guilty one will wish he
could ransom himself from the suffering on that day by sacrificing his
own children, his wife, his brother, the kinsfolk who gave him shelter,
and all those on earth, if it could save him. (Verses 8—14)

People will be totally preoccupied in a way that does not allow anyone
to look at anything other than his own situation. No thought will they
give to anyone but themselves: “When no friend will ask about bis friend.”
The frightening event severs all bonds, locking everyone within their
own problems. Yet they are made to see one another: “though they may
be within sight of one another,” as if deliberately brought so. However,
each will be totally absorbed with their own impending fate so that
none will even think of enquiring about a friend or even asking a friend
for help.

What about the guilty one? The terror he feels is so overwhelming
that he wishes he could offer anything as a ransom so as to be spared
the punishment awaiting him. He is ready to sacrifice his nearest and
dearest, the very ones whom he so cared for that he would render
any sacrifice for their sake. He is willing to sacrifice his own children,
wife, brothers and all his kinsfolk who used to afford him shelter and
protection. Indeed his eagerness to escape the approaching torment is so
strong that he loses all feeling for anyone else. Indeed he would sacrifice
everyone on carth if only he could be spared. What a frightening image
of distress and panic!

In the midst of this situation, the guilty hears something that closes
the door to any fleeting hope. Indeed, all will listen to what makes the
situation abundantly clear:

But no! It is the raging fire that tears the skin away. It will claim all
who turn their backs, and turn away from the truth, amass riches and
hoard them. (Verses 15—18)

There is absolutely no place for such impossible notions of escape,
even though one would offer one’s children, spouse, brothers, kinsfolk
and everyone else in ransom. “But no! It is the raging fire.” (Verse 15) It
rages on ready to burn, but it also “zears the skin away.” (Verse 16) It tears
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the skin off both the face and head. Here, the fire is described as if it has
a will of its own, deliberately taking part in inflicting punishment on
the guilty. “t will claim all who turn their backs, and turn away from the
truth.” (Verse 17) Those people who turned away when they were called
upon to follow the truth embodied in the divine message are now called
again. This time the caller is the raging fire, and this time they cannot
turn away. In the past, they were busy amassing riches and hoarding
them. Now their attentions cannot be diverted from responding to this
call by the raging fire. Nor can they divert it from themselves, no matter
what they offer in ransom.

Special empbhasis is placed in this siZrah, as in the previous two sirabs,
on hindering good actions, discouraging the feeding of the needy and
hoarding amassed riches. All these are placed side by side with disbelief
and denying the divine message. Such repeated emphasis suggests that
there were in that early period in Makkah people who combined greed
and stinginess with disbelief and rejection. Everyone is warned against
this and told of its consequences as a primary cause of punishment,
second to disbelief in God and associating partners with Him.

The siirah includes other references confirming this and showing some
features of the prevailing environment Islam faced in Makkah. The whole
social set up concentrated on amassing wealth through trade and usury.
The Quraysh elders were the ones so engaged in such trade. They used
to organize trade caravans in winter and summer. Their preoccupation
with wealth meant that many were poor and deprived. Hence, the need
for such repeated reminders and warnings. The Qur'an continued to
address these social ills, fighting greed and stinginess within people’s souls,
both before and after the conquest of Makkah. Anyone who follows the
Qur’anic verses addressing such social ills will appreciate this. These verses
give clear warnings against usury, the wrongful taking of other people’s
money, devouring the wealth of orphans when they are still young, the
oppression of orphan girls and forcibly marrying them to obtain their
money, the ill-treatment of beggars, orphans and the needy generally. In
all this, the Qur'an launches a strong campaign against unfair practices,
giving us at the same time a fair idea of the prevailing social environment.
Moreover, these verses provide directives on how to rid the human soul,
in all situations, of its gripping obsession with amassing wealth.
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Between Good and Evil

The sirah now depicts how man faces good and evil, in both situations
of faith and unfaith. It also outlines the qualities of the believers and states

their ultimate end in contrast to the fate of those who are guilty:

Man is born with a restless disposition: when misfortune befalls him, he
is fretful: and when good fortune comes his way, he grows tight-fisted.
Not so those who pray, and always attend to their prayers; who give a
due share of their possessions to the one who asks [for help] and the one
who is deprived; who believe in the Day of Judgement; who stand in
fear of their Lord’s punishment, for none may feel totally secure from
their Lord’s punishment; who guard their chastity except with those
joined to them in marriage, or those whom they rightfully possess — for
then, they are free of all blame, whereas those who seek to go beyond
that [limit] are indeed transgressors; who are faithful to their trusts and
to their pledges; who stand up for the truth when they bear witness;
and who attend to their prayers without fail. They are the ones to be
honoured in the gardens of paradise. (Verses 19-35)

The picture the Qur'an draws of a man devoid of faith is remarkably
accurate and expressive. Only faith can elevate him above such qualities.
It is faith that gives him the bond of reassurance so that he does not
panic when confronted with evil and is not stingy when his fortunes
turn good: “Man is born with a restless disposition: when misfortune befalls
him, he is fretful; and when good fortune comes his way, he grows tight-
fisted.” (Verses 19-21)

Like the brushstrokes of a talented painter, every word in these verses
draws a line delineating a human feature. Yet we have here only three
very short verses, and these composed of only a small number of words.
However, by the time they are finished, the picture drawn comes alive
and man, with his distinctive and permanent features, is revealed. He
has a restless disposition. He is fretful, feeling the pain of misfortune
when it occurs. He panics, lest this should be permanent. He thinks the
present moment will last forever. His worry soon imprisons him behind
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the bars of the present moment and its misfortune so that he despairs
of any change. Fear and worry tear him apart. How can he be otherwise
when he does not have the steadying influence of faith and the hope
it generates? When his fortunes turn good, he is stingy. He thinks that
what he receives has been hard earned by his own efforts. Hence, he
does not want others to take anything of it. He wants it all for himself.
He becomes the prisoner of his own wealth. The truth is that he does
not understand his actual role in getting whatever he earns. He does
not look to receive from God what is better than all he has. How can
he when his heart is devoid of faith? Thus, he is restless and worried in
both situations. This is a very miserable picture of man when faith has
no place in his heart.

Thus we see that faith is a very serious issue in man’s life. It is not
merely a word we utter, or worship rituals we offer. It is a state of mind
and a code of living based on a complete value system with which to
judge events and situations. Should a person lack such a steadying
influence, he is likely to sway with the trend; he is in a permanent state
of worry whatever fortune befalls him. By contrast, when his heart is
enlightened by faith, he is content and reassured because he feels his
bond with the One who conducts events and changes situations. He
trusts to His will, feels His mercy, accepts His test, always looks to the
relief of his hardship, ready to do good and be charitable knowing that
whatever he gives away comes from Him, and whatever is spent for His
sake will be rewarded both in this life and in the life to come. Faith is
indeed a real gain, which believers receive in this present life before they
are rewarded for it in the life to come. This gain is reflected in their state
of comfort and reassurance throughout their life on earth.

The Exceptions

The sizrah now gives a detailed account of the believers who do not
share the common human feature of restlessness and worry. “Not so those
who pray, and always attend to their prayers.” (Verses 22-23) It is true
that prayer is an essential Islamic duty providing the mark of faith. Yet
it is much more than this: it is rather the means of contact with God
Almighty and the sign of true servitude to Him. In prayer, the relative
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positions of God and servant are clearly and specifically outlined. The
sttrah adds here that believers attend to their prayers all the time and in
all situations. It thus gives an image of permanence and stability. Their
prayer is disrupted through negligence or laziness. It is a permanent
bond. When the Prophet performed voluntary worship, he used to do
so regularly. He also said: “The actions that please God most are the
ones offered regularly, even though they may be small.” [Related in all
six anthologies of authentic ahidith.]

“Who give a due share of their possessions to the one who asks [for help]
and the one who is deprived.” (Verses 24-25) This due share is zakdt in
particular and other charitable donations of specified amounts. These
are due, by right, from all believers. Perhaps this statement has a broader
meaning too, signifying that believers assign a share of their wealth
considering it to be due for such needy people. To do so is to rid oneself
of stinginess and to rise above the desire to amass wealth. It also implies a
recognition by the one who is well off within the community of believers
of his duty towards the one who is deprived. When a believer accepts
that the needy and the deprived have a rightful claim to a portion of
his wealth, he acknowledges the grace God has bestowed on him and
the bond he has with fellow human beings. It signifies freedom from
greed and stinginess. Moreover, it guarantees mutual cooperation and
care within the Muslim community. Thus, zakat appears a duty with
far-reaching significance on several levels, within oneself and in the life
of the community.

“Who believe in the Day of Judgement.” (Verse 26) Drawing an
essential but general outline of a believer’s character, this quality is
directly related to the s#rah’s main theme. To believe in the Day of
Judgement is half of faith, having as it does a marked influence on
one’s life, with respect to both emotions and actions. The standard by
which a believer in the Day of Judgement weighs up things, events,
actions and life altogether is different from that of one who does not
believe. Such a believer approaches matters and takes action looking
up to heaven and thinking of the hereafter. He treats all events, good
or bad, as preludes, while the results come later, in the life to come.
Thqrcfore, he looks at these with their expected results and evaluates
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them on that basis. By contrast, the one who does not believe in the
Day of Judgement looks at everything in the light of what he stands
to gain from it in this present, short and limited life. Whatever action
he takes is considered within the scope of life on earth. Hence, he
weighs things, events and actions differently, arriving at very different
conclusions. He is always worried and miserable because what he
goes through in this his first life may not be reassuring, comfortable,
fair or reasonable unless he adds to it what happens in the next stage,
which is longer and broader. Hence, the one who does not take the
hereafter into account will be unhappy or will cause unhappiness to
those who are close to him. He cannot conceive of a higher level of
life bringing him its clear rewards. Hence, believing in the Day of
Judgement is half of faith, and it is on this belief that the Islamic code
of living is based.

“Who stand in fear of their Lord’s punishment, for none may feel totally
secure from their Lord’s punishment.” (Verses 27-28) This takes us a
step further than the mere belief in the Day of Judgement. It adds clear
sensitivity and alertness, as well as a feeling that despite one’s worship one
is falling short in the fulfilment of one’s duty towards God. One fears to
slip at any time and, as a result, deserve punishment. Therefore, one looks
for God’s help and protection. In his position as a Messenger of God,
the Prophet was always on the alert, and in fear of God’s punishment.
He was convinced that his actions would not ensure his admittance
into heaven unless God bestowed His grace on him. He said to his
Companions in this respect: ‘No one’s actions will be enough to ensure
their admittance into heaven.” They asked: ‘Not even you, Messenger
of God?’ He said: ‘Not even me, unless God bestows His grace on me.’
[Related by al-Bukhari, Muslim and al-Nasa’i.]

“INone may feel totally secure from their Lord's punishment.” (Verse 28)
This statement suggests permanent awareness of God’s punishment,
because what incurs such punishment may occur at any moment. God
does not require anything more than such awareness from people.
Should they slip or succumb to weaknesses, His forgiveness and mercy
are always available, and the door to repentance is always open. This is
the middle course Islam charts between a total lack of awareness on the
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one hand and excessive worry on the other. A believer’s heart counters
worry with hope, reassured of God’s grace in all situations.

“Who guard their chastity except with those joined to them in marriage,
or those whom they rightfully possess — for then, they are free of all blame,
whereas those who seek to go beyond that [limit] are indeed transgressors.”
(Verses 29-31) This ensures purity for oneself and the community.
Islam builds a community based on purity but with a clear and open
approach. It ensures that all important functions are fulfilled and all
natural desires are met but without chaos or perversion. A legitimate
family, living openly in its home is the unit of Islamic society where
every child knows his father and none is ashamed of its birth. In
this way, sexual relations are based on a proper, clean, legitimate and
long-lasting bond with clear objectives. They seek to fulfil human
and social duties other than the satisfaction of a mere physical urge.
Hence, the Qur'an states this quality of believers here, making it
clear that sex is permitted only with spouses or with women who are
rightfully possessed.

A word needs to be said here concerning this second category, which
refers to slave women, if they happen to lawfully exist in a Muslim
society. The only lawful reason for their existence is their having been
taken prisoner during a war fought for God’s cause, which is the only
legitimate war from an Islamic point of view. Islam lays down a ruling
concerning prisoners of war, which is outlined in a verse of S#rah 47,
Muhammad: “Now when you meet the unbelievers in battle, smite their
necks. Then when you have thoroughly subdued them, bind them firmly.
Thereafter, set them free either by an act of grace or against ransom, until
war shall lay down its burden.” (47: 4) Thus, the final ruling on prisoners
of war is to set them free, either by an act of grace or against ransom.
However, in some situations there may remain prisoners of war who
are not set free. When such women slaves exist, sexual relations with
them is permitted but only with their master. All the while, however,
different ways of regaining their freedom are available to them. In fact,
Islam provides many ways to ensure that slavery is abolished altogether.
In all this, Islam is open, ensuring clean sexual relations in sociery.
It does not leave such women prisoners of war to be the victims of
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rape and filthy and exploitative relations, as often happens elsewhere
in war situations. Nor does it put a false tag on the srtuatlon, calling
such women free when they are in fact slaves.

“Those who seck to go beyond that [limit] are indeed transgressors.”
(Verse 31) Thus Islam closes the door on all dirty sexual relations,
keeping only these two open forms as legitimate. According to Islam,
sex is a legitimate and clean function to which dirt may attach when
it is practised in an illegitimate or deviant way.'

“Who are faithful to their trusts and to their pledges.” (Verse 32) This
is one of the basic moral qualities on which Islamic society is founded.
The honouring of trust and pledges begins, according to Islam, with
honouring the great trust that God offered to the heavens, the earth
and the mountains but they refused to accept it, fearing that they
would not be able to fulfil its commitments. Man however accepted
it. This is the trust of faith and the fulfilment of its requirements out
of choice but without compulsion. It also involves honouring the first
pledge taken from man’s nature, before birth, when this nature testifies
to the truth of God’s oneness. Faithfulness to all trusts and pledges
in worldly transactions is founded on honouring this first trust and
this first pledge. Islam repeatedly emphasizes the importance of such
faithfulness, to trust, confirming its role in building its society on solid
foundations. It considers such faithfulness a distinctive feature of a
believer, whereas the opposite quality distinguishes unbelievers. This
is often repeated in the Qur'an and the Sunnah, leaving no room for
doubt as to the importance Islam attaches to faithfulness.

“Who stand up for the truth when they bear witness.” (Verse 33) To
bear witness and give testimony is, according to Islam, the basis of the
fulfilment of many rights. Indeed, preventing any transgression of the
bounds set by God can only be ensured on such a basis. Hence, God has
rightly placed strong emphasis on bearing witness, without hesitation, and
testifying when a dispute needs to be adjudged. When bearing witness,
the truth must be stated without distortion or twisting. Indeed, God has

1. For further treatment please refer to comments on S#rah 23, in Volume XII,
pp- 193-195, and on Sarah 47, in Volume XV, pp. 393401
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made bearing witness an act done for Him so as to link it to obedience
of Him. He gives us the instruction: “Bear witness before God.” (65:
2) Here, it is made a feature of believers. It is indeed one of the trusts
that need to be fulfilled. It is given special mention in order to further
empbhasize its importance.

This list of believers qualities started with attendance to prayers, and
it now concludes with that same quality: “And who attend to their prayers
without fail.” (Verse 34) The earlier reference to prayer mentioned that
it is always attended to. Now, the point at issue is that it is done ‘without
fail. The two points are not the same. Here, the emphasis is on offering
prayers on time, performing the obligatory part and adding the voluntary
one, adhering to its form and spirit. Believers are neither negligent of
this, nor are they careless. Needless to say, mentioning prayer as the first
and the last of believers' distinctive qualities confirms the importance
attached to it.

At this point, the fate of this group is stated: “They are the ones to be
honoured in the gardens of paradise.” (Verse 35) This short verse combines
an aspect of material enjoyment with a spiritual one. They are in gardens
of paradise, but they are also honoured there. Thus, when they enjoy
what is provided for them in paradise, they also enjoy being honoured
for maintaining heir high moral standard.

The Unbelievers’ Attitude

The sirah then depicts a Makkan scene in which we see the unbelievers
going hurriedly to where the Prophet was reading the Qur'an. Once
there, they would split into groups around him. The si@rah criticizes
their hurrying and grouping when they had no intention of listening
to or of heeding his advice:

What is wrong with the unbelievers, that they run confusedly before
you, from the right and the lefi, in crowds? (Verses 36-37)

There is implied sarcasm in the question. It describes their confused
movement, with the Arabic expression adding a connotation of their
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being led. The question wonders at their confusion: they move hurriedly,
but without any intention of receiving guidance. They only want to learn
what the Prophet says before splitting into small groups discussing how
to resist what they have heard. What is wrong with them, then? “Does
every one of them hope to enter a garden of bliss?” (Verse 38) How can
they entertain such hopes when their behaviour leads only to hell, and
not to heaven and its gardens of bliss? Do they think that they have a
high position with God to ensure that they will enter heaven despite the
fact that they disbelieve in Him, oppose the Prophet, scheme against
Islam? They must imagine that they command very high value with
God to achieve such elevation.

The answer is swift and decisive: “No!” It is delivered in the negative,
implying contempt. “We have created them from the substance they know.”
(Verse 39) They are aware that they have been created from a humble
fluid they know well enough. There is an implicit, yet profound touch
here, destroying all their pride and arrogance without using a single
objectionable word. Yet the verse is so expressed that it depicts a state of
utter humiliation and ignominy. How can they hope to be in heaven when
they disbelieve and commit evil deeds, knowing from what substance
they are created? In God’s measure, they are too lowly to hold favour
with Him. Why would He waive His law of administering justice to all
according to their deeds just for them?

Confirming their unimportance and lowly status, the sizrab states that
God is able to replace them with better creatures. Furthermore, they
cannot escape the punishment their actions deserve:

By the Lord of all star risings and settings, We certainly have the power
to replace them with better people. There is nothing to prevent Us from
doing so. (Verses 40—41)

The point at issue needs no oath, but the mention of risings and
settings reflects God’s greatness. These movements may refer to the
rise risings and settings of the millions upon millions of stars in the
universe. On the other hand, this may be a reference to sunrise and
sunset over every point on our planet. At every moment, there is a
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sunrise and a sunset, as the earcth continues to revolve. Whichever the
meaning intended, the mention of these risings and settings gives us
a feeling of the greatness of the universe and the Almightiness of God
who created the universe. Do those people, created from humble fluid,
need an oath by the Lord of all star risings and settings to realize that
He is able to create better people? Do they need an oath confirming
that they cannot escape from Him?

The sizrah concludes with an address to the Prophet telling him to
leave them to face their fate on that promised day. It shows their status
then when they utterly distressed:

Leave them to indulge in idle talk and play until they face the day
they have been promised, the day when they shall come in haste from
their graves, as if rallying to a flag, with eyes downcast, with ignominy
overwhelming them. Such is the day they have been promised. (Verses
42-44)

This address implies a definite warning that should fill them with
worry and anticipation. Indeed, the image describing them and their
movements on that day should add intense ﬁ:ar. Moreover, it carries
a clear element of sarcasm to parallel their pride and conceit. We see
them coming out of their graves, hurrying on like people rallying to a
flag or to a statue they worship. This is consistent with what they do in
this life when they rally to flags and statues on festive days. Now they
do the same, but there is no festivity on that day. Their description is
completed by the statement, ‘with ignominy overwhelming them.” We
can almost see their faces clearly through these words. We see them
humiliated, overwhelmed by ignominy. They used to play and indulge
in idle talk, but now they are exhausted, broken: “Such is the day they
have been promised.” (Verse 44) That is the day they doubted would ever
happen. Yet in their denial, they tried to hasten its arrival.

Thus the si#rah ends, with perfect harmony between its opening and
end. It represents an episode in the long discussion of the major issue
of resurrection, reckoning and requital, setting the Islamic concept of
life in contrast with un-Islamic concepts.
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Nih
(Noah)

Prologue

This sirah, devoted to the story of Noah and his people, describes
an important experience of advocacy of the divine message on earth.
It represents a cycle in the consistent and permanent treatment of
mankind, and of the ever-raging battle between good and evil, guidance
and error, truth and falsehood. This episode depicts a humanity that is
stubborn, hard, established in its ways, toeing the line drawn by arrogant
leadership, unwilling to consider the guidance provided or to look at
the pointers to faith. These are available everywhere in the universe and
within people’s own selves, recorded in the open book of the universe
and in man’s inner soul. At the same time, the s#zrah shows an aspect of
divine mercy represented in the fact that God sent messengers to rescue
mankind from their stubborn rejection of guidance, and their blind
following of arrogant and erroneous leadership.

The sarah also paints a picture of the tireless efforts of God’s messengers
to provide erring humanity with guidance. They showed unparalleled
patience despite all the adversity they had to contend with and when
they had no personal interest in the matter: they did not expect any
reward from those who benefited by their guidance, nor did they hope
for any personal favour from those who attained faith as a result of their
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efforts. They received nothing like the fees charged by universities and
educational institutes for the services they provide.

In this s#rah, Noah presents to God the final outcome of the 950
years he spent exerting such tireless efforts in advocating the divine
faith among his people. Essentially, they had continued to arrogantly
and stubbornly follow their leaders who, in turn, possessed wealth and
power. His report, as outlined in the sirah states: “My Lord! I have been
pleading with my people night and day, but the more I call them, the further
they run away. Whenever I call on them, so that You may forgive them, they
thrust their fingers into their ears, draw their garments over their heads,
grow obstinate and become even more arrogant and insolent. I have called
them openly; I have preached to them in public, and I spoke to them secretly,
in private. I said: “Ask your Lord for forgiveness: He is ever forgiving. He
will let loose the sky over you with abundance, and will give you wealth
and children; and will provide you with gardens and rivers. What is the
matter with you? Why do you behave with such insolence towards your
. Lord, when it is He who has created you in successive stages? Do you not see
how God has created seven heavens in layers, placing in them the moon for
a light and the sun for a lantern? God has made you spring from the earth
like a plant, and He will return you into it and then bring you out again.
God has made the earth a vast expanse for you, so that you may walk along
its spacious paths.” (Verses 5-20) Having thus outlined the efforts he
made and the varied methods he employed in advocating the divine
message among his people, Noah says: “My Lord! They have disobeyed
me and followed those whose wealth and children lead them increasingly
into ruin. They have devised a mighty plot, and said to each other: “Do not
ever renounce your gods! Do not abandon Wadd, Suwa ', Yaghith, Ya tg or
Nasr. They have led many astray.” (Verses 21-24)

The result is very negative. Yet a messenger’s task remains the same:
to advocate God’s message.

This extremely difficult experience is shown to the Prophet Muhammad
(peace be upon him), who inherited the trust of advocating the divine
message throughout the earth until the end of time and who shouldered
the heaviest burden assigned to any prophet. He is shown how a former
brother of his sought to establish the truth of faith on earth. He is,
thus, able to see just how stubborn man can be in resisting the message
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of truth, and how corrupt deviant leadership can be and how it can
overpower guided leadership. He learns of God’s will to send messenger
after messenger to provide mankind with guidance, and this despite all
the stubborn and continuous rejection from as early as the days of Noah
(peace be upon him).

This experience is shown to the Muslim community in Makkah,
and to the Muslim community generally, because it is the heir to
God’s message to mankind. It is charged with implementing the
code of life based on the divine message, even in the midst of the
Jjahiliyyah prevalent at the time, and in the midst of every subsequent
Jéhiliyyah. The Muslim community thus sees the picture of firm resolve
represented by Noah, the second father of mankind, who struggled
over such a long period of time, to present God’s message. It sees the
care God took of the small number of believers who accepted Noah’s
message and who were saved from the total destruction thar engulfed
their unbelieving fellows.

Noah’s experience is also presented to the Makkan unbelievers,
showing them the fate suffered by their unbelieving predecessors. They
may thus realize that God has bestowed a great favour on them, sending
them a kind Messenger who cares greatly for them. This Messenger does
not appeal to God to destroy them as Noah did. It is God’s grace that
has determined that they will be given respite. Noah prayed to God to
take away all unbelievers after he had exhausted all means, efforts and
methods in calling on them to follow divine guidance. It was only at
that juncture that he made his heartfelt appeal: “And Noabh said: ‘Lord!
Do not leave a single unbeliever on earth. If you spare them, they will lead
Your servants astray and beget none but sinners and hardened unbelievers.”
(Verses 26-27)

In presenting this episode in the advocacy of God’s message, the sirah
clearly shows the unity of the divine faith and its firm, unchanging
roots, as well as its close link with the universe, God’s will and life’s
events as they take place according to what God has determined. We
see all this through what Noah says to his people by way of warning
and instruction: “He said: "My people, I am here to warn you plainly.
Worship God alone and fear Him, and obey me. He will forgive you your
sins and grant you respite for an appointed term. When God’s appointed
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term comes, it can never be put back, if you but knew it.” (Verses 2—4)
We also see it as the s#rah quotes Noah saying to his people: “What is
the matter with you? Why do you behave with such insolence towards your
Lord, when it is He who has created you in successive stages? Do you not see
how God has created seven heavens in layers, placing in them the moon for
a light and the sun for a lantern? God has made you spring from the earth
like a plant, and He will return you into it and then bring you out again.
God has made the earth a vast expanse for you, so that you may walk along
its spacious paths.” (Verses 13-20)

Establishing this truth about the unity of God’s message in the hearts
of the Muslim community is particularly important. It helps Muslims
to understand the truth of their message and that they descend from a
long line of believers starting from the very early days of humanity. It
also tells them of their role in advocating this message, which embodies
the code God has laid down for human life.

Why the Effort?

When we look at the great efforts exerted by God’s messengers (peace
be upon them all) in presenting guidance to a stubbornly erroneous
humanity, and consider that it has been God’s will to send them,
one after another, for this purpose, we should be nothing less than
overwhelmed.

One may well ask whether the results have justified such long efforts
and noble sacrifices, from Noah’s early time through to Muhammad’s
own time, as well as the intervening and subsequent efforts and sacrifices
made by believers in God’s message. Nonetheless such efforts and
sacrifices have continuously been made and this in the face of ridicule
and abuse. Indeed some messengers faced burning in the fire or were cut
in halves with a saw, or had to flee their homeland and abandon their
families. When the final message was given, the Prophet Muhammad and
those who followed him made strenuous efforts to establish it. Further
efforts and sacrifices have been made by believers ever since. The question
is, then whether the results justify such efforts and sacrifices? Should
this struggle be maintained? Does humanity deserve such divine care?
Does this insignificant creature called man, so arrogant and stubborn
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that he still resists the truth, deserve such care from God manifested in
sending messenger after messenger?

The answer based on much thought and reflection is unarguably “Yes,
indeed.’ To establish the truth of faith on earth merits all these efforts,
struggles and sacrifices made by God’s messengers and their followers
throughout every generation. Perhaps the establishment of this truth
is greater than man’s existence, and greater than the earth and all who
live on it. It is indeed greater than the universe in which the earth is no
more than a little, hardly visible particle.

God has willed to create man with special qualities that make the
establishment of this truth in his conscience and way of life dependent
on his own human effort, with God’s help and guidance. We do not
know why God created man such, why He let his acquisition of faith be
dependent on his own efforts, or why He made him neither a naturally
obedient believer like the angels nor a completely evil, disobedient
creature like Satan. We believe, however, that creating man with such
a nature and qualities serves a divine purpose related to the creation of
the universe and its operative system.

This means that human efforts are needed to establish the truth of
faith in man’s world. God has chosen some of the best of His servants
to make such efforts. These are the prophets and the messengers, as
well as select groups of true followers. These are the ones assigned
the task of establishing this truth on earth; it deserves such strenuous
efforts and great sacrifices. When this truth is firmly rooted in a human
heart, then that heart enjoys a ray of God’s light. It harbours one of
His secrets and becomes a means for the fulfilment of His will, a will
that will inevitably be done. All this is fact, not just a figure of speech.
Itis a truth that is greater than man and his world, and even the whole
universe.

Moreover, the establishment of this truth in the life of humanity, ora
section of it, provides a link between this earthly life of ours and eternal
life. Thus, human life is elevated to maintain the link between what ends
in death and what is eternal, between the part and the whole, between
the defective and the absolutely perfect. Such a result is greater than all
efforts and sacrifices, even though it may last for a day or part of one
day during human life on earth. When this truth is thus established, it
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provides all generations of humanity with a lantern of true light. This
lantern then takes practical form which it will strive to maintain.

History has repeatedly shown that humanity only attained the heights
it is able to reach when the truth of God was established. No other
means enabled mankind to reach such summits. Those periods in history
when truth was so established, and its advocates were in leadership, were
indeed the highest summits reached in human life. This was greater
than man’s ultimate dreams, yet it was a living reality. It is simply not
possible for humanity to rise with the help of any philosophy, science,
art, creed or system to the level it attained and can always attain through
the establishment of faith in people’s hearts, lives, morality, values and
standards. This truth of faith provides the basis of a complete way of
life, whether it is given in a general form as in the early messages, or in
a very detailed one as is the case in its final version.

When humanity lost the leadership of true believers, it suffered
depression, intellectual confusion and nervous ailments, despite its
progress in all spheres of civilization. It might have had abundance of
the means of physical comfort, intellectual enjoyment and material
affluence, but it could not achieve true happiness.

Without doubt, then, the effort is worth it. We should strive with
whatever we have and make what sacrifices are necessary to establish
this truth of faith on earth. Mankind, however, will continue to turn
away, as they did when they were addressed by Noah, Abraham, Moses,
Jesus, Muhammad and others of God’s noble messengers. They will
continue to follow those who lead them far astray. Their leadership
will continue to persecute the advocates of faith, inflicting on them
whatever brutal treatment they can. Yet despite all this, the divine
message will continue along its way, as God wants it to be, because the
outcome deserves it all, even though it is no more than a single heart
receiving God’s light.

The fact that messengers continued to be sent by God, from the time
of Noah to the time of Muhammad, (peace be upon both of them),
confirms that it is God’s will that advocacy of the divine faith should
continue so that it produces its extraordinary results. The minimum
result is that the truth of faith becomes well settled in the hearts of its
advocates so that they hold firmly to it even though they may be exposed
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to death or what is worse than death. In this way, they will rise above all
the lure of this life, and this by itself is a great gain for those advocates in
person and for humanity as a whole. Indeed, humanity gains in honour
through the presence of such people. It becomes worthy of the honour
God gave it when He commanded the angels to prostrate themselves
before Adam, the creature who corrupts the earth and sheds blood but
who can, nevertheless, through his own efforts and sacrifices, become
worthy of receiving a ray of God’s light.

—_—

=
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In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

We sent Noah to his people: “Warn
your people, before grievous

suffering befalls them.” (1)

He said: ‘My people, I am here to
warn you plainly. (2)

Worship God alone and fear
Him, and obey me. (3)

He will forgive you your sins and
grant you respite for an appointed
term. When God’s appointed
term comes, it can never be put

back, if you but knew it.” (4)

He said: ‘My Lord! I have been
pleading with my people night
and day, (5)

but the more I call them, the
further they run away. (6)

Whenever I call on them, so that
You may forgive them, they thrust
their fingers into their ears, draw
their garments over their heads,
grow obstinate and become even
more arrogant and insolent. (7)
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I have called them openly; (8)

I have preached to them in public,
and I spoke to them secretly, in

private. (9)

I said: “Ask your Lord for
forgiveness: He is ever forgiving.

(10)

He will let loose the sky over you
with abundance, (11)

and will give you wealth and
children; and will provide you
with gardens and rivers. (12)

What is the matter with you?
Why do you behave with such
insolence towards your Lord,

(13)

when it is He who has created you
in successive stages? (14)

Do you not see how God has
created seven heavens in layers,

(15)

placing in them the moon for a
light and the sun for a lantern?

(16)

God has made you spring from
the earth like a plant, (17)
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and He will return you into it and
then bring you out again. (18)

God has made the earth a vast
expanse for you, (19)

so that you may walk along its
spacious paths.” (20)

Noah said: ‘My Lord! They have
disobeyed me and followed those
whose wealth and children lead
them increasingly into ruin.

(21)

They have devised a mighty plot,
(22)

-and said to each other: “Do not
ever renounce your gods! Do not
abandon Wadd, Suwa, Yaghiith,
Ya‘aq or Nasr.” (23)

They have led many astray. Lord,
grant the wrongdoers increase in
nothing but error.” (24)

Because of their sins, they were
drowned, and were made to enter
the fire. They found none besides
God to support them. (25)

And Noah said: “Lord! Do not
leave a single unbeliever on earth.

(26)
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If You spare them, they will lead dovo tE reseiz G
Your servants astray and beget "S"L'*%i /-f": J:' ‘-’Ld:l.
none but sinners and hardened @\ju/&f?,\,YlEiﬂ\Jj
unbelievers. (27) g -

My Lord! Forgive me, my parents {47 NN Voo 2h %
and everyone who enters my J .a‘_,..l)d.\l,i:, "iJ = ‘3—’-’
h01:lSC. as a believer. Forgive all ':,'f,.jnlja‘gejm}l;j: \i’_:::
believing men and women. To the

2 1: 1 { A ? - -{ o
wrongdoers grant You no increase @b"‘yl‘-’-‘ﬂlfu ‘9_;’\")
except in perdition.’ (28) |

The Message in Brief

The sirah begins with a statement defining the source of this
message of divine faith: “We sent Noah to his people.” (Verse 1) This is
the source that assigns tasks to God’s messengers and from whom they
learn the truth of faith. It is the source of all existence and all life. It is
He who created mankind, giving their nature the ability to know and
worship Him. When they deviated from this straight path, He sent
them messengers to bring them back to Him. Noah was the first of
these messengers after Adam. The Qur'an does not mention a message
given to Adam after his fall to earth and life thereon. Perhaps he was a
teacher who taught his children and grandchildren. With the passage of
time, they went astray and adopted idols as deities. These were at first
symbols of certain forces they considered holy. Then, they forgot what
the symbols signified and worshipped the idols themselves. The most
important of those idols were the five mentioned in this s#rah. God
sent them Noah to bring them back to believing in His oneness and
- give them the right concept of God, life and existence. Earlier scriptures
mention Idris as a messenger of God prior to Noah. However, what such
scriptures mention is not part of the Islamic faith, because they were
subject to distortion, addition and omission.

When we read the stories of earlier prophets given in the Qur'an,
we tend to believe that Noah lived when humanity was still in its
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dawn period. He spent 950 years of his life advocating God’s message
to his people who must have lived a similarly long life. This suggests
that humans were still few in number. In saying this we draw on the
observation that species that are small in number live long, and that the
reverse is true. Perhaps this is a rule of balance. This is merely a personal
point of view, but God knows best.

Having established the source of the message, the s#rah sums it up in
a few words, and we learn that Noah was instructed to deliver a warning:
“Warn your people, before grievous suffering befalls them.” (Verse 1) The
report Noah presents to his Lord, as stated in the si@rah, shows that
the state in which he found his people, heedless and arrogant, makes
warning the sum of his message. In fact, the first thing he does by means
of advocacy is to warn them of severe punishment, in either this world
or the next, or in both.

The sirah moves straight from assigning the task to its fulfilment, in
which the delivery of the warning is prominent. However, this is coupled
with a note that raises the hope of the forgiveness of past sins and the
deferment of reckoning until the Day of Resurrection. Moreover, the
sitrah gives a brief outline of the message Noah delivered to his people:

He said: ‘My people, I am here to warn you plainly. Worship God alone
and fear Him, and obey me. He will forgive you your sins and grant
you respite for an appointed term. When God's appointed term comes,
it can never be put back, if you but knew it. (Verses 2—4)

“My people, I am here to warn you plainly.” (Verse 2) He immediately
states his role as a warner, clearly explaining his argument. He does
not hesitate or wrap his words in a false cover. He leaves no one in
confusion as to what he has to say, or what those who reject his message
can expect. What he calls for is plain and simple: “Worship God alone
and fear Him, and obey me.” (Verse 3) All worship must be addressed to
God alone, without partners. Fearing God should be the quality that is
clearly reflected in feeling and behaviour. Obeying the messenger God
sends to a people is the attitude that makes His orders the basis on
which they build their way of life and how they determine their rules
of behaviour.
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These are the broad lines of divine faith in general, but messages may
differ in points of detail as also in the concepts they outline, their relative
scopes and how profound and comprehensive these are. To worship God
alone provides a complete system of life that includes how man visualizes
the nature of the Godhead and the nature of servitude to Him, the bond
between the Creator and His creatures, as well as the nature of forces
and values that operate in the universe and affect human life. Hence, a
system for human life is developed on the basis of this concept, giving
a special code of living. This code is based on the bond between God
and His servants, and on the values He assigns to all things.

To be God-fearing is the true guarantee that people will follow this
code of living, abide by it and never try to circumvent it or slacken
in its implementation. Moreover, it is the quality that ensures sound
moral behaviour thar seeks no reward other than being acceptable to
God. Moreover, obeying God’s messenger is the means that ensures
remaining consistent, receiving guidance from its original source. It
maintains the link with heaven through the messenger who receives
instructions from on high.

These were the broad lines that constituted what Noah called on
his people to believe in. They remain the essence of the divine faith
for every generation. God promised them in reward what He promises
those who turn to Him in repentance: “He will forgive you your sins
and grant you respite for an appointed term.” (Verse 4) This verse states
the reward promised for those who respond to the call to worship God
alone, fear Him and obey His messenger. The reward is forgiveness of
past sins, a respite lasting until the time appointed for reckoning, which
means until the Day of Judgement, so that they will not be punished
in this life like other communities that were totally destroyed. Later in
the sizrah, we see that Noah promised his people certain other things
to be granted in this life.

Noah also confirms that this appointed time is inevitable: it comes at
the moment determined for it. It will not be postponed like the delayed
punishment in this world: “When God’s appointed term comes, it can
never be put back, if you but knew it.” (Verse 4) This statement may be
understood to apply to every time appointed by God, so as to make this
fact clear in their minds. It occurs at the appropriate place here, within
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the context of the promise that the reckoning will be deferred to the
Day of Judgement if they heeded Noah’s advice.

Untiring Efforts

Noah began his noble efforts to present guidance to his people. He
had no personal interest in the matter, and stood to make no gain to
compensate for all the arrogance and ridicule he had to put up with. He
continued to do this for a thousand years minus fifty, with the number
of those who responded positively hardly increasing. On the other hand,
however, the level of rejection and insistence on following old erring ways
did increase. At the end, Noah presented his account to God, who had
assigned him this arduous task. He described his efforts even though he -
knew that God was fully aware of all that he had done. He is, therefore,
simply making his heart-felt complaint to God, the only One to whom
prophets, messengers and true believers ever complain:

My Lord! I have been pleading with my people night and day, but the
more I call them, the further they run away. Whenever I call on them,
so that You may forgive them, they thrust their fingers into their ears,
draw their garments over their heads, grow obstinate and become even
more arrogant and insolent. I have called them openly; I have preached
to them in public, and I spoke to them secretly, in private. I said: Ask
your Lord for forgiveness: He is ever forgiving. He will let loose the
sky over you with abundance, and will give you wealth and children;
and will provide you with gardens and rivers. What is the matter with
you? Why do you behave with such insolence towards your Lord, when
it is He who has created you in successive stages? Do you not see how
God has created seven heavens in layers, placing in them the moon for
a light and the sun for a lantern? God has made you spring from the
earth like a plant, and He will return you into it and then bring you
out again. God has made the earth a vast expanse for you, so that you
may walk along its spacious paths. (Verses 5-20)

Thus, Noah describes his untiring efforts at the end of his long, long
journey: “My Lord! I have been pleading with my people night and day.”
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(Verse 5) He never slackened or showed any sign of boredom or despair
in the face of determined and increasing opposition: “but the more I
call them, the further they run away.” (Verse 6) They ran away from
the messenger who called on them to believe in God, the Giver of life,
the Provider of everything they had and the Source of every light and
guidance. Yet this messenger from whom they ran away never asked for
anything in return for what he presented or taught them. He only called
on them to believe so that they might be forgiven their sins.

When they could not physically run away, because he addressed them
face to face, taking every opportunity to make his address heard, they
loathed listening to him or even looking at him. They turned away in
arrogance, intent on following their erring ways. “Whenever I call on
them, so that You may forgive them, they thrust their fingers into their ears,
draw their garments over their heads, grow obstinate and become even more
arrogant and insolent.” (Verse 7) In this scene the advocate of the divine
faith is seen using every opportunity to deliver his message, while they
remain adamant, unwilling to hear. We see humanity here in its early
stages, stubborn like a headstrong child, putting its fingers in its ears
so that it does not hear, and covering its head and face. It is an image
of childish resistance. The sirah says they ‘thrust their fingers into their
ears’, yet people can only put the tips of their fingers into their ears. The
statement, thus, imparts an impression of violent reaction, as if they
wanted to put their whole fingers into their ears to ensure that nothing
of Noah’s words could be heard. How childish!

Provisions in Abundance

In his strenuous efforts to fulfil his mission, Noah used every method,
addressing them openly at times, and speaking to them in private on
others: “I have called them openly; I have preached to them in public, and
I spoke to them secretly, in private.” (Verses 8-9) In all this, he put before
them immeasurable gains both in this life and in the life to come. The
first prospect he put before them was forgiveness of their sins: “/ said:
Ask your Lord for forgiveness: He is ever forgiving.” (Verse 10) He also
put before them the prospect of abundant provisions to be granted
through rain pouring down in plenty, so that plants can grow and rivers
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run. He also added other types of God’s grace, ones they loved dearly:
children and wealth: “He will let loose the sky over you with abundance,
and will give you wealth and children; and will provide you with gardens
and rivers.” (Verses 11-12)

Noah linked granting such provisions to seeking God’s forgiveness of
sins and misdeeds. This correlation between following God’s guidance
and attaining purity of heart on the one hand and a life of plenty and
prosperity on the other is stated in several places in the Qur'an: “had the
people of those cities believed and been God-fearing, We would indeed have
opened up for them blessings out of heaven and earth. But they disbelieved,
so We smote them on account of what they had been doing.” (7: 96) “If
only the people of earlier revelations would believe and be God-fearing, We
should indeed efface their [past] bad deeds, and bring them into gardens of
bliss. If they would observe the Torah and the Gospel and all that has been
revealed to them by their Lord, they would indeed be given abundance from
above and from beneath.” (5: 65-66) “Worship none but God. I come to
you from Him as a warner and a bearer of glad tidings. Seek forgiveness of
your Lord, and then turn towards Him in repentance, and He will grant
you a goodly enjoyment of life for an appointed term. He will grant everyone
with merit a full reward for his merit.” (11: 2-3)

This is, then, a true rule repeatedly stated in the Qur'an. It is based on
certain conditions involving a promise by God and the rules He set for
human life. History confirms its fulfilment during different generations.
The rule applies to communities and nations, not to individuals. Every
community that implemented God’s law, truly looking up to Him,
doing good and beneficial deeds and seeking His forgiveness in a way
that reflected fearing Him, benefited by this promise. Every community
that worshipped God and feared Him, implementing His law and
establishing justice and security for all people, was given provisions in
plenty and a life of strength and affluence.

Having said this, we realize that some communities are left to enjoy
a life of power and prosperity, despite the fact that they are far from
being God-fearing or following His guidance. This is merely a test: “ We
test you all with evil and good by way of trial.” (21: 35) Moreover, such
prosperity is often accompanied by different ills such as the lack of social
cohesion, loose morality, injustice, disregard for human dignity, etc. We
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see today two superpowers,' seemingly enjoying power and plentiful
provisions: one of them is capitalist while the other communist. In the
first, morality has sunk to the lowest level. The prevailing vision of life
has become so low that all life has become materialistic, measured by
the dollar. In the other, the value of man has gone below the level of
slavery. Intelligence agencies have become too powerful and people live
in constant fear, threatened in their own homes. Several massacres have
taken place, and no one is assured that by the morning his head will
remain in place. A false allegation can easily find it chopped off. Neither
condition can be described as a truly prosperous human life.

We continue with Noah and his untiring efforts. We see him trying
to turn people’s attentions to the signs pointing to God, be these from
within themselves or in the world around them. He wonders at their
carelessness and rudeness: “What is the matter with you? Why do you
behave with such insolence towards your Lord, when it is He who bas created
you in successive stages?” (Verses 13—14)

These stages of creation to which Noah refers must have been
something which people either knew about or could understand at that
time. He is obviously reminding them of something they know and
hopes will have the desired effect of leading them to a positive response.
Most commentators on the Qur’an say that the expression refers to the
different stages the embryo goes through, starting with a gamete, then
becoming a clinging cell mass, before it becomes a human embryo, and
acquires a skeleton and is subsequently given its full shape and form.
Noah’s people could understand this because pregnant women suffered
abortions at different stages of pregnancy, thus giving man a clear idea
of how the human grows. This is one interpretation of the statement. It
could also be a reference to what embryology says about the creation of
man. It starts like a one-celled creature, then becomes like a multi-celled
creature before acquiring the form of a water animal, then it becomes like
a mammal, before it acquires human shape. This was however far from
comprehensible to Noah’s people, being only a very recent discovery.
This interpretation may be the meaning of another Qur’anic statement
that mentions the stages of the embryo before saying: “ We then bring this

1. This is a reference to the USA and the Soviet Union. — Editor’s note.
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into being as another creation.” (23: 14) Both statements, however, may

mean something else that remains beyond our present knowledge. Be

that as it may, Noah draws the attention of his people to look at their

creation and how it is done in stages. He reproaches them for knowing
this and yet remaining insolent in their attitude towards their Lord.

This is all very singular.

Signs in Plenty

Noah directs his people’s attention to the open book of the universe:
“Do you not see how God has created seven heavens in layers, placing in
them the moon for a light and the sun for a lantern?” (Verses 15-16) We
cannot specify a meaning for the ‘seven heavens’ on the basis of scientific
theories about the universe, for these are only theories. Noah simply
draws their attention to the skies. He tells them, as God taught him,
that there are seven heavens in layers, and that they include the sun
and the moon, which they could obviously see, just as they saw what
they called the sky, which is that familiar blue coloured space. To know
what it is exactly is not necessary. Nor has it been properly proven even
today. The invitation to look though is enough to reflect on the supreme
power that has brought such great creatures into existence. This is what
Noah wanted his people to do. He then invites them to look at their
own creation, starting from dust and returning to it after death, and
emphasizing the truth of resurrection: “God has made you spring from
the earth like a plant, and He will return you into it and then bring you
out again.” (Verses 17-18)

The reference to man originating from the earth like a plant is both
amazing and inspiring. It is repeated in the Qur’an in various forms:
“Good land brings forth its vegetation in abundance, by its Lord’s leave, but
[from the bad land only poor and scant vegetation comes forth.” (7: 58) This
verse refers to the similarity of the origin of both man and vegetation.
Both are referred to in the same verse stressing the truth of resurrection:
“Mankind! If you are in doubt as to the resurrection, remember that We
have created you out of dust, then out of a gamete, then out of a clinging cell
mass, then out of an organized and unorganized embryo, so that We might
make things clear to you. We cause to rest in the [mothers|] wombs whatever
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We please for an appointed term, and then We bring you forth as infants,
that you may grow up and attain your prime. Some of you die young, and
some live on to abject old age when all that they once knew they know no
more. You can see the earth dry and barren; and [suddenly,] when We send
down water upon it, it stirs and swells and puts forth every kind of radiant
bloom.” (22: 5) In the following sirah,* the stages of the embryo are
outlined in similar terms to the verse above. It is then followed by this
statement: “And by means of this water We bring forth for you gardens of
date-palms and vines.” (23: 19)

This is certainly worth studying. It suggests that the origins of life on
earth are the same, and that the making of man is the same as the making
of plants. Man is made of the earth’s simple elements and feeds on such
elements to grow. Thus, he is a plant like the rest of earth’s plants. He
is given a form of life different from that of plants, but both originate
from mother earth, which suckles them both. We see how faith gives a
believer a complete and true concept of his relation to the earth and to
other living things. This concept combines scientific accuracy with warm
feelings, which is the distinctive mark of true Qur'anic knowledge.

Those people who came out of the earth will go back into it, because
God determines so, just like He brought them into being out of it. Their
ashes become mixed with its dust and they become part of it again, just
as they were before. Then again, God will bring them out like He did
the first time. It is a simple matter that does not require a moment’s
hesitation if we only look at it from this Qur’anic angle. Noah points out
this truth to his people so that they feel how God’s hand lets them grow
out of the earth like plants do, and then returns them there. Once they
do this, they can easily expect the second life and take it into account.
It is so simple and easy, needing no further argument.

Finally, Noah directs his people’s hearts to reflect on God’s blessing
as He enabled them to live easily on earth, conducting their various
activities with ease and comfort: “God has made the earth a vast expanse
for you, so that you may walk along its spacious paths.” (Verses 19-20) This
reality is so close to them and they see it all the time in full view. They
cannot escape it like they tried to escape from Noah and his warnings.

2. In verse 14 of Sirah 23, The Believers.
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In relation to them, the earth is stretched out like a vast expanse. Even
in its mountains, God placed paths that are easy for them to traverse.
They walk and travel even more easily on the plains. They can thus move
about seeking God’s bounty, and exchanging goods and benefits. They
did not need scientific studies that sought to understand the natural
laws that govern and facilitate their life on earth in order to appreciate
all this. Indeed, the greater human knowledge gets the more evident
the truth of this statement is.

Varied Methods

We see how Noah tried to address his people in various ways, employing
a wide range of methods. We also see his patience, perseverance and
conscientiousness. He continued to exert these efforts over 950 years
before giving this report to his Lord, complaining of the response he
had had to contend with. From his succinct and accurate account we
see a splendid image of the great efforts he made. Yet all this is merely
one ring in the chain of divine messages to mankind. So, what happens
next?

Noah said: My Lord! They have disobeyed me and followed those
whose wealth and children lead them increasingly into ruin. They have

 devised a mighty plot, and said to each other: “Do not ever renounce
your gods! Do not abandon Wadd, Suwa", Yaghith, Ya‘uq or Nasr.”
They have led many astray. Lord, grant the wrongdoers increase in
nothing but error.” (Verses 21-24)

It is a heart-felt complaint. After all Noah's endeavours, guidance
and sound advice and the promise of an easy, plentiful life, they chose
to disobey and follow the lead of those who had gone far astray, only
because the latter enjoyed wealth, children and power. Yet such leaders
benefit nothing by all these blessings. Indeed, their “wealth and children
lead them increasingly into ruin.” (Verse 21) What they possessed of
wealth and children tempted them to go further astray, a scenario that
could only end in misery and ruin. Yet these leaders did not stop at
just going astray. Instead: “7They have devised a mighty plot.” (Verse 22)

285



In the Shade of the Qur'an

Their plot was on a grand scale, and its aim was to foil Noah’s efforts,
to suppress his message and to prevent it from addressing people’s
hearts. They schemed to give their disbelief and ignorance an attractive
colour. Therefore, they urged people to adhere to their false beliefs and
to continue to worship those idols whom they called gods. They “said
to each other: ‘Do not ever renounce your gods!” They sought to arouse
people’s personal emotions, making them feel that these idols were
‘their own’ gods. They mentioned the names of the most important
ones, so as to stir people’s false pride in them: “Do not abandon Wadd,
Suwa, Yaghith, Ya'‘ag or Nasr.” (Verse 23) These were indeed the
largest and the most important of their idols. Indeed, they continued
to be worshipped in other ignorant communities until the time of the
Islamic message.

This remains the practice of erring leaderships. They create idols that
may differ in name and form, according to the going trends in different
jahbiliyyah societies. They seek to rally the masses around such idols and
stir their emotions to defend them so that they can lead them wherever
they want to, ensuring that they remain in error. This is how they manage
to lead people astray: “They have led many astray.” (Verse 24) Indeed
every type of erring leadership tries to rally the people around idols,
which may be in the form of statues, or humans or ideas. They are all
the same, manipulated to turn people away from the divine message,
creating a schism between them and its advocates. It is all part of a grand
scheme, a mighty plot with a selfish end.

Noah’s Prayer

A passionate prayer is then voiced by Noah against the oppressors, the
wrongdoers who lead people astray through plots and schemes of their
own devising: “Lord, grant the wrongdoers increase in nothing but error.”
(Verse 24) It is the prayer of one who has tried for a long time, making
every effort and using every method. Eventually, however, he came to
the conclusion that those erring, wrongdoing hearts were altogether
devoid of goodness, undeserving of divine guidance.

Before completing Noah's prayer, the si#rah gives us an image of the
end suffered by those wrongdoers in this life and in the life to come.
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Both situations are present in God’s knowledge. They are events that
admit no change:

Because of their sins, they were drowned, and were made to enter the
fere. They found none besides God to support them. (Verse 25)

It is because of their sins and disobedience that they were made
to drown and enter the fire. The two events are intentionally joined
in succession, because their entry into the fire is connected to their
drowning. The time gap between the two is so short that it is almost
non-existent; according to God’s measures it is negligible. The sequence
is there: they were drowned in this life and they are made to enter the
fire in the life to come. What is in between is perhaps the torment in
the grave during the short gap between the two lives. “7hey found none
besides God to support them.” (Verse 25) None whatsoever! No children,
no wealth, no power and no patron from among their alleged deities.

In a single short verse, these mighty ones are swept away and no
mention is left of them in human memory. No details are given here
of their drowning or the floods that swept them away. This because the
siirah wants to leave us with the impression of swift punishment. Indeed,
it covers the gap between their drowning and their entry into hell with
the conjunction fz, rendered in translation as ‘and’. This is a common
feature of the inimitable Qur’anic style. Therefore, we do not go into
any further details of this event here.

The sirah then gives the remainder of Noahs passionate prayer:

And Noah said: ‘Lord! Do not leave a single unbeliever on earth. If
You spare them, they will lead Your servants astray and beget none but
sinners and hardened unbelievers. My Lord! Forgive me, my parents
and everyone who enters my house as a believer. Forgive all believing

men and women. To the wrongdoers grant You no increase except in
perdition.” (Verses 26-28)

In his heart of hearts, Noah felt that the earth needed to have a

complete change, a change that would eradicate the evil that had
become so deeply entrenched among his people. Sometimes, only such
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eradication of the wrongdoers from the face of the earth will suffice.
Their continued presence may put the divine message under siege,
preventing it from touching people’s hearts. This is exactly the scenario
Noah states in his appeal to God to destroy these tyrannical oppressors,
leaving none of them to walk the earth. He says: “If You spare them, they
will lead Your servants astray.” (Verse 27) Describing those people forced
to go astray as Your servants’ suggests that they are the believers. This is
a reference to how such wrongdoers will always use brute force to turn
people away from divine faith. He may also mean that they lead others
astray when people see them enjoying power and authority, without
being punished for their wrongdoing.

Moreover, they create an environment in which unbelievers are born
and reared. This whole environment of unbelief and its determined
rejection of God’s message leaves no way for the young to see the light.
It overwhelms them with its erroneous beliefs and practices. It is to
this fact that Noah, God’s noble messenger, refers when he says that
these wrongdoers will, “beget none but sinners and hardened unbelievers.”
(Verse 27) They create within the community an atmosphere based
on falsehood and establish systems, traditions and situations that only
help to lead the young into sin and disbelief. Thus, the new generation
will always be composed of ‘sinners and hardened unbelievers', as Noah
said.

It is for this reason that Noah made his sweeping appeal to God, and
God answered his prayer, washing that evil off the face of the earth.
Noah ended his appeal against the unbelievers by a request to God to
increase their ruin: “7o the wrongdoers grant You no increase except in
perdition.” (Verse 28)

Noah also made a different sort of passionate and humble appeal
to God: “My Lord! Forgive me, my parents and everyone who enters my
house as a believer. Forgive all believing men and women.” (Verse 28) His
prayer that God forgives him his sins is an aspect of the good manners all
prophets maintain when addressing God. Noah knows that he is only a
human being appealing to God. He knows that no matter how diligent
he is in his obedience and worship, he makes mistakes and remains short
of the high standard believers should try to attain. He also realizes the
truth the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) later expressed
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when he said that no human being, not even a prophet, is admitted into
heaven on the basis of his actions only, unless God bestows His grace
on him. This appeal for forgiveness is exactly what he called upon his
people to do, but they were too arrogant to take heed. Yet Noah, God’s
noble messenger who has untiringly sought to advocate God’s message,
seeks God’s forgiveness at the moment he presents his account.

His prayer for his parents is an aspect of dutifulness towards parents
who are believers. This is what we understand from the fact that he
prayed for them. Had they been unbelievers, he would have been
told not to pray for their forgiveness, as he was told thar his son, an
unbeliever, met his merited fate when he was drowned with the rest of
the unbelievers. This is clearly mentioned in S#rzh 11, Had.

His special prayer for everyone who entered his home as a believer
marks the mutual love between believers. Everyone loves for others to
receive the same grace as he receives. This special mention of those who
enter his home refers to the fact that they were the ones to be saved from
the floods; they were the ones on the Ark with him.

Noah’s final prayer is for the forgiveness of all believing men and
women throughout all generations and localities. It emphasizes the close
bond that unites them all, different as their communities and times may
be. This is a remarkable quality of the divine faith, establishing this
strong bond of genuine love between all believers across the centuries.
It tells of the hidden secret God has incorporated into the divine faith
and placed in believers’ hearts.

Contrasted with this love among believers is the genuine aversion
expressed towards unbelievers: “7o the wrongdoers grant You no increase
except in perdition.” (Verse 28)

In this way does the s#rah conclude after having given us a bright
picture of Noah’s struggle, as contrasted with the unbelievers’ stubborn
rejection. It leaves us with feelings of love towards this great prophet,
and admiration for his hard struggle. It strengthens our resolve to follow
the same route no matter what hardship we have to endure and no
matter what sacrifices we are called upon to make. It is the only route
that ensures mankind attains the highest standard possible in their life
on earth.
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Al-Jinn

(The Jinn)
Prologue

This siirah presents us with something very clear even before we look
at any of the specific ideas it tackles. It is a symphony ringing out clear,
strong beats coupled with an air of calm sadness and reflective sorrow. .
Consistent with this phenomenon are the images and scenes the sirzh
portrays and the inspiring statements it includes, particularly in its last
passage after the jinn concluded their discourse. In this last part, the
stirah addresses the Prophet in a way that fills the listener with much
sympathy. He is commanded to declare that he looks for nothing in
respect of his message other than delivering it, and that he is closely
watched by God as he goes about this task: “Say: 7 invoke my Lord alone,
and I associate no partners with Him.’ Say: It is not in my power to cause
you harm or to set you on the right course.’ Say: ‘No one can ever protect me
Sfrom God, nor can I ever find a place to hide from Him. My task is only
to deliver what I receive from God and His messages.” Whoever disobeys
God and His Messenger will have the fire of hell, where they will abide for
ever. When they see what they have been promised, they will realize who
has the lesser help and is smaller in number. Say: I do not know whether
that which you have been promised is imminent, or whether my Lord has
set for it a distant term. He alone knows that which is beyond the reach of
human perception, and He does not disclose His secrets to anyone except to

291



In the Shade of the Qur'an

a messenger whom He has been pleased to choose. He then sends watchers
to walk before and behind him, to know that they have delivered their
Lord's messages. He has full knowledge of all they have. He takes count of
everything.’ (Verses 20-28)

In addition, the sizrah delivers a special and psychological effect in its
lucid presentation of what the jinz said and the truth included in their
account. This truth is of great significance, inviting much reflection
and contemplation. It also suits the sad overtone evident in the sirah’s
rhythm. It only needs to be read rather slowly to impart the feeling we
have just outlined.

Support from Another World

The sirah presents a testimony to the truth of many aspects of
the divine faith from a different world, a world beyond that of man.
These aspects were the subject of much argument by the unbelievers
who either denied them or who arrived at assumptions lacking any
supporting evidence. The unbelievers in Makkah sometimes alleged
that Muhammad (peace be upon him) was in contact with the jinn who
taught him what to say about faith. Now, a group of the jinn give their
testimony, stating that they did not know anything about the Qur'an
until they listened to Muhammad (peace be upon him) reciting it, and
that they were then overwhelmed by its powerful truth. In fact, its effect
on them was so profound that they could not remain silent. They had
to speak in detail about what they had heard and felt. Their discourse
reflects their total amazement at this great event with its lasting effects
on the heavens, the earth, humans, jinn, angels and stars. Indeed, its
effects cover the entire universe. Their testimony undoubtedly has a
strong effect on man too.

Moreover, the jinn's statement corrects many aspects of superstition
upheld by those addressed by the sizrah for the first time, and by many
other people across successive generations. It presents clear facts about
this type of God’s creatures, without any exaggeration. The Arabs who
were the first to be addressed by the Qur'an believed that the jinn
exercised much power on earth. When an Arab found himself at night
in a valley or an open plain, he would seek shelter with the jinnee of that
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place, saying: “I seek shelter with the master of this valley against the
designs of the wicked elements among his people.” When he had said
50, he could then sleep in peace. They also believed that the jinn had
knowledge of ghayb, or what lies beyond the reach of human perception.
They would give information to soothsayers who would then make
predictions. Some Arabs worshipped the jinn, alleging that they were
related to God. Some suggested that God had a wife from among the
jinn and that she gave birth to angels.

Belief in the jinn on lines similar to these is widespread in all jahiliyyah
societies. Indeed, some legends and superstitions about them continue
to be spread in different environments, even in the present day.

While such superstitions used to circulate widely, giving people
different ideas and concepts about them, there were also other people
who denied their existence altogether. They described any talk about
the jinn as superstitious. Therefore, Islam sets the record straight. It
confirms their existence and corrects wrong ideas about them, freeing
people from the shackles of fear about the jinn and submission to their
alleged authority.

The jinn do exist. They describe themselves in this si#rah in the
following words: “Some among us are righteous and others less so: we
Jollow widely divergent paths.” (Verse 11) Some go astray and lead people
astray, while others are naive and can easily be deceived: “Some foolish
ones among us have been saying some outrageous things about God. Yet
we had thought that no man or jinn would ever utter a lie about God.”
(Verses 4-5) They are susceptible to divine guidance, able to listen to
the Qur'an, understand it and be affected by it: “Say: It has been revealed
to me that a group of the jinn listened in and then said: “We have heard
a wondrous discourse, giving guidance to what is sagacious, and we have
come to believe in it. We shall never associate partners with our Lord.”
(Verses 1-2) By their nature, they can be punished, and the results of
belief and unbelief can affect them: “When we heard the guidance, we
came to believe in it. Whoever believes in his Lord need never fear loss
or injustice. Some of us submit to Him and others are unfair. Those who
submit to God are the ones who have endeavoured to attain what is right.
But those who are unfair will be the fuel of hellfire.” (Verses 13—15) When
humans appeal to them, they cannot benefit them; on the contrary,
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they increase their affliction: “Trwue, in the past some among mankind
sought refuge with some of the jinn, but they caused them further trouble.”
(Verse 6) They have no knowledge of the realm beyond their perception,
and they no longer have any contact with heaven: “We #ried to reach
heaven, but found it full of mighty guards and shooting stars. We used to
take up positions there to listen, but whoever tries to listen now will find
a shooting star in wait for him. We do not know if this bodes evil for those
who live on earth, or if their Lord intends to guide them to what is right.”
(Verses 8-10) They have no relation to God Almighty: “Sublimely
exalted is the glory of our Lord! He has taken to Himself neither consort
nor son.” (Verse 3) They have no power to resist God’s will: “We know
that we can never elude God on earth, and we can never elude Him by
Sflight.” (Verse 12) “

We learn all this about the jinn from what is mentioned in this si#rzh.
Some of their other characteristics are mentioned elsewhere in the
Qur’an. For example, there is the reference to those of them who were
made subservient to the Prophet Solomon. They did not know of his
death until sometime after it occurred, which confirms that they have
no knowledge of what is beyond their faculties of perception: “When
We decreed his death, nothing showed them that he was dead except an
earthworm that gnawed away at bis staff. And when he fell to the ground,
the jinn saw clearly that, had they understood the reality which was beyond
[their] perception, they would not have remained in humiliating servitude.”
(34: 14) The Qur’an also refers to a quality of /b/is and his folk. 76/, or
Satan, belonged to the jinn, but he is devoted totally to evil, corruption
and tempting others to do evil: “Surely, he and his tribe watch you from
where you cannot perceive them.” (7: 27) This implies that the jinn have
a form that humans cannot see, while they can see us. In addition,
Siirah 55, The Lord of Grace, states from which substances the jinz and
human beings are created: “He created man from dried clay, like pottery,
and created the jinn from raging flames of fire.” (55: 14—15) All this gives
us a clear picture of this species that is concealed from us. It confirms
its existence and gives us many of its characteristics. At the same time,
it shows as false many of the ideas and superstitions people held about
these creatures. It gives us a clear and accurate picture of them, one that
is free of wild conjecture.
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The sirah corrects what the Arab unbelievers and other people used
to say about the jinn, believing that they had exceptional powers and a
large role to play in the universe. Others who have denied the existence
of these creatures outright, mocking anyone who so believes, do not tell
us the basis of their denial. Do they claim that they know every type
of creature in the universe and cannot find the jinn among them? No
scientist has ever made such a claim. The earth contains many species
of creation which are discovered from time to time. No one claims that
there will ever be an end to the discovery of new species.

Do they believe that they know all the powers at play in the universe
and cannot find the jinn among them? No one can make such a claim.
Every day, new powers are discovered, after having previously been
unknown to man. Scientists try hard to know more of the powers and
forces in the universe. They declare, in an attitude of humility, which
their scientific discoveries have taught them, that they still stand ar the
edge of the unknown in the universe, and that they have hardly scraped
the surface of it all.

Have they seen all the powers man utilizes and yet still cannot see
the jinn among these? Not so. Since they managed to produce nuclear
fission, scientists speak of the electron as scientific truth, yet none of
them has seen an electron. They do not have in their laboratories a
machine that can isolate an electron!

Why, then, are they so insistent on negating the very existence of this
species of creature when man’s information about the universe, its forces
and dwellers is so scanty? Is it because so many superstitions have been
weaved around the jinn? If so, the proper course of action is to show
how such superstitions are false, just as the Qur'an does. It is certainly
not right to counteract it by denying their existence without having any
proper evidence to support such a claim. Since this belongs to the realm
that lies beyond the reach of our own perceptive faculties, we should
refer to the only source from which we have accurate and confirmed
information. This source cannot be contradicted by preconceived ideas.
What this source tells us is final.
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The Jinn’s Account

This srah contributes significantly to the formulation of the Islamic
concept of the truth of the Godhead and servitude to Him, as well as the
truth of the universe, the creatures living in it and their interrelations.

In the jinn’s account we have confirmation of God’s oneness, a
negation of His having a spouse or a son, affirmation of reckoning
and requital in the life to come, and the fact that no creature can ever
escape God anywhere in the universe. All will receive their fair dues.
Some of the facts clearly stated by the jinz are then repeated in the
part of the sirah that addresses the Prophet: “Say: I invoke my Lord
alone, and I associate no partners with Him.” (Verse 20) “Say: No one
can ever protect me from God, nor can I ever find a place to hide from
Him.” (Verse 22)

The jinn's account asserts that Godhead belongs only to God, and
that servitude to Him is the highest status people can attain: “Yer
when God's servant stood up to pray to Him, they pressed in on him in
multitude.” (Verse 19) The sirah confirms this truth in its address to
the Prophet: “Say: It is not in my power to cause you harm or to set you on
the right course.” (Verse 21) The world beyond our perception belongs
totally to God alone, and the jinn know nothing about it: “We do not
know if this bodes evil for those who live on earth, or if their Lord intends
to guide them to what is right.” (Verse 10) It is also unknown to God'’s
messengets, apart from what God, in His infinite wisdom, chooses to
inform them of: “Say: I do not know whether that which you have been
promised is imminent, or whether my Lord has set for it a distant term. He
alone knows that which is beyond the reach of human perception, and He
does not disclose His secrets to anyone except to a messenger whom He has
been pleased to choose. He then sends watchers to walk before and behind
him.” (Verses 25-27)

We learn from this s#zrah that some interaction may take place between
different types of creatures even though they may have totally different
natures and constitutions. An example of such interaction is what hap-
pens between man and the jinn, as mentioned in this s@rah as elsewhere
in the Qur'an. Even in his abode on earth, man is not isolated from other
creation. He may have some interaction with them. The isolation man
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feels, as a species or a community or an individual, does not apply to the
nature of the universe. This idea should broaden man’s feelings towards
the universe and the creatures, forces and secrets it contains. Man may
not be aware of these, but they exist in the world around him. He is not
the only dweller in the universe as he sometimes imagines.

Moreover, there is a definite causal relation between people’s following
the right way and the operation of some forces in the universe, according
to God’s will and its effect on His creatures: “Had they established
themselves on the right way, We would have given them abundant water
to drink, so as to test them by this means. Anyone who turns away from his
Lord's revelation will be made to endure uphill suffering.” (Verses 16-17)
This is a truth that forms part of the Islamic concept of the interrelation
between man, the universe and God’s will.

As we see, the sirah stretches with its inspiration over great areas
and wide horizons, even though it consists of no more than 28 verses.
Furthermore, it was revealed on a particular occasion to report on a
certain event.

Reports of the Event

There are a number of different reports about the jinn listening to the
Qur’an. One quotes ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas as saying: “God’s Messenger
did not read the Qur’an to the jinn, nor did he see them. What took
place was that the Prophet and a group of his Companions once went
to the ‘Ukaz market place. The jinn had previously been barred from
trying to reach heaven to eavesdrop and were struck by shooting stars.
They went back to their people and told them what happened. They said:
‘Something must have happened to prevent you from learning anything
from heaven. Go in pursuit of information throughout the earth to find
out what has happened. They went in groups, travelling east and west
throughout the earth. The group that went to Tihamah drew close to
the Prophet when he was in the Nakhlah Valley, going to ‘Ukaz. He was
leading his Companions in the Fzjr, or Dawn, Prayer. They listened to
him reciting the Qur'an. When he finished his recitation, they said to .
cach other: “This is indeed what happened to cause you to be barred
from learning news from on high.’ They went back to their people and
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told them: ‘We have heard a wondrous discourse, giving guidance to what is
sagacious, and we have come to believe in it. We shall never associate partners
with our Lord. God then revealed the sirah, The Jinn, to the Prophet
speaking of this event.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim.]

Another report mentions that ‘Abdullih ibn Mas‘id gave the
following answer to the question about whether any of the Prophet’s
Companions were present with him when he met the jinn: “None of
us were present. However, we were with him one night when he went
missing. We looked for him everywhere, in valleys and on the paths, but
could not find him. Some of us thought that he might have been taken
or even killed. That was our worst night. In the morning, we saw him
coming to us from the direction of Hira’. We said: ‘Messenger of God!
We missed you and looked for you everywhere but could not find you.
We had such a bad night.” He said: ‘A caller from the jinn came to me
and so I went and read the Qur'an to them.” He took us to the place
and showed us their traces and the remains of the fires they lit. They
asked him for food. He said: ‘Every bone of an animal slaughtered under
God’s name will be in your hands full of meat; and all animal droppings
will be wholesome feed for your animals.” The Prophet then said to us:
‘Do not use these to wipe off your personal dirt, because they are food
for your brethren’.” [Related by Muslim.]

There is a third report also attributed to Ibn Mas‘iid, but the chain
of transmission of the one we have quoted makes it more reliable. We
will, therefore, leave this and similar reports aside. The two authentic
reports we have quoted seem to be mutually contradictory. Ibn ‘Abbas
says that the Prophet did not know of the jinn’s presence when they
listened to him reading the Qur’an, while Ibn Mas‘ad says that they
called upon the Prophet and he went with them. Al-Bayhaqi resolves
this apparent contradiction by saying that the two reports speak of two
different occasions, not just one.

A different report is given by Ibn Ishiq in his biography of the
Prophet. He says that after the death of Aba Talib, the Prophet’s uncle,
the Quraysh were able to inflict more harm on him than they could
ever do during his uncle’s lifetime. Therefore, the Prophet went to Taif,
seeking support from the Thagqif, the major tribe living there. He went
there alone, hoping to gain a positive response:
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Once at T2'if, the Prophet approached its leading personalities,
explaining his message. .. For ten days the Prophet spoke to one of
their chiefs after another. None gave him a word of encouragement.
The worst response came from three brothers, the sons of ‘Amr
ibn ‘Umayr. These three brothers, ‘Abd Yalil, Mas ‘ad and Habib,
were the recognized leaders of Ta'if. One of them was married to
a Qurayshi woman and the Prophet hoped that this relationship
would work in his favour. In the event the three men were extremely
rude in their rejection of the Prophet’s approach.

The first one said: “I would tear the robes off the Ka ‘bah if it was
true that God has chosen you as His Messenger.” The second said:
“Has God found no one other than you to be His Messenger?” The
third said: “By God, I will never speak to you. If it is true that you
are God’s Messenger, you are too great for me to speak to you. If,
on the other hand, you are lying, you are not worth answering.”

Fearing that the news of their rejection would serve to intensify
the Quraysh’s hostility to Islam, the Prophet requested the Thagqif
notables not to publicize his mission. They refused him even that.
Instead they set on him a crowd of their teenagers and servants,
who chased and stoned him. His feet were soon bleeding and he
was in a very sorry state. Zayd tried hard to defend him and protect
him from the stones. The Prophet then sought refuge in an orchard
which belonged to two brothers from Makkah. They were in their
orchard, and they saw Muhammad when he entered. At first they
watched him quietly, but he did not see them.

As the Prophet sat down, he said this highly emotional and
touching prayer:

To You, My Lord, I complain of my weakness, lack of
support and the humiliation I am made to receive.

Most compassionate and merciful! You are the Lord of the
weak, and You are my Lord. To whom do You leave me? To
a distant person who receives me with hostility? Or to an
enemy to whom You have given power over me?

If You are not displeased with me, I do not care what I face.
I would, however, be much happier with Your mercy.
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I seek refuge in the light of Your face by which all darkness
is dispelled and both this life and the life to come are put
on their right courses against incurring Your wrath or being
the subject of Your anger. To You I submit, until I earn Your
pleasure. Everything is powerless without Your support.

The owners of the orchard were none other than ‘Utbah and
Shaybah, the two sons of Rabi‘ah, who commanded positions
of high esteem in the Quraysh. Although the two brothers were
opposed to Islam and to Muhammad, they felt sorry for him in
his unenviable plight. Therefore, they called a servant of theirs,
named ‘Addas, and told him to take a bunch of grapes on a plate
to Muhammad. ‘Addas, who was a Christian from the Iraqi town
of Nineveh, complied.

As the Prophet took the grapes he said, as Muslims do before
eating: ‘In the name of God.” Surprised, ‘Addas said: “This is
something no one in these areas says.” When ‘Addas answered
the Prophet’s question about his religion and place of origin, the
Prophet commented: “Then you come from the same place as the
noble, divine Jonah.” Even more surprised, ‘Addas asked: ‘How did
you know about Jonah? When I left Nineveh, not even ten people
knew anything about him.” The Prophet said: ‘He was my brother.
Like me, he was a prophet.” ‘Addas then kissed the Prophet’s head,
hands and feet in a gesture of genuine love and respect. As they
watched, one of the two owners of the orchard said to his brother:
“That man has certainly spoilt your slave.’

When ‘Addas joined them they asked him the reason for his
very respectful attitude to Muhammad. He said: “There can be no
one on earth better than him. He has indeed told me something
which no one but a Prophet would know.” They said: “You should
be careful, ‘Addas. He may try to convert you while your religion
is better than his.™

1. 1bn Hisham, Al-Sirah al-Nabawiyyah, Vol. 11, pp. 60-63. Also, Ibn Sayyid al-Nas,
Uyin al-Athar, pp. 231-233. Also, Adil Salahi (2002), Mubammad: Man and Prophet,
Leicester: The Islamic Foundation, pp. 179-180.
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Continuing this report, Ibn Ishaq says: “When the Prophet despaired
of receiving any good response in Ta'if, he returned to Makkah. When he
was at Nakhlah, he stood up praying in the middle of the night. It was
at this time that a group of the jinn — seven in number from the town
of Nasibin [in northern Syria] as I was told — passed by and listened to
him reading the Qur'an. When he finished his prayer, they left hurriedly
to warn their people. They believed in Islam and God told the Prophet
of what happened: “We sent to you a group of jinn to listen to the Qurian.
When they heard it, they said to one another, ‘Listen in silence!” When the
recitation ended, they returned to their people to warn them. ‘Our people,’
they said, ‘we have been listening to revelation bestowed from on high after
Moses, confirming what came before it. It guides to the truth and to a straight
path. Our people! Respond to God’s call and have faith in Him. He will
Jorgive you your sins and deliver you from grievous suffering.” (46: 29-31)
He also revealed Sirah 72, The Jinn.”

Ibn Kathir has the following comment to make on this last report:
“The event itself is true, but to say that it took place on that night is
questionable. The jinn’s listening to the Qur'an occurred during the early
days of prophethood, as clearly indicated in the above-quoted hadith of
Ibn ‘Abbas. On the other hand, the Prophet’s trip to T2'if occurred after
his uncle’s death, one or two years before his migration to Madinah, as
confirmed by Ibn Ishaq and others.”

If Ibn Ishaqs report is true and this incident took place when the
Prophet was on his'way back from Ta’if, hurt by the arrogant response
of the Thagqif elders, and after he had expressed his passionate prayer
appealing to God, his Lord and Protector, then it is most remarkable
that God should have sent him those jinn and told him about what
they said to their people. Moreover, it gives fine impressions of God’s
care.

At whichever time and place this event took place, it is certainly very
significant in itself and in what the jinn had to say about the Qur'an
and Islam. We will now discuss its presentation in the sirah.
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In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

Say: It has been revealed to me
that a group of the jinn listened

in and then said: “We have heard
a wondrous discourse, (1)

giving guidance to whart is
sagacious, and we have come
to believe in it. We shall never
associate partners with our Lord.

2

Sublimely exalted is the glory of
our Lord! He has taken to Himself

neither consort nor son. (3)

Some foolish ones among us have
been saying some outrageous

things about God. (4)

Yet we had thought that no man
or jinn would ever utter a lie

about God. (5)

True, in the past some among
mankind sought refuge with

some of the jinn, but they caused
them further trouble. (6)
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They thus came to think, just like
you thought, that God will not
raise anyone. (7)

We tried to reach heaven, but
found it full of mighty guards and
shooting stars. (8)

We used to take up positions
there to listen, but whoever tries
to listen now will find a shooting
star in wait for him. (9)

We do not know if this bodes evil
for those who live on earth, or if
their Lord intends to guide them
to what is right. (10)

Some among us are righteous and
others less so: we follow widely

divergent paths. (11)

We know that we can never elude

God on earth, and we can never
elude Him by flight. (12)

When we heard the guidance, we
came to believe in it. Whoever

believes in his Lord need never .

fear loss or injustice. (13)

Some of us submit to Him and
others are unfair. Those who
submit to God are the ones who
have endeavoured to attain what

is right. (14)
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But those who are unfair will be

the fuel of hellfire. (15)

Had they established themselves
on the right way, We would have
given them abundant water to

drink, (16)

so as to test them by this means.
Anyone who turns away from his
Lord’s revelation will be made to

endure uphill suffering. (17)

Places of worship are for God
alone; therefore, do not invoke
anyone other than God. (18)

Yet when God’s servant stood up
to pray to Him, they pressed in
on him in multitude. (19)

Say: ‘I invoke my Lord alone,
and [ associate no partners with

Him.” (20)

Say: ‘It is not in my power to
cause you harm or to set you on
the right course.” (21)

Say: ‘No one can ever protect me
from God, nor can I ever find a
place to hide from Him. (22)
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My task is only to deliver what
I receive from God and His
messages.” Whoever disobeys
God and His Messenger will have
the fire of hell, where they will
abide for ever. (23)

When they see what they have
been promised, they will realize
who has the lesser help and is
smaller in number. (24)

Say: ‘I do not know whether that
which you have been promised is
imminent, or whether my Lord
has set for it a distant term. (25)

He alone knows that which is
beyond the reach of human
perception, and He does not
disclose His secrets to anyone

(26)

except to a messenger whom
He has been pleased to choose.
He then sends watchers to walk
before and behind him, (27)

to know that they have delivered
their Lord’s messages. He has full
knowledge of all they have. He
takes count of everything.’ (28)
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A Surprise for the Jinn

Say: It has been revealed to me that a group of the jinn listened in and
then said: “We have heard a wondrous discourse, giving guidance to
what is sagacious, and we have come to believe in it. We shall never
associate partners with our Lord. Sublimely exalted is the glory of our
Lord! He has taken to Himself neither consort nor son. Some foolish
ones among us have been saying some outrageous things about God. Yet
we had thought that no man or jinn would ever utter a lie about God.
True, in the past some among mankind sought refuge with some of the
jinn, but they caused them further trouble. They thus came to think,
just like you thought, that God will not raise anyone.” (Verses 1-7)

The Arabic word nafar, used in the opening verse and translated
here as ‘a group’, signifies a group of people between three and nine in
number. Some reports suggest that they were seven.

This opening suggests that the Prophet learnt of the jin7’s listening to
his recitation and what they did afterwards through revelation from on
high. It is God who told him about that of which he had no knowledge.
This might have been the first time, and there might have been one
or more other occasions when the Prophet read out the Qur'an to the
jinn, as reported by Jabir in a hadith that says: “God’s Messenger read
out Sirah 55, The Lord of Grace, in full to his Companions. When he
finished, they were silent. He said: ‘I read this s#rab to the jinn and they
gave a better response than you. Every time I read the repeated verse,
“Which, then, of your Lord's blessings do you both deny?’ they said: ‘None
of Your blessings, our Lord, do we deny. All thanks are due to You.”
[Related by al-Tirmidhi.] This report confirms the one by Ibn Mas ‘id
mentioned in the Prologue.

The event mentioned in the present szrah must be the same referred to
in S#irah 46, The Sand Dunes, which says: “We sent to you a group of jinn
to listen to the Quran. When they heard it, they said to one another, ‘Listen
in silence!’ When the recitation ended, they returned to their people to warn
them. ‘Our people,’ they said, ‘we have been listening to revelation bestowed
from on high after Moses, confirming what came before it. It guides to the
truth and to a straight path. ‘Our people! Respond to God's call and have
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faith in Him. He will forgive you your sins and deliver you from grievous
suffering. He who does not respond to God’s call cannot elude Him on earth,
nor will they have any protector against Him. They are indeed in manifest
error.” (Verses 29-32) These verses speak, as does the present si#zrah, of
the great surprise felt by the jinz when they first listened to the Qur’an.
It had such a great effect on their minds, hearts and feelings. They were
filled with emotion, resulting in their travel in great haste to tell their
people. Their report expresses such overflowing emotions. Indeed, it is
stated in an exceptionally fluent, warm, charged and very happy style.
The surprise for them was great and their reaction was only natural.

“We have heard a wondrous discourse.” (Verse 1) The first thing they
realize about the Qur’anic discourse is that it is unfamiliar, and that it
makes the listener wonder. This is how the Qur’an is received by anyone
who listens with an open and positive mind. He will find that the Qur'an
contains intrinsic power, strong appeal and beautiful music that touch
hearts and feelings. It is ‘wondrous’ indeed, which tells us that the group
of jinn listening to it had refined literary tastes.

“Giving guidance to what is sagacious.” (Verse 2) This is the second
prominent feature of the Qur'an which the jinn immediately felt
within their hearts. That they use the word ‘sagacious’ to describe it
is particularly significant. It is true that the Qur'an guides to what is
right and sensible, but the term ‘sagacious’ also connotes maturity and
wisdom that distinguishes right from wrong. It adds an element of
awareness that naturally guides to the truth and to what is right and
good. It establishes a bond with the source of light and guidance, as well
as harmony with major universal laws. In doing so, the Qur'an guides to
what is sagacious, as indeed it does by providing a code of living the like
of which has never been experienced by any other human community.
Yet this system enabled individuals and communities to attain sublime
standards in personal morality and values as well as in social relations
and interactions.

“And we have come to believe in it.” (Verse 2) This is the natural and
sound reaction to listening to the Qur'an and understanding its nature.
The sizrah puts this response to the unbelievers in Makkah who used to
listen to the Qur'an but who would not believe in it. They even attributed
it to the jinn, alleging that the Prophet was a soothsayer, a poet or a
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madman, influenced by the jinn. Here, we see the jinn wondering at the
Qur’an, profoundly influenced by its discourse, unable to resist it. We see
them able to discern the truth and submit to it: “We have come to believe
in it.” They could not turn away from the truth they clearly felt.

“We shall never associate partners with our Lord.” (Verse 2) Theirs,
then, is a case of complete faith, untainted by delusions, superstitions or
any element of polytheism. It is faith based on understanding the truth
presented by the Qur'an, i.e. the truth of God’s absolute oneness.

“Sublimely exalted is the glory of our Lord! He has taken to Himself neither
consort nor son.” (Verse 3) The sirah uses here the Arabic word jadd,
attributing it to God. This word connotes share, position, authority and
greatness. All these connotations are meant here. Hence the translation
of the first sentence in the verse. What is intended here is to impart a
clear feeling of God’s greatness and His being far above taking a wife or
child for Himself. The Arabs used to allege that the angels were God’s
daughters through a marriage to the jinn. Now the jinn deny such a
superstition in a most expressive way. They glorify God and deny that
such a notion could ever have happened. The jinn would have proudly
proclaimed such a connection had there been any possibility of it
ever having taken place. Their denial delivers a massive blow at the
unbelievers” baseless claims, and indeed at every similar claim alleging
that God has taken a son to Himself in any way, shape or form.

“Some foolish ones among us have been saying some outrageous things
about God. Yet we had thought that no man or jinn would ever utter a
lie about God.” (Verses 4—5) This is a critical examination of what the
jinn used to hear some of the foolish among them say. Those are the
ones who did not believe in God’s oneness and who alleged that He
had a wife, a son and partners. Now that they have heard the Qur’an,
they realize this is all absolutely false. Those who promote such ideas
are, therefore, foolish, lacking sound mind. They explain their own
earlier belief of what those foolish ones said by the fact that they could
not imagine that any creature, human or jinn, would ever perpetrate
a lie about God. To them, that was an absolute enormity. Therefore,
when those foolish people told them that God had a wife, a son and
partners, they believed them because they could not conceive of how
anyone would knowingly utter an untruth about God. Indeed, their
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perception of the enormity of lying about God is what qualified this
group of jinn to immediately declare their belief when they listened to
the Qur’an. It shows that their hearts and minds were free of deviation.
They had only fallen into error as a result of the trust they assumed in
other people. When they heard the truth, they immediately realized it.
They recognized it and submitted to it. They made their declaration
definitive: “We have heard a wondrous discourse, giving guidance to what
is sagacious, and we have come to believe in it. We shall never associate
partners with our Lord. Sublimely exalted is the glory of our Lord! He has
taken to Himself neither consort nor son.” (Verses 1-3)

This immediate and instinctive reaction to the truth should have been
enough to awaken many of those who were deluded by the Quraysh
elders and their claims that God had partners, or a wife and son. It
should have made them more cautious about what they heard and
alerted them to the need to examine what the Prophet Muhammad
said in a meaningful attempt to arrive at the truth. This should have
been enough to shake the blind trust they placed in what those foolish
Quraysh elders said to the contrary. This is what the si#rab intends by
virtue of its effects. It is all intended as part of its long treatment of the
lingering traces of jahiliyyah in people’s minds and thoughts, many of
whom were simple but deluded by false claims and superstitions.

Between Humans and Jinn

“True, in the past some among mankind sought refuge with some of the
jinn, but they caused them further trouble.” (Verse 6) Here, the jinn refer
to what was widely accepted in pre-Islamic days in Arabian society, and
which remains accepted in many other communities, claiming thar the
jinn, exercized power on the earth and against humans. Indeed, it was
thought that they were able to bring about benefit and cause harm to
people, and that they were in full control of certain areas of land, sea
and air. Satan is given access to people’s minds and hearts. Only those
who seek protection with God are saved from him. Whoever listens to
him is listening to his own worst enemy who will not bring him any
benefit. On the contrary, he will increase his problems. This group of jinn
report on what used to happen: “ True, in the past some among mankind
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to following guidance or error.’ Hence, it is an aspect of God’s grace
that He has willed to help mankind by sending them messengers to
promote goodness in their natures and to enhance their tendency to
follow guidance. There are no grounds, then, for thinking that God
would not be sending any messengers.

This is true when we take the verse to refer to sending God’s
messengers. If we take the reference to mean resurrection on the Day
of Judgement, we say again that it is necessary for humans, since they
do not finish their life’s account in this present world. This is to fulfil a
certain purpose of God’s. It relates to the design He has chosen for the
universe, yet we know nothing about this design. He has decreed that
all will be resurrected to receive their accounts and resume life along
the path their first life qualifies them for. Again, this leaves no room to
suggest that God will not resurrect anyone. Such a suggestion is contrary
to believing in God’s wisdom and perfection.

This group of jinn presents the right belief directly to their people.
Furthermore, the Qur'an reports it to show the falsehood in the
unbelievers’ way of thinking.

Shooting Stars

Continuing to report on what they learnt about the last divine message
and its echoes throughout the universe, the jinn disclaim any knowledge
of the realm that lies beyond the reach of theirs and human perception.
They disclaim having any role in it:

We tried to reach heaven, but found it full of mighty guards and
shooting stars. We used to take up positions there to listen, but whoever
tries to listen now will find a shooting star in wait for him. We do not
know if this bodes evil for those who live on earth, or if their Lord
intends to guide them to what is right. (Verses 8—10)

3. We also learn from this s#neh that the jinn also have a dual nature, except for Jblis or
Satan who belonged to them but dedicated himself totally to evil. He was expelled from God’s
mercy and became torally evil with no room for goodness in him.
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This suggests that in the period that preceded the revelation of God’s
final message, perhaps in between it and Jesus’ message, the jinz used to
try to reach up to heaven to eavesdrop on the angels and their discussion
of their assignments with respect to the affairs of God’s creatures on
earth. They would impart such information to their human friends,
the soothsayers and astrologers, to enable them to delude people. In
accordance with Satan’s plot, these soothsayers and astrologers would
then use a small portion of the truth they so received and mix it with
much falsehood, circulating it among people. This might have been the
case when there was no messenger preaching the divine message on earth,
in the intervening period between Jesus and Muhammad (peace be upon
them both). What form this took we do not know, because the Qur'an
has not given us any information about it. In any case, there is no need
to explore it further because we accept it as the sum of this fact.

This group of jinn say that such eavesdropping, to which they refer by
‘reaching up to heaven’, was no longer possible. When they tried it, they
found the way blocked by mighty guards and shooting stars aimed at
them, indeed killing them. They declare that they know nothing about
the prospect determined for mankind: “We do not know if this bodes evil
for those who live on earth, or if their Lord intends to guide them to what is
right.” (Verse 10) They, thus, clearly declare that they have no access to
such information because it is part of God’s own knowledge. When the
very source the soothsayers claim to receive their very special information
from declares that it has no such knowledge, then nothing more can be
said. All soothsaying and astrology are thus shown to be false. The world
beyond belongs to God who alone knows it all. No one can dare claim
any special knowledge of it or predict it. The Qur'an declares that the
human mind must remain free of any such delusion. It rids mankind
of all such superstitions.

Who or what are those mighty guards? Where do they stand? How
do they aim the shooting stars at the devils trying to eavesdrop? Neither
the Qur'an nor the Hadith tells us anything of these questions. We do
not have any other source to rely on. Had it been useful for us to learn
any details of this, God would have given us them. Since He has chosen
not to do so, it is futile for us to try anything in this regard. It does not
add anything to our lives or to our useful knowledge.
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Nor is there any use objecting to this information, or arguing that
shooting stars function according to a particular celestial order that
remained in operation before and after the Prophet’s message, or by
adding that astronomers are still trying to explain how this system
works. Whatever theories astronomers and scientists come up with,
and whether these are correct or not, are outside our discussion here.
The system does not preclude that these shooting stars aim at devils as
they try to eavesdrop, or that they move in accordance with God’s will
that gave them their operational system, whether they are meant to hit
anyone or not.

Others view all this discussion as figurative, giving us an abstraction
of how God preserves His message from being mixed up with falsehood.
They maintain that such statements should not be taken at face value.
The reason they take this line is that they approach the Qur'an with
preconceived ideas that they acquire from other sources and try to
give the Qur'an an interpretation that fits such preconceptions. Thus,
they view the angels as a symbol of goodness and obedience to God,
Satan and his group as a symbol of evil and disobedience, and the
shooting stars as a symbol of the power of preservation and protection.
This is because their notions, which they conceive before they look
at the Quran, tell them that neither the angels, devils nor jinn could
have any physical existence, or take any tangible action, or leave any
practical effect. Where do they gert all this from? How do they arrive
at such preconceptions to which they subject Qur'anic and Hadith
statements?

The proper approach to understanding the Qur'an is to abandon
all preconceptions, whether emotional, intellectual or logical, and to
formulate our concepts on the basis of the Qur'an’s presentation of the
truth about the universe. In other words, the Qur'an and Hadith must be
taken only in light of the Qur'an. We must not try to negate or interpret
anything stated in the Qur’an, or to prove anything the Qur'an negates
or considers invalid. On anything else the Qur’an neither proves nor
negates, we may judge according to logic and experience.

We naturally say this to people who believe in the Qur’an, yet try to
interpret its statements according to their own preconceived ideas of
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how things in the universe must be.? Those, on the other hand, who
do not believe in the Quran, yet arbitrarily try to negate certain facts
because science has not proven them, make laughable claims. Science
has not yet fathomed the secrets of things that are available to scientists
who use them in their research. This lack of knowledge does not negate
their existence. Moreover, large numbers of scientists began to believe
in the unknown on the same lines as the advocates of religion, or at
least these scientists do not deny what they do not know. Pursuing their
scientific work, they have found themselves facing some unknowns,
when they had thought these to be totally known to man. Hence, they
have become humble, unprepared to make wild claims about that which
they do not know. They do not disregard the unknown as some of
those who deny religion altogether do, claiming that they monopolize
scientific thinking.

To Tread the Unknown

The universe around us is full of secrets, spirits and forces. This s#rab,
like many others, gives us a glimpse of some truths in the universe to help
us formulate a proper concept of it and what it contains of forces and
lives that carry on around us as also interact with us and with human life
in general. This is the concept that distinguishes us, Muslims, putting
us in the right position, leaning neither to delusion and superstition,
nor to arrogance and insupportable claims. It is a concept based on the
Qur'an and Hadith. It is to these two that a Muslim refers all theories
and interpretations.

The human mind is given a certain area where man can explore the
unknown; indeed Islam directs man to do so, pressurizing him into
such action. However, beyond this scope lies a wide area that the human
mind cannot access, and to which it does not need such access. It is of

4. I do not absolve myself of falling into this trap in my previous works and in the early
volumes of this work. I hope to rectify this in the second edition of this book. What I am
stating here is what I believe to be the truth in the light of God’s guidance.

Needless to say, the author is here referring to the first Arabic edition of these volumes,
which was much shorter and less detailed than the second. This English translation is based on
the second edition. — Editor’s note.
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no use to us in the fulfilment of the task assigned to us, namely, building
human life on earth. Hence, man has not been given such access; it is
outside of his remit. Whatever he needs to know of this unknown realm
in order to understand his own position in relation to the universe
and what is around him has been explained to him by God, in terms
that he can understand. Aspects of this area that we have been given
information about include the angels, the devils, the spirit, our origin
and our ultimate destination.

Those who follow divine guidance accept what God has revealed to
them of these aspects in His book and through His messengers. They
benefit by this feeling of God’s majesty and His wisdom with regard
to creation. They also learn man’s position in relation to such forces
and spirits. They dedicate themselves to making whatever scientific’
discoveries they can manage within the area of the universe made
available to man. They utilize their discoveries in the all important task
assigned to them, which is building sound human life on the basis of
divine guidance, secking God’s acceptance and endeavouring to rise to
the sublime level man can achieve.

Others who turn their backs on divine guidance are split into two
large groups. One continues to strive, with their own finite minds, to
understand the infinite, and to learn the hidden truth from sources other
than God’s revelations. Among these have been some philosophers who
tried to explain the universe and the mutual bonds between its different
parts. They made fatal errors, just like children who try to climb a very
high mountain with no known summit. They are trying to solve the
essential secret of the universe when they have not yet learnt the alphabet!
Prominent philosophers among them even arrived at ludicrous concepts.
When these are compared to the consistent and lucid concept Islam
presents, they appear absurd, full of errors and ironies. They are too
naive to explain the universe, great as it certainly is. I make no exception
here in respect of the great Greek philosophers of old, or the Muslim
philosophers who toed their line, or of contemporary philosophers.

The other large group recognizes the futility of such attempts and
limits itself and its efforts to experimental and applied scientific research.
It makes no attempt to penetrate into the unknown, where it knows
it cannot go. Scientists in this group refuse to accept God’s guidance
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on this because they do not recognize God. This group was at its most
extreme during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but began in
the early years of the twentieth century to wake up and reconsider its
extremism. What produced its wake-up call was the transformation of
matter in the hands of scientists to radiation, which is of ‘unknown
nature’ and subject to almost unknown law.

By contrast, Islam remained at its vantage point of certainty, giving
mankind a measure of the unknown that is good and beneficial for
them, allowing them to dedicate themselves to work for the elevation
of human life. It gives them the scope in which their minds can work
in safety and security. It guides them to what is best in respect of what
is known and what remains unknown.

The Jinn Community

The jinn then describe their own situation and their attitude towards
divine guidance. We understand from this that they have a similar nature
to mankind, with the dual propensity to either believe or go astray. This
group who believed now speak of their faith and what fate awaits the
follower of either course:

Some among us are righteous and others less so: we follow widely
divergent paths. We know that we can never elude God on earth, and
we can never elude Him by flight. When we heard the guidance, we
came to believe in it. Whoever believes in his Lord need never fear loss
or injustice. Some of us submit to Him and others are unfair. Those
who submit to God are the ones who have endeavoured to attain
what is right. But those who are unfair will be the fuel of hellfire.
(Verses 11-15)

The statement that some of them are righteous and some less so, that
some submit to God and others refuse to do so, clearly indicates their
dual capacity, except that is for those of them who were determined to
be unfair permanently, i.e. Satan and his group. This is a very important
statement as it corrects our general perception of these creatures. Many
of us, including scholars, tend to think that the jinn represent evil, that
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their nature is decidedly bad, while man is the only creature capable of
good or evil. It is time we corrected this ill-founded idea.

This group of jinn says: “Some among us are righteous and others less
s0.” (Verse 11) They describe their general situation: “We follow widely
divergent paths.” (Verse 11) This means that each group takes a totally
different course from the other, and the two paths do not meet. They go
on to explain their own beliefs after they have accepted the divine faith:
“We know that we can never elude God on earth, and we can never elude
Him by flight.” (Verse 12) They know God’s power. They know they can
never escape from Him or what He wills for them. They cannot elude
Him on earth nor can they elude Him by running away from earth.
They thus acknowledge their weakness before the Creator. They know
that everything in the universe is subject to His absolute power.

It is these very creatures, the jinn, to whom some humans appeal for
support and protection, and who they call upon for help. They are the
ones whom the unbelievers claimed to have a marriage relation with
God. Yet here they acknowledge their own weakness and God’s might.
They, thus, correct their own people’s and the unbelievers’ notion about
the only power to which no other can stand.

Although they had already stated their belief, they repeat this here in
the context of the jinn’s differing attitudes to divine guidance: “When
we heard the guidance, we came to believe in it.” (Verse 13) This is what
everyone who hears divine guidance should do. What they heard was
the Quran, but here they call it ‘the guidance’, confirming its nature and
outcome. They follow this by a statement confirming their absolute trust
in God: “Whoever believes in his Lord need never fear loss or injustice.”
(Verse 13) They have complete trust in God’s justice and power. They
know the nature of faith. God is fair and He will never fail to give a
believer his fair reward. He never burdens him with what he cannot bear.
He will protect believers against loss and injustice. Who can inflict loss
on a believer or overburden him when he is under God’s care, enjoying
His protection? Some believers may be deprived of some of life’s riches,
but this is not what is meant by “/oss’. Such losses are easily compensated
for to ensure fairness. A believer may also suffer harm caused him by
some earthly forces, but this is not the ‘injustice’the Qur'anic verse refers
to. God will always give the believer an increase of energy to be able
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to tolerate the pain and channel it in a positive way so as to strengthen
him. His ties with his Lord will ease the hardship, turning it to what is
good for him both in this life and in the life to come.

A believer is thus reassured that he will suffer neither loss nor injustice.
This reassurance gives him great confidence throughout times of ease. He
is free of worry and fear. When things change and he suffers adversity,
he neither panics nor feels overwhelmed. He considers such hardship
and misfortune to be a trial God wants him to go through. He bears
such adversity with patience. Indeed, he is rewarded for his patience.
Furthermore, he hopes that God will relieve this adversity and that
again he will be rewarded. Hence, whether the situation be one of ease
or adversity, he does not fear or experience either loss or unfairness. This
group of jinn give a true description of this truth.

The jinn now refer to their views about guidance and error and the
requital for each: “Some of us submit to Him and others are unfair. Those
who submit to God are the ones who have endeavoured to attain what is
right. But those who are unfair will be the fuel of bellfire.” (Verses 14—15)
The jinn thus contrast those who are unfair with those who submit
themselves to God, or are Muslims. This is a fine touch. A Muslim who
submits himself to God is always fair and righteous.

“Those who submit to God are the ones who have endeavoured to attain
what is right.” (Verse 14) The way this sentence is phrased suggests that
to be guided to Islam a person needs to be very careful and meticulous
in seeking proper guidance. It also implies a conscious choice of what is
right, based on careful study and clear vision. This does not, however,
come about by coincidence, or by following the crowd, as it were! It
means that these people arrived at what is right when they chose Islam
and submitted themselves to God. “Buz those who are unfair will be the
Sfuel of hellfire.” (Verse 15) Their fate is settled. They will become the fuel
of hell, and it will rage even more fiercely when they are cast into it.

This confirms that the jinn are also punished in hell. It similarly
implies that the good among them are destined for heaven. The Qur'anic
text also bears this out and it is from the Qur'an that we derive our
beliefs. No one, then, can say anything that is not based on the Qur’an,
particularly about the nature of the jinn, hell and heaven. Whatever else
is said in this regard is futile.
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What applies to the jinn, as they explained it to their people, also
applies to humans. They have been informed of this through revelation
recited to them by the Prophet.

Different Types of Trial

Up to this point, the si#rah has quoted what the jinn said about
themselves. Now, it summarizes what they said about what God does
with those who follow the right course, obeying His commands. In
doing so, the Qur’an reports their ideas without actually quoting their
precise words:

Had they established themselves on the right way, We would have
given them abundant water to drink, so as to test them by this means.
Anyone who turns away from his Lord’s revelation will be made to
endure uphill suffering. (Verses 16-17)

God Almighty confirms what the jinn said to the effect that had
people maintained following the right way, or had those who were unfair
followed the right way, He would have given them water in plenty,
which would have ensured their prosperity. All this would be “so as to
test them by this means.” (Verse 17) Such a trial establishes whether they
are grateful or not.

This change of style, from quoting direct speech to reporting it,
enhances the effect because it attributes the message and the promise
it gives to God Almighty. Such changes are frequent in the Qur'an. It
reinforces the meaning and draws attention to i.

These two verses include several facts related to Islamic beliefs, how
we look at events and how they interrelate. The first of these is the direct
relation between following the straight path leading to God, by nations
and communities, and their enjoying prosperity and provisions in plenty.
The most essential requirement of such prosperity is abundant water. All
life depends on water. This is true even in our own times when industry
has acquired much greater importance, and agriculture is no longer the
only source of plentiful provisions and prosperity. Water still remains
as important as ever for a flourishing civilization.
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That prosperity and security depend on following the right way and
maintaining it with resolve is certainly true. The Arabs were desert people
living in total poverty. When they followed the right way with strong
resolve, the world opened up to them providing plentiful water and
provisions. Then they deviated from that way, and all the good things
in life were taken away from them. They will continue to live a life of
stress and poverty until they regain the right way and follow it.> Only
then will God’s promise be fulfilled to them.

There are certainly communities that turn away from the line God
wants people to follow in this life, yet they enjoy affluence. However,
when we look at the life they lead we find that they suffer from other ills
that detract from their humanity, security or man’s dignity and freedom.
Thus their riches do not provide them with real prosperity. On the
contrary, life in such societies becomes a curse for man depriving him
of dignity, security and proper morality.

The second fact that the verses above establish is that prosperity is
a means of trial God sets for His creatures: “We test you all with evil
and good by way of trial.” (21: 35) Indeed, maintaining the right way
in times of plenty and prosperity, giving due thanks for God’s favours
and using them for good purposes is, contrary to what appears at first
sight, more difficult than patience in adversity. Many are those who
show courage and perseverance when things go against them. They
rally and put in sustained efforts to overcome such adversity. They
more readily remember God, pray to Him and seek His help, realizing
that only He can bring them through their troubles. When people are
prosperous, enjoying a life of plenty, however, they tend to forget God
and be distracted. The element of resistance is no longer needed. There
is every opportunity for arrogance, treating God’s blessings as merited
dues. This then opens the way for Satan and his machinations.

A trial with prosperity requires constant alertness to resist such
temptation, because the blessings of affluence often lead to transgression,

5. It may be suggested that oil has given Arabs, or many of them at least, wealth and
comfortable living. Oil provides only temporary means of affluence. Besides, it brought the
Arabs much stress and misery, with the mighty powers of the world imposing a state of almost
total powerlessness on Arab countries. Today, for the Arabs to regain control of their own
destiny seems an extremely remote possibility for most educated Arabs. — Editor’s note.
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ingratitude, arrogance, injustice, depriving other people of their rights
and also disrespecting sanctities. God may favour some people with
" beauty, but this blessing often leads to arrogance and sin. He may give
them intelligence, yet again this blessing may lead to conceit, disrespect
of others and disregard for values and standards. Almost every blessing
and favour God grants us involves some temptation that takes the person
away from the right path. Only those who always remember God and,
who as a result, enjoy His protection are excepted.

When a trial of prosperity leads to moving away from God’s path,
this makes God’s punishment inevitable. The Qur’anic verse mentions
a particular quality of such punishment: “Anyone who turns away from
his Lord’s revelation will be made to endure uphill suffering.” (Verse 17)
This gives a sense of increased difficulty, because whoever goes uphill
finds the going harder as he climbs higher. The Qur’an often refers to
such hardship as going uphill. Other examples include: “Whomever God
wills to guide, He makes his bosom open wide with willingness towards self-
surrender (to Him); and whomever He wills to let go astray, He causes bis
bosom to be tight and constricted, as if he were climbing up into the skies.”
(6: 125) “I will constrain him to endure a painful uphill climb.” (74: 17)
This is a well-known fact. The contrast between a trial of afluence and
hard punishment in requital is, thus, abundantly clear.

None Other Than God

The next verse may represent another quotation from the jinn, or it
may be a direct statement made by God:

Places of worship are for God alone; therefore, do not invoke anyone
other than God. (Verse 18)

In both cases it makes clear that worship, and places of worship,
which is expressed in the Arabic text in the form of prostration, must be
devoted to God alone. That is where God’s oneness is strictly observed,
leaving no room whatsoever for anyone else, be that a person, a value or
an idea. The whole atmosphere must be dedicated to the pure worship
of God alone. Invoking someone other than God may take the form of
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worshipping that someone, appealing to him, or even directing one’s
thoughts and feelings towards him instead of God.

If we take the verse to be a statement made by the jinn, it serves as a
reconfirmation of their earlier pledge: “We shall never associate parters
with our Lord.” (Verse 2) This is repeated at the mention of places of
worship and prostration before God. If we take it as a statement by God,
it serves as a directive that fits with what the jinz said about their belief
in God’s oneness. The same applies to the verse that follows:

Yet when Gods servant stood up to pray to Him, they pressed in on
him in multitude. (Verse 19)

The verse describes how the unbelievers pressed upon this servant of
God when he stood to invoke and pray to Him. If we treat this verse as
quoting the jinn’s statement, then they are telling us about what the Arab
unbelievers did when they gathered in groups around the Prophet as he
stood up to pray or as he recited the Qur'an. This is referred to in an
carlier sizrah in this volume: “What is wrong with the unbelievers, that they
run confusedly before you, from the right and the left, in crowds?” (70: 36—
37) They listen with amazement, yet they do not respond. Alternatively,
the expression, ‘they pressed on him in multitude,” means that they tried
to inflict harm on him but God protected him, as repeatedly happened.
In this case, the jinn are reporting this event to their people, describing
how singular the Arab unbelievers’ attitude was.

If we take the verse as a statement made by God, then it tells us about
this group of jinn's reaction when they listened to the Qur'an. They
were totally amazed, pressing on the Prophet, close to each other. This is
perhaps more probable as it fits with the feelings of surprise, amazement
and alarm thar are clearly apparent in the jinn’s account.

Both Jinn and Human

Having completed its account of what the jinn said about the Qur’an,
and their total amazement at its discourse, the s#7zh now addresses the
Prophet in a decisive tone, requiring him to deliver his message and to
make it clear that once he has done so, he has no say in what happens
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afterwards. He is to make clear that he has no knowledge whatsoever
of the world beyond, or of how people fare. This address carries an
overtone of sorrow and sadness that particularly suits its seriousness
and decisive manner:

Say: 1invoke my Lord alone, and I associate no partners with Him.’
Say: ‘It is not in my power to cause you harm or to set you on the right
course.’Say: "No one can ever protect me from God, nor can I ever find
a place to hide from Him. My task is only to deliver what I receive
from God and His messages.” Whoever disobeys God and His Messenger
will have the fire of hell, where they will abide for ever. When they see
what they have been promised, they will realize who has the lesser help
and is smaller in number. Say: ‘I do not know whether that which you
have been promised is imminent, or whether my Lord has set for it a
distant term. He alone knows that which is beyond the reach of human
perception, and He does not disclose His secrets to anyone except to a
messenger whom He has been pleased to choose. He then sends watchers
to walk before and behind him, to know that they have delivered their
Lord’s messages. He has full knowledge of all they have. He takes count
of everything.” (Verses 20-28)

You, Muhammad! Say it to all people: “I invoke my Lord alone,
and I associate no partners with Him.” (Verse 20) Coming after the
jinn's statement, “We shall never associate partners with our Lord,” this
declaration acquires special effect. It is the same words, declared by
jinn and humans. These unbelievers who do not share in it break away
from all worlds.

No Help from Anyone

“Say: It is not in my power to cause you harm or to set you on the right
course.” (Verse 21) The Prophet is commanded to disclaim any of God’s
qualities and attributes. It is God alone who must be worshipped,
without partners, and He alone who can cause harm and bring benefit.
The verse contrasts harm with being ‘on the right course, which means
following divine guidance. This was clearly expressed by the jinn earlier:
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“We do not know if this bodes evil for those who live on earth, or if their
Lord intends to guide them to what is right.” (Verse 10) Thus, the two
statements have the same drift and are almost identical in their wording.
This is deliberate. It is also a frequently used structure in the Qur'an
where we always see such complementarity between a story and the
Qur’anic comments on events.

Thus the jinn, who are often thought to be able to cause harm and
bring about benefit, and the Prophet disclaim any such ability. It all
belongs to God alone. The divine faith makes this absolutely clear, with
no possibility for confusion.

“Say: No one can ever protect me from God, nor can I ever find a place to
hide from Him. My task is only to deliver what I receive from God and His
messages.” (Verses 22—23) This is indeed frightening. It fills our hearts
with the seriousness of advocating the divine message. The Propher is
commanded to declare this great truth stating that he himself has neither
protection nor hiding place unless he discharges his task, fulfils his trust
and delivers his message. This is his only safe resort. The message itself
does not belong to him; his only task is to deliver it, which he must
fulfil. It is required of him by God Himself, and unless he meets this
requirement, he will have nowhere to go and no help from anyone.

How serious! How frightening! Advocating God’s message is not
something one volunteers to do; it is a serious assignment that must
be fulfilled, because it is given by God Almighty. Its motive is not the
pleasure one finds in presenting guidance and goodness to people; it is
a command given from on high which cannot be shirked. Nor can one
show any hesitation in the matter.

“Whoever disobeys God and His Messenger will have the fire of bell,
where they will abide for ever. When they see what they have been promised,
they will realize who has the lesser help and is smaller in number.” (Verses
23-24) There is a warning here, both implicit and explicit, given to
everyone who receives this order and disobeys it. If the unbelievers are
content with their power and numbers, comparing their strength to that
of Muhammad and his few followers, they will come to know when
they see what they have been promised, either in this life or in the life
to come, which of the two parties is weaker and will end up the loser.
Again, we note how this comment echoes the earlier one made by the
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jinn: “We do not know if this bodes evil for those who live on earth, or if
their Lord intends to guide them to what is right.” (Verse 10)

Limited Knowledge

The Prophet is also commanded to disclaim any knowledge of the
world beyond human perception: “Say: I do not know whether that which
you have been promised is imminent, or whether my Lord has set for it a
distant term.” (Verse 25)

In summary, then, this message does not belong to the Prophet; he has
no say in it other than to deliver it as he is commanded. Only this will
bring him safety. Likewise, the punishment the unbelievers are threatened
with also belongs to God and the Prophet has no say in it, nor does he
know when it will take place. It may be close at hand or it may be deferred
by God to a time of His own choosing. This applies to punishment both
in this life and in the life to come. All this is known only to God. The
Prophet has no say here whatsoever, not even knowing its timing. It is
to God that such knowledge of the world beyond belongs: “He alone
knows that which is beyond the reach of human perception, and He does not
disclose His secrets to anyone.” (Verse 26) The Prophet has neither title nor
position, other than that of being God’s servant. This is his title and his
highest position. The Islamic concept is thus stated in all clarity, free of
any confusion. The Prophet is given the order to state his position and
he does so without hesitation: “Say: I do not know whether that which you
have been promised is imminent, or whether my Lord has set for it a distant
term. He alone knows that which is beyond the reach of human perception,
and He does not disclose His secrets to anyone.” (Verses 25-26)

There is only one exception. God may inform His messengers of
something that belongs to this world beyond, within the limits that
help them to deliver His message to people. Indeed, all that He reveals
to them is part of His knowledge which He imparts to them at a certain
point in time and within certain limits. He observes them and looks
after them as they deliver His messages. The Prophet is commanded
here to declare this exception in a very serious way: “except to a messenger
whom He has been pleased to choose. He then sends watchers to walk before
and behind him, to know that they have delivered their Lord’s messages. He
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has full knowledge of all they have. He takes count of everything.” (Verses
27-28) Those messengers whom God chooses to deliver His message
are given some information that belongs to the world beyond human
perception. They are, for example, given revelation, its subject matter,
method, the angels imparting it, its source and its preservation in the
guarded tablet, as well as all that is related to what their messages contain.
Prior to giving them such information, it was all there, in the realm that
lies beyond human perception.

At the same time, these messengers are surrounded by watchers and
guards to protect them. They protect them from Satan’s whispers and
attempts to derail their efforts, from personal promptings and aspira-
tions, from human weaknesses, forgetfulness, deviation and all other
shortcomings that may affect a messenger and disrupt his work. The
notion is also a frightening one, “He then sends watchers to walk before
and behind him.” (Verse 27) This describes the careful, complete and
permanent monitoring of the messenger as he goes about his great task,
delivering his message. This monitoring has a purpose: “to know that
they have delivered their Lord's messages.” (Verse 28) God certainly knows
this. What is meant here is that the messengers fulfil their assignments
and that this brings about their fulfilment in the practical world.

“He has full knowledge of all they have.” (Verse 28) Everything in their
hearts and lives, everything around them is known to Him; nothing
escapes. “He takes count of everything.” (Verse 28) This is not though
limited to just the messengers; it applies to all things: they are all counted
up, which signifies the most accurate type of knowledge.

Just imagine this situation: God’s Messenger is surrounded by guards
and watchers, with God’s knowledge already having counted all he
has and all that is around him. He receives the command as a soldier
who has no option but to comply. He goes about his task but he is not
left to himself, to suffer from his own weaknesses or desires. What he
likes or dislikes is not allowed to affect him. The whole matter is one
of complete seriousness and careful monitoring. He knows all this and
moves along his way, turning neither here nor there, because he knows
that he is constantly watched by the most alert of guards. It is a situation
that draws much sympathy for God’s Messenger. It also fills us with awe
when we consider the seriousness of it all.
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This very awesome note brings the si#rah to its conclusion. It began
with a feeling of awe and amazement that is clearly noticeable in the long
discourse about the jinn. In no more than 28 verses, the sirah outlines
a large number of truths that are part of the Islamic faith. They are
essential in the formulation of the clear and balanced vision a Muslim
must have, leaning towards no extreme. It keeps all doors to knowledge
open, leaving no room for delusion or superstition.

Especially true is the statement delivered by the group of jinn that
listened to the Qur'an: “We have heard a wondrous discourse, giving

guidance to what is sagacious, and we have come to believe in it.” (Verses
1-2)
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Al-Muzzammil
(The Enfolded One)

Prologue

A report in connection with the revelation of this sizrah suggests that
the Quraysh elders held a meeting in Dar al-Nadwah, a place where
they normally gathered, in order to discuss any momentous event. This
time they were discussing their strategy as regards the Prophet and the
message he advocated. When the Prophet heard of this meeting, he was
distressed. He wrapped himself in his clothes, covered himself and went
to sleep. The Angel Gabriel then brought him the first passage of this
sitrah, comprising 19 verses, with the command to stay up in worship
at night. Its final part, consisting of Verse 20, was delayed for a full year,
during which the Prophet and some of his Companions attended to
their night worship until their legs were swollen from the effort. Only
then was the s#rab’s second part revealed reducing their burden.

Another report also tells of the occasion of this s#rah’s revelation, but
it also applies to the revelation of the next sirah, Wrapped in Cloak,
as we will mention in our discussion there, God willing. In summary,
this report mentions that three years before the start of his message,
the Prophet used to go to a cave in Mount Hira’, about two miles from
Makkah, where he spent the month of Ramadan in worship. In this way,
his family were not far from him, enabling him to stay in the cave for
the whole month. Here, he would feed any poor person who happened

329



In the Shade of the Qur'an

to pass by, and spend the rest of his time in worship and contemplation.
His thoughts would go to the universe and its amazing scenes, suggesting
that it is the creation of a great power. He was unhappy with the flimsy
beliefs of his people who were idolaters. Yet he had no clear vision or
thoughts. No consistent line presented itself to him.

This seclusion was an aspect of how God guided him, indeed, prepared
him, for the great task which was later to be assigned him. He was alone,
away from the hassle of life and its preoccupations. He just wanted to
broaden his scope, feel the beauty of the universe and try to understand
what message it imparts to a clear mind. Whoever is chosen to carry
out the task of influencing and changing the direction of humanity
needs such seclusion where he is free from life’s minor concerns and
preoccupations. He certainly needs a period of contemplation when
he can look at the open universe and try to understand the truth it
signifies. When a person is attending to life’s concerns, he finds himself
in a familiar environment, which he will complacently accept. He does
not think of changing it. It is only moving away from the immediate
environment and its concerns that gives the soul its ability to discern
what is not readily apparent. Seclusion provides the training ground
to appreciate the world around us, without reference to prevailing
concepts.

This is, then, what God designed for Muhammad as He prepared
him to shoulder the greatest trust. It would be his task to change the
direction of human life and thus the world. For three years before the
start of his mission, God sent the Prophet into seclusion for one month
_every year.

When God willed to bestow this great aspect of His grace on the
dwellers of the earth, the Angel Gabriel went to the Prophet Muhammad
in the cave at Hira’. The Prophet gives this report about what then took
place:

The Prophet said: “While I was asleep he came to me carrying a
case of a very rich material in which there was a book. He said:
‘Read.’ I replied: ‘T am not a reader.” He pressed me so hard that I
felt that [ was about to die. Then he released me and said, ‘Read.’
I asked: “What shall I read?’” (I said this only out of fear that he
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might repeat what he had done to me before.) He said: ‘Read: in
the name of Your Lord Who created. It is He Who created man
from a clinging cell mass . Read! Your Lord is the Most Bounteous,
Who has taught the use of the pen. He has taught man what he
did not know.” (96: 1-5) I read it. He stopped. Then he left me
and went away. I woke up feeling that it was actually written in
my heart.”

The Prophet went on to say: “When I was halfway up the
mountain, I heard a voice coming from the heavens saying:
‘Muhammad, you are the Messenger of God and I am Gabriel.’
I raised my head up to the sky and I saw Gabriel in the image of
a man with his feet next to one another up on the horizon. He
said again: ‘Muhammad, you are the Messenger of God and I am
Gabriel.” I stood in my place looking up at him; this distracted me
from my intention. I was standing there unable to move. I tried to
turn my face away from him and to look up at the sky, but wherever
[ looked I saw him in front of me. I stood still, moving neither
forward nor backward. Khadijah sent her messengers looking for
me and I remained standing in my place all the while until they
went back to her. He then left me and I went back to my family.
When I reached home I sat next to Khadijah, leaning on her. She
said: “Where have you been? I sent people after you and they went
to the outskirts of Makkah looking for you.” I told her of what
happened, and she said: ‘Rejoice! By God, I was certain that God
would bring you only what is good. I certainly hope that you are
the Prophet of this nation.”

The revelation stopped for a while, and then when the Prophet went

again to the mountain, he looked up and saw the Angel Gabriel. He
was overwhelmed with such a shudder that he fell to the ground. He
then hurriedly went home, saying to his family: ‘Cover me! Wrap me.’
They did so. He continued to shiver, so great was his fear. Then Gabriel
called him: “You enfolded one!” (Verse 1) It is also reported that Gabriel

. Adil Salahi (2002), Mubammad: Man and Propher, Leicester, The Islamic Foundation,

pp. 67-72.
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called him: “You wrapped in your cloak.” (74: 1) God knows best which
of these statements was expressed.

Regardless of whether the first or the second report about this s#rab’s
revelation is correct, the Prophet learnt that from now on he would only
have a little sleep. He had a heavy duty to shoulder, requiring a long
struggle. He was always to be on the alert, ready to work hard with little
or no rest. The Prophet was told to stay up, and he did, for more than
20 years. He never slackened, but devoted himself completely to his
message, attending to its requirements. He shouldered his very heavy
burden without complaint. It was the burden of the greatest trust of all,
the divine faith and the hard struggle it required.

His first area of struggle was the human mind burdened as it was
with a great heap of erroneous concepts, wrong ideas and shackled with
personal desires and earthly attractions. When he had purged the minds
of some of his Companions of this heavy burden, another battle in a
different field beckoned. In fact, this was to culminate in a series of
battles against the enemies of the divine message, who marshalled their
forces to crush the new message and supplant its tree before it could
establish roots and send out its branches. He had hardly finished with
these battles in the Arabian Peninsula when the Byzantine Empire began
to prepare itself to deal a heavy defeat against this fledgling Islamic state
in Arabia.

Yet throughout this long struggle, the first battle for the human mind
was not over. This is a permanent battle against Satan who does not
stop even for a moment in his attempts to lure people. Regardless, the
Prophet continued to nurture God’s message, living in poverty when

great riches were available to him, putting in strenuous efforts whilst his
Companions enjoyed comfort and security. His was a continuous and
hard struggle, one that required patience, perseverance, night worship,
recitation of the Qur'an and the permanent pursuit of God’s pleasure.
It was a full implementation of divine orders: “You enfolded one! Stand
in prayer at night, all but a small part of it, half of 1t, or a little less, or
add to it. Recite the Qur'an calmly and distinctly. We shall bestow on you
a weighty message. The night hours are strongest of tread and most upright
of speech. During the day you have a long chain of things to attend to.
Therefore, remember your Lords name and devote yourself wholeheartedly
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to Him. He is the Lord of the east and the west. There is no deity other than
Him. Take Him for your guardian. Endure with patience what people may
say, and leave their company with noble dignity.” (Verses 1-10) Thus did
Muhammad stand in prayer, and thus did he continue to fight a raging
battle for over 20 years. He let nothing distract him from this. From the
moment he heard the divine call assigning his duty to him he remained
focused on his task. May God reward him with His best reward.

The first half of the sizrah maintains the same rhythm, and almost the
same rhyme, with an ‘I’ followed by a long @', throughout. It gives the
siirah a relaxed but courtly beat, one that suits its majestic command, the
seriousness of the duty and the successive and momentous images the
sirah portrays. These include the weighty message and the frightening
warning: “Leave to Me those who deny the truth and enjoy the comforts
of this life. Bear with them for a little while. We have heavy fetters and
a blazing fire, food that chokes and painful suffering.” (Verses 11-13)
There are also the awesome images drawn from the grear universe and
from the depths of the human soul: “on the day when the earth and
the mountains will shake, and the mountains will crumble into heaps of
shifting sand.” (Verse 14) “How will you, if you continue to disbelieve,
guard yourselves against a day that will turn children’s hair grey? That is
the day when the skies shall be rent asunder. God's promise will certainly
be fulfilled.” (Verses 17-18)

The long verse that comes at the end of the si#rah was revealed a
whole year later, during which time the Prophet and some of those who
followed him maintained night worship for much of the night, every
night. This was an aspect of their preparation for the role God wanted
them to play. When this year had passed, the order of night worship was
relaxed, but this relaxation was coupled with the reassurance that it was
God’s choice for them, according to His knowledge and wisdom, taking
into account the duties He had assigned to them. This verse runs in a
different style: it is long, with a varied, calm and steady lilt. The ending,
with its ‘m’ preceded by a long ‘¢’, perfectly suits this steady calmness.

In its two parts, the sirah portrays a stage of the Islamic message,
beginning with the address from on high outlining the heavy assignment.
It describes the preparation for this heavy duty by night worship,
constant prayer, recitation of the Qur'an, and glorifying God, relying
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on Him alone, enduring hardship with forbearance, withdrawing with
dignity from the unbelievers and leaving them to God Almighty, to
whom the message belongs and who conducts the battle. The sirah
ends with a kindly touch, relieving some of the burden and lightening
the duty, with a directive to attend to voluntary tasks that earn His
reward. Finally, it holds out the prospect of God granting forgiveness
and bestowing grace: “God is Much Forgiving, Ever Merciful.” (Verse 20)
The sizrah as a whole represents a stage in the noble efforts made by that
chosen community to return erring humanity to its Lord, enduring all
the hardship involved and looking for no gain in this life.

——

=
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In the Name of God, the Lord of A -
Grace, the Ever Merciful . x
You enfolded one! (1) @"'j’.\' ":T'_r:
Stand in prayer at night, all buta £ 28 4 5ad
small part of it, (2) ®>{=\,’ 14 ‘-
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or add to it. Recite the Qur'an
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We shall bestow on you a weighty
message. (5)

The night hours are strongest of oo o
tread and most upright of speech. ‘) J3 ‘*"‘:L“’L
-+ ,.
© 93!
During the day you have a long . ,
chain of things to attend to. (7) @ )L ‘ "’

Therefore, remember your G B oy S
Lord’s name and devote yourself @Mé—“.}—vd’.) L{-‘T)
wholeheartedly to Him. (8)
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He is the Lord of the east and
the west. There is no deity other
than Him. Take Him for your
guardian. (9)

Endure with patience what people
may say, and leave their company

with noble dignity. (10)

Leave to Me those who deny the
truth and enjoy the comforts of
this life. Bear with them for a little
while. (11)

We have heavy fetters and a
blazing fire, (12)

food that chokes and painful
suffering (13)

on the day when the earth and
the mountains will shake, and
the mountains will crumble into

heaps of shifting sand. (14)

We have sent you a Messenger to
be your witness, just as We sent a
messenger to Pharaoh. (15)

Pharaoh disobeyed the messenger,
and so We inflicted on him a
severe punishment. (16)
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How will you, if you continue
to disbelieve, guard yourselves
against a day that will turn
children’s hair grey? (17)

That is the day when the skies
shall be rent asunder. God’s
promise will certainly be fulfilled.
(18)

This is but a reminder. Let him
who will, take the way to his
Lord. (19)

Your Lord knows that you stand
in prayer nearly two-thirds of the
night, or one-half or a third of it,
as do some of your followers. It is
God who determines the measure
of night and day. He is aware
that you will not be able to keep
a measure of it, and therefore He
turns towards you in His grace.
Recite of the Qur'an as much as
may be easy for you. He knows
that some of you will be sick,
others will go about in the land
secking God’s bounty, and others
will be fighting for God’s cause.
Therefore, recite whatever you
may do with ease. Attend regularly
to prayer, pay your obligatory
charity [i.e. zakat], and give God
a goodly loan. Whatever good
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you may offer on your own | ek Ge B AT ool .u-
behalf, you shall find it with God )f"‘i A s
to be better and richer in reward. j_,a.pfn'luld ' fl P.Lp Iy
Seek God’s forgiveness, for God is @
Much-Forgiving, Ever Merciful. f.“::)
(20) ‘

The One Enfolded

You enfolded one! Stand in prayer at night, all but a small part of it,
half of it, or a little less, or add to it. Recite the Qurin calmly and
distinctly. We shall bestow on you a weighty message. The night hours
are strongest of tread and most upright of speech. During the day you
have a long chain of things to attend to. Therefore, remember your
Lord’s name and devote yourself wholeheartedly to Him. He is the
Lord of the east and the west. There is no deity other than Him. Take
Him for your guardian. (Verses 1-9)

“You enfolded one! Stand...” This is a call from on high, given by God
Almighty. Stand, for you have a great mission and a heavy burden. Stand,
for you need to put in sustained efforts. Stand, for the time of sleep and
comfort is over. You need to prepare for the task ahead of you.

This is an awesome command requiring the Prophet to pull himself
out from the warmth of his bed in a comfortable home and with a happy
family life so as to place himself in the midst of a hard struggle, with
different forces pulling him here and there. A man who lives for himself
may find comfort and ease, but he lives small and dies small. The noble
soul who shoulders such a heavy burden has a different perspective:
what has he got to do with sleep, comfort, a warm bed and an easy life?
The Prophet realized and accepted this. When his wife, Khadjijah, once
told him to go to bed and relax, he said to her: “The time for sleep has
passed.” Yes, indeed. He had nothing more than long nights and a long
struggle ahead of him.

“You enfolded one! Stand in prayer at night, all but a small part of
it, half of it, or a little less, or add to it. Recite the Qurian calmly and
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distinctly.” (Verses 1-4) Such is the preparation for the great task. It
uses divine methods, which are guaranteed to succeed. The method is
night worship, which on the higher level of remembrance of God takes
up more than half the night but less than two-thirds, and on the lower
level, but still in complete remembrance of Him, takes one-third of the
night. This long time should be spent in prayer and recitation of the
Qur’an, aloud but with calmness and without singing. It is authentically
reported that the Prophet prayed his Wiz in no more than 11 rak ‘abs,
but these took up nearly two-thirds of the night, and he read at length
from the Qur’an.

“Sa‘ld ibn Hisham reports that he asked Ibn ‘Abbas how the Prophet
prayed Wizr. He said: “Shall I tell you who of all people knows this best?’
He said: ‘“Yes.’ Ibn ‘Abbas said: ‘Go and ask ‘A’ishah and then come
back and tell me her answer’.” Sa‘id continues: “I said to her: ‘Mother
of the believers, tell me what was the Prophet like in his manners?” She
said: ‘Do you not read the Qur'an?’ I said I did. She said: ‘His manners
were as the Qur’an says.” I was about to leave, but then I thought of the
Prophet’s night worship, so I said: ‘Mother of the believers, tell me how
the Propher offered his night worship.” She said: ‘Do you not read the
srah starting with, You enfolded one!’ 1 said 1 did. She said: ‘God made
night worship obligatory at the opening of the si#rah, and the Prophet
and his Companions offered night worship until their feet were swollen.
God retained the end of that s#rah with Himself for 12 months, then the
relaxation was given. Thus, night worship became voluntary after it had
been obligatory.” I was about to rise, but then I remembered Witr, and
I said to her: ‘Mother of the believers, tell me how the Prophet offered
Witr.” She said: “We used to prepare for him his tooth stick and the water
for his ablutions. He would rise at night, as God wished, and he would
use his tooth stick to brush his teeth, then would perform his ablution.
He would offer eight 7k ‘ahs without sitting in between until he had
completed the eighth 72k ‘2h. He would then sit down and glorify God
and supplicate, then he would stand before ending his prayer, to offer
his ninth 72k ‘ah. He would sit glorifying God alone, then supplicating.
He would then finish his prayer with Sz/im. He said it aloud so that we
would hear it. He then prayed two rak ‘abs sitting down. Thus he would
complete 11 rak ‘ahs. When he was older and put on some weight, he
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would pray Wizr in seven rak ‘ahs and do two rak ‘abs seated to complete
nine. When the Prophet offered some voluntary prayers he liked to
keep this up. If something distracted him from night worship, such as
sleep or illness, he would offer 12 rak ‘ahs during the day. I know that
the Prophet never read the whole of the Qur’an in one night up to the
morning, and I know that he never fasted a complete month other than
Ramadan’.” [Related by Ahmad and Muslim.]?

A Heavy Weight to Carry

All these preparations were made so that the Prophet could receive the
weighty discourse: “We shall bestow on you a weighty message.” (Verse 5)
This is a reference to the Qur'an and the assignment it gives the Prophet.
The Qur’an is not weighty in its phraseology; on the contrary, it is both
easy to bear in mind and recite. However, it is weighty in the scales of
truth, and profound in its effect on people’s hearts: “Had We brought down
this Quran upon a mountain, you would have seen it humble itself and break
asunder for fear of God.” (59: 21) Instead, God sent down the Qur'an to
a man’s heart, which received it and was steadier than a mountain.

Receiving such an overflow of light and knowledge and understanding
it is certainly a weighty task. Dealing with great universal truths as they
are is weighty indeed. Likewise, to be in contact with those on high
and with the spirits of animate and inanimate creatures in the manner
the Prophet was is also weighty. Moreover, to undertake this mission
without hesitation and not to turn away here or there in response
to temptation is mightily weighty. All this certainly requires long
preparation.

Standing up in night worship when others are asleep, leaving aside the
distractions of daily life, being in contact with God, receiving His light
and bounty, seeking the pleasure of being alone with Him, reciting the
Qur’an in the deep silence of the night as if it is being bestowed now
from on high so as to be echoed by the whole universe, and receiving

2. There are many ahadith and reports describing the Prophet’s night prayer and his Wirr,
which show that the Prophet varied these prayers. For a full discussion, refer to Zad al-Ma ‘ad
by Ibn al-Qayyim, in which a chapter is devoted to describing the Prophet’s night worship.
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inspiration from the Qur'an and its melody in the quiet of the night...
is all part of the preparation. It provides the necessary preparedness to
shoulder the weighty task and undertake the sustained and strenuous
efforts required of the Prophet and anyone who advocates the message
of Islam. It enlightens advocates” hearts along their hard way, protecting
them from Satan’s whispering and temptations, and guiding their
footsteps so that they do not fall into the dark maze that stands adjacent
to this shining road.

“The night hours that are strongest of tread and most upright of speech.”
(Verse 6) The night hours referred to here are those that follow the Isha
Prayer. This verse describes these hours as ‘strongest of tread’ , which means
more physically exhausting, and ‘most upright of speech’, which means
better rewarding, [according to Mujahid]. To overcome the appeal of bed
after a long day is exhausting, but it declares the triumph of the spirit in
response to God’s instructions. Since the person spending these hours in
worship prefers to be in contact with God, these hours are most upright
of speech, because they give a special taste to God’s glorification. They
make prayer more enlightening, and supplication more transparent.
They fill the heart with light and happiness that may not be felt in day
prayers. God, who created man and his heart, knows how it responds,
what it takes in, how it opens to callers, and at which times it is more
responsive and better prepared.

When God wanted to prepare His servant and Messenger, Muhammad
(peace be upon him), for his weighty message, He chose for him night
worship because the night hours are the ones that are strongest of tread,
producing the most profound impression, and most upright of speech.
God knows that during the day he had to attend to different tasks that
took up much of his energy. “During the day you have a long chain of
things to attend to.” (Verse 7) Let him, then, do whatever he needs to
do during the day, putting in whatever effort was necessary. When the
night comes, however, he should devote himself to his Lord, offering
prayer and glorifying Him: “Therefore, remember your Lord’s name and
- devote yourself wholeheartedly to Him.” (Verse 8)

Remembering God’s name does not mean repeating His honoured
name verbally, counting with a bead of one hundred or a thousand pieces.
Rather, this is a heart-felt remembrance along with verbal mention, or
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it means prayer and reading the Qur'an while praying. Wholehearted
devotion means concentrating all one’s attention on God, addressing
one’s worship to Him, discarding all thoughts and feelings other than
the bond with Him.

The sirah follows this instruction by making it clear that there is
none other than God to turn to: “He is the Lord of the east and the west.
There is no deity other than Him. Take Him for your guardian.” (Verse 9)
He is the Lord of all, the One God other than whom there is no deity.
To devote oneself to Him is to be with the only truth in the universe,
and to place one’s trust in Him is to place it in the only power in the
universe. Such reliance on Him is the natural result of believing in His
oneness and His control of the east and the west, or in other words, His
control of the entire universe. The Prophet, who is told to stand in order
to carry his heavy burden, needs to devote himself wholeheartedly to
God and to rely on Him only. It is from this that he derives the strength
necessary to carry his heavy burden along his long way.

Flattened Mountains

God then directs His Messenger to remain content and patient in
the face of all opposition and false accusation, telling him to leave those
people who so behave to Him to deal with:

Endure with patience what people may say, and leave their company
with noble dignity. Leave to Me those who deny the truth and enjoy
the comforts of this life. Bear with them for a little while. We have
heavy fetters and a blazing fire, food that chokes and painful suffering
on the day when the earth and the mountains will shake, and the
mountains will crumble into heaps of shifting sand. We have sent you
a Messenger to be your witness, just as We sent a messenger to Pharaoh.
Pharaoh disobeyed the messenger, and so We inflicted on him a severe
punishment. How will you, if you continue to disbelieve, guard
yourselves against a day that will turn children’s hair grey? That is the
day when the skies shall be rent asunder. God's promise will certainly

be fulfilled. (Verses 10-18)
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If the first report concerning the revelation of this s@reh’s opening
is correct and that it took place during the early days of the Islamic
message, this means that this second passage was revealed later, after
the call to Islam went public and began to encounter opposition from
those who denied it. Some of these were arrogant in their opposition,
.speaking ill of the Prophet and the believers. If, on the other hand,
the second report is more accurate, then the first part of the sarah
was revealed in full when the Prophet was at the receiving end of
the unbelievers’ determined opposition to his message. Be that as it
may, we see that the directive to remain patient comes after the one
to attend to night worship and engage in glorifying God. These two
instructions are often given together with the aim of reinforcing the
advocates of the divine message with the help they need along their long
journey. These advocates contend with difficulties both from within
themselves and from outside by the opponents of Islam. Both types of
difficulty are extremely hard to deal with. Hence, the first directive is
to remain patient: “Endure with patience what people may say”, which
may be infuriating. Next comes a similarly magnanimous directive:
“And leave their company with noble dignity.” (Verse 10) No need for
any remonstration, showing anger, friction or hostility. Such was the
policy of the Islamic message in Makkah, particularly in the early days.
It was only an address to hearts and minds, putting the truth before
people in a calm and dignified way.

This policy of leaving the company of arrogant opponents with noble
dignity is not easy; it requires patience in addition to remembrance and
glorification of God. Patience was enjoined by God on every one of His
messengers, time after time, and enjoined on His servants who believed
in His messengers. No one can dedicate himself to God’s message unless
he makes patience his main resort, equipment and armament. Advocacy
of the divine message is a hard struggle. It requires striving against one’s
own weaknesses, distractions, desires, haste and despair, and striving
against the opponents of the message, their schemes, plots as well as the
harm they may directly seek to inflict on the message and its supporters.
It also involves striving against general trends to abandon the divine
message and its duties, and to disregard its values while paying lip-service
to it. Facing such a struggle, an advocate of Islam can resort to nothing
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other than patience. Turning to God and glorifying Him goes hand in
hand with patience in almost every situation.

So, the Prophet is instructed to endure with patience whatever is said
against his message and to leave with noble dignity the company of those
who are so hostile to it, leaving them to God to deal with: “Leave to Me
those who deny the truth and enjoy the comforts of this life. Bear with them
for a little while.” (Verse 11) This is said by none other than the Almighty,
who has control of all forces. It is He who says: “Leave to Me those who
deny the truth.” They are only ordinary people while this threat is issued
by the One who originated them and created this vast universe needing
for the purpose nothing more than to say, ‘Be’. God is saying here that
the message is His own, so those who deny it should be left to Him, while
the Prophet should carry on with his task of delivering the message. If
they want to persist in their denial, then let them do so, but leave their
company with noble dignity. It is God who will take care of them and
foil their designs. The Prophet need not think further about them.

The warning is terrifying and stunning. It implies that the Almighty
will deal with such petty people. They “may enjoy the comforts of this
life”, but they remain powerless in front of Him, no matter how despotic
they may be in this world.

“Bear with them for a little while.” (Verse 11) If he were to bear with
them for the length of life on earth, this would still only represent ‘z
little while , because this life is in God’s measure only a day or a part of
a day. Indeed, it will seem thus to them when it is over. On the Day of
Judgement, they will feel that it was no more than an hour of a day. So,
it remains ‘a little while no matter how long this may be; even if they
depart this life in safety, without being punished in this world.

“We have heavy fetters and a blazing fire, food that chokes and painful
suffering.” (Verses 12—13) All these are fitting requitals for those who
enjoy a life of comfort in this world but who continue to deny the
divine message. They do not appreciate what they are given; nor do
they give due thanks for the comforts they enjoy. Therefore, you,
Muhammad, bear with patience what they say and do, and leave them
to Me. We have what they deserve: heavy fetters, a blazing fire, food
that is so hard to swallow and a painful suffering on a day that fills
everyone with fear.
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An image of that day and the fear it spreads is then drawn: “On the
day when the earth and the mountains will shake, and the mountains
will crumble into heaps of shifting sand.” (Verse 14) The feeling of fear
transcends all people to spread over the whole earth: it thus shudders
and crashes, with the great mountains crumbling into heaps of sand.
How, then, will humans react?

Having given this scary image, the s#rah addresses those unbelievers
who enjoy a life of luxury reminding them of a great tyrant, Pharaoh,
and how God swept him away: “We have sent you a Messenger to be
your witness, just as We sent a messenger to Pharaoh. Pharaoh disobeyed
the messenger, and so We inflicted on him a severe punishment.” (Verses
15-16) The terrible end suffered by Pharaoh is given in such a brief
word that it strikes even more fear into their hearts, and this after the
scene depicting the earth shaking and the mountains flattened.

These are two images of punishment, one in this life and one in the
hereafter. How do those unbelievers think they will be saved from such
punishment? “How will you, if you continue to disbelieve, guard yourselves
against a day that will turn children’s hair grey? That is the day when the
skies shall be rent asunder.” (Verses 17—18) This is an image of a fearful
event that leaves the sky rent asunder, after the earth and the mountains
have crumbled into sand. It turns children’s hair grey. The images of
this terrifying event are drawn from a silent landscape as well as a living
humanity. The sizrah portrays these images before the addressees as if -
they are taking place now. It then confirms this most emphatically:
“Gods promise will certainly be fulfilled.” (Verse 18) It is happening, no
doubt. Whatever God wills is certain to be done.

Now the sirah gives their hearts a gentle touch so that they may
remember and choose the road to safety: “ This is but a reminder. Let him
who will, take the way to his Lord.” (Verse 19) The way to God is safer
and easier to traverse. It spares people such a terrible outcome.

The verses carrying these warnings strike the unbelievers hard. They
shake them violently, leaving them in great fear. At the same time, they
provide strengthening reassurance to the Prophet and his small group
of followers. They feel that God is with them, punishing their enemies.
It is only but a short while and the appointed time will arrive. The
matter will then be settled. God will take His enemies, who are their
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enemies, and put them to the fate they deserve. God does not abandon
the believers to His enemies, even though He may give His enemies
respite for a while.

A Hard Duty is Relaxed

Then comes the second part of the sizrah, consisting of a single, long
verse that was revealed one year after the first part, according to the
more authentic reports:

Your Lord knows that you stand in prayer nearly two-thirds of the night,
or one-half or a third of it, as do some of your followers. It is God who
determines the measure of night and day. He is aware that you will
not be able to keep a measure of it, and therefore He turns towards
you in His grace. Recite of the Qur'an as much as may be easy for you.
He knows that some of you will be sick, others will go about in the
land seeking God’s bounty, and others will be fighting for God’s cause.
Therefore, recite whatever you may do with ease. Attend regularly to
prayer, pay your obligatory charity [i.e. zakit), and give God a goodly
loan. Whatever good you may offer on your own bebalf, you shall find
it with God to be better and richer in reward. Seek God’s forgiveness,
for God is Much-Forgiving, Ever Merciful. (Verse 20)

This is a compassionate touch, providing relief after much fatigue.
It is a relaxation by God granted to the Prophet and the believers,
when they have proved themselves to be dedicated totally to His divine
message. They were exhausted after having stood up for long hours at
night offering prayers in which very long passages of the Qur'an were
recited. God never wanted to afflict His Prophet with the Quran, putting
him to such hardship. Rather, He was only preparing him for the hard
task that he was to undertake for the rest of his life. The believers who
followed him would also have to share in this heavy burden.

The verse starts with friendly reassurance: “Your Lord knows that
you stand in prayer nearly two-thirds of the night, or one-half or a third
of it, as do some of your followers.” (Verse 20) He has seen you doing
it, and what you and your Companions offered of night worship has
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been accepted and entered in God’s records. He knows that you have
abandoned your beds, warm as they are on a cold night, preferring to
listen to His directives. He is Compassionate towards you and those who
are with you. “It is God who determines the measure of night and day.”
(Verse 20) He causes the one to be longer and the other to be shorter.
Thus, the night may get longer or shorter, but you are all carrying on
with the duty required of you, staying up close to two-thirds of the
night, or half of it, or even a third. He is aware of your weakness. He
does not want to afflict you or put you to unbearable hardship; all He
wants is that you should have the necessary training. Now that you
have been trained, you can relax and take things easier: “Recite of the
Quran as much as may be easy for you,” during your night worship,
without putting yourselves to much difficulty. God knows that things
will happen to you and drain your energy, making standing long into
the night worshipping too hard: “He knows that some of you will be
sick,” and these cannot offer night worship. “Others will go about in
the land seeking God'’s bounty.” (Verse 20) These need to attend to their
work and earn their living. This is essential. God does not want people
to abandon their life’s needs and lead the life of 2 monk who is totally
devoted to worship. “And others will be fighting for God'’s cause.” (Verse
20) God will permit you to stand up and fight against those who wage
aggression against you. He will permit you to fight so that Islam will
have its safe and sovereign place. You may, then, relax and approach
your duty in a comfortable way: “Therefore, recite whatever you may do
with ease.” (Verse 20) Let there be no exhaustion or hardship. However,
you must attend to all obligatory worship: “Attend regularly to prayer,
pay your obligatory charity [i.e. zakat].” (Verse 20) When you have
done this you may wish to add voluntary charity, which will increase
your reward: “And give God a goodly loan. Whatever good you may offer
on your own behalf; you shall find it with God to be better and richer in
reward.” (Verse 20) Turn to God, appealing for forgiveness of your
shortcomings. Man remains short of what is needed, no matter how
diligent he tries to be. “Seek God's forgiveness, for God is Much-Forgiving,
Ever Merciful.” (Verse 20)

This is a compassionate touch, providing relaxation and reassurance
after a whole year of night worship. God relaxed this duty for Muslims,
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making night worship voluntary, rather than an obligatory duty. The
Prophet, however, continued on the same lines, offering night worship
for no less than one-third of the night. He would appeal to his Lord in
the depths of the night, and receive from Him what he needed for his
struggle in life. Although his eyes might sleep, his heart would not. His
heart was always busy with God’s remembrance. It had no desire for
anything else in this life.
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SURAH 74

Al-Muddaththir
(Wrapped in Cloak)

Prologue

The information we expressed in the previous s#rah, The Enfolded
One, about the occasion and timing of its revelation, also applies to
this sizrah. Some reports suggest that it was the first to be revealed after
Stirah 96, The Germ Cell, while other reports suggest that it was revealed
after the Islamic message went public, when the unbelievers began their
persecution campaign against the believers in earnest.

Al-Bukhari mentions a report by Yahya ibn Abi Kathir who says that
he asked Abid Salamah ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmain about the first Qur'anic
revelation. He answered that it was S#rah Al-Muddaththir. “1 told him
that people said that it was S#rah 96, beginning with ‘Read in the name
of your Lord.” Abu Salamah said that he asked Jabir ibn ‘Abdullah about
this and when Jabir replied that it was a/-Muddaththir, he said to him
what you had just said. Jabir replied that he only gave me what the
Prophet himself said to his Companions: ‘I went in seclusion at Hira’,
and when | finished my time there, I came down. I heard a call, and I
looked to my right and left but could see nothing. I came to Khadijah,
saying: “Wrap me in a cloak and pour some cold water on me.” They
did so. I then received the revelation: “You, wrapped in your cloak, arise
and give warning. Glorify your Lord’s greatness.”
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Jabir reports that he heard the Prophet speaking about early
revelations. He said: “While I was walking, I heard a voice coming
from the sky. I lifted my eyes to the sky and I saw the angel who came
to me when I was at Hira’ sitting on a chair in between the sky and the
earth. I fell to the ground. Then I came hurriedly to my people, saying:
“Wrap me. Cover me.” I then received the revelation: ‘You, wrapped in
your cloak, arise and give warning. Glorify your Lord’s greatness; clean
your garments; stay away from all filth. Then more revelations came in
succession.

Commenting on this hadith, Ibn Kathir says in his commentary
on the Qur'an: “This is the accepted report. It means that revelations
started before this, because of the Prophet saying, ‘I saw the angel who
came to me when I was at Hira.” That angel was obviously Gabriel
who visited the Prophet saying: ‘Read in the name of your Lord who has
created — created man out of a clinging cell mass." Read — for your Lord
is the most Bountiful One, who has taught the use of the pen, taught man
what he did not know.’ (96: 1-5) A lull in revelation then took place,
and thereafter the angel again came to him. To reconcile the different
reports we say that the first revelation the Prophet received after the lull
was this sizrah.”

A different report is given by al-Tabarani on the authority of Ibn
‘Abbas: “Al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah prepared food for a number of
people from the Quraysh, and when they had finished their meal, he
asked them what they thought of Muhammad. Some said that he was
a sorcerer, but others said he was not. Some said he was a soothsayer,
but others denied this. Others still said he was a poet, but yet others
objected. Then some said that what he said was mere ‘sorcery handed
down from olden times’. They all agreed to this. When the Prophet was
informed of this, he felt very sad. He covered his head and wrapped
- himself up. God revealed to him: “You, wrapped in your cloak, arise and
give warning. Glorify your Lord's greatness; clean your garments; stay away
Srom all filth; do not hold up what you give away, showing it to be much;
but to your Lord turn in patience.” (Verses 1-7)

1. This translation of this second verse of S#rzh 96 is more accurate than what [ have
given in Vol. XVIII, or what is variously given in other Qur’anic translations. — Editor’s note.
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This report is almost identical to the one that refers to the preceding
sitrah, The Enfolded One. Thus, we cannot be at all certain which of
these two sirahs preceded the other, or which was revealed on what
occasion.

Yet a close look at the text of the sizrah suggests that its first seven verses
were probably revealed in the very early days of the Islamic message.
The same may be said of the first nine verses of S#rah 73, The Enfolded
One. Both openings aimed to prepare the Prophet for his great task,
particularly when he needed to go public and address all the community
with his message. He would then have to face strong opposition and
compounded trouble that required such preparations. This would mean
that the rest of the two sirahs was revealed later, when the Prophet faced
determined rejection and false accusations of fabricating his message.

Nevertheless, this does not exclude the other possibility that the
openings of the two sirahs were revealed together with what followed
them. This so as to reply to the denial by the Quraysh and to comfort the
Prophet who took their scheming to heart. Thus, the two si#rahs would
be like S@zrah 68, The Pen, which is also discussed in this volume.

Be that as it may, the si#rah begins with an address from on high
assigning a great mission to the Prophet, one that required he get out
of bed and start striving: “You, wrapped in your cloak, arise and give
warning.” (Verses 1-2) He is directed to prepare himself for his great
task, taking the measures outlined to him in the sarah: “Glorify your
Lord’s greatness; clean your garments; stay away from all filth; do not hold
up what you give away, showing it to be much; but to your Lord turn in
patience.” (Verses 3—7) Like the one in the preceding sirab, this directive
ends with the need to be patient.

The sizrah then includes a strong warning to those who deny the Day
of Judgement, threatening them with a war directly waged by God,
on the same lines as the warning given in the preceding s#rah: “When
the trumpet is sounded that will be a day of anguish, far from easy for the
unbelievers. Leave to me the one I created alone, to whom I have granted
vast wealth, and sons by bis side, making life smooth and easy for him; yet
he greedily desires that I give him more. No! He has set himself stubbornly
against Qur revelations. I will constrain him to endure a painful uphill
climb.” (Verses 8-17)
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The sizrah makes special mention of this person who was particularly
hostile to the Islamic message, but without naming him. It paints
an image of his scheming against Islam, in the same way as we have
seen in Sirah 68. It may be that both s#rahs ralk of the same person,
said to be al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, but more of this later. The sirah
mentions the reason for God’s warning to this person: “He thought
and he schemed. Damn him, how he schemed! Again, damn him, how be
schemed! He looked around, then he frowned and glared, then he turned
his back and gloried in his arrogance, and said, ‘This is just sorcery handed
down from olden times! This is nothing but the word of a mere mortal!””
(Verses 18-25) The siarah then specifies his destiny: “I will cast him
into the scorching fire. Would that you knew what the scorching fire is like!
It leaves nothing, and spares nothing; it appears before mankind, guarded
by nineteen.” (Verses 26-30)

The mention of the ‘scorching fire' and the nineteen guards in charge
of it invited much questioning from the unbelievers who also added to
it ridicule and sarcastic remarks, and raised doubts among those who
were not firm in faith. The s#rzh outlines God’s wisdom in mentioning
this number, giving us a glimpse of the world beyond our perception
and the fact that knowledge of this world is God’s own preserve. This
glimpse sheds light on some aspects of the Islamic concept of this world
beyond: “We have appointed none other than angels to guard the fire, and
We have made their number a test for the unbelievers. Thus those who have
been granted revelations in the past may be convinced and the believers
may grow yet more firm in their faith; and so those who have been granted
revelations and the believers will entertain no doubt; but the sick at heart
and the unbelievers will ask, ‘What could God mean by this image?” Thus
God lets go astray whomever He wills, and guides whomever He wills. No
one knows your Lords forces except Him. This is all but a reminder for
mankind.” (Verse 31)

The whole question of hell and the life to come is then related to some
scenes of the universe which all people see. Thus the s#rzh combines
the inspiration of these scenes with the feelings aroused by the earlier
warnings: “No! By the moon! By the night when it departs, and the shining
dawn! It is indeed one of the mighty things, a warning to all mankind, to
those of you who choose to go ahead or to lag behind.” (Verses 32-37)
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The siirah shows the respective positions of the unbelievers and the
righteous. The unbelievers will make a long confession explaining the
reasons why they deserved their fate on that day of reckoning and
requital. This is followed by a final word about them, when no word
of intercession on their behalf will be of any use: “Every soul is held in
pledge for what it has wrought, except for those on the right hand. They will
be in gardens, and will ask about the guilty ones: “What brought you into
the scorching fire?” They will answer: “We were not among those who prayed,
neither did we feed the needy; but we indulged with others in vain talk,
and we denied the Day of Judgement until there came upon us that which
is certain.’ So, of no benefit to them could be the pleas of any intercessors.”
(Verses 38—48)

Having painted this image of their position of humiliation and
shameful confession, the sizrah wonders at the unbelievers’ attitude to the
call that seeks to remind them of the way to save themselves. It paints a
sarcastic picture that invites ridicule at their wild resistance: “What is the
matter with them that they turn away from all admonition like terrified asses
fleeing from a lion?” (Verses 49-51) It exposes their arrogance, which is
the true reason for their obstinate rejection of every caring advice: “Every
one of them demands to be given revelations unfolded before him.” (Verse
52) They are so envious of the Prophet, thinking that they were more
deserving of being given the divine message. There is, however, another
deep reason: “No! They do not fear the life to come.” (Verse 53)

Finally, the s#rah makes a categorical statement that leaves no room
for favours for anyone: “No! This is indeed an admonition. Let him who
will, take heed.” (Verses 54—55) All is left up to God’s will: “ They, however,
will not take heed unless God so wills. He is the Lord to be feared, the Lord
of forgiveness.” (Verse 56)

The sirah represents a stage of the hard fought struggle in which
the Qur'an is in combat with jéhiliyyah and its ingrained notions and
concepts. It was also combating headstrong and deliberate rejection
using diverse methods. There are many similarities of approach between
this sirah and Sirahs 73 and 68, which suggests that all three were
revealed within the same period, dealing with similar situations. The

-only exception, of course, is the second part of S#rah 73, which as we
have seen deals with something different.
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The present s#rah is characterized by short verses and a fast flow.
Its verses have a variety of endings and rhymes. Its beat moves slowly
at times, but is very fast at others, particularly when it describes the
individual who comes in for criticism, or when it paints the image of
hell’s scorching fire. This variation of tone, beat, thyme, images and
scenery gives the si#rah a distinctive ambience, particularly as it picks
up a thyme that has already been used and changed, or when the rhyme
changes in the same section to deliver an intended surprise. We will now
look at the sirab in detail.
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In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

You, wrapped in your cloak, (1)

arise and give warning,. (2)

Glorify your Lord’s greatness; |

3)

clean your garments; (4)

stay away from all filth; (5)

do not hold up what you give
away, showing it to be much;

(6)

but to your Lord turn in patience.

)

. |
When the trumpet is sounded

(8)

that will be a day of anguish, (9)
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far from easy for the unbelievers.

(10)

Leave to me the one I created
alone, (11)

to whom I have granted vast

wealth, (12)

and sons by his side, (13)

making life smooth and easy for

him; (14)

yet he greedily desires that I give
him more. (15)

No! He has set himself stubbornly
against Our revelations. (16)

I will constrain him to endure a

painful uphill climb! (17)

He thought and he schemed.
(18)

Damn him, how he schemed!

(19)

Again, damn him, how he

schemed! (20)

356

O 05 S0E

s

£ AR e en
@‘M)Q‘k@g@a

e

UG
O o e
D]

“%z cezon 323
OB



AL-MUDDATHTHIR (Wrapped in Cloak) 74

He looked around, (21)

then he frowned and glared,
(22)

then he turned his back and
gloried in his arrogance, (23)

and said, ‘This is just sorcery
handed down from olden times!

(24)

This is nothing but the word of a
mere mortal!”’ (25)

I will cast him into the scorching

fire. (26)

Would that you knew what the
scorching fire is like! (27)

It leaves nothing, and spares

nothing; (28)

it appears before mankind, (29)

guarded by nineteen. (30)

We have appointed none other
than angels to guard the fire, and
‘We have made their number a test

D7

Py ::
@3]‘-"(
&t %

EA

O | VSN

ik
@;ﬁ;z&;ﬁ‘ﬁ;
DN
B
O i

e Atc
-, :”Yl‘guf" ‘/ ‘T-[II‘ E-;
e s w e AL e A

SR pacsMuwnd



In the Shade of the Qur’in

for the unbelievers. Thus those
who have been granted revelations
in the past may be convinced
and the believers may grow yet
more firm in their faith; and so
those who have been granted
revelations and the believers will
entertain no doubt; but the sick at
heart and the unbelievers will ask,
“What could God mean by this
image?’ Thus God lets go astray
whomever He wills, and guides
whomever He wills. No one
knows your Lord’s forces except
Him. This is all but a reminder
for mankind. (31)

No! By the moon! (32)

By the night when it departs,
(33)

and the shining dawn! (34)

It is indeed one of the mighty
things, (35)

a warning to all mankind, (36)

to those of you who choose to go

ahead or to lag behind. (37)
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Every soul is held in pledge for
what it has wrought, (38)

except for those on the right

hand. (39)

They will be in gardens, and will
ask (40)

about the guilty ones: (41)

‘What brought you into the
scorching fire?” (42)

They will answer: “We were not
among those who prayed, (43)

neither did we feed the needy;
(44)

but we indulged with others in

vain talk, {45)

and we denied the Day of
Judgement (46)

until there came upon us that
which is certain.” (47)

So, of no benefit to them could
be the pleas of any intercessors.

(48)
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What is the matter with them @:ﬂp":‘ﬂf&;ﬁa

that they turn away from all
admonition (49)

: ; 0 E) -2%%
like terrified asses (50) (3 e o

fleeing from a lion? (51) v 5) _,....u:.._::j;
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given revelations unfolded before 3o rf‘i‘f.g‘ A8

him. (52)

No! They do not fear the life to
come. (53)

No! This is indeed an admonition.

(54)

Let him who will, take heed.
(55)

They, however, will not take heed S P ol
unless God so wills. He is the Wi = 18) Yl‘-‘ Sley
Lord to be feared, the Lord of PR o ket 2ol

? {ehs anl) 1506 o)\
forgiveness. (56) e Jalsds el

1

o

Essential Preparations

You, wrapped in your cloak, arise and give warning. Glorify your
Lord’s greatness; clean your garments; stay away from all filth; do not
hold up what you give away, showing it to be much; but to your Lord
turn in patience. (Verses 1-7)
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This is an address from on high, calling on the Prophet to get ready
for his grear task. He is to warn mankind, wake them up and save them
from evil in this life and from the fire in the life to come, setting them
on the way to salvation before it is too late. This is a hard, momentous
task when assigned to an individual human being, even though he may
be God’s Prophet and Messenger. Mankind had, however, gone so far
astray and were too steeped in sin, rebellion, arrogance and persistence.
All this made advocacy of the divine faith the most difficult task to be
assigned to anyone.

“You, wrapped in your cloak, arise and give warning.” (Verses 1-2)
To give warning is the most obvious aspect of the divine message. It
alerts people to the impending danger that threatens to engulf those
who are oblivious of it, heading unaware into error. Such warning
manifests God’s grace which He bestows on people. They take away
nothing of His kingdom when they go astray, and increase His kingdom
by nothing when they follow His guidance. However, it is out of
His grace that He gives them such care so as to save themselves from
severe punishment in the life to come and to rid themselves of evil in
this life. The fact that His messengers call on them to respond so as
to earn His forgiveness and be admitted into His heaven is certainly a
manifestation of His grace.

Having given His Messenger the instruction to warn others, He adds
some directives for the Prophet to observe in his own life. The first of
these is to “Glorify your Lords greatness.” (Verse 3) Only your Lord is
great and only He deserves to be glorified. This directive lays down an
aspect of the Islamic concept of God and His oneness. Every person,
every creature, every value and everything is small, while God alone is
great. All entities, sizes, forces, values, events, situations, concepts and
shapes dwindle into insignificance, while God alone is supreme, perfect
and majestic. The Prophet is instructed to warn mankind, bearing all
the difficulties of such a task, with this vision in mind. He will then
think little of any force or plot aiming to impede his work, as he realizes
that his Lord alone is great. Advocates of the divine message need to
always keep this principle in mind when they go about fulfilling their
difficult task.
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The Prophet is then directed to maintain purity and cleanliness:
“Clean your garments.” (Verse 4) In Arabic usage, this expression of
cleaning one’s garments means maintaining purity of heart and high
moral values together with clean action. It refers to the purity of self
which is covered by those garments. Such purity and cleanliness signify
the condition that is best suited for receiving instructions from on high.
Moreover, it is the closest thing to the nature of the Islamic message.
Furthermore, it is necessary for the task of warning and delivering the
message, advocating it in the midst of a multitude of forces and trends
that bring with them much filth, dirt and indecency. The advocate of
the divine faith needs to be perfectly clean so that he can save those who
are tainted while allowing nothing to taint him. This directive shows
deep understanding of the needs of those who undertake advocacy of
God’s faith in all types of social environment and situations.

The next directive requires the Prophet to steer away from polytheism
and all that exposes people to God’s punishment: “stay away from all
[filth.” (Verse 5) The Prophet stayed away from all this long before he was
endowed with prophethood. His was an upright nature that disliked all
deviation from the truth, and disowned all erroneous beliefs and loose
morality. He never indulged in any unbecoming practice. However, this
directive is a declaration of separation between two different routes that
can never cross. The Arabic word rujz, which is translated here as ‘filth’,
originally meant suffering or torment. It then came to signify anything
that leads to it. Hence, the directive to abandon all such filth that incurs
punishment and torment.

The Prophet is also directed to be self-effacing so as not to hold up
what he has to exert of effort, thinking it to be much: “Do noz hold up
what you give away, showing it to be much.” (Verse 6) He was to give
much, sacrifice much and put up with much hardship. Yet God wants
him not to think too highly of what he has to give, feeling that it is
much. To be a true advocate of the divine faith, one must not think of
what one has to give or sacrifice for it. The sacrifice required is so great
that no one can give it willingly unless he also forgets it, or rather does
not feel it in the first place because he is so preoccupied with his duty
towards God. In essence, he feels that whatever he has to give for His
sake is only part of His grace and favour. Thus, giving the sacrifice and
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exerting the effort are an aspect of grace God bestows on us. We should
be grateful to Him for enabling us to give it in the first place, rather
than holding it up, thinking we have done something great.

The last directive is to be patient: “But to your Lord turn in patience.”
(Verse 7) This is a directive that is given every time the Prophet is assigned
a task or needs counselling. Patience is the most important prerequisite
in this hard battle of advocating God’s message. It is a battle against two
enemies simultaneously: personal desires on the one hand, and external
enemies motivated by their own desires on the other. The most effective
weapon in this hard and long battle is patience for God’s sake and with
the aim to please Him.

When this divine directive has been given to the noble Prophet, the
siirah outlines the terms of the warning to be given. This is delivered in
a way that alerts attention to the hard day they are warned about:

When the trumpet is sounded that will be a day of anguish, far from
easy for the unbelievers. (Verses 8—10)

The sounding of the trumpet is here expressed in a stronger way than
normally used in other siZrabs. In its Arabic expression, nugira fin-nagir,
it gives a feeling of a sound that is sharper to the ear, almost beating
on it. Hence, the day will be hard for the unbelievers. Its hardship is
emphasized by negating all traces of ease. It is hard from start to finish,
without any respite. No details are given of this hardship; it is left in
general terms to impart a feeling of distress and choking. It behoves those
unbelievers, then, to heed the warning before the trumpet is sounded,
ushering in this very hard day.

Singled Out

This general warning gives way to the case of a particular individual
who seems to have played a leading role in rejecting the divine message
and plotting against it. The s@rah issues a crushing warning, painting
an ugly image of him that invites derision. This is particularly so when
his unpleasant features appear lifelike before our eyes:

363



In the Shade of the Qur'an

Leave to me the one I created alone, to whom I have granted vast
wealth, and sons by his side, making life smooth and easy for him;
yet he greedily desires that I give him more. No! He has set himself
stubbornly against Our revelations. I will constrain him to endure a
painful uphill climb! He thought and he schemed. Damn him, how
he schemed! Again, damn him, how he schemed! He looked around,
then he frowned and glared, then he turned his back and gloried in
his arrogance, and said, “This is just sorcery handed down from olden
times! This is nothing but the word of a mere mortal!’ I will cast him
into the scorching fire. Would that you knew what the scorching fire is
like! It leaves nothing, and spares nothing; it appears before mankind,
guarded by nineteen. (Verses 11-30)

There are several reports suggesting that the person so referred to is
al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah. Tkrimah reports: “Al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah
met the Prophet who read to him a passage of the Qur'an. It appeared
as though al-Walid softened a bit. Abii Jahl heard of this, so he went to
al-Walid and said to him: ‘Uncle! Your people are raising some money
for you.” He asked for what reason. Abi Jahl answered: “They want to
give it to you, because you went to Muhammad to see what you might
gain from him.” [Aba Jahl was thus playing on a most sensitive point,
trying to arouse al-Walid’s pride.] Al-Walid said: “The Quraysh know
that I am the richest among them.” Aba Jahl said: “Then say about
him something to make clear to your people that you are opposed to
what he says.” Al-Walid said: “What shall I say. None of you has better
knowledge of poetry than me. I know all about poetry including the
poetry of the jinn. What Muhammad says is nothing like that. What he
says is indeed sweet; it towers over all speech;; it rises high and nothing
can top it.” Aba Jahl said: “Your people will not be satisfied unless you
say something negative about him.” Al-Walid said: “Then give me time
to think.” When he thought it over, he said of the Qur'an: “This is
sorcery taken from olden times.” The above passage was then revealed
in reference to him.

In another report, it is said that some of the Quraysh said: ‘If al-
Walid follows Muhammad, the whole tribe will follow suit.” Aba Jahl
said: ‘T will take care of him.” He went to see him... The report then

364



AL-MUDDATHTHIR (Wrapped in Cloak) 74

mentions the above conversation between the two, and that after long
thinking al-Walid said: ‘It is sorcery handed down from olden times.
Do you not see how it causes divisions between a man and his family,
children and servants?’

Such was the event as reported. The Qur’an, however, describes it
in its own moving way. It so starts with a fearsome threat: “Leave to me
the one I created alone.” (Verse 11) The address is made to the Prophet.
He is told to leave this person to God. He created him alone, without
anything in which he now takes pride, such as wealth, children, comforts
and luxuries. Yet he still seeks to possess more. God says to the Prophet
to leave him to Him, for He will battle with him. Here, we can only
shudder as we imagine the overwhelming power of the Almighty moving
to crush this powerless individual. This shuddering is experienced by
the reader and the listener who are not meant by it. How, then, about
the one facing this power?

The sirah describes at length this creature and what God has given
him of favours, before it mentions his headstrong rejection of the
truth. God created him alone, deprived of everything, naked. Then He
gave him plentiful wealth, and able sons who attend to his needs and
give him authority and protection. He facilitated life for him. Yet, “be
greedily desires that I give him more.” (Verse 15) He is neither content
nor grateful. Or perhaps he hopes to receive revelations and a sacred
book, as mentioned towards the end of the sarah: “Every one of them
demands to be given revelations unfolded before him.” (Verse 52) He did
indeed envy the Prophet.

At this point he is strongly repudiated for his greed. He has not shown
any gratitude to God for what He has given him.

“No!” The repudiating word is decisive. “He has set himself stubbornly
against Our revelations.” (Verse 16) He deliberately set himself against all
pointers to the truth and indicators of the way to true faith. He opposed
the divine message and the Messenger preaching it, prevented others
from listening to it and spread false rumours about it. This repudiation
of the man and his attitude is followed by a threat to replace his ease
with hardship: “7 will constrain him to endure a painful uphill climb.”
(Verse 17) This verse paints hardship in the movement. Going uphill is
the most difficult and tiring way of walking. If the person set on such
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an uphill road has no intention of so going up, but is instead being
pushed, the hardship is even greater and more exhausting. At the same
time, the statement expresses a reality. A person who moves away from
the easy, friendly and facilitated path of faith will find himself in a hard
to traverse passage that leads nowhere. He goes through life worried
and distressed, as though he is rising high into the sky, or going up a
rough, hard track carrying neither food nor drink, and expecting no
comfort at the end.

The srah draws a sarcastic caricature of this person with grim features,
frowning, thinking hard and trying to find fault with the Qur'an. He is
obsessed with trying to find an apt and negative description to label the
Qur'an with: “He thought and he schemed. Damn him, how he schemed!
Again, damn him, how he schemed! He looked around, then he frowned and
glared, then he turned his back and gloried in his arrogance, and said, ‘This
is just sorcery handed down from olden times! This is nothing but the word
of a mere mortal!”” (Verses 18-25) The image we are given here takes us
one glimpse at a time, step by step, and movement by movement. It is
like watching a paint brush at work, rather than hearing words giving a
meaning. More than that, it is like a scene in a film, consisting of many
frames. One frame shows him thinking and scheming. This is coupled
with an invocation, ‘Damn him!’ and a derisive remark, ‘how he schemed.
Both invocation and derisive remark are repeated to heighten the effect.
Another frame shows him looking here and there, in affected seriousness,
again inviting ridicule. The next frame shows him frowning, and another
shows his features grim. In both, the impression is that he is trying to
concentrate, but in a laughable way. Yet, after all this labour, he comes
up with nothing. He closes his eyes to the light and turns away from
the truth. All he can say is: “7his is just sorcery handed down from olden
times! This is nothing but the word of a mere mortal!” (Verses 24-25)

These glimpses of such a sad individual are impressed on our minds
more strongly than a painting or a film. Moreover, the man becomes
the laughing stock for the rest of time. His miserable picture is raised
there for all future generations to see.

Once the picture is hung in place and this miserable creature is seen
by all there then comes a frightening warning: “J will cast him into the
scorching fire.” (Verse 26) The warning is made even stronger by the
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enigmatic air that surrounds the fire: “Would that you knew what the
scorching fire is like!” (Verse 27) It is too great to be imagined! Yet another
description is added to make it even more terrifying: “J¢ leaves nothing,
and spares nothing.” (Verse 28) It swallows everything, obliterating
whoever or whatever is cast into it, leaving no trace. Moreover, it presents
itself before people: “It appears before mankind.” (Verse 29) This echoes
the verse in an earlier si#rah: “It will claim all who turn their backs, and
turn away from the truth.” (70: 17) It thus shows itself, deliberately
striking fear into those who are destined to suffer its torment. Guards
stand there: “Guarded by nineteen.” (Verse 30) We do not know if the
number refers to individual angels who are ‘stern and mighty’, as described
in Siarah 66, or whether it refers to rows or types of angels. This is merely
a piece of information to which more will be added in the sizrah.

A Test for Unbelievers

The believers received God’s words with the sort of acceptance worthy
of one who trusts his Lord and shows the sort of manners a servant
should have. They neither doubted this piece of news nor questioned it.
The unbelievers, on the other hand, received it all with hearts devoid of
faith or seriousness. They had no reverence of God. Hence, they made
sarcastic comments, making the number, i.e. the 19, the subject of
endless jokes. One of them said: “Will not each 10 of you be sufficient
to overcome one of them?” Another said: “You take care of two of these
and I will take care of the rest. You will have nothing to worry about
from them.

It was then that the next verse was revealed, explaining God's purpose
behind giving this piece of information on something that belongs to the
realm beyond human perception and mentioning this particular figure.
It makes clear that that realm and the knowledge of all that relates to
it belongs to God alone. It also mentions the ultimate end that results
from the mention of the scorching fire and its guard:

We have appointed none other than angels to guard the fire, and We

have made their number a test for the unbelievers. Thus those who
have been granted revelations in the past may be convinced and the
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believers may grow yet more firm in their faith; and so those who have
been granted revelations and the believers will entertain no doubt; but
the sick at heart and the unbelievers will ask, “What could God mean
by this image?” Thus God lets go astray whomever He wills, and guides
whomever He wills. No one knows your Lord’s forces except Him. This
is all but a reminder for mankind. (Verse 31)

The verse begins by mentioning the nature of the 19 guards whose
number the unbelievers joked about: “ We have appointed none other than
angels to guard the fire.” (Verse 31) They belong to that species of creature
the nature and strength of which are known only to God Almighty. He
mentions elsewhere in the Qur'an that the angels “never disobey God in
whatever He commands them and always do what they are bidden to do.”
(66: 6) This statement makes it clear that they always obey God’s orders
and that they have the power to do whatever He bids them. Since He
has assigned to them the task of guarding hell, then they have been given
the power to undertake this task and fulfil it as it should be done. Thus,
there is no way that human beings can fight with them or subdue them.
Such talk only betrays the unbelievers’ crude ignorance of the nature of
God’s creation and how He conducts affairs.

“We have made their number a test for the unbelievers.” (Verse 31) It
is the unbelievers that start arguing when the number is mentioned,
because they cannot distinguish when an argument is out of place.
Since this question belongs to the realm beyond, and mankind have no
knowledge of it, then whatever God says about it should be accepted
without argument. It should also be understood that mentioning this
fact only, without adding further details, is the appropriate and beneficial
way. To argue about it is futile, because argument can only be based on
knowledge that does not fit with the information to hand. Their exact
number, whatever it signifies, is determined by the One who coordinates
everything in the universe and creates everything according to a specific
measure. This number is like any other, and a person who wants to argue
will make the same objection to any other number. Why are the heavens
seven? Why was man created from dried clay, like pottery while the jinn
were created from raging flames of fire, as mentioned in Sizrah 552 Why
does pregnancy last nine months? Why do tortoises live for centuries?
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Why this, and why that! The answer is that because the Creator who
holds sway over all things has willed it so, and His will is always done!
This is the final answer in such matters.

“Thus those who have been granted revelations in the past may be
convinced and the believers may grow yet more firm in their faith; and so
those who have been granted revelations and the believers will entertain no
doubt.” (Verse 31) Both groups will find in the number of the guards
of hell what will give some of them more certainty and give others
firmer faith. The people given revelations in the past must have known
something of this fact so that when they heard the Qur'an confirming
it, they were certain about it. As for the believers, whatever God says
will add to their faith and make it firmer, because their hearts are open
to receive facts directly, happy with every new piece of information from
God. They realize that such a number serves a particular purpose in God’s
accurate and fine scheme of creation. Their faith thus grows firmer. This
fact thus becomes more firmly established in the hearts of both groups
and neither will then doubt anything that comes from God.

“But the sick at heart and the unbelievers will ask, “What could God
mean by this image?” (Verse 31) The same fact leaves opposite effects on
different hearts. While the people of the scriptures and the believers will
have more faith as a result of mentioning the number of hell’s guards,
the very mention of this makes the unbelievers and hypocrites wonder
about the reason for giving such an image. They neither appreciate the
wisdom behind this strange matter, nor acknowledge God’s absolute
wisdom of creation. Besides, they are in doubt about the information
given and the good purpose served by it.

“Thus God lets go astray whomever He wills, and guides whomever He
wills.” (Verse 31) God mentions facts and puts up signs and indicators.
Different hearts receive it differently. A group will be guided to the
truth by such facts, as God wills, while another will go astray, also as
God wills. Everything is ultimately determined by God’s will which is
absolutely free. Human beings were created by God’s will with a dual
tendency to follow either His guidance or error. Thus, every person acts
within God’s will whether he follows guidance or goes astray.

When we fully appreciate the fact that God’s will is absolutely free,
without restriction or impediment, and that everything that occurs in
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the universe ultimately reverts to His will, and when we put this in the
proper perspective, we spare our minds the narrow and endless argument
on what people call ‘predestination’. Such argument is futile, because it
looks at this question, which relates to God the Infinite, from a narrow
angle, limiting it to human logic and experience.

God clearly put before us two ways: one follows His guidance and the
other leads to error. He has laid down for us a method of action which
will, if we implement it, ensure that we have all the guidance we need,
live happily and earn His reward. He has also pointed out to us other
methods which lead us into error, misery and ruin. He has not required
us to know anything beyond this, and has not given us the power to
know more. He tells us that His will is absolutely free and inevitable. We
should, therefore, deal with understanding this within our abilities and
limitations, following the way of guidance and avoiding the different
ways leading into error. We must not enter into any futile argument
about something that we will never be able to fathom, because it pertains
to the world beyond. When we do so, we arrive at the conclusion that
all the efforts theologists and philosophers put into the question of
predestination, in the way they argued it, were useless, because they
were the wrong efforts put into the wrong field.

We do not know what God’s hidden will is concerning us, but we
do know what God wants of us: namely to deserve His grace which He
has committed Himself to bestow upon us. Our proper course, then,
is to devote our efforts to the fulfilment of what He has required us to
do, leaving His hidden will to Him alone. What will happen to us is
according to His will, and we will know it when it happens, and not
before. What happens will fulfil His purpose and will be according to
His wisdom.

“No one knows your Lord's forces except Him.” (Verse 31) The nature,
function and effect of these forces are all matters beyond our perception.
Of these, He reveals to us what He wishes. His decision is final. No one
need argue about anything God has chosen not to inform us about.
Such argument is futile.

“This is all but a reminder for mankind.” (Verse 31) “This’ may be
a reference to God’s forces, or to hell and those guarding it as these
are also part of God’s forces. Mentioning these is meant to alert and
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warn people, not to open a way for conjecture. Believing hearts will
certainly benefit by such reminders, but erring ones will continue to
argue endlessly.

A Look at the Universe

The sirah now relates the truths of the life to come, the scorching
fire of hell and God’s forces to various aspects of His fine creation in
the universe, which people often overlook because of long familiarity.
Yet these are evident proofs of God’s limitless power of creation and His
perfect design of the universe:

No! By the moon! By the night when it departs, and the shining dawn!
It is indeed one of the mighty things, a warning to all mankind.
(Verses 32-306)

The sight of the moon, the departing night and the shining dawn are
certainly inspiring. They say much to the human heart, whispering secrets
and arousing deep feelings. In its quick reference to these, the Qur'an
touches our innermost selves where feelings and secrets are settled. It is
rarely the case that people contemplate the sight of the moon as it rises,
travels or sets without the moon whispering some universal secret in
their ears. It sometimes takes no more than to stand in the moonlight
in order to feel your heart being washed, as if you were bathing in light.
It is hardly possible for anyone to look carefully at the night as it starts
to depart, at that time of complete serenity before sunrise, when the
world starts to wake up and opens its eyes, without being profoundly
affected by it. Likewise, it is hardly possible for anyone not to be alert to
the scene of dawn as it breaks and begins to shine without experiencing
a sense of opening up that makes us aware of a change of feeling. This
change makes us ready to receive the light that shines within our hearts
just as we receive the light shining over the world around us.

God, the Creator of the human heart, knows that these very sights can
sometimes work wonders with this heart, as though they are recreating
it. Beyond these shining feelings and openings up, the moon, the night
and the dawn all refer to a great truth to which the Qur’an alerts us.
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They all point to God’s power of creation, His limitless wisdom and
His fine coordination of His creation.

God Almighty swears by these great universal truths in order to alert
those who are oblivious to their greatness and the message they impart.
He swears that the scorching fire, or its guards, or the hereafter and its
events, is one of the great wonders that serve as a warning to mankind
of the impending danger ahead: “J# is indeed one of the mighty things,
a warning to all mankind.” (Verses 35-36) The very oath, its contents
and subject matter are all like hammers striking hard at people’s hearts.
This is in perfect harmony with the sounding of the trumpet mentioned
earlier, and with the opening of the sirah as it addresses the Prophet
and bids him to arise and warn. The whole atmosphere is one of hard
hitting, warning of an impending danger.

Individual Responsibility

The sirah now declares that every soul bears responsibility for itself,
leaving everyone to choose for themselves. It also states that each soul will
have to account for its choices and be judged according to its deeds:

It is indeed one of the mighty things, a warning to all mankind, to
those of you who choose to go ahead or to lag behind. Every soul is held
in pledge for what it has wrought. (Verses 35-38)

All people, every single one of them, are responsible for themselves,
choosing their own positions, going ahead or lagging behind, achieving
an honourable status or bringing humiliation upon themselves. Thus,
every soul is tied to what it does and the action it takes. God has shown
all people the way that leads to Him so that they can take that way with
open eyes. As this declaration of individual responsibility is made against
the backdrop of inspiring universal scenes, as well as the scene of the
scorching fire that spares nothing, it has its profound effect.

It is further declared, however, that an exception is made in the case
of the believers who are referred to here as the ones on the right hand.
These are untied. They are also given the right to ask the guilty about
what has perpetrated their fate:
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Except for those on the right hand. They will be in gardens, and will
ask about the guilty ones: “What brought you into the scorching fire?’
They will answer: “We were not among those who prayed, neither did
we feed the needy; but we indulged with others in vain talk, and we
denied the Day of Judgement until there came upon us that which is
certain.’ (Verses 39-47)

That the believers are thus excepted is due to God’s grace, for He
blesses their good deeds and multiplies them. This declaration, at this
particular point, touches all hearts. It first touches the hearts of the
guilty who were bent on denying the truth. They see themselves in such
a humiliating position, making long confessions, while the believers,
whom they looked down upon in this world, stand in a position of
dignity, asking them as if they are put in a position of authority: “What
brought you into the scorching fire?” (Verse 42) It also touches the hearts
of the believers who used to be at the receiving end of much hardship
from those same guilty ones. Now they see themselves in a high position
while their arrogant enemies of old are placed in such humiliation. The
image is so powerful that it gives both sides a feeling that it is actually
taking place now, as though the life of this world has come to an end
and is now a thing of the past.

The long confession by the guilty gives details of the many wrongs
they have perpetrated, and for which they are led to the scorching fire.
They humbly admit to these in front of the believers. “They will answer:
We were not among those who prayed.” (Verse 43) This is a reference to
faith altogether, rather than to the act of prayer. It highlights the great
importance of prayer in the Islamic faith, presenting it as a symbol and
proof of faith. Denying it puts a person in the ranks of the unbelievers.

“Neither did we feed the needy.” (Verse 44) This comes next to denying
the faith. It is an act of worship in respect of His creatures, following
worship dedicated to Him only. The fact that this quality is expressed
so strongly in several places in the Qur’an gives us an impression of the
social environment the Qur'an addressed. It was a hard environment
where kindness to the poor was rare, despite showing great generosity
when that served social interests. Such generosity did not apply in
situations of real need or pure kindness.
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“But we indulged with others in vain talk.” (Verse 45) This describes
how they took faith lightly and treated it carelessly, in jest, when it was
the most important matter in man’s life. Indeed man should resolve this
issue of faith within his own mind and heart, before he attends to any
other matter in life, because it is the issue that gives him his concept
of life, values and standards. It provides him with the light that shows
him his way in life. How, then, can man take it other than seriously?
How can he treat it as vain talk in which he indulges with similarly
careless people?

“And we denied the Day of Judgement.” (Verse 46) This is the core
guilt. A person who denies the Day of Judgement will have no proper
standard by which to evaluate things. All values are shaken in his mind.
To him, the scope of life becomes too narrow as it dwindles into this
limited space of his time on earth. He looks at the consequences of
events as they are within this limited space of time and place, and he
is unhappy. How can he be otherwise when he does not take the final
outcome into account? Indeed, all his standards, and all matters of this
life will be defective, before his evaluation of the life to come and his
position there becomes faulty. Hence, he ends in utter ruin.

The guilty admit that they continued in that situation, unwilling
to pray, being uncharitable to the needy, indulging in vain talk and
denying the Day of Judgement, “until there came upon us that which
is certain.” (Verse 47) What came upon them is death, which ends all
doubrt, bringing the final say and leaving no room for regret, repentance
or the mending of one’s ways.

The siirah comments on their abject humiliation by raising no hope
of any change in their status: “So, of no benefit to them could be the pleas
of any intercessors.” (Verse 48) The whole thing is settled. The end of the
guilty has been determined. There is no one to intercede on their behalf
anyway. Assuming that such intercessors are there and willing, which is
not the case, their pleas will be of no benefit to the guilty.

Who Heeds the Reminder?

The sirah now puts them back in this life, where they have the chance
to do something before facing such an abject outcome. Yet they turn
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away, fleeing from the guidance that would bring them only what is
good. The means of salvation are shown to them, but they run away from
them. Therefore, the sirah draws a sarcastic image of their situation:

What is the matter with them that they turn away from all admonition
like terrified asses fleeing from a lion? (Verses 49-51)

The scene of asses or zebras in great agitation, running in all
directions as they hear a lion roaring, was well known to the Arabs. Itis
a scene of fast movement in a state of panic. Hence, when it is applied
to humans, it invites loud laughter. This is especially so if those humans
were in real fear of some impending danger. What can be said about
them if such is their state, like terrified asses, only because someone is
reminding them of their Lord and their eventual destiny, showing them
the way to avoid such misery and pain? The image drawn is profound
and effective. Those who contemplate it will be too ashamed if they
find themselves in it.

Such is their external condition. The s#rah, however, describes their
inner feelings as well: “Every one of them demands to be given revelations
unfolded before him.” (Verse 52) It is, then, a question of envy. They
begrudge the Prophet for God having given him this exceptional favour.
Each one of them is so keen to attain the same status and to be given
scriptures to announce to mankind. This must be a reference to their
elders who felt hurt that they were bypassed when divine revelations
were granted to Muhammad (peace be upon him). Hence, they said:
“Why was not this Quran revealed to some great man of the two cities?”
(43: 31) God certainly knows to whom to entrust His final message.
He chose for this task a great man with the noblest of hearts. This was
enough to fill those unbelievers with rancour. Their unjustifiable grudges
were also enough for the Qur'an to expose.

The sirah continues its presentation of their inner feelings. As it
censures their envy, which lacks sound basis, the s#rah now gives another
reason for the unbelievers’ continued denial of the truth and their
rejection of the message: “No! They do not fear the life to come.” (Verse
53) It is indeed their lack of fear of what may happen in the life to come
that leads to their heedless attitude to reminders. It makes them react
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illogically to the divine message. Had they genuinely felt the truth of
the hereafter they would have had a totally different reaction.

The sirah repudiates their attitude once more, as it puts its final
word to them, leaving them to choose for themselves what they may:
“No! This is indeed an admonition. Let him who will, take heed.” (Verses
54-55) This Qur'an to which they refuse to listen, and from which they
turn away like frightened asses, is a reminder highlighting the truth.
Everyone adopts the attitude they want towards it. Whoever is willing
to be reminded will have the reminder. Others choose their own way.
The outcome is either heaven and the dignity it imparts or hell and the
humiliation it involves. It all depends on one’s own choice.

The sarah concludes with a restatement of God’s free will which
ultimately determines all affairs. This is the truth the Qur'an is keen
to state whenever an occasion arises in order to give the believers the
correct concept concerning His will, and its being absolutely free and
universally applicable.

They, however, will not take heed unless God so wills. He is the Lord
to be feared, the Lord of forgiveness. (Verse 56)

Whatever happens in the universe is tied to God’s grand will and
occurs within it. It is not possible for anyone or anything to will
something that is in conflict with God’s will. It is His will that controls
everything in the universe. It is the will that brought the universe into
existence and established its rules and forces. Therefore, the universe,
with all living things in it, moves within the framework of God’s will
that is unbound by limit or restriction.

Taking heed is something that God facilitates for everyone He knows
to deserve it. When a servant of His shows that he or she has sincerity
of intention, He directs them to what brings them closer to Him. No
servant knows what God’s will is for him, but everyone knows what
God wants of them. He has explained this to them. Therefore, He helps,
according to His free will, everyone who is sincere in the attempt to
fulfil the duties He has assigned to them.

The Qur’an aims to impress on every Muslim mind the dual notion
that divine will is absolutely free and that it incorporates every will; this
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so that we turn to it willingly and submit to it completely. This is the
essential notion without which Islam cannot be firmly established in
on€’s heart. When it is thus established, it initiates a comprehensive vision
to which a Muslim resorts in all life events. This is why this principle
is emphasized whenever the Qur'an promises believers they will be in
heaven, warns unbelievers against hell, and speaks of guidance and error.
To take such a statement in a narrow way arguing about predestination
is no more than taking a partial view of a universal truth, forcing it into
a narrow vision that leads nowhere.

“They, however, will not take heed unless God so wills.” (Verse 56)
Their will cannot be on a collision course with God’s will. Indeed, they
cannot move in any direction without the operation of God'’s will that
so enables them to move. God is “the Lord to be feared,” by His servants.
Hence, they are required to demonstrate this. He is also “the Lord of
forgiveness,” who bestows this on His servants by His will. To fear God
is to deserve forgiveness, and God is the Lord of both.

The sirah concludes with this humbly felt glorification of God. It
leaves us looking up to God. It leaves us hoping that He will guide us
to His remembrance, so that we will always fear Him and that He will
then grant us forgiveness.
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SURAH 75

Al-Qiyamah

(The Resurrection)

Prologue

This s#trah puts forward such a great number of truths, scenes, images,
special effects, tones and touches that no attentive heart can easily handle
or escape from them. Furthermore, its distinctive style and musical
cadence also combine to enhance its effect and bring it to a level that
is again difficult to resist or to shed. It starts with two short verses with
distinctive notes about the Day of Resurrection and the self-reproaching
soul: “I need not swear by the Day of Resurrection and I need not swear by
the self-reproaching soul!” (Verses 1-2) The sirah then continues with a
discourse that from start to finish relates to both the human soul and
the Day of Resurrection, often coupling them together. It is as if the
opening two verses sum up the subject matter of the whole s#rah, or that
they set the tone influencing its notes in a fine and beautiful way.

One of the great truths the si@rah speaks about is death. The reality
of how death applies to every living creature, and from which none can
escape or divert it from a loved one is a hard truth. It occurs at every
moment, and is applicable to young and old, rich and poor, strong
and weak alike. All stand in the same position: there is no escape, no
evasion, no resistance, no intercession and no deferment. This suggests
that death comes from a higher source, one mankind cannot influence
in any way. When it occurs, man simply submits to this higher source.

379



In the Shade of the Qur’an

This is the note with which the s#rah takes hold of our hearts: “Yer
when the departing soul comes up to the throat, when it is said, ‘Can any
charmer [do something now]?” When he knows it is the final parting, and
one leg will be joined with another, to your Lord he will on that day be
driven.” (Verses 26-30)

Another grear truth highlighted in the s#r2h is how man comes into
existence in the first place, and its significance in confirming the truth of
resurrection. In this way we see how man’s creation occurs according to
careful planning. God informs people of the fine stages of their coming
into existence, and how these stages succeed one another in such a
marvellous procession that only He could have designed. Indeed, even
those who deny the resurrection do not claim a different origin for this
process. This, in itself, provides irrefutable evidence of the presence of
the One God, who deals death and determines its timing. Moreover,
death provides clear evidence that resurrection is easy, and also implies
that it is necessary. It is, thus, seen as being consistent with the planning
whereby man has a clear purpose, and that his life does not end without
him accounting for his deeds. This is the note that touches hearts at the
beginning of the sirah: “Does man think that We will not put his bones
together again?” (Verse 3) As it draws to its end, the sirah says: “Does
man think that he will be left without purpose? Was he not a mere drop of
emitted sperm? It then became a clinging cell mass, and then God created
and shaped it, fashioning out of it the two sexes, male and female. Is He
not, then, able to bring the dead back to life?” (Verses 36—40)

One of the scenes the siZrah paints is that of the Day of Resurrection
and the great celestial events that take place on that day. In this, we see
the psychological upheaval that leaves man at a loss, unable to decide
how to face these events. Thus, the great upheaval occurs in the centre
of the universe, as well as in the very depths of the human soul, leaving
man like a mouse in a trap. This comes in response to man as he wonders,
with much doubt, about whether the Day of Resurrection will ever
come. In so doing, he treats it with carelessness, persisting in his erring
ways. God'’s response to all this is delivered with a quick rhythm, one
that paints a fast succession of images and glimpses: “Yet man wants to
deny what lies ahead of him. He asks: “When will this Day of Resurrection
be?” When the sight is dazzled and the moon eclipsed, when the sun and the
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moon are brought together, on that day man will say: “Where to flee?” But
no! There is no refuge. On that day, to your Lord all shall return. Man will
be told on that day all that he put forward and all that he put back. Man
will be a witness against himself, even though he may put up his excuses.”
(Verses 5—15)

One of these images is that of the believers, with full trust in their Lord,
looking up to His benevolent face in the midst of all this horror. Another
image is of those on the other side, who have no bond with their Lord and
no hope of His grace. These expect to receive what their earlier denials,
disbelief and disobedience entail. This image is presented forcefully, as if it
is taking place at the very moment the sizrab is being recited. It responds
to people’s love of this present world and their disregard of the life to
come: “Yet you love this fleeting life, and give no thought to the life to come.
Some faces will on that day be radiant with happiness, looking towards their
Lord; and some faces will on that day be overcast with despair, realizing that
a great calamity is about to befall them.” (Verses 20-25)

Four verses interrupt this sequence of truths to deliver a special
directive to the Prophet concerning the way he receives Qur’anic
revelations. It would also appear that this directive relates to something
in particular about this s#rah. The Prophet had feared that he might
forget something of what was being revealed to him, and in his eagerness
to ensure that he did not forget, he used to repeat its verses, one by one,
as they were recited to him. He would vocalize the words to make sure
that he learnt them by heart. Therefore, he was given the following
instruction: “Do not move your tongue repeating its words in haste. We shall
see to its collection and recitation. When We recite it, follow its recitation.
Then it will be for Us to make its meaning clear.” (Verses 16-19) This
instruction is given to the Prophet to reassure him that the revelation of
the Qur’an, its preservation, collection and explanation of its message
are left to the Almighty, the Author of the Qur'an. The Prophet’s own
role is to receive the message and deliver it as he receives it. Therefore,
he need not worry. He should receive the revelation in full and then he
will find it engraved in his heart without change. This was exactly what
happened. This instruction, however, has been retained at the precise
point where it occurred. Is it not given in God’s own words? God’s word
is sure to stay in place, whatever purpose it addresses. These four verses,
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therefore, represent words He said, and therefore, they stay in His book
like the rest of it. In fact, retaining these four verses in the middle of the
siirab points to an inspiring truth concerning all God’s words, whatever
their purpose happens to be. It tells us that every word God said to His
Messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him), has been recorded; not
a single letter has been lost.

As it listens to this s#zrah, the human heart realizes that there is no
escape. Man will have to account for his deeds, with no one to protect
him from God. His existence, in both this life and the life to come,
is determined by God, according to His knowledge and planning.
Meanwhile, man plays around and thinks himself too important: “He
neither believed nor prayed, but denied the truth and turned away, then
he went back to his people full of arrogance.” (Verses 31-33) As he faces
this large number of truths, images and special effects, man is given an
implicit but highly effective warning: “Your doom, man, comes nearer
and nearer, and ever nearer and nearer.” (Verses 34-35)

We see how the sizrah deals with man’s obstinate rejection of the divine
message, making him feel, in all clarity, the seriousness of its discourse
about resurrection, the human soul and the accurate measure of life. It
tells him that the Qur’an is also a very serious matter: not a single letter
of it will ever be lost because it is all God’s own words.

We have thus outlined the truths and images presented in the si@rah
individually, but when these are read in the s#rab itself and as a whole
they give a totally different effect. The sequence of these images, the
way they are intertwined, and their presentation of an aspect of the
truth at one time and then giving another aspect of it a little later
are all characteristics of the Qur'an’s inspiring style as it addresses the
human heart. No other style or method could possibly achieve a similar
effect.
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Al-Qiyamah
(The Resurrection)

In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

I need not swear by the Day of
Resurrection (1)

and I need not swear by the self-
reproaching soul! (2)

Does man think that We will not
put his bones together again? (3)

Yes, indeed! We are able to put in
perfect order his very fingertips!

(4)

Yet man wants to deny what lies

ahead of him. (5)

He asks: “When will this Day of

Resurrection be?’ (6)
When the sight is dazzled (7)

and the moon eclipsed, (8)

when the sun and the moon are
brought together, (9)
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on that day man will say: “Where
to flee?’ (10)

But no! There is no refuge. (11)
On that day, to your Lord all shall

return. (12)

Man will be told on that day all
that he put forward and all that
he put back. (13)

Man will be a witness against

himself, (14)

even though he may put up his
excuses. (15)

Do not move your tongue repeat-
ing its words in haste. (16)

We shall see to its collection and
recitation. (17)

When We recite it, follow its
recitation. (18)

Then it will be for Us to make its
meaning clear. (19)

Yet you love this fleeting life,
(20)
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and give no thought to the life to
come. (21)

Some faces will on that day be
radiant with happiness, (22)

looking towards their Lord; (23)

and some faces will on that day be
overcast with despair, (24)

realizing that a great calamity is

about to befall them. (25)

Yet when the departing soul
comes up to the throat, (26)

when it is said, ‘Can any charmer
[do something now]?’ (27)

When he knows it is the final
parting, (28)

and one leg will be joined with

another, (29)

to your Lord he will on that day
be driven. (30)

He neither believed nor prayed,
(31)
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but denied the truth and turned |
away, (32) |

then he went back to his people
full of arrogance. (33)

Your doom, man, comes nearer

and nearer, (34)

and ever nearer and nearer. (35)

Does man think that he will be
left without purpose? (36)

Was he not a mere drop of emitted
sperm? (37)

It then became a clinging cell
mass, and then God created and

shaped it, (38)

fashioning out of it the two sexes,
male and female. (39)

Is He not, then, able to bring the
dead back to life? (40)
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Self-Reproaching Soul

I need not swear by the Day of Resurrection and I need not swear by
the self-reproaching soul! Does man think that We will not put his
bones together again? Yes, indeed! We are able to put in perfect order
his very fingertips! Yet man wants to deny what lies ahead of him.
He asks: “When will this Day of Resurrection be?” When the sight is
dazzled and the moon eclipsed, when the sun and the moon are brought
together, on that day man will say: Where to flee?’ But no! There is no
refuge. On that day, to your Lord all shall return. Man will be told on
that day all that he put forward and all that he put back. Man will
be a witness against himself, even though he may put up his excuses.
(Verses 1-15)

The siarah starts with a reference to making an oath, but then decides
not to make it. This has a deeper effect than a straightforward oath, and
this is what is intended. Indeed, a more literal rendering would be: ‘I do
not swear by...” When this has been stated, the truths of the resurrection
and self-reproaching soul appear in view.

There is much discussion of resurrection in the si#rah. As for the self-
reproaching soul, various reports explain this. Al-Hasan al-Basri says:
“You will always find a believer questioning himself: “What did I mean
by this word? What did I eat this food for? What do I mean by speaking
to myself thus?’ A transgressor will go on never blaming himself.” Al-
Hasan says: “Every single soul in the heavens and earth will be blaming
himself on the Day of Judgement.” ‘Tkrimah says: “It is the soul that
blames itself for good and bad things, saying: if only I did this or that.”
Sa‘id ibn Jubayr said the same. Ibn ‘Abbas says: “It is always blaming.”
He also says: “It is often blaming, much criticized.” Mujahid says: “It
regrets what has passed and blames for it.” Qatadah says: “It is the one
tending towards evil.” Jarir says: “All these definitions are in practically
the same vein. However, what is closer to the apparent meaning of the
Qur’anic statement is to say that it is the soul that blames a person for
whatever he does, good or bad, and regrets what has passed.” For our
self, we prefer the first definition stated by al-Hasan al-Basri.

Such a pious, self-reproaching soul, one that fears God’s punishment,
and is always cautious, looking around, reviewing its actions, identifying
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what it desires, making sure not to cheat itself, is certainly so honoured
by God as to warrant mention alongside the Day of Resurrection. It is
the opposite of the soul of one who wants to indulge in sin undeterred;
who lies, turns away from the truth and then returns to his people full
of arrogance, never taking stock of his actions and paying no heed to
the truth. )

“I need not swear by the Day of Resurrection and I need not swear by the
self-reproaching soul!” (Verses 1-2) What is at the centre of this opening
is the arrival of the Day of Resurrection, but when the oath is left aside,
the sizrah does not mention the subject of that oath further. Instead, it
picks it up in another form, as if to start a discourse having alerted our
minds to it with this clear opening: “Does man think that We will not
put his bones together again? Yes, indeed! We are able to put in perfect order
his very fingertips!” (Verses 3—4)

The essential difficulty for the unbelievers was that they could not
imagine that bones becoming dust and being swallowed by the earth
could then be gathered together again to bring a human being back to
life. This is also most probably true of some people today! The si#rah
responds to this sort of thinking, confirming that putting everyone’s
bones back together will assuredly take place: “Yes, indeed! We are able
to put in perfect order his very fingertips!” (Verse 4) The sirah reasserts
this process of putting bones back together by stating something more
complex, which is to put fingertips in their respective positions, just
as they were in life. This implies that man will be brought back to life,
with every little detail or small aspect of his physique put back in perfect
order. Nothing is lost, however small!

This reconfirmation is enough here. Towards the end of the si#rah,
we have another proof derived from the fact of man’s first creation.
Here, however, the s#rah exposes the mental flaw leading to this sort of
thinking that cannot conceive of bones being put back together. Man
simply wants to persist in his denial so that he goes on the loose, with
nothing to check or restrain his march. He does not want to face any
reckoning or requital. Therefore, he expects no resurrection and no
answerability: “Yet man wants to deny what lies abead of him. He asks:
‘When will this Day of Resurrection be?” (Verses 5—6) This question
is stated in the Arabic with the interrogative pronoun ayyana, which
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adds to the normal equivalent of ‘when’, which is ayna, the doubling
of the Y’ sound and a long 4} a form that suggests the improbability
of happening. This is in line with the desire of the questioner to run
loose and continue with his sinful ways, undeterred by any thought of
the hereafter. Indeed, the hereafter often acts as a restraint checking the
desire to indulge in sin. Now this person tries to remove this restraint
so that he can go ahead with sinful practices undeterred.

The answer that comes is swift, decisive, maintains a fast beat and
uses hard-hitting words. It draws a scene of the Day of Resurrection
in which human senses and feelings combine with celestial images to
produce an awesome effect: “When the sight is dazzled and the moon
eclipsed, when the sun and the moon are brought together, on that day man
will say: Where to flee?” (Verses 7-10) The sight is very swiftly distracted
here and there, like lightning, and the moon is eclipsed and no longer
reflects any light, while the sun and the moon are brought together after
they have long been parted. Their familiar operation is disrupted since
the entire celestial system, known for its accuracy of movement, is no
longer operating. In the midst of all this upheaval, man stands terrified,
asking, “Where to flee?’ The very question imparts a feeling of fear and
utter panic. Man looks lost, wherever he turns his eyes he sees nothing
but a blocked way.

There is no refuge or protection. No one can avert God’s power and
punishment, since all return to Him and there is no hiding place to
seek other than the one He determines: “But no! There is no refuge. On
that day, to your Lord all shall return.” (Vérses 11-12) So what man has
desired, hoping to be able to continue with his erring ways, fearing
neither reckoning nor requital, is not what happens. On the contrary,
everything will be reckoned, and he will be reminded of anything he
may have forgotten. It will all be brought before him so that he faces his
fair requital: “Man will be told on that day all that he put forward and all
that he put back.” (Verse 13) He will be told of what he did before his
death, as also what effects his actions produced after his death, whether
good or evil. Some actions produce long-lasting effects, and these effects
are added to the account of the person who performed them.

Whatever excuses man may try to put forward, none will be accepted.
He is responsible for himself, and it is his duty to bring himself to divine
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guidance. When he let himself sink into evil, only he himself can be
answerable for this: “Man will be a witness against himself, even though
he may put up his excuses.” (Verses 14—15)

It is worth noting here that every expression in the s#rzh thus far is
short and quick: the verses, the endings, the rhythm, the images and
the reckoning process. This appears to be a response to man’s attempt

to disregard the whole idea of the Day of Reckoning and to think that
it is too far off. '

God’s Guarantee

Then come the four verses giving the Prophet special instruction as
regards the way he received Qur’anic revelations:

Do not move your tongue repeating its words in haste. We shall see to
its collection and recitation. When We recite it, follow its recitation.
Then it will be for Us to make its meaning clear. (Verses 16-19)

In addition to what we have already said about these four verses in
the Prologue, we note that God takes all responsibility for the Qur'an:
its revelation, preservation, collection and explanation. All this is
undertaken by none other than God Almighty. The Prophet’s role is no
more than to receive and deliver it. We also note here how the Prophet
was so eager and keen to fully understand what was being revealed
to him, taking it most seriously, fearing to forget a phrase or a word.
Hence why he repeated the words after the Angel Gabriel recited them
to him, to make sure that he had not omitted any of it. The fact that
this is recorded in the Qur'an itself further emphasizes what we have
just said.

Opposite Positions

The sirah now reminds the unbelievers of their love of this present
world, which is their main concern, and their disregard of the hereafter.
It shows them the state in which they will end up in the life to come in
a highly inspiring image:
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Yet you love this fleeting life, and give no thought to the life to come.
Some faces will on that day be radiant with happiness, looking towards
their Lord; and some faces will on that day be overcast with despair, re-
alizing that a great calamity is about to befall them. (Verses 20-25)

The first thing we notice, which adds to the harmony of style, is that
this life is described at this point as ‘fleeting’. This not only stresses the
short duration of this present life, which is the intended meaning, but
also provides an element of harmony between these connotations and
those of the preceding verses speaking of the Prophet as he repeated the
words of the Qur’an. In both, haste is a common feature. It also appears
to be a feature of mankind in this present world.

These last quoted verses paint two contrasting images: “Some faces
will on that day be radiant with happiness, looking towards their Lord.”
(Verses 22-23) This is a very quick reference to a situation no words
can describe and no imagination can fully understand. Those people are
promised a kind of happiness that is unlike any other. Indeed, heaven
and all the happiness it includes appear too small by comparison. These
beaming faces are so radiant with happiness because they are looking
towards their Lord! They are looking towards God! How sublime! What
pure, perfect and absolute happiness!

Sometimes man’s soul looks briefly at an aspect of beauty God has
placed in the universe or within man. It may see this in the full moon,
the still night, the breaking dawn, the stretching shadow, the bustling
sea, the endless desert, the blossoming garden, the happy face, the noble
heart, the unshakable faith, the unwavering patience or many other
manifestations of beauty in this world. Looking at such beauty, man feels
ecstatic, flowing with happiness, flying into a world of light and purity.
All adversity seems to shrink and disappear. So how will man’s soul feel
when he looks, not at the beauty of God’s creation, but at God’s own
beauty? This is a position that needs both help and reassurance from God
so that man can steady himself and begin to enjoy such indescribable
happiness: “Some faces will on that day be radiant with happiness, looking
towards their Lord.” (Verses 22—-23) How could these faces be anything
but radiant and beaming when they are looking towards their Lord and
His beauty?
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We experience a feeling of happiness that rises from our hearts and
gives our faces a beaming look, simply because we see the beauty of
something God has created: a bright face, a lovely flower, a spread-out
wing, a noble soul or a kindly deed. What feelings, then, will overwhelm
us when we look at the beauty of perfection, and when we are free of
all life’s concerns that may distract us from appreciating such beauty?
When we speak of ‘life’s concerns’ we do not mean only in the world
around us but also in terms of our own shortcomings and needs.

How do those happy people look; with what organ and by what
means? These are questions that do not even occur to a heart touched
by the happiness that this Qur'anic statement radiates into a believer’s
soul. Why, then, do some people deprive their souls from enjoying
this light that overflows with happiness and joy? Why do they, instead,
get involved in futile arguments about an abstract that human minds,
restricted as they are by their familiar world, cannot fathom? Only man’s
release from the shackles of his worldly existence will give him the hope
of facing the absolute truth on the Day of Resurrection. Without such
release, man cannot even imagine what facing that truth will be like.

This means that the seemingly endless arguments the Mu ‘tazilah
entered into with their Sunni theological opponents and other
philosophers were absolutely futile, leading nowhere. They argued about
the nature of ‘the look’ and ‘the sight’ on that day. They used earthly
standards, speaking about encumbered man, man restricted by what he
knows when on earth, and so looked at the whole question with faculties
that are essentially limited in scope.

The very import of the words is restricted by what our finite minds and
imaginations understand. If our minds are freed from such restrictions,
the very words may acquire different meanings. Words are only symbols,
and what they symbolize differs in accordance with man’s thoughts
and concepts. When man’s powers and faculties change, his concepts
change and, consequently, the significance of words change. In our life
on earth, we deal with these symbols according to our power. Why,
then, should we argue about something when we are not even sure
about the significance of the words expressing it> Let us, then, look up
to this absolutely serene happiness and pure joy which we feel when
we try, as we can, to imagine that position. Let our souls revel in that
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happiness, for the mere looking up to such happiness is a great blessing
of far-reaching dimensions.

“And some faces will on that day be overcast with despair, realizing that
a great calamity is about to befall them.” (Verses 24-25) These are faces
looking absolutely grim, with their sins and misdeeds casting a dark
shadow over them. Their expectation of an impending calamity that
crushes their very backbones weighs heavily on them and heightens their
immense sorrow. How dreadful and ghastly they look!

Such is the life to come which they ignore, preferring to indulge in
this life of fleeting pleasures. They love this life despite having ahead of
them that day which brings widely different fates.

The Scene of Death

The scenes painted so far of the Day of Judgement and its great
upheavals and divergent fates derive their effect from the truth they
represent and the Qur'an’s own powerful style, bringing them alive before
us. The sizrah now comes closer and closer so as to present a scene of
something that occurs all the time. Indeed, people encounter this most
clearly at every moment in their lives. It is the scene of death that overtakes
every living soul. No one can evade or escape death, which separates a
person from his loved ones. Death moves along its course, uninterrupted
by anything. It does not respond to an impassioned appeal, an outcry
of grief, a fervent desire or a seizure of panic. It takes the most powerful
giants as easily as it takes the weakest dwarfs, and overcomes tyrants in
the same way as it overcomes the oppressed. Mankind have no way to
prevent death, yet they do not consider the great power that deals it:

Yet when the departing soul comes up to the throat, when it is said,
‘Can any charmer [do something now]?” When he knows it is the final
parting, and one leg will be joined with another, to your Lord he will
on that day be driven. (Verses 26-30)

This is the scene of approaching death, presented to people by the

Qur’an as if it is happening now. It comes out from within the words,
just like a picture comes out of a painter’s brush.
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“Yet when the departing soul comes up to the throat.” (Verse 26) At this
point the dying person is in his last throes, with distress all around.
Those present look everywhere, trying to think of something or some
means to save the one suffering this distress: “when it is said, ‘Can any
charmer [do something now]?”” (Verse 27) Could a charm possibly be
of any use? The suffering one is writhing with pain, “and one leg will
be joined with another.” (Verse 29) All means are of no use. The road
ahead becomes clear; it is the road every living being will eventually
have to walk: “70 your Lord he will on that day be driven.” (Verse 30)
The scene almost moves in front of us and almost talks. Every verse
draws a movement, and the image of approaching death is clearly
visible spreading impassioned feelings of loss and panic, before facing
the bitter, hard truth no one can escape from. The inevitable end then
clearly appears: “7o your Lord he will on that day be driven.” (Verse 30)
The curtains are drawn over this distressing scene, leaving a distinct
image in our eyes, prominent feelings in our hearts and a clear sense
of grimness in the air.

Arrogaht Rejection
By contrast, we have an image of those bent on denying the truth.
They do not prepare for the inevitable end by doing something in

obedience of God. Rather, they arrogantly indulge in disobedience
and sin:

He neither believed nor prayed, but denied the truth and turned away,
then he went back to his people full of arrogance. (Verses 31-33)

It is reported that these verses refer to a particular person, Aba Jahl
‘Amr ibn Hisham, who used to visit the Prophet sometimes and listen
to the Quran. He would then go away, refusing to believe. In fact,
he was neither polite nor fearful of God. He would continue to hurt
the Prophet by what he said, and would try to turn people away from
Islam. He would also take pride in such actions, treating his evil deeds
as something to be proud of. The Qur'an derides his attitude. In its
description of his arrogant movements, it invites the listeners’ scorn.

394



AL-QIYAMAH (The Resurrection) 75

Yet there are many like Aba Jahl whom the message of Islam faces.
They listen but turn away. They are inventive in their opposition to the
word of truth, pouring harm on its advocates, working out evil schemes
and feeling proud of their evil deeds and of the corruption they spread
on earth. Hence, the Qur'an issues a clear threat to such people:

Your doom, man, comes nearer and nearer, and ever nearer and nearer.

(Verses 34-35)

The sizrah uses here an idiom, awli laka fa awli, which implies a
strong threat and repeats it twice. Hence the translation expresses the
implied meaning. On one occasion, the Prophet held Abi Jahl by the
scruff of his neck and used this expression as it occurs in the s#rah. Abi
Jabl said: “Are you threatening me, Muhammad? By God, neither you
nor your Lord can do anything to me. I am the most powerful man ever
to walk in between these hills.” When the Battle of Badr took place,
God killed him by the hands of Muhammad’s followers. Before him,
Pharaoh said to the chiefs of his people: “Nobles! I know of no deity that
you could have other than myself”” (28: 38) He also said: “My people, is
the kingdom of Egypt not mine, with all these rivers flowing at my feet?”
(43: 51) Yet God smote him down, drowned him.

The history of the divine message is full of people who forgot God and
His power, of those who feel their own power, relying on tribes, forces
and authority, thinking that all these will give them protection. Then
such people are taken away like a fly or a mosquito. Remember then,
when the time of death comes it cannot be put forward or backward
by even a fraction of a second.

Can it be Without Purpose?

As the sirah draws to its conclusion, it presents another truth from
this world that carries a clear pointer to God’s design of human life as
also to the life to come:

Does man think that he will be left without purpose? Was he not a
mere drop of emitted sperm? It then became a clinging cell mass, and
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then God created and shaped it, fashioning out of it the two sexes,
male and female. Is He not, then, able to bring the dead back to life?
(Verses 36—40)

This last section strikes powerful notes and points to great truths,
which those who were addressed by the Qur'an at the time of its
revelations could never imagine. The first of these refers to the deliberate
design and planning in man’s life: “Does man think that he will be left
without purpose?” (Verse 36) Those people used to think that life
was merely a process that takes place, having neither cause nor goal.
Women get pregnant and give birth, and graves take the dead away!
In between, there is nothing other than idle play, putting on some
adornments, competing for good things, and enjoyment that is not
much different from animals. To think that it all goes according to an
elaborate law, serving a definite goal and purpose; that man’s arrival in
this life is according to a deliberate will and a set plan; that it all ends
with accountability and requital, and that the journey of life is a test
before the final requital was far beyond people’s thoughts. Few could
recognize in all this the wisdom of God, that He does everything for a
clear purpose and towards a pre-willed end.

What distinguishes man from animals is man’s recognition of the link
between time, events and objectives and that human life has a definite
purpose linked to that of the universe around him. The greater and
broader this feeling is in man’s consciousness and the more refined is his
concept of the law that links things and events, the higher he rises in his
humanity. Thus, he does not live his life one minute or one event after
another. On the contrary, time, place, the past, present and future are
all connected in his consciousness. They are all related to the existence
of the great universe and its laws. These are the result of a higher will
that creates, plans and designs. This higher will does not create people
and leave them to a life without purpose.

The Qur’an put this profound concept in people’s minds so long ago.
It was a great departure from the concepts that prevailed at the time.
It remains greatly removed from all concepts about the universe that
philosophers of olden and modern times have advanced.
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“Does man think that he will be left without purpose?” (Verse 36)
This is a fine touch, which the Qur'an uses to alert the human mind
to think and reflect, looking at bonds, goals, causes and effects that
link his existence to that of the universe and to the will that conducts
everything in that universe.

In a clear and simple manner, the sirab cites clear evidence conﬁrmmg
that man will not be left without purpose. These are taken from man’s
first origins: “Was he not a mere drop of emitted sperm? It then became a
clinging cell mass, and then God created and shaped it, fashioning out of
it the two sexes, male and female.” (Verses 37-39) What is man? How
does he come into existence? What are his origins? How does he grow
into his present status? What journey did he make before arriving on
this planet? Was he not a mere drop of a certain emitted fluid? Did not
this one-celled drop transform into a cell mass that clung to the wall of
the uterus to survive and be nourished? Who guided it to do this, and
who gave it this ability?

Then again, who made out of it an embryo with perfectly shaped
organs, composed of millions and millions of cells, when it only
originated as a single cell that fertilized an egg? Its journey from one cell
to a fully-shaped embryo is far longer than man’s journey from birth
to death. The changes and transformations it goes through during the
embryonic journey are much more varied and wider than all that a man
encounters through his life journey from the moment of birth to the
moment of death. Who guided his long eventful journey while he was
a helpless creature without an intellect, perception and experience?

Ultimately, who brought out of the single cell the two types, male
and female? What will did this cell have to develop into a male while
the other developed into a female? Or, who indeed can claim to have
intervened to guide their different routes to make this choice in the
dark depths of the uterus?

There is no escape! Everyone admits the presence of the gentle hand
that guided the emitted drop of fluid along its long way and brought it
to its final shape, according to an elaborate plan: “Fashioning out of it
the two sexes, male and female.” (Verse 39)

As this truth imposes itself on our human senses, the s#rzh concludes
with a note that brings together the truths outlined through its verses:
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“Is He not, then, able to bring the dead back to life?” (Verse 40) Yes,
indeed! God Almighty is able to bring the dead back to life. Yes, indeed!
Limitless is He in His glory, God is able to bring about the second life.
Yes, without doubt. Man can say nothing to this, other than submit
to its truth.

Thus the s#rah concludes, with such a powerful and decisive note
that allows the truth of human existence and the elaborate planning
behind it to fill our minds.
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Al-Insan
(Man)

Prologue

Some reports suggest that this si#rah was revealed in Madinah, but
it is a Makkan revelation. Its Makkan character is indeed very obvious
considering its subject matter, its flow and other characteristics. Hence,
we give more credence to those reports stating its revelation in Makkah.
In fact, there are indications in the way it runs suggesting that it was
among the earlier sirahs to be revealed in Makkah. We may cite for
example the detailed images of happiness and torment in the life to
come, the directive given to the Prophet to remain patient, awaiting his
Lord’s judgement, and not to obey any sinner or unbeliever from among
them. These are the things Makkan revelations always emphasized,
particularly when the persecution of the advocates of the Islamic message
was becoming fierce. Moreover, the Prophet is encouraged to hold firmly
to the truth he has been given, allowing the unbelievers respite but not
to incline to or listen to them. Such directives are found in Si@rabs 68,
73 and 74 in this volume. These directives are similar to the ones found
in this s#rah. Therefore, the possibility that it was revealed in Madinah
is remote and better discounted.

In totality, the s#rab is a calm address encouraging people to turn to
God, obey Him, seek His pleasure, remember His favours, work to avoid
His punishment, maintain alertness to the test He puts His servants to
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and understand His wisdom in creation, bestowing favours, testing and
giving the unbelievers respite.

The sizrah begins with an inspiring touch, asking the question: where
was man before coming into this life? Who gave him his existence? Who
gave him the position he occupies in this life after he had none: “Was
there not a period of time when man was not yet something to be thought
of?” (Verse 1) This is followed by a second touch speaking about man’s
origins and God’s wisdom manifested in his creation and His giving him
his energies and faculties: “We have created man from a drop of mingled
fluid, so that We might try him. Therefore, we have endowed him with
hearing and sight.” (Verse 2) The third touch speaks of guiding man to
the right way, giving him help to go along this way before leaving him
to choose the way he wants to go and the fate he wants to end up with:
“We have shown him the way, [giving him the choice] to be thankful or
ungrateful.” (Verse 3) These three touches set the human heart thinking
deeply, glancing back and casting a look forward, and then reflecting
before choosing which way to go. Then the s#rah gives clear advice to
man as he stands at the crossroads, warning him against taking the way
leading to hell and encouraging him in every way to take the way to
heaven, pointing to the great variety of pleasure that awaits him there:
“For the unbelievers, we have prepared chains and shackles, and a blazing
fere. The righteous shall drink from a cup mixed with kaftr, a fountain where
Gods servants shall drink, making it flow in abundance.” (Verses 4—6)

Before completing its description of what believers will enjoy, the
sitrah now draws a sketch showing the features of those righteous people.
In so doing, it uses some fine words and expressions that are in perfect
harmony with the splendid bliss these people enjoy in heaven: “7They
are the ones who fulfil their vows and stand in awe of a day of woes that fly
Jfar and wide, who give food — though they need it themselves — to the needy,
the orphan and the captive, [saying within themselves,] ‘We feed you for the
sake of God alone. We desire neither recompense from you, nor thanks. We
fear the day of our Lord: a bleak, distressful day.” (Verses 7-10)

The sirah then presents the reward which will be given to these people
who willingly attend to difficult duties, who fear the bleak, grim day,
the generous who feed others despite themselves being in need, and who
only seek God’s pleasure, hoping for no reward from anyone else. As the
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sitrah presents this, we find that it is a reward of security, happiness and

perfect enjoyment: “God will save them from the woes of that day, and
will grant them radiance and joy, and will reward them for their patience
in adversity with a garden and [garments of] silk. They will recline there

on soft couches, feeling neither burning sun nor severe cold. Its shades will
come low over them, and its clusters of fruit will hang low, within easy reach.

They will be served with silver plates and goblets that seem to be crystal,

crystal-clear, but made of silver, the measure of which they are the ones to

determine. They will be given to drink of a cup flavoured with ginger, from a

spring there called Salsabil. They will be waited upon by immortal youths. If
you see them, you would think they were scattered pearls. If you were to look

around, you would see only bliss and a vast kingdom. They shall be arrayed
in garments of fine green silk and brocade; and adorned with bracelets of
silver. And their Lord will give them a most pure drink. This is a reward
for you. Your endeavours are well appreciated. (Verses 11-22)

The sirah then addresses the Prophet encouraging him to stand firm
in the face of those who turn away, persist in disbelief and deny the
truth. He is directed to remain patient in the face of all this adversity
and to await God’s judgement. He should maintain his tie with his Lord,
deriving strength from Him whenever he feels that the road he has to
travel is too long: “It is We who have bestowed the Qurian upon you by
gradual revelation. Await, then, your Lord's judgement in all patience, and
pay no heed to any of these sinners and unbelievers. Remember your Lord’s
name morning and evening. At night prostrate yourself before Him, and
extol His limitless glory throughout the long night.” (Verses 23-26)

In conclusion, the si#rah reminds the unbelievers of the heavy day
that they do not reckon with. This is the day feared by the righteous
who are keen to guard against its punishment. It tells them that they
represent no serious issue to God who gave them all the power they
have and is able to replace them with others. He bestows His favours
on them in fulfilment of His wish to put people to the test. The sirah
ends with a brief mention of the results of this test: “ These people love
the fleeting life, and leave behind them a day that will be heavy. It is We
who have created them and strengthened their constitution. If it be Our
will, We can replace them entirely with others of their kind. This is but a
reminder. Let him who will, take the way to his Lord. Yet you cannot will
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except by the will of God. God is indeed All-Knowing, Wise. He admits to
His grace whoever He will, but for the wrongdoers He has prepared grievous
suffering.” (Verses 27-31)

The sizrah begins with a reminder of how man comes into existence
and God’s design in so originating him to undergo a test, and it concludes
with the outcome of this test, as determined by God at the point of
origination. Thus, the beginning and the end point to the deliberate
and elaborate planning of life. Man performs very badly if he remains
heedless, unaware of the purpose of his life when he is being put to a test,
and has been equipped with the faculties that help him pass this test.

Between the opening and close, the sizrah gives the longest, or perhaps
one of the longest if we take S#rah 56 into account, description of the
blessings granted to the people of heaven. These are mostly material,
but they are coupled with God’s acceptance and the honour He grants.
The fact that this description is so detailed points to its being a Makkan
revelation, because the addressees were newcomers to Islam, having
lived in jahiliyyah, or ignorance. They were fond of material luxuries.
They would be very impressed with its prospect. There will always
be people who store much by such luxuries. God knows His creation
best, and knows what suits them and what has a deep effect on their
hearts and minds. There is definitely a higher and more refined type of
happiness and joy, such as the one mentioned in the preceding sirah,
The Resurrection: “Some faces will on that day be radiant with happiness,
looking towards their Lord.” (75: 22-23)

—

=
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In the Name of God, the Lord of

Grace, the Ever Merciful

Was there not a period of time
when man was not yet something

to be thought of? (1)

We have created man from a
drop of mingled fluid, so that
We might try him. Therefore, we
have endowed him with hearing

and sight. (2)

We have shown him the way,
[giving him the choice] to be
thankful or ungrateful. (3)

For the unbelievers, we have
prepared chains and shackles, and

a blazing fire. (4)

The righteous shall drink from a
cup mixed with kdfur, (5)

a fountain where God’s servants
shall drink, making it flow in

abundance. (6)

They are the ones who fulfil their
vows and stand in awe of a day of

woes that fly far and wide, (7)
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who give food — though they need
it themselves — to the needy, the
orphan and the captive, (8)

[saying within themselves,] “We
feed you for the sake of God alone.
We desire neither recompense
from you, nor thanks. (9)

We fear the day of our Lord: a
bleak, distressful day.” (10)

God will save them from the woes
of that day, and will grant them
radiance and joy, (11)

and will reward them for their
patience in adversity with a
garden and [garments of] silk.
(12)

They will recline there on soft
couches, feeling neither burning
sun nor severe cold. (13)

Its shades will come low over
them, and its clusters of fruit
will hang low, within easy reach.
(14)

They will be served with silver
plates and goblets that seem to
be crystal, (15)
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crystal-clear, but made of silver,
the measure of which they are the
ones to determine. (16)

They will be given to drink of a
cup flavoured with ginger, (17)

from a spring there called Salsabil.
(18)

They will be waited upon by
immortal youths. If you see
them, you would think they were
scattered pearls. (19)

If you were to look around, you
would see only bliss and a vast
kingdom. (20)

They shall be arrayed in garments
of fine green silk and brocade; and
adorned with bracelets of silver.
And their Lord will give them a
most pure drink. (21)

This is a reward for you. Your
endeavours are well appreciated.

(22)

It is We who have bestowed the
Qur’an upon you by gradual
revelation. (23)
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Await, then, your Lord’s judge-
ment in all patience, and pay no
heed to any of these sinners and
unbelievers. (24)

Remember your Lord’s name
morning and evening. (25)

At night prostrate yourself before
Him, and extol His limitless glory
throughout the long night. (26)

These people love the fleeting life,
and leave behind them a day that
will be heavy. (27)

Itis We who have created them and
strengthened their constitution.
If it be Our will, We can replace
them entirely with others of their

kind. (28)

This is but a reminder. Let him
who will, take the way to his

Lord. (29)

Yet you cannot will except by the

will of God. God is indeed All-
Knowing, Wise. (30)

He admits to His grace whoever
He will, but for the wrongdoers
He has prepared grievous
suffering. (31)
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When Man Was Nothing

Was there not a period of time when man was not yet something to
be thought of? We have created man from a drop of mingled fluid, so
that We might try him. Therefore, we have endowed him with hearing
and sight. We have shown him the way, [giving him the choice] to be
thankful or ungrateful. (Verses 1-3)

This question with which the s#zrah opens signifies a statement, but it
is phrased in this way so that man should ask himself: ‘Am I not aware
that there was a period of time when I was nothing to be thought of?’
This should lead to further questioning: should he not reflect on this
fact? Should not such reflection guide him to how he was ushered in on
life’s stage where lights were focused on him to make of him a creature
of note? The interrogative form in this instance facilitates some fine
thoughts, encouraging us to reflect further.

One point of reflection takes us to the stage before man comes into
existence. What was the universe like before man’s advent? Man is so
full of himself that he tends to forget that the universe was there long,
long before he was. Perhaps the universe never expected that a new
creature, man, would ever come into existence and certainly not until
God willed it to so happen.

Another point takes us to the moment when human existence first
began. Our imagination can paint different visions of that moment,
known only to God, which added this new creature to the universe. Yet
this was taken into account by God before it happened, with this new
creature’s role within the life of the universe well determined.

We should also reflect on how God’s hand placed this new creature
on life’s stage, assigning a role to him and preparing him for it. Indeed,
the same hand has linked his life to the life of the universe and provided
the circumstances that ensure his survival and ability to fulfil his role
easily. It monitors his progress, step by step.

Further reflections can be added, all coming from this short statement,
culminating in the realization that the initiation, the life journey and
the end are all determined according to an elaborate scheme.

Man’s development and survival is also outlined in the sirah: “We
have created man from a drop of mingled fluid, so that We might try him.
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Therefore, we have endowed him with hearing and sight.” (Verse 2) The
‘drop of mingled fluid perhaps refers to its formation when the man’s
sperm fertilizes the woman’s egg. Alternatively, it may refer to the genes,
or units of heredity, which distinguish the human species in the first
place and transmit features from parent to offspring.

So, man is created from a drop of mingled fluid, neither by coincidence
nor in idle play. He is created so that he can be tested. God certainly
knows man, his test and the outcome of this test. What is meant here is
that all this should come out on life’s stage, producing its effects which
cling to man so that he is requited in accordance with the outcome of
his test. It is for this reason that God endowed man with the faculties
of hearing and sight. He has been given these faculties of perception
so that he can receive and respond, measure things and values, judging
them and picking his choices. He will be rewarded in accordance with
his choice.

In addition to knowledge and its acquisition, God gave man the ability
to choose his way in life. He has shown him the way of guidance, i.e.
the one that leads to Him, and left him to choose this way by himself or
to stray from it, opting instead for one of the many other ways that do
not lead to Him: “We have shown him the way, [giving him the choice] to
be thankful or ungrateful.” (Verse 3) The verse refers to following divine
guidance by being thankful, because the first thought that occurs to
someone receiving guidance is to express gratitude for it. He is now
aware that God has willed for him to be a creature of note after having
being nothing to be thought of. God also granted him sight and hearing,
as well as other faculties to be able to learn and acquire knowledge. He
then provided him with guidance and left the choice to him. If such a
person is a believer, then the first thought that occurs to him is to be
thankful. If he does not give thanks, then he is certainly ungrateful.

With these three touches given at the opening of the s#rah, man
realizes that there is a purpose behind his creation. He becomes aware
that he is tied to a central point; that he is equipped with knowledge
and is answerable for it; and that he is set a test and needs to pass it.
In other words, his life on earth is a trial, not a period of idle play and
neglect. These three short verses give him such a range to reflect upon.
He acquires a very serious outlook on life and knows that the results of
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the test will be announced once it is all over. Hence, how these verses
change his vision in life and his feelings towards it and towards life
values in general.

When the Test is Over

Now that the test has been put, and man has chosen one way or
the other, what happens next? What awaits the unbelievers is briefly
stated in one verse, because the general ambience of the sizrah is one of
luxury, comfort and blessing. The torment prepared for the unbelievers
is summed up: “For the unbelievers, we have prepared chains and shackles,
and a blazing fire.” (Verse 4) They will have chains for their feet and
shackles for their wrists, and then they will be cast into the blazing fire.
The siarah then quickly moves on to speak about the happiness of the
other group:

The righteous shall drink from a cup mixed with kafur, a fountain
where God's servants shall drink, making it flow in abundance.
(Verses 5—-6)

This statement implies that the drink given to the righteous who
are in heaven will be mixed with kafur, i.e. the calyx of sweet-smelling
flowers, and that they will receive this drink in a cup filled from a
fountain which flows in abundance. The Arabs used to mix their wine
with kdafur, or ginger, to give it a fine taste. Now, they know that their
drink in heaven will be mixed with this and that it is plentiful. As for
the nature of this drink, we understand that it is much finer and purer
than any type of drink in this world, and that its enjoyment will be that
much more enhanced. In our limited world, we cannot define the level
or kind of enjoyment in the life to come. These are merely descriptions
that give us an impression of what there is, because God knows that
mankind cannot imagine what is beyond their world.

The sirah calls the dwellers of heaven ‘the righteous’ in the first verse,
and describes them as ‘God'’s servants’ in the second, honouring them first
by acknowledging their moral standing and then referring to them as close
to God. It then describes the qualities that earned them such a prize:
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They are the ones who fulfil their vows and stand in awe of a day
of woes that fly far and wide, who give food — though they need it
themselves — to the needy, the orphan and the captive, [saying within
themselves,] ‘We feed you for the sake of God alone. We desire neither
recompense from you, nor thanks. We fear the day of our Lord: a bleak,
distressful day.” (Verses 7-10)

This is a bright picture of people with sincere hearts, sincere in their
determination to fulfil the duties required by their faith, compassionate
to those who are less fortunate, putting them ahead of themselves,
keen to earn God’s pleasure and wary of incurring what may earn His
punishment. Thus, they are God-fearing and serious in approaching
their duties.

Sincere and Generous

“They are the ones who fulfil their vows.” (Verse 7) They thus fulfil
what they intend to do of acts of worship and the duties they commit
themselves to perform, taking the question of faith very seriously. They
neither shirk their duty nor evade their commitment. The Qur’'anic
statement is wider in scope than the literal meaning of nadbr, the Arabic
word used here meaning pledge, vow, etc. “And stand in awe of a day of
woes that fly far and wide.” (Verse 7) They realize what sort of day it will
be. It is a day of woes and these woes can spread all over, affecting those
who fall short of fulfilling their duties and those who are even worse,
doing badly. Hence, they fear that some of these woes may apply to
them. This fear is characteristic of people who are God-fearing, aware
of the heavy duty placed on them, worried that they may not be up to
its fulfilment however much they do of good deeds.

“Who give food— though they need it themselves — to the needy, the orphan
and the captive.” (Verse 8) This statement describes their compassionate
feelings, symbolized in their offering of food, which they need for
themselves, to people who are less fortunate than themselves. In other
words, they put such needy people, orphans and captives ahead of
themselves, feeding them despite their own need of the food they give
them. This picture suggests that the social environment that prevailed
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in Makkah upon the advent of Islam was hard, lacking in compassion.
Yet these Arabs paid generously when it was a question of competing
for social standing. The righteous servants of God were like an oasis in
this hard and barren desert: they gave food out of genuine compassion,
sincerely dedicating their action to God: “We feed you for the sake of God
alone. We desire neither recompense from you, nor thanks. We fear the day
of our Lord: a bleak, distressful day.” (Verses 9-10) We see compassion
overflowing from such hearts that seek God’s pleasure, looking for no
reward or praise from any creature. They do not hold up their favours
in an attitude of conceit. They simply want to avoid the woes of a bleak
and grim day, which they genuinely fear. The Prophet showed them the
way to spare themselves its woes, as he said: “Save yourself from the fire
by as little as half a date.”

Giving food to the needy in such a direct manner was at the time the
proper expression of these people’s own compassion and the most needed
type of help. Ways and forms of charity may be completely different
in other circumstances and social environments. What is important is
the need to maintain such compassion towards others and the desire
to do good only for God’s sake, looking for no earthly recognition or
reward.

Taxes may be regulated in society, and a portion of such taxes may be
allocated for social security, ensuring that the poor are helped. However,
this meets only one part of the Islamic objective that these verses refer
to. Islam imposes the zakat duty to fulfil this part of meeting the needs
of the poor and the deprived. Islam, however, considers an equally
important part of this objective, the feelings of those who give; in other
words their desire to give elevates them to a high, noble standard. We
must not belittle the importance of this objective. Yet some people seek to
turn such high standards upside down, describing the Islamic system of
zakdt and voluntary charity as ugly and claiming that it humiliates those

1. This hadith urges kindness to the poor, making it clear that even a small act of
kindness can be greatly rewarded. A person who has only one date and gives half of it to
someone who is in dire need may have done enough to ensure his salvation on the Day of
Judgement. Needless to say, a wealthy person needs to make his charity commensurate with
his means. — Editor’s note.
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who take and corrupts those who give. Islam is a faith that sets a system
to cultivate people’s better feelings and sentiments. Kindly feelings and
generosity refine those who are charitable and benefit the ones in need.
They, thus, meet both aspects of the Islamic social objective. Hence,
the Qur’anic praise of this noble feeling.

God will save them from the woes of that day, and will grant them
radiance and joy. (Verse 11)

The szrah mentions straightaway that they will be saved from whatever
they feared on that day, thus reassuring them of their outcome while they
are still in this life, believing in the Qur’anic revelations they received.
It also mentions that they will be blessed with radiant faces and joy
in recompense for their hearty feelings towards others and their God-
fearing attitude. The s#zrah moves on to describe the comforts they will
receive in heaven:

And will reward them for their patience in adversity with a garden and
[garments of ] silk. They will recline there on soft couches, feeling neither
burning sun nor severe cold. Its shades will come low over them, and
its clusters of fruit will hang low, within easy reach. (Verses 12—14)

They will thus have the garden of heaven to dwell in, and garments
of silk to wear. “They will recline there on soft couches, feeling neither
burning sun nor severe cold.” (Verse 13) They are comfortable as they
sit on these soft couches, in a pleasant atmosphere with no extreme
temperatures. We should add here that this is a different world, one
that has neither the sun we know, nor similar suns. “/s shades will come
low over them, and its clusters of fruit will hang low, within easy reach.”
(Verse 14) When shades come low and fruits are near, a feeling of ease
and happiness spreads.

Such is the overall picture of heaven where God rewards His righteous
servants who are given such a fine description of their status in this
world. The si#rah adds more details of the luxuries they will have and
the services provided for them:
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They will be served with silver plates and goblets that seem to be crystal,
crystal-clear, but made of silver, the measure of which they are the ones
to determine. They will be given to drink of a cup flavoured with ginger,
from a spring there called Salsabil.” (Verses 15—18)

As they sit on their soft couches in the pleasant shade, enjoying
the fine atmosphere and delicious fruits, they find themselves served
such pleasantries on silver plates and in silver goblets, yet these are as
transparent as crystal, and so are unknown in this world. Moreover,
these are of the right measure to give them maximum pleasure. Their
drink is mixed with ginger, while it was previously mixed with kafiir.
These goblets are filled from a running spring called Saksabil, a name
implying a sweetly tasting drink.

To increase their enjoyment, those who bring them their plates and
serve them their drinks are handsome youths whose young looks are
permanent, unaffected by the passage of time, always looking like
pearls: “ They will be waited upon by immortal youths. If you see them, you
would think they were scattered pearls.” (Verse 19) The sirah then casts
a general look at the scene and sums it up as well as its effect: “If you
were to look around, you would see only bliss and a vast kingdom.” (Verse
20) That is how those servants of God, the righteous, live, in utter
bliss and a vast kingdom. One aspect of all this bliss is highlighted, as
though to justify this general description and further explain it: “7hey
shall be arrayed in garments of fine green silk and brocade; and adorned
with bracelets of silver. And their Lord will give them a most pure drink.”
(Verse 21) All these luxuries and all this bliss they receive directly from
God, which adds greatly to its value. A more welcoming gesture is then
added: “This is a reward for you. Your endeavours are well appreciated.”
(Verse 22)

Thus the presentation ends, having given us an inspiring and detailed
picture of the bliss and luxury enjoyed by the dwellers of heaven. All
this is given in contrast with the chains, shackles and blazing fire the
unbelievers suffer. We, thus, see the two widely different ends to the
two widely divergent ways.
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No Compromise

The siirah now looks at the situation of the unbelievers who persist in
their opposition to the divine faith. These did not understand the nature
of what the Prophet advocated. Therefore, they tried to compromise with
him, hoping that he would stop, or at least forgo the part of it that most
offended them. The last section of the sizrah deals with this situation
against the backdrop of their seeking a compromise with the Prophet,
persecuting his followers, turning people away from God’s message and
rejecting the way of goodness that ensures reward in heaven:

It is We who have bestowed the Qur an upon you by gradual revelation.
Await, then, your Lord’s judgement in all patience, and pay no heed
to any of these sinners and unbelievers. Remember your Lords name
morning and evening. At night prostrate yourself before Him, and extol
His limitless glory throughout the long night. (Verses 23-20)

These four verses sum up an important principle of the Islamic faith,
one which its advocates should fully understand and appreciate. They
should study its effects within the human soul and in practical life.

God’s Messenger faced the unbelievers directly, calling on them to
believe in God’s oneness. In advocating his message, the Prophet was
not merely facing different beliefs. Had it been so, the case would have
been much easier. The unbelievers’ polytheistic beliefs were too flimsy
and groundless to give them any solid ground to reject the clear, simple
and logical Islamic faith. Instead, what led to their fierce and determined
opposition, reported in history and recorded in the Qur'an, was a host
of circumstances and considerations. Social position as well as pride
in prevailing values and what they might entail of material interest
constituted the first factor motivating such people to hold tight to their
flimsy and false beliefs, resisting those that were evidently true. Similarly,
life under a system of jahiliyyah allowed indulgence in every type of
pleasure and gratification of every desire. Hence, people who were keen
to indulge in these were expected to resist a faith that adopted a serious
approach to morality and high values, stamping out all immoral and
carnal practices. All these factors stood up against the Islamic message
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when it was first advocated. They continue to stand up against it in
every community and every generation. They represent the essential
forces in the battle of faith, making it a hard-fought battle, requiring
those fighting for faith to stand firm in the face of all such difficulties,
willing to make great sacrifices. Therefore, advocates of Islam, regardless
of place or time, must fully understand the truth summed up in these
four verses and learn the circumstances leading to their revelations so
that they apply to them too.

The Prophet received instructions from his Lord requiring him to
warn his people. When he began carrying out his instructions, he was
faced with those factors and circumstances that turned people away
from his message and motivated them to persist with their own beliefs,
knowing how flimsy and insupportable these were. They were very
stubborn, and fought hard to preserve their beliefs, social order, personal
interests and familiar practices and indulgences. They realized that the
new faith threatened all these. Their defence of their system and old ways
took several manifestations, starting with persecuting the few believers
who responded to the new faith and trying to turn them back to the
old way by force and physical torture. They also tried to give the new
faith a bad image, making false accusations and spreading false rumours
about it and the Messenger preaching it. They hoped that in this way
they could prevent people from joining it. They thought that stopping
people joining the new faith would be much easier than trying to turn
them back from it after they had embraced and felt its truth.

At the same time, the unbelievers also tried different aspects of
temptation, alongside the usual pressures and threats, to persuade the
Prophet to meet them halfway. They wanted him to stop his onslaught
against their beliefs, traditions and practices, and to work out some
compromise, which would be acceptable to both parties. People normally
try to work out a sort of modus vivendi when they have conflicting
interests and claims. These same methods, or very similar ones, are often
faced by the advocates of Islam.

It is true that, as a Messenger of God, the Prophet enjoyed God’s
protection and help, yet he was a human being facing difficult pressures
and supported only by a small band of believers who were far weaker
than their opponents. God was aware of all this. Therefore, He did not
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abandon him, leaving him to face all this without support, or without
marking the road ahead for him to follow. These four verses thus provide
the essence of this much-needed support.

“It is We who have bestowed the Qur'an upon you by gradual revelation.”
(Verse 23) This is the first point, stating where this message comes
from and who has assigned the duty of its advocacy. It comes from
God, having no source other than Him. It is the message the Qur'an
outlines. It cannot be mixed up with anything that does not come from
its pure source. It will incorporate nothing that comes from anywhere
other than its own source. It will borrow nothing alien to its nature.
Moreover, God, who revealed the Qur'an and entrusted the message
to its advocate, will not abandon him or leave him to his own devices
when it is He who gave him the Qur'an.

Yet falsehood behaves with insolence, and evil blows its own
trumpet. Hardship is inflicted on the believers and they are subjected
to persecution. The enemies of the divine faith possess the means to
turn people away from it, and they use different tactics to achieve
their purpose. They appear adamant about maintaining their beliefs,
preserving their traditions and following their erring and corrupt ways.
Then, suddenly, they offer the opportunity for reconciliation and hold
out the prospect of compromise. In such circumstances, such an offer
is hard to resist.

Here comes the second point, stating a clear directive: “Await, then,
your Lord’s judgement in all patience, and pay no heed to any of these sinners
and unbelievers.” (Verse 24) All matters are subject to God’s will. He may
allow evil and falsehood to have their day, and He may allow the believers’
trial to last long. All this will be for a purpose that sees His will being
done: “Await, then, your Lord’s judgement in all patience,” until it comes
at its appointed time. The instruction given to the Prophet requires him
to persevere despite all the harm to which he may be exposed, and all
the trials he may be put through. He is to remain patient even when
he sees falsehood achieving victory, and evil taking airs. Moreover, he
is to persevere in holding to the truth the Qur'an lays down. He is not
to listen to any offer of compromise or a meeting halfway if this is at
the expense of the message he is advocating: “Pay no heed to any of these
sinners and unbelievers.” They do not offer anything good or beneficial.
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How can they, when they are sinners and unbelievers? All that they offer
you, when they try to compromise, is a share of sin and disbelief. They
offer what they think will please and tempt you. They offered him what
was indeed tempting: power, wealth and women. They were willing
to make him their leader and to make him the richest among them.
They also offered him pretty women. ‘Utbah ibn Rabi ‘ah said to him:
“Abandon this matter you are advocating and I will give you my daughter
as your wife. I have the prettiest daughters among the Quraysh.” Those
advocating falsehood always make such tempting offers to advocates of
the truth, seeking to silence their message.

“Await, then, your Lord’s judgement in all patience, and pay no heed
to any of these sinners and unbelievers.” (Verse 24) There is no meeting
point between you and them. No bridge can be built over the wide gulf
separating your method from theirs, your truth from their falsehood,
your light from their darkness, your faith from their disbelief, your
message of truth from their jahiliyyah.

The Prophet is told to remain patient, even though the adversity
may be continuous, the trial hard, and the temptation powerful. Yet
patience does not come easy. Help and support are always needed.
Hence: “Remember your Lord’s name morning and evening. At night
prostrate yourself before Him, and extol His limitless glory throughout the
long night.” (Verses 25-26) This, in a nutshell, is all the help and support
that is needed: remembering God’s name at the beginning and end of the
day, prostrating before Him at night, and glorifying Him at length. The
Prophet is told that these are the means to maintain the bond with God
who gave him the Qur'an and who entrusted him with His message. He
is the source of all power. The way ahead is long, the burden he carries
is heavy, and he needs much support. Now, the support is identified as
maintaining contact with God by glorifying Him through the long night.
Thus, the servant meets his Master alone, speaking to Him directly,
looking up to Him for favour and support, feeling His compassion that
removes all trouble and relieves exhaustion. His power will transform
His servants’ weaknesses and lack of numbers. When they shed their
earthly burdens and look at the great task entrusted to them, they will
think little of all the hardships they are going through and their resolve
to get on with the task ahead will be that much strengthened.
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God is ever merciful. He entrusted His servant, the Prophet, with His
message and revealed the Qur'an to him. He is aware of the hardship
he would meet along his way. Therefore, He did not leave him without
support. On the contrary, He gave him the support and help He knew
to be most useful and effective along his difficult journey. This remains
the support needed by all advocates of the divine message, regardless
of time, circumstance or place. It is the same message, with the same
circumstances, facing the same intransigent opposition by falsehood,
and for the same reasons. Falsehood employs the same tools and means
against it. Let, then, the means the truth employs be the ones God
knows to be the most effective.

The truth advocates of the divine message should always bear in mind is
the one God impressed on the first advocate of this message, the Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him). The duty to advocate the message is
assigned by God, and it remains His message. The truth it outlines can
never be mixed with the falsehood advocated by sinners and unbelievers.
Hence, there can be no meeting point or reconciliation between the truth
and falsehood. Nor can there be any halfway meeting between those
advocating the truth and those advocating falsehood. They follow two
ways that never meet. Should falsehood at times be very powerful and
able to subdue the believers, who may be weak and small in number, it
will be so because God, in His infinite wisdom, allows this. In such a
situation, the only way is to remain patient and await God’s judgement.
In the meantime, support should be sought through night worship and
glorification of Him. This is the only help that is guaranteed to work.
This is an essential truth that must be fully understood by those who
want to follow the Prophet’s footsteps and tread along his way.

Divergent Ways

The sirah continues to emphasize the fact that the Prophet’s way has
no meeting point with that of the unbelievers. They are so oblivious to
what serves their own good, completely preoccupied with trivialities:
“These peaple love the fleeting life, and leave behind them a day that will
be heavy.” (Verse 27) Their concerns are petty, their goals insignificant,
they are fully immersed in the fleeting life of this world, caring little
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for the heavy day ahead. It is heavy with accountability and outcome.
Such people cannot be heeded, and their way cannot be followed. They
share no goal with the believers. Hence, no thought should be paid to
their life, wealth, power and comfort. They all belong to this fleeting life
and are, therefore, of little value. Their preference for this fleeting life
indicates their inability to see what is good for them. This verse, then,
continues with strengthening the Prophet and his followers as they faced
the unbelievers’ opposition. It also implies a warning for the unbelievers
of the difficulty that lies ahead for them on the Day of Judgement.

The sizrah makes it clear that God, who created them and gave them
all the power they enjoy, can easily replace them by others. However, in
His infinite wisdom, He gives them time to reconsider:

It is We who have created them and strengthened their constitution.
If it be Our will, We can replace them entirely with others of their
kind. (Verse 28)

This is a reminder to those unbelievers, who are proud of their
strength, of the source of their power, and indeed the source of their
very lives. It reassures the believers, few and weak as they were, that
they actually advocate the message of the One who grants power to
whom He will. It assures them that God’s will operates according to
His wisdom and to fulfil His purpose, until He makes His judgement.
He is certainly the best of judges.

“Ifit be Our will, We can replace them entirely with others of their kind.”
(Verse 28) They cannot use their power to defy God; it is He who has
created them and given them their power. He is able to replace them
with other people. If he gives them respite, this is an aspect of His
grace that He bestows on His creatures. It is all His judgement and a
manifestation of His wisdom.

Again, this verse aims to give the Prophet and the believers further
strength, stating the respective positions of believers and unbelievers.
It alerts the unbelievers who are so preoccupied with their love of this
world and its pleasures, and who think too highly of their strength,
that they must express their gratitude for God’s favours and treat these
as a test.
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The sirah alerts them further to the chance they still have as the
Qur’an, including the present sirab, is recited to them: “7This is but a
reminder. Let him who will, take the way to his Lord.” (Verse 29)

This is followed by re-emphasizing God’s absolute will, to which
everything refers. This is mentioned here so as to ensure that people
submit to its judgement, and that they recognize it as the ultimate power:
“Yet you cannot will except by the will of God. God is indeed All-Knowing,
Wise.” (Verse 30)

People should know that God Almighty is the One who decides and
acts, and that He conducts the universe and holds sway over all things.
They will then learn how to turn to Him and submit to His will. This
is how such texts should be understood, recognizing at the same time
that God has willed to give human beings the ability to distinguish
truth from falsehood and to choose their way to either one or the other.
They, thus, make their choice in accordance with God’s will who knows
the nature of human hearts and who has helped His servants by giving
them knowledge, showing them the right way, sending messengers and
revelation of the Qur'an. Yet all this ends up determined by God’s will.
It is He who will guide a person to the right path through obedience
and glorification of Him. When a person does not recognize God’s
controlling power and does not appeal to Him for help, then he has no
guidance tq what is good and will not glorify God.

Hence, “He admits to His grace whoever He will, but for the wrongdoers
He has prepared grievous suffering.” (Verse 31) As we have repeatedly said,
His will is free and absolute, taking whatever action He wishes. It is part
of His will that His grace is granted to whoever He chooses. These are
the ones who turn to Him, seeking His help and following His guidance.
As for the wrongdoers, He gave them respite and granted them time,
but they chose wrongly, so as to end in grievous suffering.

There is perfect harmony between the end and the beginning of the
sirah. The end gives an outline of the completion of the test to which
man, whom God created from a drop of mingled fluid, is subjected.
This after giving him guidance and allowing him to choose the way he
wants to follow.
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Al-Mursalat
(Sent Forth)

Prologue

This sirah bears sharp features, powerful images and strong notes.
Indeed, it sounds like a spitting fire. It puts hearts to trial, presenting
questions and threats that pierce like sharp arrows. We see a host of
images from both this life and the life to come, the universe and the
human soul, as well as scenes of the suffering that unbelievers will
endure. After each main scene, the sirab levels a fire-like strike at those
hearts who deny the truth, saying: “Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth.” This comment is repeated ten times in this s#rab alone,
as it is the final note deployed in each of its sections. It is an especially
apt comment, given its sharp features and strong beat. In this respect,
it reminds us of Sirah 55, The Lord of Grace, where the same verse is
repeated after the mention of every aspect of blessing: “Which, then, of
your Lord's blessings do you both deny?” Likewise, in Sizrah 54, The Moon,
the same comment is used after every image of punishment is drawn:
“How grievous was My punishment and how true were My warnings.”
The verse repeated in this s#rah, as in other sirabs, serves to give its
distinctively sharp tone.

The siarah is composed of sections with short, quick verses. It changes
its rhyme with each section, although some rhyming sounds are picked
up again after they have been changed. All these sections, rhymes and
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short verses are sharply felt, one after the other. One hardly recovers
after one sharp note when a new one begins. Right from the outset, the
general atmosphere is tempestuous, starting with a scene of strong winds,
or angels: “By those sent forth in swift succession; and those tempestuously
storming on; and those scattering far and wide; and those separating [right
and wrong| with all clarity; and those giving a reminder, with an excuse
and a warning.” (Verses 1-6) This opening is perfectly consistent with
the ambience of the s#rah.

The Qur’an is extraordinary in the way in which it uses particular
frameworks to enhance the atmosphere of certain siarabs. In Siirah 93,
The Morning Hours, which speaks about God’s care and kindness, the
framework is drawn from the bright morning hours and still nights. In
Sirah 100, The Coursers, which depicts the scattering of grave contents
and the gathering of what is in people’s breasts, we have a framework
drawn from snorting horses striking sparks of fire. Further examples
could be given in plenty.

Each of the ten sections that follow the opening of the s#rah represents
a special round or a journey into a different world. This gives the szrah
great scope for reflection, feeling, ideas and responses. This scope is also
much wider than the words and sentences imply.

The first round paints scenes from the day of distinction, showing
the great upheaval that will take place in the universe. This is the
appointment defined by God’s messengers to mankind: “ When the stars
are dimmed, and the sky is rent asunder, and the mountains are scattered
like dust, and the messengers are given their appointed time... For what
day has all this been set? For the day of distinction. Would that you knew
what the day of distinction is! Woe on that day betide those who deny the
truth.” (Verses 8—15) .

The second round refers to the fates suffered by communities of olden
times, highlighting the divine law that applies to those who deny the
divine message: “Did We not destroy those people of old? We shall certainly
cause later ones to follow them. Thus do We deal with the guilty. Woe on
that day betide those who deny the truth.” (Verses 16-19)

Round three takes us to the origins of man and the impression they
give of God’s overall planning: “Have We not created you from a humble
fluid, placing it in a safe lodging for a pre-determined term? Thus have We
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determined; excellent indeed is how We determine. Woe on that day betide
those who deny the truth.” (Verses 20-24)

In the fourth round we see how the earth, which takes its children,
living or dead, to its bosom, has been equipped with the facility of
stable life and with water that is necessary for life: “Have We not made
the earth an abode for the living and the dead? We have placed on it firm,
lofty mountains and provided you with fresh water to drink. Woe on that
day betide those who deny the truth.” (Verses 25-28)

The fifth round speaks of those who reject the divine message and
how they are received with strong rebuke, as well as their impending
punishment, on the day of distinction: “Go to that which you used to deny!
Go to a shadow rising in three columns; giving no shade, nor relief from the
flame. It throws up sparks as huge as forts, as bright as yellow camels. Woe
on that day betide those who deny the truth.” (Verses 29-34)

The next two rounds continue with the unbelievers, adding further
rebuke: “On that day they will not utter a word, and they will not be allowed
to offer any excuse. Woe on that day betide those who deny the truth. This is
the day of distinction: We have gathered you with all those people of old. If
you have a scheme left, then use it against Me now. Woe on that day betide
those who deny the truth.” (Verses 35—40)

Round eight speaks of the God-fearing and the blessings prepared
for them: “The God-fearing shall dwell amid cool shades and springs, and
fruits as they may desire. Eat and drink to your hearts’ content in return
for what you did. Thus do We reward those who do good. Woe on that day
betide those who deny the truth.” (Verses 41-45)

The last two rounds provide quick glimpses of the people who are bent
on denying God’s message. The first reproaches them and the second
shows them in obstinate rejection: “Eat and enjoy your life for a little
while, for you are certainly guilty. Woe on that day betide those who deny the
truth. When they are told to bow down before God, they do not bow down.
Woe on that day betide those who deny the truth.” (Verses 46—49)

- These rounds, their images and sharp notes conclude with a single
verse asking: “In what message, after this, will they believe?” (Verse 50)

The listener follows the quick rhythm of the s#rah feeling almost out
of breath at its succession of images. The subject matter of the sirah is
covered in several other sirabs, particularly Makkan ones. However, the
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Qur’an tackles the truth it presents from different angles, in different
lights, and with different emphases according to the situations they face.
Such approaches address hearts and souls as best suits them, according
to their conditions known to the One who has revealed the Qur’an to
His Messenger. They thus appear new with every new situation, because
they produce new responses.

We see that this s#rah draws new images of hell, and takes a new
approach in showing these images to unbelievers; in other words, it
employs a new style of address. Thus, the si#rah acquires a distinctive
character with intense features, sharp images and a rapid rhythm.

—_—

_
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In the Name of God, the Lord of
Grace, the Ever Merciful

By those sent forth in swift
succession; (1)

and those tempestuously storming
on; (2)

and those scattering far and wide;

®3)

and those separating [right and
wrong] with all clarity; (4)

and those giving a reminder, (5)

with an excuse and a warning,

(6)

what you have been promised

shall be fulfilled. (7)

When the stars are dimmed, (8)

and the sky is rent asunder, (9)
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and the mountains are scattered

like dust, (10)

and the messengers are given their
appointed time... (11)

For what day has all this been
set? (12)

For the day of distinction. (13)

Would that you knew what the
day of distinction is! (14)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (15)

Did We not destroy those people
of old? (16)

We shall certainly cause later ones
to follow them. (17)

Thus do We deal with the guilty.
(18)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (19)

Have We not created you from a

humble fluid, (20)
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placing it in a safe lodging (21)
for a pre-determined term? (22)

Thus have We determined; excel-
lent indeed is how We determine.

(23)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (24)

Have We not made the earth an

abode (25)

for the living and the dead? (26)

We have placed on it firm, lofty
mountains and provided you with
fresh water to drink. (27)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (28)

Go to that which you used to
deny! (29)

Go to a shadow rising in three
columns; (30)

giving no shade, nor relief from

the flame. (31)
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It throws up sparks as huge as
forts, (32)

as bright as yellow camels. (33)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (34)

On that day they will not utter a
word, (35)

and they will not be allowed to
offer any excuse. (36)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (37)

This is the day of distinction: We
have gathered you with all those
people of old. (38)

If you have a scheme left, then use
it against Me now. (39)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (40)

The God-fearing shall dwell amid
cool shades and springs, (41)

and fruits as they may desire.

(42)
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Eat and drink to your hearts’
content in return for what you

did. (43)

Thus do We reward those who
do good. (44)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (45)

Eat and enjoy your life for a little

while, for you are certainly guilty.
(46)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (47)

When they are told to bow down
before God, they do not bow
down. (48)

Woe on that day betide those who
deny the truth. (49)

In what message, after this, will

they believe? (50)

Enigmatic Beginning
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By those sent forth in swift succession; and those tempestuously storming
on; and those scattering far and wide; and those separating [right
and wrong] with all clarity; and those giving a reminder, with an
excuse and a warning, what you have been promised shall be fulfilled.

(Verses 1-7)



In the Shade of the Qur'an

The question here is that of the resurrection which the unbelievers
found very hard to accept, yet the Qur'an confirms it time after time,
in many s#rabs, and in various ways. It was especially necessary that the
Qur’an take such care in establishing the truth of resurrection, this so
that the faith can be properly established in people’s minds and hearts
and further that their standards and values could then be redefined.
Belief in the Day of Judgement is the corner-stone of both the divine
faith and human life. It is the pivot around which everything in life
turns, and the criterion that judges all values and standards. Hence,
establishing the truth of resurrection and subsequent reckoning and
judgement needed such a sustained effort.

The sirah begins with an oath by God that this promise of a life to
come is certainly true. The way the oath is phrased suggests that that
by which God swears belongs to the realm beyond our perception. It
mentions some hidden forces that have a definite effect on the universe
and on human life. Early scholars differed as to what these were: some
said that they all refer to winds, and some said they refer to angels, while
a third group said that some refer to winds and some to angels. It is clear,
then, that these terms are ambiguous, which makes them best suited
for an oath by God confirming an event which only He knows about.
Just as these ambiguous things exist and have an effect on human life,
this event belonging to the world beyond our perception will certainly
take place.

“By those sent forth in swift succession.” (Verse 1) Aba Hurayrah says
that this is a reference to the angels. The same is reported to have been
said by Masriiq, Aba al-Duha, Mujahid (in one report), al-Suddi,
al-Rabi‘ ibn Anas and Aba Salih. Thus the verse means an oath by the
angels that are sent forth in successive waves, like running horses. Aba
Salih says that the next four verses also refer to the angels.

Ibn Mas ‘Gd is reported to have said that ‘those sent forth' refers to the
wind, which means that winds are sent in succession like horses running.
He is reported to have said that those ‘storming on’ and ‘scattering far
and wide [mentioned in the next two verses] also refer to the wind. This
view is shared by Ibn ‘Abbas, Mujahid (in a second rcport) Qatadah
and in another report by Aba Salih.
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Ibn Jarir al-Tabari is uncertain whether ‘those sent forth’ mentioned in
the first verse refers to the angels or to the wind, but he is certain that
the stormers and scatterers are the winds. He explains that the winds
scatter the clouds in the sky.

Ibn Mas ‘ud says that “those separating [right and wrong] with all clarity;
and those giving a reminder, with an excuse and a warning,” refer to the
angels. This is also stated by Ibn ‘Abbas, Masriiq, Mujahid, Qatadah,
al-Rabi‘ ibn Anas, al-Suddi and al-Thawri. It is the angels that come
down carrying God’s orders to His messengers, separating right
from wrong, and giving revelations to those messengers that contain
justification and a warning to mankind.

We note that the ambiguity is intended to give these matters by
which the oath is made a particularly awesome air. This is the same as
in Sirabs 51 and 79. The first of these begins with the oath: “By zhe
winds that scatter far and wide.” Siirah 79 also starts with an ambiguous
oath: “By those that pluck out vehemently.” This ambiguity, evident in
the differences of opinion about their meaning, is intended, because
their very ambiguity combines with the quick rhythm employed in
the opening of the s#rah to produce a jolt or a shake in the listener or
reader. This fits perfectly with the subject matter of the sirah. In fact,
every subsequent section delivers such a jolt. Thus the s#rzh may be
compared to someone in authority taking a person by the collar as he
questions him about a misdeed or about his negation of something very

obvious, then releasing him with a strong warning: “Woe on that day
betide those who deny the truth.”

Universal Upheaval

This enigmatic beginning is now followed by a strong jolt as we are
shown images of great events that take place in the universe on the day
appointed for God’s messengers to present the results of their having
delivered the divine message to all generations of mankind:

When the stars are dimmed, and the sky is rent asunder, and the
mountains are scattered like dust, and the messengers are given their
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appointed time... For what day has all this been set? For the day of
distinction. Would that you knew what the day of distinction is! Woe
on that day betide those who deny the truth. (Verses 8-15)

On that day, the stars lose their light, and the sky is split apart, while
the mountains crash and scatter like dust. Similar images of this universal
upheaval are given in several sizrabs, all suggesting that the system of the
universe we see will collapse and its collapse will be accompanied by
great crashes and explosions unlike any of the smaller events — volcanoes
erupting, thunderbolts, earthquakes and the like — that nonetheless leave
people absolutely terrified. To compare what will happen on that day to
volcanoes and earthquakes is the same as comparing bonfires organized
on festive occasions to nuclear explosions. This is merely to give an idea
of what will happen. In fact, it is impossible to describe the great horror
that will take place when the universe explodes and scatters. That horror
is beyond all human imagination.

Alongside this horror, the sizrah mentions another important event
that is delayed until that day. It is the time appointed for God’s
messengers to present the outcome of their efforts in advocating the
divine message throughout all generations of human life. Presenting
this final account is greater than what happens to the skies, the earth
and the mountains. It will entail a judgement by God of all matters
relating to life on earth. This is the final word concerning all human
generations across the centuries. Its description is given an air of awe
that suggests that its true nature is beyond human comprehension: “For
what day has all this been set? For the day of distinction. Would that you
knew what the day of distinction is!” (Verses 12—14) It is clear that these
verses are speaking about something great and serious. When this sense
of seriousness, which is greater than the stars losing their light and the
rending of the skies and the crashing of the mountains, is clearly felt,
a frightening warning is given: “Woe on that day betide those who deny
the truth.” (Verse 15)

This warning by the Almighty, against the backdrop of the great
universal upheaval and the majestic scene when God’s messengers submit
their final account on the day of distinction, is very serious indeed.
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Three Quick Rounds

The first round taking us to the expected universal upheaval on the
Day of Judgement is followed by one going back to the fates suffered
by earlier communities that rejected the divine faith. Later communities
could follow on their heels:

Did We not destroy those people of old? We shall certainly cause later
ones to follow them. Thus do We deal with the guilty. Woe on that day
betide those who deny the truth. (Verses 16—18)

One strike to reveal the fates of past communities, numerous as they
were and another to reveal what could happen to later ones, numerous
as they may be. The scene of destruction stretches as far as anyone can
see. Now the warning comes clear, stating the law God set in operation:
“Thus do We deal with the guilty.” (Verse 18) It is His law that never
fails. As those who are guilty expect a fate like earlier communities, the
warning of impending doom is repeated: “Woe on that day betide those
who deny the truth.” (Verse 19)

The next round turns to the living and how they are brought into
life, in accordance with elaborate planning:

Have We not created you from a humble fluid, placing it in a safe
lodging for a pre-determined term? Thus have We determined; excellent
indeed is how We determine. Woe on that day betide those who deny
the truth. (Verses 20-24)

The long and remarkable journey of an embryo, from the moment
of conception, is included here, in a few fine touches, starting with a
humble fluid being placed after conception in the uterus that gives it
a safe lodging until an appointed time. The whole journey is planned
with remarkable accuracy at every stage. A comment is added here to
emphasize the infinite wisdom that assigns a fine, accurate measure
to everything: “Thus have We determined; excellent indeed is how We
determine.” (Verse 23) With this planned determination that applies
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universally, the warning is repeated again: “Woe on that day betide those
who deny the truth.” (Verse 24)

We then have a round on earth and the life God has determined on
it for mankind, giving it the facilities that make such human life easy:

Have We not made the earth an abode for the living and the dead?
We have placed on it firm, lofty mountains and provided you with
fresh water to drink. Woe on that day betide those who deny the truth.
(Verses 25-28)

These verses alert us to what we see on earth, which is made an abode
embracing its children in life and death. Lofty mountains are placed on
it, making it firm, and over their tops the clouds gather and then clear
water runs down via them to the ground. Could all this have come about
by anything other than elaborate and wise planning? How can those
unbelievers continue to deny the truth they see with their own eyes:

“Woe on that day betide those who deny the truth.” (Verse 28)

The Release

Having filled our senses with such effects as these images and rounds
produce, the sirah suddenly moves to the Day of Judgement when
accounts are checked and requital determined. The dreaded command
is given to the guilty to go on their way to suffer the punishment they
were wont to deny. The command is coupled with a strong and painful

rebuke:

Go to that which you used to deny! Go to a shadow rising in three
columns; giving no shade, nor relief from the flame. It throws up sparks
as huge as forts, as bright as yellow camels. Woe on that day betide those
who deny the truth. (Verses 29-34)

Now that you have been long restrained on this day of distinction,

you may go. But where can they go? To remain constrained is much
better than this release, because they are told: “Go to that which you used

434



AL-MURSALAT (Sent Forth) 77

to deny.” (Verse 29) It is present here before their very eyes. “Go 0 a
shadow rising in three columns.” (Verse 30) The smoke of hell rises in three
columns giving a shadow to which they are told to go. Yet the scorch
of the flame is better than this shadow, because it is “giving no shade,
nor relief from the flame.” (Verse 31) It is suffocating and burning. To
call it a shadow or shade, the Arabic word z#// carrying both meanings,
is merely sarcastic.

They are told to go, and they know where they will have to go.
Therefore, their destination is not mentioned by name: “It throws up
sparks as huge as forts, as bright as yellow camels.” (Verses 32—33) Sparks are
thrown in quick succession, but they are as big as large stone buildings,
looking like yellow camels grazing. Such are the sparks thrown up by this
fire. What is that fire like? At the moment we are absorbed in thought
about this, the stern warning is repeated: “Woe on that day betide those
who deny the truth.” (Verse 34)

The sirah has described the physical horror, giving us an image of
hell. Now it presents the psychological horror that leaves the guilty
speechless:

On that day they will not utter a word, and they will not be allowed
to offer any excuse. Woe on that day betide those who deny the truth.
(Verses 35-37)

The horror described here is that deafening silence, when everyone
is utterly speechless. All look humble, without a word of excuse. The
time for arguments and excuses is over. Woe is present now: “Wae on
that day betide those who deny the truth.” (Verse 37) Elsewhere in the
Qur’an we have scenes describing their sorrow and grief, as well as the
excuses they present and the oaths they swear. That day is very long,
and both situations happen then, as Ibn ‘Abbas explains. Here, the
image given is that of absolute silence as it fits better with the general
ambience of the sarah.

This is the day of distinction: We have gathered you with all those people

of old. If you have a scheme left, then use it against Me now. Woe on
that day betide those who deny the truth. (Verses 38—40)
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This is, then, the day of distinction, not one for submitting excuses
and justifications. You are gathered here together with all communities
that lived before you so that if you can work out a plan or you are able
to contrive something, you can go ahead and do it. None, however, can
devise or contrive anything. The painful rebuke is met with deep silence.

“Woe on that day betide those who deny the truth.” (Verse 40)

The Other Group

Now the sirah gives us an image of the God-fearing and how they
are honoured on that day:

The God-fearing shall dwell amid cool shades and springs, and fruits
as they may desire. Eat and drink to your hearts’ content in return for
what you did. Thus do We reward those who do good. Woe on that day
betide those who deny the truth. (Verses 41-45)

These shades the God-fearing enjoy are real ones, unlike the shadow of
three columns that gives no protection from the fire. They dwell among
springs of water, not in the midst of choking smoke. They have “fruits as
they may desire.” (Verse 42) What is more is that such material luxuries
are given to them in front of all people gathered on that day. They all
listen as the God-fearing are honoured: “Eat and drink to your hearts
content in return for what you did. Thus do We reward those who do good.”
(Verses 43—44) How welcome is such friendly honour bestowed upon
them by the Almighty. In contrast, the warning is repeated to the other
group: “Woe on that day betide those who deny the truth.” (Verse 45)

The sizrah has so far shown nothing of this present life. Now it gives
a very quick glimpse of it. We are now back on earth, where strong
reproach is levelled at those who are guilty:

Eat and enjoy your life for a little while, for you are certainly guilty.
Woe on that day betide those who deny the truth. (Verses 46—47)

Thus the two lives, the present one and the other to come, are shown
in quick succession, in two images that appear to be before us now, even
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though the gap between them stretches into the future, age upon age.
The address was given first to the God-fearing in the life to come. It is
then directed to the guilty here in this life. It is as if they are being told
to consider the difference berween the two moments. You may eat and
enjoy yourselves a little here in this world, but you will then be deprived
of it all in the next, where you will receive your due punishment: “Waoe
on that day betide those who deny the truth.” (Verse 47)

The sizrah wonders at their attitude as they are presented with divine
guidance and called upon to follow it. Yet still they persistently refuse:

When they are told to bow down before God, they do not bow down.
Woe on that day betide those who deny the truth. (Verses 48—49)

Yet they are given every opportunity to see the guidance and consider
the warning. Still, they continue with their erring ways. Hence, the
question: “In what message, after this, will they believe?” (Verse 50) A
person who listens to this discourse, which shakes firm mountains,
who still does not believe will never come to believe, no matter how
he is addressed. He is only fit for utter misery and a fate only the most
miserable will suffer.

Thus the si#rah concludes. Its construction, musical beat, powerful
images, sharp comments combine to make of it an attack that no heart
can resist. Infinite in His glory is God who revealed this Qur'an and
gave it this powerful effect.
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