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SURAH 33

Al-Ahzab
(The Confederates)

Prologue

This strah describes a practical aspect of the first Muslim community’s life over a
period stretching from shortly after the Battle of Badr in year 2 to shortly before the
signing of the al-Hudaybiyah Peace Treaty four years later. In this respect it gives a
true and direct description of the Muslim community in Madinah. It refers to many
of the events that took place during that period and outlines certain regulations
which it either initiates or endorses for the fledgling Muslim community.

The comments on events and regulations are relatively few, constituting only a
small portion of the surah. Indeed, these comments serve only to link these events
and regulations to the central concept of faith and submission to God. This is how we
read the opening verses: “Prophet! Have fear of God and do not yield to the unbelievers
and the hypocrites. God is certainly All-Knowing, Wise. Follow what is revealed to you by
your Lord; for God is well aware of all that you do. Place your trust in God; for God alone is
worthy of all trust. Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verses 1-4) Early
on, the sirah comments on some social regulations: “This is written down in God’s
decree. We did accept a solemn pledge from all the prophets: from you, [Muhammad], and
from Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary. From all did We accept a weighty,
solemn pledge. God will question the truthful about the truth [entrusted to them]. He has
prepared painful suffering for the unbelievers. “(Verses 6-8) A little further on we are
shown the attitude of the weak-hearted when the confederate tribes laid siege to
Madinah: “Say: ‘Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee from natural death or from being
slain, you will only be left to enjoy life for a little while. Say: ‘Who can keep you away from
God if it he His will to harm you, or if it be His will to show you mercy?’ Other than God
they can find none to protect them or to bring them support.” (Verses 16-17) A piece of
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social legislation that went against the familiar practice in pre-Islamic days is
followed by the comment: “Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is
not for a believing man or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter.”
(Verse 36) Finally, we have a statement that sets the human mission against a
universal background: “We offered the trust to the heavens and the earth and the
mountains, but they refused to bear it and were afraid to receive it. Yet man took it up. He has
always been prone to be wicked, foolish.” (Verse 72)

The sirah depicts a period of time when the Islamic character of both the
community and the state had begun to take shape but had not yet developed
sufficiently or acquired its full authority. That took place after Makkah fell to Islam
and people began to embrace the new faith in large numbers allowing the Muslim
state and its new system to establish their roots.

The sirah undertakes an important part of social reorganization imparting the
distinctive Islamic features of family and community life, outlining their basis in
Islamic teachings. It also modifies or outlaws certain practices and traditions,
bringing all these within the framework of the Islamic concept of life and society.

It is within the overall discussion of these situations and regulations that the
confrontation with the confederate tribes and the Qurayzah expedition are discussed.
We are informed of the attitudes of the unbelievers, the hypocrites and the Jews
during these events, their schemes to weaken the Muslim community and how they
always tried to undermine Islamic moral standards, even in Muslim homes. It was
precisely this sort of derogatory behaviour that aimed at undermining the Muslim
community either through direct military action and a corresponding defeatism or
through efforts to erode the social and moral fabric of Muslim society. Moreover,
these events left clear marks on the Muslim community to the extent that certain
social aspects and particular concepts required modification. Thus the surah appears
to be an integrated unit with a common thread running through its subject matter.
Moreover, the time frame around which it works also constitutes a unifying factor.

The surah begins with a directive issued to the Prophet that he must fear God and
pay no heed to the unbelievers and the hypocrites. On the contrary, he should obey
God and rely on Him alone. This opening relates all that the siirah includes to the
central principle that forms the basis of all Islamic teachings, legislation, its social
system and morality. It is the principle that formulates the Islamic concept of God
and the requirements to submit to Him, implement the code He has outlined and
place all our trust in Him.

A decisive word is then given on certain social traditions and practices. This starts
with outlining a basic fact: “Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4)
This alludes to the fact that man cannot live in two different universes or follow two
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different systems. Should he do so he would stumble and become a hypocrite. Since
he has only one heart, he must look up to One God and follow one system to the
exclusion of all other things, familiar and well established as these may be.

The surah immediately moves on to abolish the practice of Zihar, which involves a
man swearing to his wife that she is to him like his mother’s back, meaning that she
is as unlawful to him to marry as his mother: “Nor does He make your wives whom you
declare to be as unlawful to you as your mothers” bodies truly your mothers.” (Verse 4) It
makes clear that these are mere words that cannot establish a fact. They do not make
a mother out of a wife; the wife remains the man’s wife. It follows this with
abolishing the practice of child adoption: “Likewise, He does not make your adopted sons
truly your sons.” (Verse 4) Thus inheritance within an adopting family is no longer
valid. (We will discuss this in detail later on.) In contrast, the siurah establishes the
overall authority God assigns to His Messenger over all Muslims, placing his
authority above what they may wish for themselves. It further establishes a sense of
motherly relation between the Prophet’s wives and all believers: “The Prophet has
more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves; and his wives are their
mothers.” (Verse 6) The practical effects of the bond of brotherhood established
between Muslim individuals shortly after the migration of Makkan Muslims to
Madinah are terminated, so as to restrict inheritance and the payment of blood
money to real kinsfolk: “Blood relatives have, according to God’s decree, a stronger claim
upon one another than other believers [of Madinah] and those who have migrated for God'’s
sake].” (Verse 6) Thus, earlier temporary measures are abrogated in favour of natural
and permanent ones.

The following comment makes clear that the new system derives from the Islamic
code and from God’s ruling. It is written in God’s book and established in the
covenant made with all prophets, particularly those of them endowed with stronger
resolve. In this way the Qur’an gives Islamic legislation and principles their
appropriate place within people’s thoughts and consciences.

This then outlines the first part of the siurah. The second part shows God’s great
favour as He repelled the attacking forces of the confederates who besieged
Madinah. It describes the confrontation with confederate forces and the Qurayzah
Expedition vividly, painting successive images that show inner feelings, outward
action and dialogue between groups and individuals. Within the overall picture of
the battle and its events relevant directives are issued at the proper junctures.
Furthermore, the reporting of events is followed by comments aimed at establishing
sound values for the Muslim community. The Qur’anic method is to paint the action
exactly as it took place, stating both apparent and inner feelings, and bringing these
into sharp relief. It then gives believers its verdict about their actions, criticizing any
deviation and praising what is sound and correct. It also gives directives to avoid
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error and confirm right practice and values. It relates all this to God’s will, human
nature and universal laws.

Thus, the discussion of the confrontation and the battle starts with the following
verse: “Believers! Remember the blessings God bestowed on you when hosts came down upon
you. We let loose against them a windstorm and hosts that you could not see. Yet God sees all
that you do.” (Verse 9) In the middle of the discussion, the following facts are
highlighted: “Say: ‘Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee from natural death or from
being slain, you will only be left to enjoy life for a little while. Say: Who can keep you away
from God if it be His will to harm you or if it be His will to show you mercy?” Other than God
they can find none to protect them or to bring them support.” (Verses 16-17) “In God’s
Messenger you have a good model for everyone who looks with hope to God and the Last Day,
and always remembers God.” (Verse 21) The discussion is finally concluded thus: “God
will surely reward the truthful for having been true to their word, and will punish the
hypocrites, if that be His will, or accept their repentance. God is indeed Much-Forgiving,
Merciful.” (Verse 24)

Alongside its discussion of events the siirah shows how the true believers looked
at the situation as it developed and portrays the contrasting feelings of the
hypocrites. This enables us to distinguish sound values from false ones: “The
hypocrites and the sick at heart said: ‘God and His Messenger promised us nothing but
delusions’.” (Verse 12) “When the believers saw the Confederate forces they said: “This is
what God and His Messenger have promised us! Truly spoke God and His Messenger.” This
only served to strengthen their faith and their submission to God.” (Verse 22) The outcome
is then given in decisive terms: “God turned back the unbelievers in all their rage and fury;
they gained no advantage. He spared the believers the need to fight. God is Most Powerful,
Almighty.” (Verse 25)

When this second part is concluded we are introduced to the decision that gave
the Prophet’s wives a choice. They had asked him for a more comfortable standard of
living after the Muslim community became more prosperous, having gained much
booty as a result of the siege of Qurayzah. They were asked to choose either the fine
things of life or relinquish these in preference for pleasing God and His Messenger
and earning a better position in the life to come. They all chose to be with God and
His Messenger, preferring this to all worldly riches. They were also told that they
would have double the reward if they maintained the path of goodness and
remained God-fearing, and double the punishment should they commit any gross
indecency. The siirah explains that this doubling of reward and punishment was a
result of their noble status, their relation with the Prophet and the revelation and
recitation of the Qur’an in their own homes, as well as the wisdom they received
from the Prophet. This third part of the siirah concludes with an outline of the reward
given to all believers, men and women.
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The fourth part makes an indirect reference to the case of Zaynab bint Jahsh, a
cousin of the Prophet belonging to a noble Qurayshi family and her marriage to Zayd
ibn Harithah, a former slave given as a gift to Muhammad long before his
prophethood. The first thing it says about Zayd makes it clear that all believers, men
and women, are subject to God’s decision in any matter; they do not even have a say
in their own personal business. It is God’s will that determines everything, and they
have to submit to it fully: “Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is
not for a believing man or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter.
Whoever disobeys God and His Messenger strays far into error.” (Verse 36)

This marriage soon ends in divorce and the situation provides a practical example
for the abolition of the effects of child adoption. God’s Messenger himself is chosen
to provide this example, because adoption was a deeply rooted tradition in the
Arabian environment, and its practical effects were very difficult to break. Hence,
God’s Messenger was to bear this new burden as part of his mission to shape the new
Muslim society: “Then, when Zayd had come to the end of his union with her, We gave her
to you in marriage, so that no blame should attach to the believers for marrying the spouses of
their adopted sons when the latter have come to the end of their union with them. God’s will
must be fulfilled.” (Verse 37) A clear statement of the nature of the relation between
the Prophet and the believer then follows: “Mulammad is not the father of any one of
your men, but is God’s Messenger and the seal of all prophets.” (Verse 40)

This part concludes with clear directives to the Prophet and the believers: “Do not
yield to the unbelievers and the hypocrites, and disregard their hurting actions. Place your
trust in God, for God alone is worthy of all trust.” (Verse 48)

The fifth part begins by making a statement on the status of a woman who gets
divorced before the consummation of her marriage. It moves on to organize the
Prophet’s marital life, stating which women are lawful for him to marry and which
are not. This is followed by directives defining the relation between Muslims and the
Prophet’s homes and wives, both during his lifetime and after his death. It requires
them not to mix with any men other than their fathers, sons, brothers, paternal and
maternal nephews, other women and their slaves. It states that those who sought to
disparage the Prophet and his wives would face severe punishment; they would be
punished both in this life and the life to come. This gives us an impression that the
hypocrites and others frequently resort to such disparagement.

Then follows a directive to the Prophet’s wives, daughters and all Muslim women,
to draw some of their outer garments over their bodies. “This will be more conducive to
their being recognized and not affronted.” (Verse 59) It warns the hypocrites and others
similar to them that they may be made to evacuate Madinah in a similar way as the
two Jewish tribes of Qaynuqga" and al-Nadir were made to do, or that they might be
dealt with in the same way as the Qurayzah Jews. All this implies that these people
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resorted to foul methods to harm the Muslim community in Madinah.

The final part of the sirah mentions that people frequently ask about the Last
Hour. Such questions are answered simply by saying that its knowledge belongs to
God. They only need to know that it could be very close. This is followed by an
image of the punishment meted out on the Day of Judgement. “On the day when their
faces shall be tossed about in the fire, they will say: ‘Would that we had obeyed God and
obeyed His Messenger.”” (Verse 66) It also describes how unbelievers then feel towards
their leaders for having led them astray: “And they shall say: ‘Our Lord! We have paid
heed to our masters and our leaders, but they have led us astray from the right path. Our
Lord! Give double suffering, and banish them utterly from Your grace.”” (Verses 67-68)

The siirah ends on a highly powerful note that leaves a strong and lasting effect:
“We offered the trust to the heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they refused to bear
it and were afraid to receive it. Yet man took it up. He has always been prone to be wicked,
foolish. So it is that God will punish the hypocrites, men and women, as well as the men and
women who associate partners with Him; and He will turn in mercy to the believers, both
men and women. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 72-73)

This conclusion illustrates the heavy burden placed on humanity in general and
the Muslim community in particular, since it is this community that shoulders this
great trust of faith as well as its advocacy and implementation at individual and
community levels. This is in perfect harmony with the particular atmosphere of the
surah, and with the nature of the social system Islam lays down.



1

False Relations Abolished

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

Prophet! Have fear of God and do not yield to the
unbelievers and the hypocrites. God s certainly
AlFKnowing, Wise. (1)

Follow what is revealed to you by your Lord; for
God is well aware of all that you do. (2)

Place your trust in God; for God alone is worthy
of all trust. (3)

Never has God put two hearts in one man’s
body. Nor does He make your wives whom yon
declare 1o be as unlawful to you as your mothers’
bodies truly your mothers. 1 ikewise, He does not
make your adgpted sons truby your sons. These
are only words you utter with your mouths, but

God says the truth and He alone shows the right

_ . s m0 f // rd f,J fd‘ red /JE/
. ‘ - . T
z oL g~ <z < 23~
- - - 1 7w - -

LQ.::LC Ql& ) \)/l ,,//‘ 9
. z -

P ‘ C; v g /5/‘ T & . = ﬂ""/

. ‘L _J'Js 5
\)/; ;J ol @ﬁ' (/
A

EP w ¥ g rited “ . [
G wotll e //J-%J/ Al Je L
2 4. =£ P P ¢ P

- Vo - ]
Al WSyl Jax Ly cadi>
2 G €2 /1% s- s Tt
Ja>= L el e Ol
L8 - L L 1
vﬁ}e AN WSS AStle




path. (4)

Call them by their fathers’ names; that is more
ust in God’s sight. If you do not know who their
fathers are, then treat them as your brethren in
Jaith and your protégés. You shall not be blamed
i you marke a mistake, but for what your hearfs

wntend. God s indeed Much-Forgiving, Mercifil.

©)

The Prophet has more clainz on the believers than
they have on their own selves; and his wives are
their mothers. Blood relatives have, according o
God's decree, a stronger clain upon one another
than other believers [of Madinah] and those who
have nugrated [for God's sake]. None the less,
you are to act with kindness towards your close
friends. "This is written down in God's decree. (0)

We did acept a solemm pledge from all the
prophets: from you, [Muhammad), and from
Noah, Abrahans, Moses and Jesus son of Mary.
From all did We accept a weighty, solesnn pledge.

Y

God will question the truthful about the truth
Jentrusted o them|. He has prepared painfil
suffering for the unbelrevers. (3)

c

j.s L )] )_a v.@.;bﬁ V-A).CJT
égmyﬁpwummpou

23 -

u..\.a.su L: ui.]) LA\J )..:Ua:- LA..J
s kb S 1y 50

quf\}ﬁgu¢uyn
PN

~& 8

‘)JJ‘) H;ée-“ ’4")J‘J

i

k

159 Gphza el 3 3U%

_.Lm M‘wbb‘bd

u" w»-?ﬁ L;»yv @fuw Cy X

.x.o\) v—éj%"u‘d" J_M.J

Setting the Scene



A[-Ahzab (The Confederates) | FALSE RELATIONS ABOLISHED

“Prophet! Have fear of God and do not yield to the unbelievers and the hypocrites. God is
certainly All-Knowing, Wise. Follow what is revealed to you by your Lord; for God is well
aware of all that you do. Place your trust in God; for God alone is worthy of all trust.”
(Verses 1-3) Thus begins the siirah which regulates certain aspects of the social and
moral life of the newly born Muslim community. It is a beginning that tells us
something about the nature of the Islamic system and its underlying principles. Islam
is not merely a set of directives and admonitions, or manners and moral values, or a
collection of laws and regulations, or traditions and practices. All these are included
in Islam, but they do not make up Islam in its totality. Islam means submission to
God’s will, a willingness to obey its orders, observe its prohibitions, looking up to no
other system and adopting no other way. It is essentially an acceptance that mankind
are subject to the overall divine code that governs their life and the earth they live on,
as well as other planets and stars, and indeed governs the whole universe including
the realms we know nothing about. It is also a certainty that as humans the only
choice we should make is to do what God orders, refrain from what He forbids, take
what He makes available and await the results He brings about. This is the basic rule
on which are then established laws, regulations, traditions, manners and moral
values. All these represent the practical manifestation of faith and submission to
God. Islam is a faith that lays down a code which puts in place a specific social order.
In their close interaction, these three make up Islam.

It is in this light that we should understand that the first directive in this surah,
concerned as it is with the regulation of the Islamic social order, is addressed to the
Prophet, requiring him to remain God-fearing. To stand in awe of God and
remember that He watches over us, makes us alert, urging us to abide by every rule
and implement every directive: “Prophet! Have fear of God.” (Verse 1)

The second directive prohibits yielding to the unbelievers and hypocrites,
following their suggestions or adopting their views and methods: “and do not yield to
the unbelievers and the hypocrites.” (Verse 1) This directive is given before the order to
follow God’s revelation, which suggests that the pressures brought to bear by the
hypocrites and the unbelievers in Madinah and its surrounding area were very
strong. Nevertheless this directive remains applicable in all situations, warning the
believers against following the hypocrites and the unbelievers, particularly in
questions of faith, law and social order. This guarantees for the Muslim community
that its system remains pure, unadulterated by directives other than God’s.

No one should be deceived by the wealth of knowledge and experience the
unbelievers and hypocrites appear to possess, as were some Muslims in periods of
weakness and deviation from the Islamic system. It is God who has perfect
knowledge and infinite wisdom. The Islamic system is His own choice, established
by His knowledge and wisdom: “God is certainly All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 1)



A[-Ahzab (The Confederates) | FALSE RELATIONS ABOLISHED

However rich human knowledge and experience appear to be, they are only scanty.

The third direct order given at the outset is: “Follow what is revealed to you by your
Lord.” (Verse 2) This defines the authority that issues directives that must be
followed. The phrasing of this directive is particularly inspiring: the revelation is
made ‘o you’ specifically, and its source is ‘your Lord’, both of which add a specially
personal element to the need to follow these orders even though they must be
obeyed because they are issued by the One commanding obedience. This verse ends
with the comment: “for God is well aware of all that you do.” (Verse 2) His revelation is
based on full awareness of you, your deeds and motives.

The last order in these three opening verses states: “Place your trust in God; for God
alone is worthy of all trust.” (Verse 3) There is no need to worry about others or their
scheming against you. You should place all your concerns in God’s hands and He
will look after them in accordance with His knowledge and wisdom. Trusting to God
alone is ultimately what gives us complete reassurance. It helps us to know our
limitations and leave what lies beyond our ability to the One who controls and
conducts everything.

Thus, along with the instruction to disobey the unbelievers and the hypocrites we
have three directives: to always remain God-fearing, to follow His revelation and to
place our trust in Him alone. It is these three elements that provide the advocates of
Islam with all the resources they need. Furthermore, it clearly defines the system of
Islamic advocacy: from God, for God’s sake, and relying on God: “for God alone is
worthy of all trust.” (Verse 3)

These opening directives end on a strong note that refers to practical situations:
“Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4) Since it is only one heart, it
needs one system providing one complete and full concept of life. It requires one
standard to give consistent values and judge events and actions. Otherwise, it will be
pulled apart and will have different motives and considerations. It could easily fall
into the trap of hypocrisy.

Man cannot have one source for his manners and morality, another for his laws
and legislation, a third for his social and economic values, and a fourth for his art and
philosophy. Such a mixture does not produce a man with a sound heart: it only
produces a confused medley that lacks solid form or basis. A person with faith
cannot truly hold to his faith and abandon its values and requirements in any
situation in life, serious or not. He cannot say a word, take an action, formulate a
concept, make a decision unless he remains within the limits established by his faith,
which must always be a reality in his life. This is because God has not given him
more than one heart, one law and one standard of values. A person of faith cannot
say of anything he does: ‘I am doing this in my personal capacity and I am doing that
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in my Islamic capacity’, as we frequently hear politicians, businessmen, academics
and others say. Since he is one person with one heart, he has one faith and one
standard that govern all that he does and says in any and every situation. With this
one heart he lives as an individual, a family man, a member of the community, a
citizen of the state and the world; he lives in public and private, employer or
employee, ruler or ruled, in situations of comfort or distress; having the same values
and standards at all times: “Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4)

In short, we have a single system outlined by the same revelations and submitting
to the One God. A single heart cannot worship two deities, serve two masters and
move in two directions.

No False Relations

The siirah now moves on to abolish certain practices in order to make the family
the basis of the community: “Nor does He make your wives whom you declare to be as
unlawful to you as your mothers” bodies truly your mothers. Likewise, He does not make your
adopted sons truly your sons. These are only words you utter with your mouths, but God
says the truth and He alone shows the right path. Call them by their fathers’ names; that is
more just in God’s sight. If you do not know who their fathers are, then treat them as your
brethren in faith and your proteges. You shall not be blamed if you make a mistake, but for
what your hearts intend. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 4-5)

In pre-Islamic days a man would say to his wife, “you are to me like my mother’s
back’, which meant that she was forbidden for him to marry. From that moment sex
between them was regarded as incestuous. Yet she remained suspended: she was
neither divorced such that she could marry another man, nor married having a
lawful relationship with her husband. This was one aspect of the cruelty to which
women were subjected in pre-Islamic days. As Islam started to reorganize social
relations, making the family the basic social unit where each new generation grows
in a sound environment, it attached great importance to removing such injustices
against women and to giving family relations a basis of fairness and an easy, relaxed
atmosphere. One of its new laws was “Nor does He make your wives whom you declare to
be as unlawful to you as your mothers” bodies truly your mothers.” (Verse 4) The words a
man utters do not change facts. Mothers and wives are totally different, and the
nature of a relationship cannot be changed by the uttering of a word. Therefore, a
pronouncement like this, or zihar, did not make a wife permanently forbidden to her
husband as if she were his mother.

Some reports suggest that zZihar was outlawed by other verses in Surah 58, The
Pleading, when Aws ibn al-Samit pronounced Zihar against his wife Khawlah bint
Malik ibn Tha'labah. She complained to the Prophet, saying: “Messenger of God! He
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took my money and used me throughout my years of strength, and I have given him
children. Now when I have grown old and can no longer bear children, he makes me
like his mother!” The Prophet said to her: “I am afraid you are no longer lawful to
him.” [Related by Ibn Majah, al-Hakim and al-Bayhagqi]. She repeated her complaint
several times. God then revealed the following verses:

God has heard the words of the woman who pleads with you concerning her husband,
and complained to God. God has heard what you both had to say. God is All-Hearing,
All-Seeing. Even if any of you say to their wives, “You are to me like my mother’s
bodies,” they are not their mothers; their only mothers are those who gave them birth.
What they say is iniquitous and false. Yet God pardons and forgives. Those who
separate themselves from their wives by saying, “You are as unlawful to me as my
mother” and then go back on what they have said, must atone by freeing a slave before
the couple may resume their full marital relation. This you are enjoined to do, and God
is fully aware of all that you do. However, he who does not have the means shall fast
instead for two consecutive months before the couple may resume their full marital
relation; and he who is unable to do it shall feed sixty needy people; this, so that you
may prove your faith in God and His Messenger Such are the bounds set by God.
Grievous suffering awaits those who will not believe. (58: 1-4)

Thus, zihar is treated as a temporary prohibition of marital relations; it is neither
permanent nor a divorce. It must be atoned for by the freeing of a slave, or fasting for
two consecutive months, or feeding 60 needy people. When such atonement is made
full marital relations can be resumed, retaining the practical facts as they are. The
statement in the present surah is very clear: “Nor does He make your wives whom you
declare to be as unlawful to you as your mothers” bodies truly your mothers.” (Verse 4) The
family is thus safeguarded against this unfair practice, something that represented an
aspect of the maltreatment of women in pre-Islamic Arabian society.

Adoption Abolished

Similarly, the practice of adopting a child reflected flaws in the foundation of the
tamily and society. Although chastity was highly valued by the Arabs who, as is
widely known, took pride in their ancestry, there were other phenomena that moved
in the opposite direction. These were generally accepted, but not in the prominent
families and clans. Indeed, some individuals could not tell who their fathers were.
Furthermore, if a man liked one of these “off-spring’, he could adopt him, calling him
his son, and the two would then inherit each other. The same applied to some people
whose real fathers were even known. In this respect, they too could be adopted. This
was particularly so with captives, when children or adolescents were taken captive in
a raid on a clan or during a war. If a man then wished to adopt such a captive, he
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would declare such adoption, and the captive would then be known as a son of his
adopting father. He would then enjoy the privileges of being a son and was required
to fulfil his duties as a son.

One of these was Zayd ibn Harithah, of the Arab tribe of Kalb. He was taken
captive when young in pre-Islamic days, then sold to Hakim ibn Hizam who gave
him as a gift to his aunt Khadijah. When she was married to the Prophet, she gave
him Zayd as a gift, but Zayd’s father and uncle appealed to him for Zayd’s release.
The Prophet then decided to give him a choice, and he chose to remain with the
Prophet. Therefore, the Prophet set him free and adopted him as his son. He was
then called Zayd ibn Muhammad. When Islam started several years later, he was the
tirst man to accept Islam from among the lower classes in society.

Subsequently, when Islam began to set family relations on their natural basis and
strengthen family bonds, purging these of any distortion, it abolished adoption,
making the true blood relation the only cause for a son and father to be so called.
Therefore, the Qur’an states: “Likewise, He does not make your adopted sons truly your
sons. These are only words you utter with your mouths.” (Verse 4) Words can neither
change reality nor can they establish a substitute relation to that of blood, which
allows for hereditary qualities resulting from conception, pregnancy and birth, and
which then allows for natural feelings to be engendered. The fact is that a child is
seen as a living part of its natural parents.

“But God says the truth and He alone shows the right path.” (Verse 4) God says the
absolute truth which admits no falsehood whatsoever. It is only right that family
relations should be established on facts of marriage and birth, not on mere words.
God indeed shows the right path that is in harmony with sound, undistorted human
nature and which cannot be substituted by any man-made system. Needless to say,
the word of truth stated by God is far stronger and more solid.

“Call them by their fathers” names; that is more just in God'’s sight.” (Verse 5) It is only
fair that a child should be called by its father’s name: it is fair to the father from
whom the child comes into existence, and fair to the child to take his father’s name,
inherit and be inherited by him, cooperate with him and provide a continuation of
the lineage that relates him to his ancestors. It is also fair to put everything in its
proper place and establish every relation on its natural basis, allowing no child or
parent to be deprived of any special or distinctive quality. Moreover, it is only fair
that no one other than the natural parent should shoulder the parental responsibility
or enjoy its benefit, and no one other than a natural child should have the rights and
duties of being a son or daughter.

Islam provides a system which ensures balance in family relations and gives the
family a strong and real foundation. At the same time, it gives society a solid
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foundation that combines reality with nature. Any system that ignores the natural
family is bound to fail, because it is weak and based on forgery.

Since there was much confusion in family relations in pre-Islamic Arabian society,
and because of the prevalent sexual permissiveness that led to some family relations
being unknown, Islam made things easy, providing certain concessions. For example,
should the true father of an adopted child be unknown, the child still had its place in
the Muslim community; a relation based on brotherhood in faith and patronage: “If
you do not know who their fathers are, then treat them as your brethren in faith and your
proteges.” (Verse 5) This is, then, a moral relation that does not create practical
commitments, such as inheritance and sharing in the payment of blood money. In
pre-Islamic days, these family commitments were extended so as to apply to
relations through adoption. The purpose of creating this moral relation is to give the
formerly adopted child a bond in society after the abolition of adoption. The
reference in the verse to those adopted children whose fathers were unknown gives
us a clear picture of the prevalent confusion in family relations and the loose
morality that held sway in pre-Islamic Arabia. Islam put an end to all this by
establishing a society on the basis of the family unit which, in turn, is based on real
marital and blood relations.

When Muslims have carefully endeavoured to call everyone by their fathers’
names, they are not to he blamed for cases where they are unable to establish the true
facts: “You shall not be blamed if you make a mistake, but for what your hearts intend.”
(Verse 5) This benevolent attitude results from the fact that God forgives and bestows
mercy on His servants, and He never charges them with more than they can
reasonably do: “God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 5)

The Prophet placed a strong emphasis on the need to establish real parenthood so
that the new Islamic system could put an end to the social chaos that prevailed before
Islam. Those who suppress true relations are warned that they could be considered
as unbelievers. A report by al-Tabarl mentions that Abw Bakr once recited this verse
and a man called *Abd al-Rahman declared: “I am one of those whose fathers are not
known. I am your brother in faith.” The report quotes “Abd al-Rahman’s son,
“Uyaynah, as saying of his father: “By God! I believe that had he known that his
father was an ass, he would have declared himself the son of that ass.” The Prophet
says: “Whoever knowingly claims to be the son of someone other than his father is
not a believer.”

Ending Brotherhood

Having abolished adoption, the siirah moves on to put an end to the brotherhood
institution, established by Islam following the migration of the Muslims from
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Makkah to Madinah. This was a practical measure to address the situation of those
immigrants who had abandoned their relations and property in Makkah, and the
situation of Muslims in Madinah whose relations with their families were severed as
a result of their embracing Islam. At the same time, the Prophet’s personal authority
over all believers is emphasized and given a higher position than all blood relations,
while his wives are to be seen as the spiritual mothers of all believers: “The Prophet
has more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves; and his wives are their
mothers. Blood relatives have, according to God’s decree, a stronger claim upon one another
than other believers [of Madinah] and those who have migrated [for God’s sake]. Nonetheless,
you are to act with kindness towards your close friends. This is written down in God’s
decree.” (Verse 6)

When the Muhajirin, i.e. the Muslims from Makkah, left for Madinah, they had to
leave everything behind, preferring their faith to their relatives, clans, property,
livelihood, friends, and life memories. They abandoned all this for their faith. Their
migration in this way, abandoning all that was dear, including their own families,
provided an example of how faith grips one’s whole being. They provided the
practical example of the integrity of the Islamic personality, confirming the Qur’anic
statement: “Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4)

A different situation, however, arose in Madinah as Islam began to infiltrate
homes. The result was that some members of a family became Muslims while others
did not. Relations between people were often severed; family bonds became shaky;
and there was an even greater disruption of social bonds. The Muslim society was
still in its infancy and the Muslim state was still more of an idea than a solid regime
with lasting roots.

This gave the new faith a strong moral impetus that superseded all emotions,
traditions, social institutions and bonds, making faith the only bond that unites
hearts. At the same time it united the small units that separated from their natural
roots in the family and the clan, thus replacing the ties of blood, family, interest,
friendship, race and language. It united these Muslim units into a well-knit and
coherent block that showed a high degree of solidarity, cooperation and mutual care.
This was not initiated by legislative texts or government orders; instead, it was based
on an inner impetus that was stronger than anything that was familiar in ordinary
human life. This provided the basis for the rise of the Muslim community, which
could not be otherwise established.

The Muhajirin [i.e. the migrants from Makkah] were welcomed in Madinah by its
Muslim residents, the Ansar. They were made so welcome that the Ansar opened
their hearts and homes for them and gave them shares in their property. In fact they
were so keen to make the Makkan Muslims feel welcome in their new abode that the
Ansar drew lots to decide who would take each of the Muhajirin: this because there
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were only a few of the latter as compared with the great many Ansar who were keen
to host them. They, in fact, shared with the Muhajirin everything they had, willingly
and with warm hearts that betrayed no trace of avarice or showing off.

The Prophet established a bond of brotherhood between individuals of the
Mubhgjirin and individuals of the Ansar, naming each two brothers, thereby giving
rise to a unique bond in the history of mutual solidarity between believers in the
same ideology. Indeed this brotherhood superseded the blood relationship, as it
included rights of inheritance and other commitments between relatives. The
resulting moral impetus was strong because the Prophet’s Companions took to the
new bond seriously, in the same way as their attitude towards everything Islam laid
down. This impetus was essential to the rise of Islamic society and its protection,
providing all, if not more than what could have been provided by a state that
enjoyed stability and well established laws. Thus, the bond of Islamic brotherhood
was necessary to safeguard and consolidate the new Muslim community in its
exceptional and highly complicated circumstances. A similarly strong impetus is
essential for the rise of any community facing equally unusual circumstances, until it
begins to have a stable state with well defined laws that give it normality.

Although Islam welcomes such a strong impetus, it nonetheless wants Islamic
society to have a foundation that relies on the normal resources its people can give in
ordinary situations, not on what people are ready to sacrifice in exceptional
circumstances. This is essential because once an emergency is over, people should
return to their normal and ordinary standards. Therefore, once circumstances in
Madinah began to settle after the Battle of Badr when the new Muslim state became
more stable, social conditions and means of livelihood improved, and all were able to
earn their living, the Qur’an amended the system of brotherhood. It abrogated the
commitments attached to it, which normally arise from family and blood relations,
but retained it as a moral bond of brotherhood that can be reactivated in reality
whenever needed. Thus, the Muslim community returned to a normal situation in
which inheritance and other binding commitments are limited to blood relatives as
they have always been in God’s original decree and natural law: “Blood relatives have,
according to God'’s decree, a stronger claim upon one another than other believers [of
Madinah] and those who have migrated (for God’s sake]. None the less, you are to act with
kindness towards your close friends. This is written down in God’s decree.” (Verse 6)

The Prophet’s Authority

At the same time, it re-emphasized the Prophet’s authority over all Muslims,
which gave him a higher claim than that of blood, indeed one that is higher than
one’s own wishes and desires: “The Prophet has more claim on the believers than they
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have on their own selves.” (Verse 6) Islam also makes the Prophet’s wives spiritual
mothers to all believers: “and his wives are their mothers.” (Verse 6)

The Prophet’s authority over all Muslims is comprehensive. Inevitably, this
includes charting a complete way of life for them. They cannot choose for themselves
anything other than what he chooses for them in accordance with what God reveals
to him. In an authentic fadith, the Prophet is quoted as saying: “No one of you is a
true believer until his preferences are subject to my message.” This is so pervasive as
to include their own feelings whereby the Prophet (peace be upon him) is dearer to
them than their own lives. Thus, believers do not prefer their own safety to his, and
they do not place anyone ahead of him in their hearts. Authentic ahadith speaking of
this are many, and here we give just two examples: “None of you attains to true faith
until I am dearer to him than his own soul, his property, offspring and all mankind.”
“*Umar said to the Prophet: ‘By God! I love you more than I love anyone other than
my own self.” The Prophet said: ‘No, *Umar! I should be dearer to you than your own
self.” Then “Umar rejoined: ‘Messenger of God! I love you more than anyone else,
including myself.” The Prophet said: “You have got it now, "Umar.’

This is not some mere utterance of a word. It is a standard, an extremely high one
that people cannot attain to without possessing a special touch that opens a sublime
horizon before their hearts, purging them of the self love that is deeply rooted in
their very natures. Indeed, human beings love themselves far more than they can
imagine. We may think that we have managed to bring our self love under control.
Yet should anyone say a derogatory word to us, we will react as though we have
been bitten by a snake. So much so that we may not be able to rein in our reactions,
and even if we do restrain ourselves sufficiently so as not to react visibly, we will still
teel the injury keenly. We may be willing to sacrifice our lives for what we believe in,
and we may claim that we are free of self interest, but we still find it impossible to
accept insults or derogatory criticism. Once more, this is a high standard which is
difficult to attain without long training, constant alertness and the seeking of God’s
help. This is what the Prophet called the greater Jihad, or striving for God’s cause. We
need only to remember that even "Umar ibn al-Khattab needed instruction by the
Prophet to open his pure heart to it.

The Prophet’s authority over the believers also includes their commitments. An
authentic hadith quotes the Prophet as saying: “I am the patron of every believer,
both in this life and in the life to come. Read, if you will, [God’s revelation]: The
Prophet has more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves.” (Verse 6)
Therefore, whoever leaves behind any property, his kinsfolk will inherit him, but if
he leaves an outstanding debt or neglected children, let them come to me, for I am
his guardian.” What the fadith implies is that the Prophet would repay the debts of
any Muslim who died leaving outstanding debts and no repayment facility, and that
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he would also look after any young children until they came of age.

Apart from this, life was to run normally, without the need for any special charge
or exceptional moral impetus. Yet the close relationship between good friends
remained intact after the abrogation of the brotherhood system. A Muslim may make
a bequest in favour of a close friend, or give generous gifts during their lifetimes:
“None the less, you are to act with kindness towards your close friends.” (Verse 6)

All these measures relate to the original bond, making it clear that this has always
been God’s will as recorded in His permanent decree: “This is written down in Gods
decree.” (Verse 6) Thus people are reassured as they rely on an original and natural
status to which all laws and systems refer. Life then takes its natural line, moving
easily and comfortably, with no need to overcharge oneself as happens during
special times of emergency or to meet exceptional needs. After all, such periods are
few and of limited duration in human life. Yet should the need arise, the overflow
can always be tapped.

A Binding Covenant

Referring to God’s decree that He willed it to be the permanent system, the sirah
refers to His covenant with prophets in general, and with the Prophet Muhammad
and other messengers of firm resolve in particular. This covenant commits them to
deliver God’s message containing His code for human life, and to implement and
advocate it among the communities to which they were sent. When they have done
so, people will then be responsible for their own attitudes towards divine guidance,
and for their belief or disbelief. They are now accountable for themselves having no
justification whatsoever for not following divine guidance after God’s messengers
delivered His message to them: “We did accept a solemn pledge from all the prophets: from
you, [Muhammad], and from Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary. From all did We
accept a weighty, solemn pledge. God will question the truthful about the truth [entrusted to
them]. He has prepared painful suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verses 7-8)

If It is a single covenant or pledge that remained the same from Noah to
Muhammad, the seal of all prophets (peace be upon them all). It is one covenant, one
system and one trust taken up by each and every one of them. The following two
verses outline the covenant in general: “We did accept a solemn pledge from all the
prophets.” A specific reference to the Messenger who received the Qur’an and whose
message is addressed to all mankind then follows: “from you, [Muhammad’,” and then
makes mention of other messengers endowed with strong and firm resolve. These
were the ones entrusted with the major divine messages prior to Muhammad, the
last one: “and from Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary.” Then the sirah
describes the covenant itself: “From all did We accept a weighty, solemn pledge.” The
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description of the covenant here gives it a tangible, solid form. It was indeed a pledge
between God and the individuals He chose to receive His revelations, deliver His
messages and establish His code, being all the time faithful to what He had entrusted
them with.

“God will question the truthful about the truth [entrusted to them].” The truthful are the
believers. They are the ones who said the word of truth and believed in the message
of truth. All others are liars because they believe in and say what is false. Describing
the believers as truthful here is significant as it carries a clear meaning. They will be
asked about the truth on the Day of Judgement in the same way as a teacher asks a
top student to state the answer which earned him high marks. It is a question asked
to honour those being asked. It informs all those present that the truthful deserve to
be honoured on the great day when all mankind are assembled.

As for those who believed in what is false and made false claims concerning the
most important issue of all, the issue of faith, a totally different result awaits them:
“He has prepared painful suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verse 8)
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Rallying All Hostile Forces

Believers! Rememtber the blessings God bestowed
on_you when hosts came down upon you. We let
loose against them a windstorm and hosts that

you could not see. Yet God sees all that you do.
©)

They carte upon you from above and from below
you. Your eyes rolled (with fear] and your hearts
leapt up to your throats, and confused thoughts
about God passed through your minds. (10)

That was a situation when the believers were

sorely tested and severely shafken. (11)

The hypocrites and the sick at beart said: ‘God
and His Messenger promuised us nothing but
delusions.” (12)

Some of them said: Pegple of Yathrib! You
cannot withstand [the attack] here, so go back.’
And a growp of them asked the Prophet’s
perission 1o leave, saying: ‘Our houses are

exposed,” while they were not exposed. They only
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wanted to run aay. (13)

Had their city been stormed from all sides, and
had they been asked to renounce their faith they
would have done so without nmnch delay. (14)

They had previously vowed before God that they
would never turn their backs in flight. A vow
meade to God must surely be answered for. (15)

Say: Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee
Jfrom natural death or from being skain, you will
only be left to enjoy life for a little while.” (16)

Say: Who can keep you away from God if it be
His will o harm you, or if it be FHis will fo show
you merey?” Other than God they can find none
to protect thens or to bring them suppor. (17)

God is indeed aware of those of you who hold
others back; and those who say to their brethren:
Come and join us,” while they themselves hardly
ever take part in the fighting, (18)

begrudging you all help. But then, when danger
threatens, you see them looking to you for belp,
ther eyes  rolling as  though  they were
overshadowed by death. Yet when the danger has
passed, they will assail you [believers] with sharp
tongues, begrudging you all that is good. Such
peaple have not experzenced faith. God will bring
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their deeds to nothing. That is all too easy for
Guod. (19)

They think that the Confederates have not
withdrawn. Should the Confederates retum, they
would wish they were in the desert, among the
Bedonins, asking for news about you. Even if
they were with you, they would take but little part
wn the fighting. (20)

In God's Messenger you have a good mwodel for
everyone who looks with hope to God and the
Last Day, and abvays rementbers God. (21)

When the belrevers saw the Confederate forces
they saud: “This is what God and His Messenger
have promused us! Truly spoke God and His

Messenger.” This only served 1o strengthen their
Jaith and their submission to God. (22)

Among the believers are pegple who have ahvays
been true to what they have vowed before God.
Some have already fulfilled their pledges by death,
and somse are still waiting. They have not changed
i the least. (23)

God will surely reward the truthful for having
been true to their word, and will punish the
Iypocrites, if that be His will, or accept their
repentance.  God s indeed  Much-Forgiving,
Merciful. (24)

God turmed back the unbelievers in all their rage
and fury; they gained no adpantage. He spared
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the believers the need to fight. God is Most

T e U &
Powerfirl, Almighty. (25) Rl s
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And He passed on to you their land, their houses C;:;: i)

and their goods, as well as a land on which you

had never yet set foot. God has power over all
things. (27)

Overview

In the early days of Islam, it was in the midst of events that the Muslim
personality was moulded. With every new day and every new situation, this
personality came closer to maturity, presenting its distinctive features. Furthermore
this Muslim community, reflecting the total sum of its members’ personalities, also
had its own unique qualities and values that distinguished it from all other
communities. At times, the predicaments the Muslim community faced presented its
members with an acid test that separated the true from the false and which also
proved everyone’s true mettle.

Qur’anic revelations were given either before or after a particular test, describing
events and throwing light on the difficulties involved. This brought into focus the
attitudes taken as the event unfolded, and what intentions and motives were behind
these attitudes and feelings. The Qur’an then addressed people’s hearts as they lay
open to the light, with no screen to cover them. It touched them at precisely the right
spot so as to ensure the right response. This was a continuous educational exercise
making use of events and experiences, one after the other, day after day.

The Muslims were not given the Qur’an in its totality in one go so that they could
study it, understand its directives, observe its prohibitions and fulfil its commands.
Instead, God put them to a variety of tests because He is fully aware that man does
not attain full maturity except through practical experience and it is this that drives
lessons home and moulds characters. The Qur’an then tells people the truth about
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what has taken place and its significance. Thus, it issues its directives only when
people have gone through the ordeal.

The experiences the Muslims went through during the Prophet’s lifetime were
truly remarkable. For it was a period of direct contact between heaven and earth,
reflected in both events and words. When a Muslim went to bed he was aware that
God watched and heard him, and that his every action, word, thought or intention
could he exposed and commented upon by the Qur’an. Similarly, all Muslims felt a
direct contact with their Lord: if they faced a problem or a hardship, they hoped that
the gates of heaven would open with a ruling that removed their difficulties. It was a
period when God, in His majesty, said to one or the other: “You have done, intended,
declared or said this and that; or you must do this or should refrain from that.” It is
infinitely awesome that God should address Himself to a particular person when
that person and all who live on earth, and indeed the whole earth with all that it
contains, do not represent more than a tiny particle in His glorious kingdom. Hard as
we may find it to reflect on that period and its events we can hardly imagine how it
was in practice. This is indeed beyond imagination.

Yet God did not leave the education of the Muslims and the moulding of their
personalities to be accomplished through feelings only. He put them to practical tests
necessitating their interaction. He is infinite in His wisdom, and He knows best the
creation He has created. We need to reflect long on this wisdom so that we can better
understand what we may encounter of tests during our own lives.

Difficulties in Abundance

The present passage analyses one of the great events in the history of the Muslim
community, indeed, one of its hardest tests. The event was the attack launched by
confederate forces on Madinah, which took place in the fourth or fifth year of the
Prophet’s migration.! A thorough reading of this passage and the way it portrays the
events and comments on them, highlighting certain scenes and bringing out certain
thoughts and feelings experienced by some Muslims, will enable us to understand
how God shaped the personality of the Muslim community through both the events
themselves and the Qur’an. In order to understand this we will explain the Qur’anic
text after we have briefly related the events as given in books on the Prophet’s life
and history. This will demonstrate the great difference between how God relates
historical events and the narrative man gives of them.

" Although biographers of the Prophet differ on whether this event was in year 4 or 5, it was most
probably in year 5, as a careful reading of the events during the Prophet’s lifetime indicates. —
Editor’s note.
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An Encounter with Allied Forces

Muhammad ibn Ishaq relates: “The beginning of events leading to the Encounter
of the Moat started when a number of Jews, including Sallam ibn Abi Hugayq ibn
Akhtab and Kinanah ibn Abi al-Hugqayq, all of the al-Nadir tribe, and Hawathah ibn
Qays and Abt "Ammar of W&'il, as well as others of both Jewish tribes travelled to
Makkah and spoke with the Quraysh. It was these Jews who worked hard to forge
the alliance against God’s Messenger. When they met the Quraysh elders they called
on them to join them in fighting the Prophet. They said to them: “We will join forces
with you until we have exterminated him and his followers.” The Quraysh put the
following question to them: “You, the Jews, are the people who follow the first divine
book, and you know the issues over which we differ with Muhammad: which is
better, our religion or his?” Those Jewish elders answered: “Your religion is better
than his, and you are closer to the truth than him.” It is concerning these people that
God revealed in the Qur’an:

Are you not aware of those who, having been granted a share of Divine revelations,
now believe in falsehood and arrogant deviation [from Divine faith], and they say to
the unbelievers that they are better guided than the believers. These are the ones whom
God has rejected; anyone whom God rejects shall find none to succour him. Have they,
perchance, a share in (God’s) dominion? If so, they would not give other people so
much as [would fill) the groove of a date- stone. Do they, perchance, envy other people
for what God has given them out of His bounty? We have indeed given revelation and
wisdom to the House of Abraham, and We did bestow on them a mighty dominion.
Some of them believe in him and some turn away from him. Sufficient scourge is the
fire of Hell. (4: 51-55)

The Quraysh were very happy with this answer and expressed a readiness to join
the Jews in battle against the Prophet.

“Then this Jewish delegation travelled to meet the leaders of the Ghatafan, another
leading Arabian tribe, and they urged them to fight the Prophet, assuring them that
they would be joining them as well as the Quraysh. The Ghatafan agreed and they all
marshalled their forces. The Quraysh marched under the leadership of Abu Sufyan
ibn Harb, while the Ghatafan were led by “Uyaynah ibn Hisn of the Fizarah clan, al-
Harith ibn ‘Awf of Murrah and Mis ar ibn Rukhaylah of Ashja’.

“When the Prophet heard of what they had plotted, he ordered the digging of a
moat to prevent their entrance into Madinah. The Prophet himself and his
Companions worked hard to dig the moat. However, a number of hypocrite men put
little effort into the work. They would put up a show of working, but then sneak off,
going back home, without asking permission from the Prophet. By contrast, if any
good believer needed to leave for some urgent matter, he would mention this to the
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Prophet and ask his permission to absent himself for a while. The Prophet gave such
people leave. Any of these would then go home, attend to the emergency and return,
knowing that he would be rewarded by God for such work. Concerning the
believers, God revealed in the Qur'an: “They only are true believers who believe in God
and His Messenger, and who, whenever they are with him upon a matter requiring collective
action, do not depart unless they have obtained his leave. Those who ask leave of you are
indeed the ones who believe in God and His Messenger. Hence, when they ask your leave to
attend to some business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever of them you choose, and
pray to God to forgive them. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (24: 62) And He
also said about the hypocrites who sneaked away: “Do not address God’s Messenger in
the manner you address one another. God certainly knows those of you who would slip away
surreptitiously. So, let those who would go against His bidding beware, lest some affliction or
grievous suffering befall them.” (24: 63)

“When the Muslims had completed digging the moat, the Quraysh arrived and
encamped at a place called Manna" al-Asyal near Rawmah. They numbered 10,000
including their slaves and affiliates as well as those who followed them from the
people of Kindnah and Tihamah. The Ghatafan and their followers from Najd
marched to their camping place near Uhud. The Prophet marshalled his troops,
numbering 3,000, camping at a spot where their backs were to Mount Sala®, with the
moat separating them from their attackers. He also ordered that the women and
children should stay in sheltered homes.

“Huyay ibn Akhtab, God’s enemy, went up to Ka'b ibn Asad, the Rabbi of the
Jewish tribe of Qurayzah, who had signed, on behalf of his tribe, a friendship treaty
with the Prophet, pledging support to the Muslims. Huyay wanted him to break his
treaty and join the attacking forces. He used all his powers of persuasion and
brought much pressure to bear on Ka'b, all of which culminated with a pledge of
honour that should the Quraysh and Ghatafan withdraw without defeating
Muhammad, he would come and join Ka'b in his fort and share his fate with him. At
this point Ka'b ibn Asad decided to join the attacking forces, thereby breaking his
treaty with the Prophet.

“This was an extremely testing time for the believers. People were truly in fear of
the outcome. The enemy was also preparing for a pincer attack from the front and
the rear. Inevitably, the believers started to have all types of thoughts and doubts,
while the hypocrites capitalized on the situation by speaking out against the Prophet.
One of them, Mut'ib ibn Qushayr, said: ‘Muhammad used to promise us that we
would eat of the treasures of the Persian and Byzantine Emperors, while today we
feel unsafe to go to the toilet.” Another, Aws ibn Qayzi, said to the Prophet in front of
a number of his clansmen: ‘Messenger of God! Our homes are vulnerable. So permit
us to leave and go home, as our homes are outside Madinah.’
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“The Prophet remained steadfast with his Companions, while the idolaters laid
siege for nearly a month, without war breaking out between them, except for
exchanges of arrows across the moat.

“When things got worse and the Muslims were in real trouble, the Prophet sent a
message to “Uyaynah ibn Hign and al-Harith ibn ‘Awl, the Ghatafan leaders offering
them one third of Madinah’s crops if they withdrew their forces. This was agreed
and written down, but neither signed nor witnessed. It was essentially a proposed
arrangement. When the Prophet wanted to conclude the agreement, he called in Sa'd
ibn Mu'adh, the Chief of the Aws tribe, and Sa'd ibn “Ubadah, the Chief of the
Khazraj tribe, consulting them on his proposal. They asked him: ‘God’s Messenger! Is
this something you like and we would willingly do it, or something God has
instructed you to do and we have no choice but to do it, or something you are doing
for our sake?” He said: ‘I am doing it for you, because I see that the Arabs are united
against you, attacking you from all sides. I only want to break the unity of your
enemy for the present,” Sa'd ibn Mu'adh said: ‘Messenger of God, when we were,
like these people, idolaters, unaware of any religion other than the worship of idols,
they did not hope to get a single fruit from Madinah except as a present from us or if
we sold it to them. Now that God has honoured us with Islam and guided us to it
and has given us the honour and strength of having you in our midst, would we
willingly give them our goods? We have no need for this agreement. We will give
them nothing but the sword until God makes His judgement between us.” The
Prophet replied: ‘The matter is entirely up to you.” Then Sa’d took the sheet on which
the agreement was written and erased the writing. He said: ‘Let them do their
worst.”

Thereafter, the Prophet and his Companions remained steadfast despite their fear
of their enemies and the impending pincer attack they were sure would come.

Then a man from the Ghatafan called Nu'aym ibn Mas'td came over to the
Muslim camp and said to the Prophet: “Messenger of God, I am now a Muslim and
my people are not aware of the fact. You may give me whatever orders you wish.”
Keenly aware of the situation the Muslims were in, the Prophet said to Nu'aym: “If
you join us, you increase our number by one. But try, if you can, to dissuade the
people from attacking us. War is but a successful trick.” [Nu'aym did a splendid job
creating mistrust between the three groups forming the confederate forces, the
Quraysh, Ghatafan and Qurayzah. This is related in detail in books documenting the
history of the period. Hence, we confine ourselves to simply referring to the results
of his efforts.]

It was through God’s grace that the hostile forces” unity of purpose did not last
long. Furthermore, God sent them a very strong wind on a severely cold and wet
night. Nothing remained stable in their tents.
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When the Prophet learnt of the doubts now casting shadows in the minds of his
enemy, which meant that God had actually split them and that mutual mistrust had
replaced their former unity, he sent one of his Companions, FHludhayfah ibn al-
Yaman, to their camp at night to gather intelligence on what they intended to do.

Ibn Ishaq relates: “Fludhayfah ibn al-Yaman, a Companion of the Prophet who
belonged to the Ansar, was with a group of people in the city of Kafah in Iraq many
years later when he was asked by someone from that city: ‘Did you people really see
God’s Messenger, and were you truly in his company? When Hudhayfah answered
in the affirmative, the man asked: ‘How did you serve him? Hudhayfah said: ‘We
used to try our best.” The man said: “‘Had it been our fortune to be his Companions
we would not have let him walk. We would have carried him on our shoulders.”
Hudhayfah said: ‘My nephew! We were one night with God’s Messenger during the
Encounter of the Moat when he stood up praying for a part of the night. He then
turned to his Companions and asked: “Who is willing to go and find out what our
enemies are doing and return [to return was a condition the Prophet attached to that
particular mission]. I shall pray to God to make any volunteer for this mission my
Companion in Heaven.” No one volunteered because of our great fear and hunger on
that very cold night. When no one answered, the Prophet called me forward. I then
had no choice but to go. He said to me: ‘Hudhayfah, go inside their camp and find
out what they are doing. Do not do anything on your own initiative until you return.’
I went into their quarters to see the wind and God’s other soldiers playing havoc in
their camp. No pot or pan stood upright, no fire could be maintained and no
structure stood up. Aba Sufyan then addressed his people: ‘People of the Quraysh,
let everyone make sure of the person sitting next to him.’

“I took the man next to me by the hand and asked him who he was. He answered
me, mentioning his name and his father’s name. Abt Sufyan then said: ‘People of the
Quraysh, you realize that we cannot stay much longer. We have endured great
hardship and the Jews of the Qurayzah have not fulfilled their promises to us.
Indeed, we have received highly disturbing reports about their position. You see
what these strong winds are doing to us. We cannot stay much longer in these
conditions, and my advice to you is to go back home where I am now going.” He
then mounted his camel, which was tied to a peg. He hit the camel, which jumped on
its feet, and released itself as it stood up. Had it not been for the Prophet’s clear
instructions to me that I must not do anything serious before I returned, I could have
killed Aba Sufyan with my arrow.”

Hudhayfah then returned to the Prophet to deliver his report. He found the
Prophet praying, and sat very close to him. Continuing his prayers, the Prophet drew
Hudhayfah closer to him until he was sitting between his legs and he covered him
with his robe. When he finished his prayers, he listened to Hudhayfah’s report. The
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Ghatafan decided to follow the Quraysh’s decision when they learned that their allies
were leaving.

The Qur’anic Report

In its reporting of the events and its comments on them and the directives it gives
to the Muslim community, the siirah neither mentions people by name nor specifies
positions; rather it describes types of people and patterns of character. It gives few
details but highlights constant values and consequences. It focuses on the elements
that remain after the events are over and their actors have departed. In this way, its
focus serves to draw lessons for future generations and different communities. The
Qur’anic text also relates events to God’s will that controls both the event and those
who participate in it. It shows how God’s will operates gently and smoothly to bring
about the end He wants. The surah also pauses after each stage in the story to give a
directive or to make comments reminding the listeners of the essential truth.

Although the siirah relates the story to the people who took part in it in the first
place, it does not only give them more information about it, but also lays before them
certain aspects which they were unaware of. In this way, it brings to light people’s
inner thoughts, feelings, intentions and what was hidden within their hearts.

Added to all this is the fine style, vividness and freshness of the images drawn.
Furthermore, the sirah paints the hypocrites” cowardice with acid derision as also
describes their twisted nature. This contrasts with the profoundly inspiring picture of
faith that is drawn and the qualities it imparts to believers.

The Qur’anic text is a manual for action, not only by those who witnessed the
event but also in every environment and generation. It is a guide for Muslims
whenever they face circumstances similar to those faced by the first Muslim
community and at any time in the future. It aims to give them the same
determination and motivation as the Prophet’s Companions possessed.

No one will understand Qur’anic texts fully unless they face circumstances similar
to those faced by the first Muslim community. It is in such circumstances that texts
reveal their meanings fully and hearts open up to understand them in depth. When
this takes place, the text is no longer words and sentences, but rather a source of
power and energy. The events described come alive: inspiring, motivating and
urging action both in real life and in the depths of the human heart.

The Qur’an is not merely a book to be read and understood: it is a motivating
force. Its texts are ready for implementation at every point. It only needs a heart that
warms to it in circumstances that enable its resources to be fully tapped. We may
read a particular Qur’anic text tens or hundreds of times, then we look at it again
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when we are facing a particular situation only to discover that it gives us what it had
not given before. It provides a straight answer to our complex problem, shows a way
that we overlooked, clears our doubts and replaces these with firm and perfect
reassurance. Nothing else, old or new, gives us what the Qur’an gives.

A Test Too Hard

The surah begins its discussion of the encounter with the confederate forces by
reminding the believers of God’s favours when He repelled the armies that were
intent on exterminating them. The first verse in the passage sums up the nature of
the event, its beginning and end, before giving any details or explaining any
attitudes. Thus, God’s favour is brought into focus so that the Muslims will always
remember it. It also makes it clear that as God commands the believers to follow His
revelations, place their trust in Him and not yield to the unbelievers or the
hypocrites, it is also He who protects those advocating His message and code for
human life against aggression: “Believers! Remember the blessings God bestowed on you
when hosts came down upon you. We let loose against them a windstorm and hosts that you
could not see. Yet God sees all that you do.” (Verse 9)

In this short opening verse we have a picture of the beginning and end of the
battle, along with the decisive factors that combine to produce its result: the arrival of
the enemy forces; God’s sending strong winds and other troops unseen by the
believers; and His support which is dependent on their attitude and action as God is
tully aware of all that they do.

The siirah then gives details of the situation:

They came upon you from above and from below you. Your eyes rolled [with fear] and
your hearts leapt up to your throats, and confessed thoughts about God passed
through your minds. That was a situation when the believers were sorely tested and
severely shaken. The hypocrites and the sick at heart said: ‘God and His Messenger
promised us nothing but delusions.” Some of them said: ‘People of Yathrib! You
cannot withstand [the attack] here, so go back.” And a group of them asked the
Prophet’s permission to leave, saying: ‘Our houses are exposed,” while they were not
exposed. They only wanted to run away. (Verses 10-13)

The verses paint an image of the whole of Madinah in the grip of great alarm and
distress, with the idolaters of the Quraysh and Ghatafan allied with the Jews of
Qurayzah moving in from all sides. These feelings of alarm and distress affected all
of the people, but their reactions and responses differed. Needless to say, people’s
thoughts about God, their behaviour, and their evaluation of causes and results were
much at variance. Therefore, the test was extremely difficult and the distinction
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between believers and hypocrites was decisive.

We can see today the whole situation: its elements, feelings, actions and reactions
as if it were happening before our eyes. We see it though from the outside: “They
came upon you from above and from below you.” (Verse 10) We also see people’s
reactions to what was unfolding: “Your eyes rolled [with fear] and your hearts leapt up to
your throats.” (Verse 10) This is a picture of profound fear, anxiety and distress,
imparted through people’s expressions and feelings. “Confused thoughts about God
passed through your minds.” (Verse 10) The siirah does not tell us about these thoughts
in detail. In fact the adjective ‘confused” is implied rather than stated in the Arabic
text. This gives a more vivid picture of the confusion in people’s feelings and ideas,
leaving minds bewildered and perplexed. Such a state of fear and confusion is then
turther heightened: “That was a situation when the believers were sorely tested and severely
shaken.” (Verse 11)

A test that left the believers severely shaken must have been truly fearful.
Muhammad ibn Maslamah and others said: “During the Moat Encounter our nights
were days. The unbelievers took it in turns to confront us, with Aba Sufyan showing
up at the head of his troops one day, Khalid ibn al-Walid with his forces the next day,
"Amr ibn al-"As the next, Hubayrah ibn Wahb the next, followed by “Ikrimah ibn Abi
Jahl, and lastly by Dirar ibn al-Khattab. This was very hard for us, and people were
really in fear.”

A further description of the state in which the Muslims found themselves is given
by al-Magqrizi in Imta" al-Asma™: “The idolaters appeared at dawn, and the Prophet
mobilized his Companions and the two sides engaged in fighting throughout the day
and part of the night. Neither the Prophet nor any Muslim could move out of
position. The Prophet could not offer any of the Zuhr, “Asr, Maghrib and “Isha’
prayers. His Companions said to him: ‘Messenger of God! We have not prayed.” He
said: ‘Nor have 1" Then the idolaters withdrew and each side went back to their
encampments. On another day, Usayd ibn Hudayr stood guard on the edge of the
moat, at the head of 200 Muslims. Mounted forces of idolaters, commanded by
Khalid ibn al-Walid tried to take them unawares, but the two sides were engaged in
fighting for some time. Wahshi, who had killed Hamzah, the Prophet’s uncle, during
the Battle of Uhud, stabbed al-Tufayl ibn al-Nu'man al-Ansari with a spear and
killed him. On that day, the Prophet said: ‘“The idolaters have kept us from our
middle prayer of "Asr. May God fill their bellies and hearts with fire.””2

Two Muslim reconnaissance units went out one night, and they met by accident,
each thinking the other to belong to the enemy. They clashed, with some from both

? In a hadith reported by Jabir, the Prophet was kept from offering *Asr prayer that day. It appears that
this took place on more than one occasion, with the Muslims unable once to pray "Asr, while on
another occasion, they could not pray any of the other prayers.
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groups being injured or killed. When one of them shouted the Muslim battle slogan:
‘Ha Mim. They will not triumph’, they realized their mistake and stopped fighting.
The Prophet advised the two parties: “‘Whoever of you is wounded should consider it
an injury incurred for God’s sake, and whoever of your men has been killed is a
martyr.’

The worst distress the Muslims faced during the siege was the treachery of the
Qurayzah Jews, who were to their rear. They feared that at any time a concerted
attack by the idolaters and Jews could be mounted and that they would be heavily
outnumbered by the herds intent on exterminating Islam and the Muslims.

On top of all this, the Muslims also faced the schemes concocted by the hypocrites,
who, as usual, tried to raise doubts in their minds and so split their ranks: “The
hypocrites and the sick at heart said.” God and His Messenger promised us nothing but
delusions.” (Verse 12) In this way, the hypocrites saw in the Muslims’ distress a
chance to speak out without being blamed. They felt they could now undermine the
believers’ morale, raising doubts about the promises given by God and His
Messenger, without accusing fingers being raised against them. The overall situation,
or so it seemed, confirmed the doubts they were raising. Moreover, they were
consistent with what they felt deep inside. Such testing times, however, removed the
thin cover by which the hypocrites tried to hide their reality. They were in such a
state of fear themselves that this in itself shattered all their claims to be believers. In
short, their truth was out.

In every community there will always be hypocrites and doubters who will, in
times of difficulty, adopt the same attitude. Theirs is a state of mind encountered in
all communities and across all generations.

“Some of them said: People of Yathrib! You cannot withstand [the attack] here, so go
back.” (Verse 13) Thus they tried to encourage the people of Madinah to desert and
go home, arguing that standing guard behind the moat was meaningless when their
homes were exposed to danger. This was a wicked attempt to exploit a natural
weakness in people’s hearts: their concerns about their women and children at times
of great danger. “And a group of them asked the Prophet’s permission to leave, saying: ‘Our
houses are exposed.”” (Verse 13) Such people tried to give the appearance of being with
the Muslims, whilst all they wanted was leave to go home under the pretext that
their homes were vulnerable to attack. The Qur’an, however, states their true
motives, refutes their arguments and confronts them with their lies and tricks: “while
they were not exposed. They only wanted to run away.” (Verse 13)

One report mentions that the Harithah clan sent one of their people, Aws ibn
Qayzi, to the Prophet with a message saying: “Our homes are exposed. There is none
among the Ansar whose quarters are as vulnerable as ours. There is nothing to repel
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the Ghatafan from directing an attack against our quarters. Could you please give us
permission to return home so that we can protect our women and children.” The
Prophet gave them permission. However, Sa'd ibn Mu'adh said to him: “Messenger
of God! Do not give them such permission. Whenever we faced a hardship in the
past, they would do the same.” Thereafter the Prophet issued an order that they
should return to Madinah. It was such people that the Qur’an put face to face with
their inner motives: “They only wanted to run away.” (Verse 13)

Where to Escape Death

The surah pauses a little here in order to draw a mental picture for those
hypocrites as to how hollow their faith was and how they were always ready to
break ranks, even for the slightest reason. They would not even try to cover their
weaknesses: “Had their city been stormed from all sides, and had they been asked to
renounce their faith they would have done so without much delay.” (Verse 14) The attitude
described in the previous verses was the one they adopted when the enemy were still
outside Madinah, unable to storm it. No matter how hard and stressful a situation is,
a potential danger is far less than a real one. Should their worst fears come true and
Madinah be stormed from all sides, and should they be asked to renounce Islam,
they would do so with little hesitation, or a few would hesitate for a while before
then reverting to disbelief. In essence, their claimed faith lacked firm roots while

their cowardice made them unable to resist.

Thus the Qur’an exposed their reality and put them naked before the mirror to see
themselves as they truly were. It then accused them of breaking their clear pledges
which they had earlier given to none other than God. Yet they were heedless of their
promises and pledges: “They had previously vowed before God that they would never turn
their backs in flight. A vow made to God must surely be answered for.” (Verse 15)

Tbn Hisham reports: “This is a reference to the Harithah clan who, together with
the Salamah clan, were about to desert the Muslim camp before the Battle of Uhud.
They subsequently vowed before God they would never do so again. Therefore, the
surah reminds them of their earlier undertaking.

At Uhud, God saved them and spared them from the consequences of desertion.
This was one example of the practical lessons of the early days of Jihad. Now, with
the lapse of time ensuring greater experience, they had to be put face to face against
their reality.

At this point the Qur’an restates an important value, one that corrects their notions
about life and death, which had caused them to break their pledges and try to desert:

Say: Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee from natural death or from being slain,
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you will only be left to enjoy life for a little while. Say: Who can keep you away from
God if it be His will to harm you, or if it be His will to show you mercy? Other than
God they can find none to protect them or to bring them support. (Verses 16-17)

It is God’s will that determines events and destinies, directing them along a certain
way that leads to a definite result. Death, whether in battle or by natural causes, is
inevitable and occurs at the appointed moment: it comes neither a second early nor a
moment late. Flight from battle will not spare the deserter what God has willed.
Should they flee from battle, they are certain to meet their inevitable death soon, at
the appointed time. All times in this present life are soon, and all life extensions are
short. No one can protect anyone else against God’s will; no one can prevent it
running its course. Should He will to harm someone or show them mercy, His will
shall be done. Hence, the only proper attitude for anyone is to submit to God, obey
His orders, and honour the vows given to Him in all situations of comfort and
hardship. It is far better to place oneself in God’s hand, placing one’s trust completely
in Him. He will, in any case do what He pleases.

Inner Feelings Laid Bare

The suirah then clearly states that God knows the inner thoughts of those who not
only stay behind at times of Jihad, but who also try to dissuade others from joining
the battle. It draws a very truthful picture of their mentality, yet it provokes laughter
and derision at such people who are encountered in all communities. It is a picture of
cowardice composed of lines of fright and panic in times of hardship, arrogance and
presumptuousness in times of ease, a begrudging nature of every good thing, a
reluctance to participate in anything good, yet a state of utter terror and hysteria
when danger looms from afar. The Qur’an paints this picture with some fascinating
touches that can neither be substituted nor replaced:

God is indeed aware of those of you who hold others back; and those who say to their
brethren: ‘Come and join us,” while they themselves hardly ever take part in the
fighting, begrudging you all help. But then, when danger threatens, you see them
looking to you for help, their eyes rolling as though they were overshadowed by death.
Yet when the danger has passed, they will assail you [believers] with sharp tongues,
begrudging you all that is good. Such people have not experienced faith. God will
bring their deeds to nothing. That is all too easy for God. They think that the
Confederates have not withdrawn. Should the Confederates return, they would wish
they were in the desert, among the Bedouins, asking for news about you. Even if they
were with you, they would take but little part in the fighting. (Verses 18-20)

These verses begin with the statement that God is fully aware of those who try to
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weaken the Muslim community by persuading others to stay behind. They
themselves hardly, if ever, take part in any battle. Their attitude is well known to
Him, and their scheming is exposed. The miraculous brush then begins to delineate
the main lines that depict this type of people. They ‘begrudge you all help.” They are
very tight against the Muslims, unwilling to help them with effort or money, or even
with sympathy and feeling. Yet “when danger threatens, you see them looking to you for
help, their eyes rolling as though they were overshadowed by death.” (Verse 19) This is a
true-to-life, vibrant image of a cowardly people, yet it fills us with laughter when we
look at their limbs shaking with fear. Worse still is the shadow they cast when the
danger is over and security is assured: “Yet when the danger has passed, they will assail
you [believers] with sharp tongues.” (Verse 19) They come out of their holes, swelling
with false pride, unashamedly making all sorts of claims about their bravery,
determination, unwavering effort, etc. Not only so, but they “begrudge you all that is
good.” (Verse 19) Despite all their wild claims, they are unwilling to make any effort
or donation in order to help with good works.

There will always be people belonging to this type in all generations and
communities: boasting, cowardly, miserly and abusive: “Such people have not
experienced faith. God will bring their deeds to nothing.” (Verse 19) This is then the basic
reason for their attitude. Their hearts have never experienced faith and they never
saw its guiding light, or recognized its guidance. Hence, all their endeavours will
end up in ruin. They cannot succeed because the basic element of success is absent
from their lives. “That is all too easy for God.” (Verse 19) Nothing is difficult for God,
and His will is certain to be done.

The surah paints another derogatory picture of their condition on the day when the
confederate forces acknowledged their failure and departed: “They think that the
Confederates have not withdrawn.” (Verse 20) They still tremble with fear, refusing to
believe that those large forces have gone and all are now safe and secure. “Should the
Confederates return, they would wish they were in the desert, among the Bedouins, asking for
news about you.” (Verse 20) How pathetic and laughable! If those forces did return,
these hypocrites would wish that they were Bedouins, and that they never lived in
Madinah. They would rather not have anything to do with the people of Madinah,
not even know anything about them. They only want to enquire of travellers about
what happened to them, but this would only be a casual enquiry, as when one
stranger asks about another.

They wish all this despite the fact that they have been left behind, away from the
battle, unexposed to danger. It is all fear at a distance. Hence, “Even if they were with
you, they would take but little part in the fighting.” (Verse 20) Such was the condition of
the hypocrites, the sick at heart, and those who spread lies to weaken the Muslim
community.
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The Opposite Image

Such severely testing times did not make all people look about in such an ugly
way. Indeed, there was a totally different scenario going on, one casting light within
all this darkness, one that remained stable despite the hardship, one that trusted to
God, accepted His will, was reassured that His help would be forthcoming, and one
that remained unshaken despite all the fear and confusion. The Qur’an begins
drawing this delightful image by citing the example given by the Prophet: “In God’s
Messenger you have a good model for everyone who looks with hope to God and the Last Day,
and always remembers God.” (Verse 21)

In the midst of all the worry, stress and fear, the Prophet provided shelter for the
Muslims: he was the source of their hope, confidence and reassurance. Studying his
attitude during the unfolding events of this period is necessary for leaders of Muslim
communities and revivalist organizations today so that they can chart the way ahead.
His attitude provides a good example for those who hope to earn God’s pleasure on
the Day of Judgement, and for those who always remember God. We should perhaps
look at some aspects of his attitude, by way of example, though we cannot discuss
this at any great length in this commentary.

The Prophet went out to work with the Muslims in digging the moat, using the
axe and removing the earth and carrying the dust in a basket. As his Companions
worked, they sang some rhymes, which they composed on the spot, deriving the
same from whatever was taking place. The Prophet repeated their rhyming words at
the end of the lines. For example, one of his Companions was called Ju'ayl, but the
Prophet did not like his name as it meant ‘a small dung beetle’, so he renamed him
"Amr. So the people around composed a rhyming couplet about this very thing of
giving a man a better name. The Prophet repeated with them the two rhyming
words. We can imagine the atmosphere the Prophet’s participation gave them and
how it could fill them with reassurance and enthusiasm.

Zayd ibn Thabit, a young Muslim, was carrying the dust away, and the Prophet
said of him: “He is certainly a good lad.” At one point Zayd was too tired and he fell
asleep. It was very cold, but as he was sleeping another person, ‘Imarah ibn Hazm,
took Zayd’s sword away. When he woke up, he was upset. The Prophet said to Zayd:
‘Father of sleep! You slept and your weapon is gone!” Then the Prophet asked his
Companions: “Who of you knows where the sword belonging to this young man is?’
‘Imarah said: ‘It is with me.” The Prophet told him to return it to Zayd and prohibited
anyone from taking the weapon of a sleeping man even in jest.

This little episode shows how the Prophet was aware of all those who were with
him, young and old, and that he cared for them all. We see him ready to joke with
everyone in a pleasant way: ‘Father of sleep! You slept and your weapon is gone!’
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This also tells us much about the general atmosphere in which the Muslims lived as
the Prophet took care of them, even during the hardest of circumstances.

The Prophet’s pure soul looked forward to assured victory, distant as it might
have been. He could see it as axes hit hard rocks to produce rays of light. He speaks
about this to his Companions giving them reassurance. Ibn Ishaq reports: “Salmon
mentioned that as he was digging in his area, a rock was too hard for him. The
Prophet was nearby and when he saw Salmon’s difficulty he took the axe from him
and struck the rock three times, with each strike producing a flash of light. Salman
asked him: ‘Messenger of God! What is this I have just seen: a flash of light from
under the axe?” The Prophet said to him: ‘Have you seen that? At the first strike, God
opened to me the land of Yemen; at the second, He opened Syria and the west for
me; and at the third, He opened the land to the east for me.”” In Imta" al-Asma’, al-
Magqrizi mentions that this happened to “Umar in front of Salman. We can imagine
what effect these words from the Prophet would have had on his Companions’
hearts at the time when they felt danger approaching.

We should add to these delightful scenes the report we mentioned earlier when
Hudhayfah returned from his dangerous night mission, gathering intelligence about
the enemy and what they were doing. The night was exceedingly cold, and on his
return the Prophet was in prayer. Yet on seeing Hudhayfah he realized how he felt,
and he drew him to himself so that he was sitting by his side, near his feet, and then
the Prophet covered him with his robe to let him warm himself a little while lie
continued his prayer. After he had finished his prayer, he sat listening to
Hudhayfah’s report confirming the good news he had anticipated.

As for the Prophet’s courage, perseverance and unshaken belief throughout this
severely testing time, this is evident at every point in the story. We do not need to
give details here, as they can be easily and clearly recognized: “In God’s Messenger
you have a good model for everyone who looks with hope to God and the Last Day, and always
remembers God.” (Verse 21)

Strengthening Faith

The surah then depicts an image of firm faith and believers confronting real
danger, one which is great enough to make even believers’ hearts tremble. Yet the
believers transform this trembling into something that gives them hope and
reassurance: “When the believers saw the Confederate forces they said: “This is what God
and His Messenger have promised us! Truly spoke God and His Messenger.” This only served
to strengthen their faith and their submission to God.” (Verse 22)

The situation the Muslims faced on this occasion was so testing and stressful that
it is described as such by none other than God: “That was a situation when the believers
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were sorely tested and severely shaken.” (Verse 11) They were ordinary people, and
people have limited ability. God does not charge them with more than they can hear.
Despite being assured of God’s eventual support and the good news the Prophet
gave them, going beyond their immediate problems to tell them of where Islam
would soon expand to, spreading into Yemen and Syria and even further east and
west, danger was staring them in the eye, giving them almost too much stress to cope
with.

Hudhayfah’s story is perhaps the most accurate in relaying how the Muslims felt.
The Prophet sensed this fear and apprehension. Therefore, when he wanted an
assignment to be taken up, he made its reward clear. He said: “Who is willing to go
and find out what our enemies are doing and return. I shall pray to God to make any
volunteer for this mission my Companion in Heaven.” Yet despite this certain
promise of returning safely and being assured of a high place in heaven, there were
still no volunteers. When the Prophet called Hudhayfah by name, he said: ‘I then had
no choice but to go.” This could not have happened except in a situation of extreme
stress and hardship.

However, side by side with the rolled eyes and shaken hearts there was an
unseverable bond with God, a firm awareness of divine rules, and an unshakeable
belief that these rules cannot he changed, and that their results are bound to come
about once they have been set in motion. Hence, the Muslims felt that their being so
severely tested heralded their victory, because they knew that they had been true to
their trust: “Do you reckon that you will enter paradise while you have not suffered like those
[believers] who passed away before you? Affliction and adversity befell them, and so terribly
shaken were they that the Messenger and the believers with him would exclaim, ‘When will
God'’s help come?’ Surely, God’s help is close at hand.” (2: 214) They felt that they
themselves had also been terribly shaken. Hence, God’s help must be close at hand.
This is what prompted them to say: “This is what God and His Messenger have promised
us! Truly spoke God and His Messenger. This only served to strengthen their faith and their
submission to God.” (Verse 22)

“This is what God and His Messenger have promised us.” Such trouble and distress is
the preamble to the help we have been promised. Therefore, God’s help is bound to
come: “Truly spoke God and His Messenger:” They have spoken the truth in as far as
both the indication and the result are concerned. Therefore, they were certain of the
outcome: “This only served to strengthen their faith and their submission to God.”

Those Muslims were ordinary human beings subject to all the qualities and
weaknesses that distinguish humans. Nor was it required of them that they surpass
the limitations of the human race or shed its characteristics. God had created them
such and they were meant to remain such. They were not expected to transform
themselves into another race: angels, jinn, or animals. Therefore, as humans, it was
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inevitable that they would be afflicted by hardship and shaken when facing extreme
danger, but they remained nevertheless faithful to their bond with God. This was the
bond that stopped them from falling, renewed their hope and prevented their
despair. This is what made the generation of the Prophet’s Companions unique,
having no parallel in history. We need to understand this very clearly and recognize
that they attained their summit while retaining all their human strengths and
weaknesses. At the same time, they also held tight to their bond with God.

When we see ourselves weaken under stress, shaken by danger or worry at what
lies ahead, we must not allow despair to overwhelm us, or feel that we are lost, unfit
to achieve any high standard. What we must not do is hold on to our weak feelings
thinking that this must be so because it happens o others who are better than
ourselves. We must remember our bond with God and hold to this, because it is
through this that we can shed our weakness, and regain our confidence and
reassurance. We should look at our worry and fear as a signal that help is on its way.
Then we will find renewed strength and self belief.

It was such balance that moulded that unique generation in the early days of
Islam, which the siirah praises in the following terms: “Among the believers are people
who have always been true to what they have vowed before God. Some have already fulfilled
their pledges by death, and some are still waiting. They have not changed in the least.” (Verse
23) This is set against the other type of person who pledged to God that they would
never run away, but who were untrue to their vows: “They had previously vowed before
God that they would never turn their backs in flight. A vow made to God must surely be
answered for.” (Verse 15)

One of the young Companions of the Prophet reports: “I was named after my
uncle Anas ibn al-Nadr. He did not take part in the Battle of Badr, and he was sad.
He thought: ‘This was the first major battle the Prophet fights and I was absent.
Should I live to fight in another battle with the Prophet, God will see what I will do.’
He then felt that this was a serious pledge and he feared to say anything more. He
was later in the Muslim army in the Battle of Uhud. Before the battle, he saw Sa'd ibn
Mu'adh and said to him: “Abt “Amr! I can smell heaven! I smell it coming from the
side of Uhud. He fought hard until he was killed. He received 80 odd strikes
variously from a sword, spear and arrow. Indeed, he was unrecognisable. His sister,
my aunt, al-Rubayyi" bint al-Nadr, said: ‘I could only identify my brother by his
tinger.” When the verse saying, Among the believers are people who have always been true
to what they have vowed before God,” was revealed, people felt that this referred to him
and others who did as he did.” [Related by Ahmad, Muslim, al-Tirmidhi and al-
Nasa’i]

The surah then includes a comment staring the purpose of testing believers and the
outcome of honouring a vow or breaking it: “God will surely reward the truthful for
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having been true to their word, and will punish the hypocrites, if that be His will, or accept
their repentance. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 24) Comments like
this, which are often found within the description of events, serve to outline the
purpose behind what takes place, making it clear that everything is determined by
God’s will. Nothing occurs by coincidence. Everything is according to plan and for a
definite purpose. All events reflect God’s grace and confirm that His forgiveness and
mercy are always close at hand, “God is indeed Much-Forgiving Merciful.” (Verse 24)

The stirah’s discussion of the Encounter of the Moat concludes by stating its
outcome which confirmed the believers” expectations and showed how far in error
the unbelievers and hypocrites had gone: “God turned back the unbelievers in all their
rage and fury; they gained no advantage. He spared the believers the need to fight. God is
Most Powerful, Almighty.” (Verse 25)

From start to finish, God was in control of the battle, turning it the way He
wished. The siirah confirms this in its presentation, attributing to God every event
and its outcome, so that we can understand this fact making it part of our overall
Islamic concept.

The Other Enemy

It was not only the Quraysh and the Ghatafan that suffered a miserable defeat.
Their allies, the Jews of Qurayzah also shared the same outcome: “He brought down
from their strongholds those of the people of earlier revelations who aided them, casting terror
in their hearts: some you slew, and some you took captive. And He passed on to you their
land, their houses and their goods, as well as a land on which you had never yet set foot. God
has power over all things.” (Verses 26-27) However, before we discuss these verses we
need to throw some light on the attitude the Jews in Madinah adopted towards
Islam.

When Islam arrived in Madinah, the Jews there maintained peaceful relations with
it for only a short period. Shortly after his arrival in Madinah, the Prophet signed a
treaty with them with mutual obligations of support against outside enemies and
clear conditions that they would never be in breach of their commitments, or aid any
enemy, or take any hostile action against the Muslims.

The Jews, however, soon felt that Islam represented a threat to their traditional
position as followers of the divine faith. Indeed they enjoyed much respect by the
people of Madinah on account of this fact. Moreover, they felt that the new social
system Islam established in Madinah under the leadership of the Prophet also
constituted a threat to their position. Previously, they had very cleverly exploited the
conflict between the two main Arab tribes in Madinah, the Aws and the Khazraj, to
ensure that they themselves had the upper hand. The Prophet united the two tribes

40



ALAhzab (The Confederates) | RALLYING ALL HOSTILE FORCES

in a new social system which deprived the Jews of the chance to sew discord between
them.

Perhaps the last straw that broke the camel’s back for them was that the rabbi they
considered to be their master and leading scholar, *Abdullah ibn Sallam, converted to
Islam with all his family members. However, he feared that should he announce his
conversion to Islam in public, the Jews might level false accusations against him.
Therefore, he requested that the Prophet ask them about him and his standing
among them before telling them that he had become a Muslim. When the Prophet
asked the Jews as “Abdullah had requested him, they said: ‘He is our master as his
father was; and he is our rabbi and leading scholar.” It was at this point that
“Abdullah came out to tell them that Islam was God’s message to mankind and he
asked them to follow his example and become Muslims. They immediately turned
against him, speaking ill of him and warning all the other Jews against him. Clearly
they felt that Islam represented an imminent threat to their religious and political
standing. They were determined to scheme against God’s Messenger allowing him
no respite. This, then, was the beginning of the war between Islam and the Jews,
which has never subsided.

At first, the war started as a cold war, as we say these days. That is to say, it began
as propaganda against both Muhammad (peace be upon him) and Islam. The tactics
they employed varied from raising doubts about the message and the new faith, to
sowing discord and creating division between the Muslims, as between the Aws and
the Khazraj one day and between the Muhajirin and the Ansar another day. They
also spied on the Muslims for their idolater enemies, and befriended a group of
hypocrites who pretended to be Muslim manipulating them to create trouble within
the Muslim community. Ultimately, they openly urged other groups to unite against
the Muslims, as happened in the encounter with the confederate tribes.

The major Jewish groups in Madinah were the tribes of the Qaynuqa’, al-Nadir
and Qurayzah. Each had its own ongoing situation with the Prophet and the Muslim
community. The Qaynuqga® tribe, who were the best fighters among the Jews,
begrudged the Muslims their victory at Badr. Therefore, they started to exploit little
events against the Muslims, so demonstrating that they had little respect for their
treaty with the Prophet, fearing that he would soon gather strength and gain mastery
over them. Ibn Hisham mentions in his biography of the Prophet: “One aspect of the
case of the Qaynuqga’ Jews was that the Prophet addressed them in their market
place, saying: “Take warning from what happened to the Quraysh and adopt Islam.
You already know that I am a prophet sent by God with a message. You read this in
your own scriptures and you are committed to believe in me by God’s promise to
you.” They replied: ‘Muhammad! Do not take it as something great that you met
people who have no knowledge of war and fighting and that you got the upper hand
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against them. Should we fight you, you will learn that we are the true fighters.””

Ibn Hisham also reports on the authority of *Abdulladh ibn Jafar: “Behind the
problem of the Qaynuga” was an Arab woman who had brought some milk and sold
it in the Qaynuqa Market. She then sat at a jeweller’s shop. People there wanted her
to uncover her face, but she refused. The jeweller took the edge of her dress and tied
it to her back, without her noticing. When she rose, her bottom was exposed and
people laughed at her. She shouted for help. A Muslim attacked the Jewish jeweller,
and killed him. The Jews then attacked the Muslim and killed him. His people
shouted for other Muslims to come and help. The Muslims were very angry and
trouble so erupted between them and the Qaynuga clan.”

Ibn Ishaq continues this report of the events: “The Prophet laid siege to them until
they agreed to accept his judgement. "Abdullah ibn Ubayy [the chief of the
hypocrites who was still accepted as a Muslim] went to the Prophet saying: ‘Be good
to my allies.” The Qaynuqga were formerly allied to the Khazraj. The Prophet made no
reply. “Abdullah repeated this but the Prophet turned away. “Abdullah then put his
hand inside the Prophet’s armour and the Prophet asked him to let him go.
“Abdullah did not listen. The Prophet became angry and said: let me go!” “Abdullah
then said: ‘I will not let you go until you are good to my allies. They are 700 fighters
who protected me against all my enemies and you come to finish them off in one
day. I am a man who fears the turn of fortune.” The Prophet then said to him: They
are yours.’

"Abdullah ibn Ubayy was clearly still held in high esteem by his clan.
Furthermore, the Prophet accepted his intercession in favour of the Qaynuga" Jews,
provided they agreed to leave Madinah, taking their property with them, but not
their weapons. Thus Madinah was rid of a powerful Jewish section.

As for the al-Nadir tribe, the Prophet went to their quarters in the fourth year of
his migration to Madinah, after the Battle of Uhud, seeking their help in raising
funds to pay the blood money for two people killed accidentally by one of his
Companions. According to the provisions of the agreement between them and the
Muslim state, they were bound to make such a contribution. When he explained his
purpose, they said: “Yes, we will certainly make a contribution.” He sat with his back
to the wall of one of their houses. Then they consulted among themselves, and some
suggested: “You will never again find this man in such a vulnerable state. Who can
get to the roof of this house and throw a large rock to rid us of him?’

So they set about carrying out their wicked plot. The Prophet was informed of
what they were planning; so he returned to Madinah. Once there, he ordered his
community to prepare to fight the Jewish tribe of al-Nadir. They retreated to their
forts. "Abdullah ibn Ubayy, the chief of the hypocrites, sent them word to remain
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steadfast promising to give them his full support. He added: “We will never let you
down. If war is waged against you, we will fight alongside you; and if you are made
to leave, we will go with you.” The hypocrites, however, did not fulfil their promise
to the Jews. Instead, God struck fear into the hearts of the al- Nadir and they
surrendered without a fight. They asked the Prophet to spare their lives in return for
their departure. He agreed and allowed them a camel load each of their property,
provided they surrendered any arms. They thus left Madinah, most settling in
Khaybar, whilst others went further north to Syria. Among their leaders were Sallam
ibn Abi al-Huqayq, Kinanah ibn Abi al-Huqayq and Huyay ibn Akhtab, the three
who had played a leading role in forging the alliance between the Quraysh and
Ghatafan and so forming the confederate tribes that sought to exterminate Islam and
the Muslims.

Treachery of Great Magnitude

This left only the Qurayzah, the third major Jewish tribe in Madinah. As we now
know, they too had sided with the confederate tribes against the Muslims, this at the
instigation of the al-Nadir chiefs, particularly Fuyay ibn Akhtab. This treachery by
the Qurayzah, in violation of their treaty with the Prophet, was a much harder test
for the Muslims than the external attack they faced from the confederates.

To be absolutely sure of this new situation, the Prophet sent four of his
Companions — Sa'd ibn Mu'adh, the chief of the Aws, Sa*d ibn “Ubadabh, the chief of
the Khazraj, *Abdullah ibn Rawahah and Khawat ibn Jubayr — to the Qurayzah to
ascertain their position: “If you find out that the intelligence we have received is true,
give me a hint which I will understand. Try to avoid affecting the Muslims’” morale.
If, on the other hand, you find that the Qurayzah remain faithful to their treaty with
us, make the news known to everyone.” This shows how seriously he expected the
news of treachery to affect the Muslim community as a whole.

The delegation went to the Qurayzah and met the people there, calling on them to
maintain their peaceful relations and to confirm their alliance with the Prophet.
However, they found that the Qurayzah had adopted a worse position than what
they had heard about. Defiantly, they said: “You want us to confirm the alliance now,
when we have been weakened by the departure of al-Nadir. Who is God's
Messenger? We do not know him. We have no treaty or agreement with
Muhammad.”

The Muslim delegation then left the Qurayzah, returning to the Prophet with the
bad news that the Jews no longer recognized their peace treaty with him. On arrival,
they found the Prophet with a group of his Companions. Following his advice, they
gave him a clear hint of the Qurayzah’s treachery rather than deliver the fact
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publicly. The Prophet was not perturbed. On the contrary, he said: “God is Supreme.
Rejoice, you Muslims, for the end will be a happy one.”

In his report of these events, Ibn Ishaq says: “This test was too hard for the
Muslims: fear mounted; the enemy came upon them from the front and the rear; the
Muslims’ thoughts went in all directions; hypocrisy was now in the open, etc.”

When God gave the Prophet His support so as to make his enemies withdraw
without gaining any advantage, sparing the believers the need to fight, the Prophet
returned to Madinah victorious. People put down their arms. Back in his wife, Umm
Salamah’s home, the Prophet was washing himself after the long ordeal. Jibril, the
angel, came to him saying: “The angels have not put down their arms yet. I have just
come back from chasing the enemy.” He then said to him: “God commands you to
march to the Qurayzah.” Their quarters were a few miles away from Madinah. This
was after the noon Zuhr prayer. The Prophet issued an order to all his Companions:
“He who obeys God must not pray “Asr except at the Qurayzah.” People started
marching. On the way, the “"Asr prayer became due. Some of them stopped to offer it
arguing that the Prophet had only wanted them to start marching immediately.
Others said they would prefer to delay it until they had arrived, taking the Prophet’s
order at face value. Neither party blamed the other.

The Prophet marched behind them, having asked Ibn Umm Makttm, his blind
Companion, to deputize for him in Madinah. He also gave the banner to his cousin
"Ali ibn Abi Talib. The Prophet laid siege to the Qurayzah quarter for 25 days. When
they were in despair, they sent word to the Prophet saying that they would accept
the judgement of Sa’d ibn Muadh, the chief of the Aws tribe of the Ansar, as he was
their ally in pre-Islamic days. They felt that he was bound to be lenient towards
them, just like “Abdullah ibn Ubayy had been lenient towards the Qaynuqa" Jews
when he sought their release by the Prophet. They did not know, however, that Sa*d
had received an injury to his arm during the earlier siege of Madinah and that the
Prophet had the wound cauterized to stop it bleeding. He had also placed him in a
tent close by where he was nursed. When he received his injury, Sa’d had prayed:
“My Lord! If we are to fight the Quraysh again, spare me now for that fight. If you
have willed that this encounter between us be the last, I pray to You, my Lord, to
make this wound of mine my way to martyrdom, but spare me until I see our affair
with the Qurayzah have a happy ending for Islam.” God answered his prayer,
making them choose him as their judge.

When the Qurayzah Jews intimated that they would accept Sa'd’s judgement, the
Prophet gave instructions for him to be brought in. He came riding a donkey that had
been saddled for him. On his way, his tribesmen, the Aws, tried to persuade him to
be lenient. They said: ‘Be kind to your allies. The Prophet has chosen you to judge
them in order that you be kind o them.” Sa'd first chose o be silent. When he was
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tired of their insistence, he said: ‘It is time for Sa'd to disregard all criticism when it
comes to something through which he hopes to please God.” His tribesmen realized
then that he would not be lenient.

As Sa'd approached the Prophet’s tent, the Prophet said o those who were with
him: ‘Stand up to greet your master.” This was to give Sa'd extra respect in his
position as judge and to make his judgement binding. When he sat down, the
Prophet said to him that the Qurayzah had agreed to accept his judgement in their
case. Sa'd said: “Will my judgement be binding on them?” He was answered in the
affirmative. He asked again: “And on all who are present [meaning the Muslims]?”
Again he received a positive answer. He then lowered his head in deference to the
Prophet, pointing his hand in the direction where the Prophet was sitting, without
looking at him, and said: “Does this also apply to those who are on this side?” The
Prophet answered: “Yes.” Sa'd said: “I hereby rule that all the men of the Qurayzah
are o be Kkilled, their properties to be divided and their women and children to be
enslaved.” The Prophet endorsed the ruling and said to him: “You have given God’s
own verdict.”

At the Prophet’s orders, moats were dug in the marketplace and the Qurayzah
men were brought there with their hands tied. They were all executed. According o
different reports they constituted somewhere between 700-800 people. Huyay ibn
Akhtab was among them, remaining faithful to his promise to stay with them and
share their fate. Whoever of their young men was below the age of puberty was
spared.

That day not only marked the humiliation of the Jews but also the weakness of
hypocrisy. Thereafter, the hypocrites were reluctant to continue with their earlier
trickery. Moreover, the idolaters no longer thought of attacking the Muslims in
Madinah. In fact it was the Muslims who were now able to go on the offensive.
Events thus moved in such a way as to lead to the fall of the two main cities in
Arabia, Makkah and “Ta’if, to Islam. It may be said that the actions of the Jews, the
hypocrites and the idolaters were interlinked, and that the expulsion of the Jews
from Madinah put an end to such affiliations. The whole episode thus marked a
totally new stage in the history of the Muslim state.

This was the practical development to which God refers in the Qur’anic verses:

He brought down from their strongholds those of the people of earlier revelations who
aided them, casting terror in their hearts: some you slew, and some you took captive.
And He passed on to you their land, their houses and their goods, as well as a land on
which you had never yet set foot. God has power over all things.” (Verses 26-27)

The phrase, ‘a land on which you had never yet set foot,” can refer either to a land
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that the Qurayzah owned outside their quarters, and which the Muslims took over
along with the rest of their property, or it may refer to the fact that the Qurayzah
surrendered their land without fighting. In this second sense, the Arabic phrase
tata’u, meaning, ‘to set foot,” indicates fighting, which involves taking land by force.

“God has power over all things.” This comment is taken from what takes place in
reality. It refers all matters to God. The surah’s presentation of the battle and its
commentary on events are altogether consistent with this. It attributes all matters and
actions to God, so that this essential truth is firmly rooted in the hearts of all
Muslims. We see how God establishes it in people’s hearts using first the actual
events and then the Qur’an as it makes a record of these events. Thus it takes its
place at the centre of the overall Islamic concept.

In this way, the events become the subject matter of education, and the Qur’an a
manual and guide for life and all that relates to it. Values are well established and
hearts reassured, using both the practical test and the Qur’an as the means.
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but if you desire God and His Messenger and the
life of the hereafter, know that God has readied
great rewards for these of you who do good.” (29)

Wives of the Prophet! If any of you were to be
guilty of manifestly immmoral conduct, her punish-
ment would be doubled. "That is easy for God.
(30)
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her a double reward, and We have prepared for

her most exccellent provisions. (31)
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Overview

This third passage in the siirah speaks specifically of the Prophet’s wives, except
for the last verse which tells of the reward for all Muslims, men and women, for their
good actions. At the beginning of the siirah, they were called “mothers of the believers’,
and this motherhood establishes certain duties. Their noble position, which earned
them this status, also establishes certain duties. Further duties are also made
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obligatory on them because of their relationship o the Prophet. The present passage
outlines some of these duties and states the values God wants the Prophet’s home,
with all its purity, to represent and uphold so as to serve as a beacon of light guiding
travellers.

A Choice is Offered

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.” (Verses 28-29)

The Prophet chose for himself and his household a standard of living which was
just about enough to meet their essential needs. The reason for so doing was not that
he could not afford a better standard of living. Indeed, enormous tracts of land came
under his control, yielding great wealth, and availing him of great riches if he so
chose. Yet there were times when a month would pass without a fire being lit for
cooking in any of his homes. At the same time, the Prophet was extremely generous
when it came to giving gifts and charitable donations. Essentially, then, he made this
choice so as to rise above material and worldly needs, and to sincerely seek what
God keeps for believers. It was a question of preference. Neither his faith nor the law
it lays down required that the Prophet lead such a life of austerity. Comfort and
luxury are not disdained in Islam. Indeed, the Prophet did not turn his back on them
when they were offered normally, without being sought after. Yet, he neither
excessively indulged in them nor was he so preoccupied. We do not find any
instruction from the Prophet requiring that any of his followers live the sort of life he
chose for himself. He left it entirely o them, should they choose to emulate him in
freeing themselves from the pressures of seeking life’s comforts.

The Prophet’s wives were ordinary women who shared all human feelings and
desires. Noble, virtuous and close to the Prophet as they all were, their natural desire
for life’s comforts remained strong. When they felt that circumstances had changed
and, by God’s grace, prosperity had replaced poverty in the Muslim society, they
spoke to the Prophet about their standard of living. He did not welcome this. In fact
it was unpleasant to him, because his noble soul preferred to live without any such
preoccupation. He appreciated the freedom and sublimity such a life provides. It was
not a matter of whether life’s comforts were lawful or not: there was no question of
prohibition as Islam made it clear that such comforts were not prohibited for
Muslims. It was rather a question of being free from material pressures.

The Prophet was so upset at this turn of events that he did not go out to meet his
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Companions. That he stayed away was very hard for them. They, therefore, went to
see him, but were not admitted. Imam Ahmad relates on Jabir’s authority: “Aba Bakr
went to the Prophet when people were sitting near his door, but he was not
admitted. "Umar also went, sought permission to enter but no such permission was
given. Later on though, he admitted both Aba Bakr and “Umar. As they went in, they
saw the Prophet surrounded by his wives but he was silent. “‘Umar thought that he
should say something to make the Prophet laugh. He said: “‘Messenger of God! I wish
you had seen how last night my wife was asking me for more money and I thrust my
fingers into her neck.” The Prophet laughed heartily and said: “You see them
surrounding me asking for more money.” Aba Bakr rose to hit his daughter, *A’ishah,
while “Umar sought to do the same to Hafsah, his daughter. Both said to them: Are
you asking the Prophet to give you what he has not?” The Prophet told them not to
hit their daughters, and both *A’ishah and Hafsah said: ‘By God! We will never again
ask the Prophet for anything he does not have.” God then revealed the verses offering
them the choice. The Prophet started with *A’ishah saying to her: ‘I am going to tell
you something which I would like you o consider carefully and consult your parents
before you decide.” He then read to her the two verses: “Prophet! Say to your wives: ‘If
you desire the life of this world and its charms, 1 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.” She said to him: “Would
I consult my parents about staying with you? I certainly choose God and His
Messenger. However, I would request you nor o mention my choice to any of your
other wives.” He said to her: ‘God has not sent me to adopt a hard attitude, but He
has made me a teacher and a facilitator. If any of them asks me about your choice, I
will tell her.” [This hadith is also related by Muslim on the authority of Zakariyya ibn
Ishaq, and related in a slightly different wording by al-Bukhari.]

The Qur’an defines the principal values in the Islamic concept of human life.
These values must be practically reflected in the Prophet’s home and in his own
private life. His home remains a beacon of light for Muslims throughout human life.
Hence it should provide the best and most accurate example of Islamic values.

The two verses gave the Prophet’s wives a choice: either world luxuries and life
comforts or God, His Messenger and the life to come. No single heart can
accommodate two different value systems. The Prophet’s wives had already said that
they would never again ask the Prophet for what he did nor have. The Qur’anic
verses were revealed to define the principle involved. It is not a question of whether
the Prophet has such luxuries or not: it is a question of choosing between God, the
Prophet and the life to come on the one hand and the luxuries and adornments of the
present life on the other. The Prophet’'s wives were to choose whether they had
worldly treasures at their disposal or their homes were without food. When this
decisive choice was offered, they all made their preference clearly and absolutely,
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choosing God, the Prophet and success in the life to come. They proved themselves
tit for the sublime standard their high position as the Prophet’s wives required. One
report also mentions that the Prophet was delighted with their choice.

All Were Human

We need o pause a little to reflect on some aspects of this event which defines the
Islamic concept of values. It leaves our hearts with no room for hesitation between
worldly values and those of the life to come; between the world we live in and the
world of heaven. It purges our hearts of any influence that hinders us from purely
seeking God’s pleasure, to the exclusion of everything else.

From another point of view, the event describes to us the nature of the Prophet’s
lifestyle, as well as those who lived with him and were closely related to him. The
most beautiful thing about this lifestyle is the fact that it was chosen by ordinary
people who never lost sight of their human feelings, desires and preferences, despite
rising to sublime standards of devotion and dedication. Their human feelings and
emotions did not die; they only rose to an exalted level and were purged of impurity
while retaining their natural human beauty. Thus, they enabled them o attain the
highest standard of perfection possible.

We often err when we give the Prophet and his Companions an untrue or
incomplete image that does not consider all their human characteristics and
emotions. We think that in this way we put them above what we consider to be a
weakness. Our mistake renders the Prophet and his Companions opaque, devoid of
their essential human features and characteristics. The human relation between us
and them is severed, and we begin to see them as ghosts lacking a tangible reality.
We begin to think of them as belonging to a different species: angels or a similar type
of creature above human feelings and emotions. In this way they are removed from
our lives and if we permit this they will no longer provide us with an example to
follow or to be influenced by. When we read the history of the Prophet and his
Companions we no longer find in this something for us to emulate, but instead we
tind ourselves looking at their lives with an awe and admiration that produces only
vague feelings without practical effect. We also lose our ability to identify with such
great personalities, because we no longer see them as ordinary humans who
experienced the same emotions, feelings and reactions as we ourselves experience.

We can clearly understand God’s wisdom in assigning His messages to ordinary
men to deliver. This task was not assigned to angels or to creatures from any other
species. This provides a real bond between the lives of the messengers and the lives
of their followers. The latter continue o feel that the messengers’ feelings and
emotions, exalted as they were, were always those of humans. Thus, they love them
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and try to emulate them in the same way as children try o emulate adults.

In the question of the choice offered o the Prophet’s wives we note their natural
desire for comforts and luxuries. We also see an image of the Prophet’s home life,
with his wives asking their husband for more money. He is upset, but he does not
allow Aba Bakr and “Umar to beat *A’ishah and Hafsah, their daughters for their
requests. The whole question is one of feelings and inclinations, which need to be
refined, not suppressed. The question remains at this level until God orders the
Prophet to give his wives the choice and they make their free choice without pressure
or the suppression of any feelings. That his wives opted for the sublime standard he
preferred greatly delighted the Prophet.

We also need to reflect for a moment on what we see of sweet emotion in the
Prophet’s heart. He shows that he loves *A’ishah and that he would love it if she rose
to the standard of values God wants for him and his household. He therefore offers
her the choice. He wants o help her rise to the sublime, so he asks that she does not
make a decision until she has consulted her parents. He knows that her parents
would never ask their daughter o leave him. “A’ishah does not overlook the
Prophet’s sweet emotion towards her. She is delighted with it, and she mentions this
in her report. In this hadith we see the Prophet as a man in love with his young wife,
and as someone who would be delighted o see her rise to, and maintain the standard
he has adopted for his life. We also see her delighted to recognize her place in her
husband’s heart, reporting his love and desire to keep her, which is manifested by his
request that she consult her parents. We also see the woman in her as she requests
him not to tell his other wives of her choice. She wants to be the one who makes that
choice, ahead of at least some of them. But we also see the Prophet’s greatness as he
tells her: ‘God has not sent me to adopt a hard attitude, but He made me a teacher
and facilitator. If any of them asks me about your choice, I will tell her.” He does not
want to deprive any of them of what could help them make the right choice. He is
not testing them to see who might fail; rather he is helping those who request help,
so that they can rise above worldly attractions.

All these are noble human elements which we must never ignore, suppress or
undervalue as we read the Prophet’s life story. To understand them as they truly are
establishes a strong and active bond between us and the Prophet’s person, as well as
the personalities of his Companions. We can thus interact with them in a way that
motivates us into emulation.

A Unique Position

The surah then outlines some special features for the Prophet’s wives, giving them
special privileges and responsibilities, which suit their noble status and their relation
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to the Prophet:

Wives of the Prophet! If any of you were to be guilty of manifestly immoral conduct,
her punishment would be doubled. That is easy for God. But if any of you devoutly
obeys God and His Messenger and does good deeds, We shall grant her a double
reward, and We have prepared for her most excellent provisions. (Verses 30-31)

This is a responsibility commensurate with their status as wives of the Prophet
and mothers of all believers. Both positions impose on them heavy duties and protect
them against immorality. If, for argument’s sake, any of them is guilty of some
manifestly immoral conduct, she would deserve double punishment. This relates to
the responsibility associated with their position and status. “That is easy for God.” It is
in no way more difficult as a result of their status as the Prophet’s wives, as some
people might think. “But if any of you devoutly obeys God and His Messenger and does
good deeds, We shall grant her a double reward,” just as We double her punishment in
the opposite situation. “And We have prepared for her most excellent provisions.” (Verse
31) It is all ready, waiting for her, by God’s grace.

The surah then explains what distinguishes the Prophet’s wives from all other
women, outlining their duties in dealing with other people, worshipping God, their
conduct at home, and the special care God takes of the Prophet’s noble household:

Wives of the Prophet! You are unlike any other women: if you truly fear God, do not
speak too soft, lest any who is sick at heart should be moved with desire; but speak in
an appropriate manner. And stay quietly in your homes, and do not display your
charms as they used to display them in the old days of pagan ignorance. Attend
reqularly to your prayers, and pay the obligatory charity, i.e. zakat, and pay heed to
God and His Messenger. God only wants to remove all that is loathsome from you,
you members of the [Prophet’s] household, and to purify you fully. Bear in mind all
that is recited in your homes of God’s revelations and wisdom; for God is
unfathomable in His wisdom, all aware. (Verses 32-34)

At the dawn of Islam, Arabian society looked upon women as a means of
enjoyment and physical fulfilment. In this, it was like most other societies at the time.
From a purely human angle, Arabian society simply looked upon women as inferior.
Islam also found in Arabian society much confusion in sexual relations. The family
system, moreover, was unsound, as already explained in this sirah. Moreover, sex
was looked at in a carnal way that disregarded beauty and purity and endorsed a
wild, physical approach. This is clear in pre-Islamic poetry which focused on the
woman’s body, and expressed carnal thoughts.

Islam began to change the social attitude towards women, emphasizing the
human aspect in relations between the two sexes. It is not merely a physical relation
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that seeks to satisfy a carnal urge. It is rather the meeting of two people, created from
one soul, connected with a tie based on affection and mercy, and bringing both of
them comfort and reassurance. Their meeting has a goal related o God’s will that
brought man into being, gave the earth its population and assigned to man the
charge of taking care of the earth.

Islam also paid attention to family ties, making the family the central unit of its
social structure. The precursor for this was a caring home where future generations
start life and find a healthy atmosphere free from negative influences that
contaminate feelings and ideas. Family law constitutes a sizeable portion of Islamic
legislation and takes up a considerable number of Qur’anic verses. In addition to
enacting legislation, Islam continually directs its followers to the need to strengthen
this societal base, particularly ensuring its spiritual purity, keeping relations between
the sexes clean, respectable and free from vulgarity, even in the gratification of sexual
urges. In fact, the organization of society and family matters takes up a large part of
the present surah. The passage we are currently discussing now includes an address
to the Prophet’s wives giving them instructions concerning their relations with other
people, their own status and their relations with God. This address also includes a
gentle directive expressed in fine style: “God only wants to remove all that is loathsome
from you, you members of the [Prophet’s] household, and to purify you fully.” (Verse 33)

What are the means to remove what is loathsome and ensure the purity of those
women married to the Prophet, living in his home and who were in any case the
purest women in the whole world? Needless to say, other women are in greater need
of such means.

Initially, the siirah makes them aware of their high positions and the advantages
they have over all other women, making it clear that this is unique to them and
cannot be shared by any other women in history. Hence, it is their duty to ensure that
they can meet the obligations attendant with their status: “Wives of the Prophet! You
are unlike any other women, if you truly fear God.” (Verse 32) They are told that their
unique position is dependent on their being God-fearing. It is not their mere relation
to the Prophet that gives them their status. Hence, they have to be up to the task,
doing what this entails.

This is the plain truth that forms the basis of this religion of Islam. It is stated in
absolute clarity by the Prophet as he addresses his own family, telling them that their
close relation to him should not make them oblivious of their duties; he cannot
benefit them anything unless they redeem themselves through their own actions:
“Fatimah bint Muhammad! Safiyyah bint *Abd al-Muttalib! All you of the “Abd al-
Muttalib clan! I can in no way benefit you against God. You can ask me whatever
you wish of my own money.” [Related by Muslim.] Another version quotes the
Prophet as broadening his address so as to include first the entire Quraysh tribe, and
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narrowing it gradually o his own small clan and finishing it by addressing his own
daughter: “You the Quraysh people! Save yourselves from hell. You the Ka'b people!
Save yourselves from hell. You the Hashim clan! Save yourselves from the fire. You
the “Abd al-Muttalib clan! Save yourselves from the fire. Fatimah bint Muhammad!
Save yourself from the fire. By God! I can benefit you nothing against God. However,
you are my relations and I will honour this relation and foster it.” [Related by
Muslim and al-Tirmidhi.]

Having outlined their status which they earn through being God- fearing, the
surah outlines the means by which God removes what is loathsome from the
members of the Prophet’s household: “do not speak too soft, lest any who is sick at heart
should be moved with desire.” (Verse 32) When they speak to strangers, they must not
use the sort of softness in their speech which arouses men’s desires and make those
who are sick at heart feel their urge.

It is pertinent to ask who are those women whom God issues this warning? They
are the Prophet’'s own wives and the mothers of all believers. Our minds cannot
imagine that anyone would be tempted to think of them in terms of physical desire.
When then is this warning issued? During the Prophet’s own lifetime and in the best
of human societies. However, God who created men and women knows that when a
woman speaks too softly, with yielding tones, she touches upon man’s desire and
awakens his urge. He also knows that in all societies there are people who are sick at
heart, and who think of every woman in carnal terms, even though she may be
married to the Prophet and has the status of a mother of all believers. God is
perfectly aware that loathsomeness can only be purged when the causes that awaken
desire are removed.

How about our own society which deliberately awakens desire and plays on it?
Everything around us aims to bring sexual desire into full play, and encourages
promiscuity. In modern society, women are encouraged to use speech, appearance,
attractions, in order to move men to desire and let loose their urge. How can purity
find a place in this polluted atmosphere when people’s movements, speech and
appearance serve to encourage the very loathsome thing that God wants to remove
from His chosen servants?

“But speak in an appropriate manner.” (Verse 32) They were first ordered not o speak
in a soft way; now they are ordered to confine their talk to what is appropriate.
Indeed the subject matter of a conversation may encourage certain thoughts.
Therefore, there must not be in the conversation between men and women anything
that leads to what is improper. This applies to the tone of voice, jokes and ordinary
chatting. We should remember that it is God, the Creator who knows His creation
and what affects and influences them, who gives these instructions to the Prophet’s
wives who were already exemplary in their purity. They were required to observe
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these instructions with the people of their own society, which was the best human
society ever.

“And stay quietly in your homes.” (Verse 33) The Arabic word used here, garna,
connotes having weight that facilitates stability. This order does not mean staying
permanently at home so as not to go out at all. It only indicates that to be at home is
the normal situation, and whatever else is the exception that meets a need. In the
home a woman finds herself as fits her nature: sound, undistorted and
uncontaminated. She fulfils her role without being overburdened with duties God
has not equipped her to fulfil.

In order to give the family home its proper atmosphere that is suited for the
upbringing of young children, God made it a binding duty of the man o
support the woman financially. Thus, the mother has the energy, time and
freedom to look after her young ones and give the family its congenial and
relaxed atmosphere. A mother who has to work in order to earn her living,
giving her job her time and energy cannot bring freshness and a pleasant
ambience into her family home. She cannot give her children what is due to
them of care and attention. The homes of women who go out to work every
day are akin o hotels in their atmosphere. They have but little of the pleasant
atmosphere of a proper family home. In fact a home can only be established
by a woman); its pleasant congeniality can only be ensured by a wife, and its
tenderness and care can only be generated by a mother. A wife and mother
who spends her time and energy, physical and spiritual, at work cannot bring
anything into her home other than her tiredness and boredom.

When a woman goes out to work, that constitutes a disaster for her home,
which may be allowed by necessity. That people should resort to it when they
have no need for it is a setback affecting souls and minds at a time when
many social ills are encountered.?

When a woman goes out frequently, for something other than work, such as
visiting places of entertainment, clubs and the like, then this represents a setback for
humanity. During the Prophet’s lifetime, women used to go to the mosque, as there
was no directive to prohibit them from so doing. However, that was a time when
moral standards were high and most people were God-fearing. Moreover, a woman
went out for prayer, and no one could recognize her. She revealed nothing of her
charms. Nevertheless, after the Prophet died *A’ishah preferred that they did not go
to the mosque. An authentic fadith related by al-Bukhari and Muslim quotes “A’ishah
as saying: “Muslim women used to attend Fajr, or the dawn prayer with God’s

3 Sayyid Qutb, Al-Salam al-"Alami wa’l-Islam, or ‘Islam and World Peace’, Cairo and
Beirut, 6th edition, 1982, pp. 69-70.
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Messenger and then go back home wrapped in their outer garments, unrecognizable
in the darkness.” Another report quotes her as saying: “Had God’s Messenger seen
what women have introduced into their behaviour, he would have disallowed them
in mosques, just as Israelite women were disallowed.” [Related by al-Bukhari and
Muslim. ]

What could women have introduced into their lives during *A’ishah’s lifetime to
make her think that God’s Messenger would have not allowed them in the mosques?
How does this compare with what we see in our own time?

“And do not display your charms as they used to display them in the old days of pagan
ignorance.” (Verse 33) This applies when a woman needs to go out, and it follows the
order o stay quietly at home. In pre-Islamic days in Arabia, women used to display
their charms, but all reports about such displays appear trifling, or even decent when
compared with how women reveal their charms in our present climate. Mujahid
defines it as women walking alongside men and among them, while Qatadah says
that they used to walk in a coquettish way. Mugatil ibn Hayyan, on the other hand,
says that a display of charms meant that a woman would throw her head cover over
her head without tightening it to cover her necklace, earrings or neck. Indeed, all this
could be seen. Ibn Kathir mentioned that a woman could walk among men, revealing
her chest. She might also reveal her neck, plaits and earrings. Hence, God ordered
female believers to cover themselves.

Such were the displays in ignorant Arabia and with which the Qur’an dealt,
purging the Muslim community from their effects and removing the elements that
could lead to immoral behaviour. In so doing, the Qur’an elevated thoughts,
manners and feelings and it refined the senses of the Muslim community.

We say, “senses’ because the type of taste which admires the naked human body is
vulgar, uncouth and lacks refinement. It is certainly less civilized than one which
admires the beauty of modest appearance and what it indicates of beauty of soul,
feeling and morality. This is a true measure of civilized human standards. Modesty
has its own refined beauty which cannot be appreciated by people with coarse taste
who only admire the naked flesh.

The Qur’anic text speaks of such displays of women’s charms as belonging o ‘the
old days of pagan ignorance,” using the Arabic term jahiliyyah which, in Islamic usage,
refers to pre-Islamic days. Thus, it implies that displaying physical charms belongs to
the old days of ignorance. People who have left such ignorance behind and attained a
higher standard of ideals and concepts will ignore such vulgarity.

We need to explain here that the term jahiliyyah describes social conditions and a
philosophy of life, not a particular period of time. Therefore, jahiliyyah could exist at
any time and in any society. Hence we can say that we live today in a period of blind
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jahiliyyah, which reflects vulgar tastes and unrefined concepts, pulling humanity to a
humiliating and lowly level of civilization. When society accepts such standards, it
cannot enjoy purity or blessings. Only a society that adopts the means of purification
which the Prophet and the members of his household were the first to practise will
attain such purity and blessings. The Qur’an directs the Prophet’s wives to these
means, and then turns their eyes towards the sublime, giving them light and helping
them to rise to the high standards their bond with God requires: “Attend regularly to
your prayers, and pay the obligatory charity, i.e. zakat, and pay heed to God and His
Messenger.” (Verse 33)

Worship is not divorced from social and moral behaviour. It is indeed the means
by which to attain those high standards. The tie with God is indispensable, because it
gives strength, purity of heart and immunity to social pressures. With such a tie, a
believer feels that he follows better guidance than his community, and that he can
lead others to the light he sees, rather than following their lead to the darkness they
live in. In fact, mankind sinks into the ignorance of jahiliyyah whenever they deviate
from God’s path.

Islam is a fully integrated whole that includes rituals, manners, morality, systems
and laws, placing them all within the framework of faith. Each aspect has its role in
putting this faith into practice. They work in full harmony. It is such integrated unity
and harmony that provides the overall structure of Islam in practice. Hence, the
order to attend to prayer, pay zakat and obey God and His Messenger comes as the
last of the moral and behavioural directives given to members of the Prophet’s
household. In fact, none of those directives can work fully in practice without
worship and obedience. In fact, all this serves a definite purpose: “God only wants to
remove all that is loathsome from you, you members of the [Prophet’s] household, and to
purify you fully.” (Verse 33)

The way this statement is phrased imparts gentle and tender feelings. They are
described here as ‘members of the household’, without defining which household. In the
text’s translation we added in brackets the word ‘Prophet’ for explanation. By
omitting it, the Qur’an refers to it as if it is the only household in the world that
deserves to be called as such. Once the word ‘household’, or bayt in Arabic, is used,
then it has been defined. A similar usage applies to the Ka'bah, God’s house. It is
often called al-bayt, or “The House’. Hence this reference o the Prophet’s household
adds an element of special honour.

The siirah says: “God only wants to remove all that is loathsome from you, you members
of the [Prophet’s] household, and to purify you fully.” (Verse 33) We note the very kindly
and gentle approach adopted here. It tells them that God in all His majesty is the One
to ensure their purification and the removal of all that is loathsome from them. This
is direct care from God shown to the members of this household. We appreciate this
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care more fully when we remember that it is said by none other than God Almighty,
who said to the universe, ‘Be’, and it came into existence, and who is in control of
everything, the Lord of all majesty and glory. Furthermore, He says this in His book
which is recited on high and recited in every place on earth, at all times, by millions
in their devotion. Furthermore, these directives are given as a means of purification
and removing what is loathsome. These are goals achieved by means which people
adopt in their practical lives. This is the method Islam prefers, combining feelings of
consciousness of God with action and behaviour. Together they reflect Islamic life
and achieve its goals in human society.

These directives to the Prophet’s wives are concluded, as they started, with a
reminder of their high position and special privileges over other women. This they
earn by their relation to God’s Messenger and the grace with which God has
favoured them when He made their homes the place where revelation is bestowed
from on high, providing light, guidance and wisdom: “Bear in mind all that is recited in
your homes of God'’s revelations and wisdom; for God is unfathomable in His wisdom, all
aware.” (Verse 34) That is certainly a great privilege which is fully appreciated once it
is mentioned. We should remember that this reminder is given at the conclusion of
the address that started with offering the Prophet’s wives a choice between the
luxuries of this life on the one hand and God, His Messenger and the life to come on
the other. This helps us o appreciate the great favour God has granted them and to
recognize the triviality of the present life with all its attractions and luxuries.

Values in Islamic Life

When it comes o the purification of the Muslim community and establishing its
life on the basis of Islamic values, men and women are equal and have the same role.
Therefore, the siirah gives these in detail:

For all men and women who have submitted themselves to God, all believing men and
believing women, all truly devout men and truly devout women, all men and women
who are true to their word, all men and women who are patient in adversity, all men
and women who humble themselves before God, all men and women who give in
charity, all men and women who fast, all men and women who are mindful of their
chastity, and all men and women who always remember God — for them all God has
prepared forgiveness of sins and a mighty reward. (Verse 35)

These qualities grouped together in this one verse work together to form a
Muslim’s character. These are: self surrender to God, faith, devotion, being true to
one’s word, patience in adversity, humility before God, being charitable, fasting,
being mindful of one’s chastity, and remembering God at all times. Each quality has
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its own role to play in a Muslim’s life.

The first two qualities are expressed in the two Arabic words islam and iman,
which mean ‘submission” and ‘belief’ respectively. There is a strong interrelation
between the two, or we can say that both are two sides of the same coin. Submission
is the outcome of belief and true belief gives rise to submission. ‘Devotion” means
obedience that results from submission and belief, though inner acceptance, not
external pressure. ‘Truthfulness’ is the quality essential for every Muslim. Whoever
does not possess this quality cannot be within the ranks of the Muslim community.
God says in the Qur'an: “It is only those who do not believe in God’s revelations that
invent falsehood.” (16: 105) Thus, a liar is expelled from the ranks of the community
which always remains true to its word, the Muslim community.

The next quality is “patience in adversity’. In fact a Muslim cannot fulfil the
requirements and duties of his faith without this quality. Islam needs patience in
adversity at every step. Muslims have to be patient, resisting desire, bearing the
harm inflicted by others, overcoming impediments, patiently addressing weaknesses
and crookedness in other people, and going through the tests of either an easy life or
hardship. Essentially, both are difficult predicaments.

‘Humility before God’ is an inner quality that reflects how we feel God’s majesty
deep in our hearts and how truly and willingly we obey and fear Him. ‘Being
charitable” indicates purification from greed and self indulgence. It also reflects care
for others and kindness to them, as well as mutual security within the Muslim
community. It is an act of gratitude to God for what He gives us and represents our
discharging our duty on wealth.

‘Fasting’ is considered a quality because of its regular and consistent nature. It
reflects an attitude that rises above the essential needs of life, enhancing man’s
willpower and giving supremacy within man’s constitution to human qualities.
‘Being mindful of one’s chastity” involves not only the element of purity but also the
proper control of the most profound and powerful desire in man. In fact, no one can
achieve such proper control except one who is a God-fearing believer and who seeks
God’s help. This quality also regulates relations between people and aims to elevate
the meeting between man and woman to a level that is higher than that of the urge of
the flesh. It makes this meeting subject to God’s law and serves the purpose of
creating both sexes to populate the earth and build human life on it.

‘Remembering God at all times’ provides the link between all human activity and
man’s faith. It makes man mindful of God at every moment.

He thus constantly retains his strong bond with Him. Moreover, his mind and
heart beam with happiness and the light of life. Those who reflect all these qualities,
essential as they are for the building of Islamic character, are the ones for whom “God
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has prepared forgiveness of sins and a mighty reward.” (Verse 35)

In conclusion we should note how the siirah gives an account of the qualities of all
Muslims, men and women, after it paid special attention at the beginning of this part
to the Prophet’s wives. Women are mentioned side by side with men, as part of the
Islamic effort to give women their rightful position in society and establish society’s
attitude to women on the right basis. In their bond with God and in the Islamic
duties of purification, worship and practical conduct, men and women are seen to be
in the same position.
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Fearing Social Reaction

Whenever God and His Messenger have decided
a matter, it s not for a belheving man or a
belseving woman to clain freedom of choice in that
matter.  Whoever  disobeys  God and  His
Messenger strays far into error. (30)

You did say to the one whom God had shown
Javour and you had shown favour, Hold on o
your wife and have fear of God.” And thus you
wouled hide in_your heart that which God wanted
0 bring o light. You stood in awe of people,
whereas it was God alone of whom you should
have stood in ae. 'Then, when Zayd had comse o
the end of his union with her, We gave her o you
n marviage, so that 1o blanme should attach to the
believers for marrying the spouses of their adopted
sons when the latter have come o the end of their
union with them. God'’s will st be fulfilled.

37

No blamse whatsoever attaches fo the Prophet for
doing what God has ordained for bim. Such was
God’s way with those who went before hin.
God's will is always destiny absolute. (38)

Those are the ones who convey God’s mressages
and stand in awe of Hins, and hold none but
God in awe. Sufficient is God to reckon all
things. (39)
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Mthanmad is not the father of any one of your
men, but is God'’s Messenger and the seal of all
prophets. God has indeed full fenowledge of
everything. (40)

Belrevers! Remember God ahways, (41)
and glorify Hin morming and evening. (42)

It is He who bestos His blessings upon you,
with His angels, so that He ght take you ont
of the depths of darkeness into the light. He is truly
meercifirl to the believers. (43)

On the day when they meet Him, they will be
greeted with Peace’, and He will have prepared

for themr a most generous reward. (44)

Prophet! We have sent you as a witness, a bearer

of good news and a warmer; (45)

one who calls pegple to God by His leave and a
light-giving beacon. (40)

Give 1o the believers the good news that a great
bounty from God awaits them. (47)

Do not yield o the unbelievers and the hypocrites,
and disregard their hurting actions. Place your
trust in God; Jor God alone is worthy of all trust.
(“48)
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Overview

This passage represents another stage in reorganizing the Muslim community on
the basis of Islamic teachings, addressing in particular the adoption system o which
reference was made at the beginning of the sirah and annulling its effects. God has
willed that His Messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him), be the one who
undertakes in practice the annulment of this tradition. The Arabs used o treat the
divorcee of an adopted son in the same way as if he was one’s own son, i.e. she was
permanently forbidden in marriage to the father. They could not accept that a
woman who had previously been married to an adopted son was lawful for them to
marry and this situation held until there was a precedent giving practical application
to the new rule. Hence, the Prophet was chosen o undertake this new responsibility
in addition to his burden of delivering God’s message. When we examine this more
closely, it is immediately apparent that no one other than the Prophet could have
discharged this very heavy responsibility, facing as he did the community with an
action that challenged its accepted norms. We also see that the Qur’anic comment on
this situation is long, stressing the believers” bond with God and His Messenger and
clarifying the role of the Prophet in their community. All this is stated so as to make
things easier for people to accept and make them more willing to implement God’s
orders outlining this new social system.

Before this specific case is discussed, a rule is put in place giving God and His
Messenger all authority over the Muslims’ lives. Once God and His Messenger
decide a matter, a believer has no choice but to submit to that order and carry it out.
This again demonstrates just how difficult it was to take an action that was contrary
to tradition.

Background Cases

Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is not for a believing man
or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter. Whoever disobeys God
and His Messenger strays far into error. (Verse 36)

Reports suggest that this verse was revealed in respect of Zaynab bint Jahsh when
the Prophet wanted to remove all social considerations dividing people into different
social classes. These strata were inherited by the Muslim community from their pre-
Islamic days. The Prophet now, however, wanted to emphasize the full equality of all
people, making the only factor that distinguishes between them their fear of God and
good action. Up until this point, former slaves that had been freed were placed in a
class lower than that of their masters. One such former slave was Zayd ibn Harithah
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whom the Prophet had adopted.

The Prophet wanted to establish the full equality among people by giving Zayd a
wife of noble birth, one from his own Hashimite clan, and his own cousin, Zaynab
bint Jahsh. In this way, the Prophet himself would remove class distinction within his
own family. He had realized that class distinctions were so deeply entrenched in
society that they could only be removed by his own practical example. His action
would be the catalyst enabling humanity to follow in his footsteps.

In his discussion of this verse Ibn Kathir quotes Ibn “Abbas’s report: “The Prophet
wanted to choose a wife for Zayd ibn Harithah, and he went into Zaynab bint Jahsh’s
home and proposed to her that she married him. She said: I do not wish to marry
him.” The Prophet said: ‘Do not say that. Marry him.” She said: ‘Messenger of God! I
will consider it.” As they were engaged in conversation God revealed this verse to
His Messenger: ‘Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is not for a
believing man or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter.” (Verse 36)
She asked the Prophet: ‘Messenger of God! Are you happy for me to marry him?” He
replied: “Yes.” She said: “Then I will not disobey God’s Messenger. I will marry him.”

Another report by Ibn “Abbas mentions that Zaynab had a sharp element in her
character and that when the Prophet proposed to her that she marry Zayd, she
replied: ‘I belong to a nobler family than his.” Then God revealed this verse in full.
Other early scholars, for example, Mujahid, Qatadah and Mugqatil also confirm that
this verse was revealed in connection with Zaynab’s marriage to Zayd.

Ibn Kathir includes in his commentary a different report attributed to “Abd al-
Rahman ibn Zayd ibn Aslam: “This verse was revealed in connection with the case of
Umm Kulthtm bint “Ugbah ibn Abi Mu'ayt who was the first woman to migrate to
Madinah after the signing of the al-Hudaybiyah Peace Treaty. She offered herself to
the Prophet as a gift. He said, ‘I accept, then he married her to Zayd ibn
Harithah[most probably after he had divorced Zaynab], but she and her brothers
were displeased. Her brother said: ‘We wanted her to be married to God’s
Messenger, but he married her to his former slave.” This verse was then revealed:
Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is not for a believing man or a
believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter.” (Verse 36) This is a specific
order, but the surah includes one which is more general in its import: “The Prophet has
more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves.” (Verse 6)

Imam Ahmad mentions a third case reported by Anas: “The Prophet wanted to
give Julaybib, a former slave, a woman from the Ansar as a wife and he proposed
this to her father. The man said: ‘I will consult her mother.” The Prophet said: “That is
fine.” The man went o his wife and told her what the Prophet proposed. She said:
‘How come! The Prophet could not find us anyone better than Julaybib when we
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have refused better men.” The girl was in her room and heard the conversation. As
her father was about to go to tell the Prophet, the girl said to her parents: ‘Do you
want to refuse what the Prophet has suggested to you? If the Prophet is happy with
the man, then accept him.” Her words came as a relief to her parents, and they agreed
with her. Her father then went to the Prophet and said: ‘If you are happy with him,
we accept him.” The Prophet replied: ‘I am certainly happy with him.” The Prophet
then married the girl to Julaybib. Some time later, Julaybib joined a military
expedition, but was killed in action, though around him were found several
unbelievers whom he had killed during the fighting.” Anas also reports: “I saw this
woman later: she belongs to one of the most charitable families in Madinah.”

These reports relate the revelation of the present verse to Zayd's marriage to
Zaynab or to Umm Kultham bint “Ugbah. We have added the third report about
Julaybib because it explains the sort of social environment Islam wanted to remove
by assigning this task o the Prophet. This was part of his responsibility to reorganize
the Muslim community on the basis of Islam, its constitution and value system.

Establishing a Principle

However, the import of the verse is much wider than just any one case. This
because it also relates o the annulment of the effects of adoption, the permission to
marry the divorcees of formerly adopted sons, and the Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab
after Zayd divorced her. This last situation attracted much talk at the time. In fact,
some people who are hostile to Islam still use it to criticize the Prophet (peace be
upon him) and to fabricate legends about him. Whether the verse was revealed in
connection with the cases mentioned earlier or with the Prophet’s own marriage to
Zaynab, it nonetheless states a rule which is far more general than any specific case
and one which has a profound effect on Muslims’ lives.

This principle of the Islamic faith was, as a result, clearly established and deeply
rooted in the hearts of the Muslim community, and it moulded their feelings. In
essence, this rule is such that Muslims have no control over anything that belongs to
them. They and all that they own belong o God, and He chooses for them whatever
He pleases. Each and every individual is only a tiny part of the universe which
follows the overall law God has set for it. The Creator of the universe who controls it
determines their affairs and assigns to them their roles in the drama, stipulating all
their actions on this universal stage. They cannot choose the role they play, because
they do not know the full extent of the drama. Nor can they choose an action they
prefer, because this may not fit in with the overall role assigned to them. They
neither wrote the play nor do they own the stage. They are merely commissioned
actors who earn their wages for their actions. The end result, however, is not their
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concern.

When this element of the Islamic faith had been established in the hearts of the
tirst Muslim community, they surrendered themselves truly and completely to God,
leaving nothing for themselves. This gave them harmony with the nature of the
universe, and brought their actions into line with its course. Thus, they moved in
their own orbits, just like stars and planets in theirs, never trying to move out,
accelerate or slow down. They willingly accepted everything God willed for them,
realizing deep down that it is God’s will that determines every event and every
situation. This acceptance gave them comfort and reassurance. Gradually they
stopped being surprised or shocked when something happened to them by God’s
will. They neither felt panic which needs reassurance, nor pain which needs patience.
They simply received God’s will as something they expected, causing them neither
astonishment nor taking them aback.

They no longer wished to hasten the turn of events so as to accomplish something
they desired, not even when their desires focused on achieving victory for their faith.
They simply accepted that God’s will would take them wherever He willed, while
they remained content and satisfied. They laid down their lives, strove hard and
sacrificed their wealth, willingly, patiently, pressing no favours and feeling no
sorrow, firmly believing that they were only doing what God willed them to do and
that ultimately what took place was only what God willed, and further that
everything occurs at the right time. Thus they submitted themselves completely to
God, letting His hand lead them along the way, feeling safe, secure and trusting that
whatever the outcome it would be the right one.

In all this, they only did what they could, withholding nothing, wasting neither
time nor effort, and not overburdening themselves or trying to go beyond their
human abilities. They neither claimed what they did not have nor did they profess
what they could not do.

This balance between absolute submission to God’s will, exerting all efforts and
energies, and not trying to exceed abilities was the distinctive mark of that first
Muslim community which enabled it to successfully fulfil the responsibility their
faith assigned to them. This was a trust that is too heavy even for mountains to bear.
In fact, when this basic element of Islamic faith found its root in the hearts of the first
Muslim community, it was able to achieve the miraculous within its own lifespan
and in the life of mankind in general. In short, its efforts yielded plentiful and sweet
fruit in a very short period of time.

The great transformation that took place within their own souls was indeed the
great miracle that no man can ever produce. It only happened by God’s direct will.
Numerous verses in the Qur’an refer to this truth. God says: “Indeed, you cannot guide
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aright everyone whom you love. It is God who guides whom He wills.” (28: 56) “It is not for
you to make people follow the right guidance. It is God who guides whom He wills.” (2: 272)
“All true guidance is God’s guidance.” (3: 73) This is the meaning of guidance both in its
essence and in its broadest sense. It represents man’s guidance about his place in this
universe, one which gives his action harmony with what takes place elsewhere in the
universe. Human efforts will not achieve their full results until people genuinely
accept guidance in this sense, reassured that God’s will controls everything.

Let us read again the verse that led to this long discussion: “Whenever God and His
Messenger have decided a matter, it is not for a believing man or a believing woman to claim
freedom of choice in that matter. Whoever disobeys God and His Messenger strays far into
error.” (Verse 36) We see now that it has a far broader import than any particular
event that might have led to its revelation. It establishes the most fundament al
principle in the Islamic code.

Zaynab’s Marriage

The siirah then refers to the Prophet's marriage to Zaynab bint Jahsh and the
rulings and directives that preceded or followed it:

You did say to the one to whom God had shown favour and you had shown favour,
‘Hold on to your wife and have fear of God.” And thus you would hide in your heart
that which God wanted to bring to light. You stood in awe of people, whereas it was
God alone of whom you should have stood in awe. Then, when Zayd had come to the
end of his union with her, We gave her to you in marriage, so that no blame should
attach to the believers for marrying the spouses of their adopted sons when the latter
have come to the end of their union with them. God’s will must be fulfilled. No blame
whatsoever attaches to the Prophet for doing what God has ordained for him. Such was
God’s way with those who went before him. God’s will is always destiny absolute.
Those are the ones who convey God’s messages and stand in awe of Him, and hold
none but God in awe. Sufficient is God to reckon all things. Muhammad is not the
father of any one of your men, but is God’s Messenger and the seal of all prophets. God
has indeed fill knowledge of everything. (Verses 37-40)

Clear orders were given early in the sirah prohibiting adoption and requiring that
adopted children be called by their own fathers” names, returning family relations to
their normal structure: “He does not make your adopted sons truly your sons. These are
only words you utter with your mouths, but God says the truth and He alone shows the right
path. Call them by their fathers” names; that is more just in God’s sight. If do not know who
their fathers are, then treat them as your brethren in faith and your proteges. You shall not be
blamed if you make a mistake, but for what your hearts intend. God is indeed Much-
Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 4-5) However, adoption had its effects in the practical
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life of the Arabian society, and the annulment of these practical effects was not going
to be as easy as the prohibition of adoption. Social traditions have a strong hold on
people. Hence why practical examples are needed to serve as precedents. Initially too
such precedents meet with a hostile reception.

We have already stated that the Prophet married his formerly adopted son, Zayd
ibn Harithah, who used to be called Zayd ibn Muhammad, to Zaynab bint Jahsh,
whose mother was the Prophet’s own paternal aunt. The Prophet wanted to achieve
through this marriage the removal of class distinctions as also implementation of the
Qur’anic principle: “Truly, the noblest of you in the sight of God is the one who is most
genuinely God-fearing.” (49: 13) He wanted to give this new Islamic value practical
endorsement.

God’s will then dictated that the Prophet should undertake the annulment of the
effects of adoption himself, by marrying Zayd’s divorcee. He was to confront society
with this action, which no man could undertake despite the earlier prohibition
against adoption. Therefore, God informed His Messenger that Zayd would be
divorcing Zaynab and that he would marry her, and all to fulfil God’s purpose. By
this time, relations between Zayd and Zaynab were troubled, the parties themselves
aware that their marriage would not last long.

Time after time, Zayd complained to the Prophet that his life with Zaynab was not
a happy one, saying that he could not carry on with her. Brave as he was in clearly
and unhesitatingly confronting his people in matters of faith, the Prophet felt that the
burden of Zaynab’s situation was too heavy for him to carry. He was uneasy about
confronting people with the practical destruction of their old adoption tradition.
Zayd was also very close to the Prophet.* Therefore, he said to Zayd: “Hold on to your
wife and have fear of God.” (Verse 37) In so doing, he was delaying this serious
challenge to social norms: “And thus you would hide in your heart that which God wanted
to bring to light. You stood in awe of people, whereas it was God alone of whom you should
have stood in awe.” (Verse 37) The Prophet knew that God would eventually bring it
all to light, just as he knew through God’s inspiration that it would take place. It was,
thus, not a clear order from God. Had it been so, he would not have hesitated, not
delayed for a moment. He would have declared it on the spot no matter what
consequences he might have expected. Instead, it was simply an inspiration
countered by the outcome he feared would take place. He thus waited until it was
God’s will for it to happen, for Zayd to divorce Zaynab with neither of them paying
any thought o what would happen next. The prevailing tradition considered Zaynab
as divorced by Muhammad'’s son, and as such she was permanently unlawful for

* The verse mentions that Zayd was granted favours by God and His Messenger. God gave him the
blessings of being a Muslim, and close to the Prophet who loved him better than any other man.
Furthermore, the Prophet did him the favour of setting him free, and of bringing him tip.
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Muhammad to marry. Up to this point, marriage between a man and the divorcee of
his former adopted son was still unlawful. Changes to this rule had to wait until the
Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab, so that it could be practically established, despite
people’s reluctance.

These facts refute all contrary reports upheld by people hostile to Islam, in the past
as well as in the present, and who have fabricated all sorts of legends around the
situation.

The whole thing was exactly as God said: “When Zayd had come to the end of his
union with her, We gave her to you in marriage, so that no blame should attach to the
believers for marrying the spouses of their adopted sons when the latter have come to the end
of their union with them.” (Verse 37) This was, then, one of the heavy burdens the
Prophet had o bear in connection with his message. Extremely uneasy, he had to face
society with it. Indeed he was reluctant to so confront people, even though he had no
hesitation whatsoever in confronting them with the essence of faith based on God’s
oneness, or with his denunciation of false deities and alleged partners with God, or
with criticizing their forefathers.

“God’s will must be fulfilled.” (Verse 37) It cannot be overturned. It just comes about
and nothing can stop it. Therefore, the Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab took place after
she had completed her waiting period. He then sent Zayd, her former husband and
the person he loved most, to carry his proposal o her.

Anas reports: “When Zaynab finished her waiting period, the Prophet said o Zayd
ibn Harithah: ‘Go and propose to her on my behalf.” He went to her home and saw
her making her dough. He said: When I saw her I was in so much awe that I could
not look at her, and say that God’s Messenger wished to marry her. Therefore, I
turned my back on her and, looking away, I said: Zaynab! I have happy news for
you. God’s Messenger has sent me to propose to you.” She said: ‘I will do nothing
until I have consulted my Lord.” She then went to pray. The Qur’anic verse was
revealed, and the Prophet came and entered her home without knocking.” [Related
by Muslim, Ahmad and al-Nasa’i.] Al-Bukhari relates on the authority of Anas ibn
Malik that “Zaynab used to take pride among the Prophet’s other wives, saying to
them: ‘It was your families that gave you in marriage while it was God Himself who,

1

from over the seventh heaven, gave me in marriage.

To be expected, the matter did not pass easily. Rather, it came as a big surprise to
the whole Muslim community, while the hypocrites were quick to circulate their
allegations that the Prophet had ‘married his son’s wife’. The question, however, was
that of establishing a new principle. Therefore, the Qur'an emphasized this and
removed its strange aspects: “No blame whatsoever attaches to the Prophet for doing what
God has ordained for him.” (Verse 38) It was God who ordained that the Prophet
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should marry Zaynab and abolish the Arabian tradition that prohibited marriage to a
former wife of an adopted son. Since God ordained this, no blame attaches to the
Prophet. He was not the first prophet to find himself in such a position: “Such was
God’s way with those who went before him.” (Verse 38) This, then, comes to pass in
accordance with God’s consistent law which is not subject to people’s ideas which in
any case lack sound basis. “God’s will is always destiny absolute.” It will always be
done, unhindered by anything or anyone. It runs according to God’s wisdom to
achieve the goal He sets out.

This rule also applied to earlier messengers: “Those are the ones who convey God’s
messages and stand in awe of Him, and hold none but God in awe.” (Verse 39) When God
commands them to do something, they are not swayed in some other direction by
other people: indeed the latter are of no importance. They fear no one other than God
who Charged them with the task of delivering His message and putting it into action:
“Sufficient is God to reckon all things.” (Verse 39) It is He who holds them to account.
They are accountable to no one else.

“Muhammad is not the father of any one of your men.” (Verse 40) Zaynab was not his
son’s wife, and Zayd was not his son; he was Harithah's son. Hence, when the matter
is looked at from the angle of reality, it carries no blame whatsoever. Muhammad
was in the same relation o all Muslims, including Zayd ibn Harithah: it is a relation
between a prophet and his community. He is “God’s Messenger and the seal of all
prophets.” (Verse 40) He thus puts in place God’s permanent law to be applied by all
mankind for the rest of time. “God has indeed full knowledge of everything.” (Verse 40)
He knows what suits humanity and sets its life on the best course. He has ordained
that the Prophet act in accordance with His wisdom and knowledge. Furthermore,
He has set in motion the laws and regulations that best serve people’s interests and
bring them happiness.

From Darkness into Light

The surah goes on to establish this last meaning in the hearts of believers, keeping
alive their relation with God who ordained whatever He willed for His Messenger
and chose for the Muslim community what brought about their every good,
replacing the darkness with light:

Believers! Remember God always, and glorify Him morning and evening. It is He who
bestows His blessings upon you, with His angels, so that He might take you out of the
depths of darkness into the light. He is truly merciful to the believers. On the day
when they meet Him, they will he greeted with ‘Peace; and He will have prepared for
them a most generous reward. (Verses 41-44)
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Remembering God means that one’s heart is alive to God’s remembrance, not the
mere mention of His name. One should always be careful in whatever one does so as
to remain within what God permits. To attend regularly to prayer is part of
remembering God. In fact there are many ahadith and reports that almost equate
God’s remembrance with attending to prayer. The Prophet is quoted as saying: “If a
man wakes his wife up at night and they offer two rak ahs of night prayer, they will
be considered that night as among those who remember God always.” [Related by
Abu Dawud, Al-Nasa'i and Ibn Majah.]

God’s remembrance though is broader than prayer. It includes every way in which
a person is fully conscious of his Lord, whether his tongue moves to mention Him or
not. What we are referring to here is a consciousness that motivates to action. A
human heart remains lost or perplexed until it establishes its link with God,
remembering Him and feeling secure in His care. It then knows the way to follow,
the method to implement, and how to go about all this. It is for this reason that the
Qur’an and the Sunnah repeatedly urge people to remember God. The Qur’an often
links this to different times and situations in which man finds himself, so that these
serve as reminders for him not to neglect this duty: “Believers! Remember God always,
and glorify Him morning and evening.” (Verses 41-42)

The early morning and the end of the day have much that urges human hearts to
maintain their ties with God, who changes times and situations, without ever
changing Himself. Yet everything else changes and disappears.

At the same time, people are reminded of God’s grace and the care He takes of His
creation and the favours He bestows on them. Yet He is in no need of them while
they need His care and blessings: “It is He who bestows His blessings upon you, with His
angels, so that He might take you out of the depths of darkness into the light. He is truly
merciful to the believers.” (Verse 43)

All glory to God who bestows great favours and doubles them over and over
again. Yet He also remembers His weak servants who have no real power of their
own and whose life is only transitory. He remembers them, taking care of them and
blessing them together with His angels. When He mentions them in good terms
among those on high, the entire universe echoes their mention, as the Prophet states:
“God says: Whoever of My servants mentions Me to himself, I mention him to
Myself; and whoever mentions Me in the presence of a group, I mention him in the
presence of a better group.” [Related by al-Bukhari.] This is indeed profound. One
can hardly imagine it, when one knows that the whole earth with all the creatures
living on and in it is no more than a tiny particle in relation to the great galaxies of
the universe. Yet all these galaxies and what they contain of creatures are no more
than a portion of the universe which God has willed to exist, saying to it, ‘Be,” and it
came into being.
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“It is He who bestows His blessings upon you, with His angels, so that He might take you
out of the depths of darkness into the light.” (Verse 43) God’s light is one, comprehensive,
continuous. What does not belong to it is darkness, which differs and has several
depths. If people stray from God’s light, they have only darkness to live in. Nothing
can save them or bring them out of this darkness except God’s light that enlightens
hearts and minds, filling souls and guiding them to what suits their nature. The grace
God bestows on them and the angels” blessings and prayers for them are what takes
them out of the darkness into the light. This is what happens to them when their
hearts open up to faith: “He is truly merciful to the believers.” (Verse 43)

Such is their situation in t his life, when they need to work. As for their situation in
the life to come, when reward is administered, God’s grace continues to be with
them. They are received there warmly, given honour and rich reward: “On the day
when they meet Him, they will be greeted with ‘Peace; and He will have prepared for them a
most generous reward.” (Verse 44) They have a peace that contrasts with fear, tiring
effort and hard work. It is a greeting from God, brought to them by the angels who
enter from every door o deliver the message given to them from on high. This comes
in addition to the noble reward God has in store for them. Such is their Lord who
legislates and chooses what is best for them. Who would not prefer His choice?

The Prophet’s Role

The Prophet who delivers to them what God has chosen, and shows them by
practical example how to implement the laws God has enacted for them, is here
given an outline of his own role. His position in relation o the believers is also
explained.

Prophet! We have sent you as a witness, a bearer of good news and a warner; one who
calls people to God by His leave and a light-giving beacon. Give to the believers the
good news that a great bounty from God awaits them. Do not yield to the unbelievers
and the hypocrites, and disregard their hurting actions. Place your trust in God, for
God alone is worthy of all trust. (Verses 45-48)

The Prophet’s position among them is that of a witness. They should, then, work o
improve the testimony he gives, as it will state the facts, changing nothing and
containing nothing that is false. He is also the ‘bearer of good news, explaining what
awaits those who work hard and well of God’s grace, forgiveness of sins, honour and
reward. Moreover, he is ‘a warner’ to those who overlook their duties, telling them of
what awaits the wrongdoers of punishment and suffering. Thus, they are not taken
unawares. Furthermore, he is one who Calls people to God, not to worldly glory,
national pride, personal gain or position. He only calls to God in a consistent way
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that leads to Him ‘by His leave’. He does not invent anything, nor does he say
anything of his own volition. He fulfils his task by God’s leave, as He has
commanded him. He is indeed ‘light-giving beacon’. He dispels darkness, removes
doubts and enlightens the way. He is a beacon that gives light to guide people aright,
like a lamp that dispels darkness on the road.

Such was Muhammad, God’s Messenger, (peace be upon him), and such was the
light he gave. He gave to people a clear and lucid concept of existence, of their
relation with God and their position in relation to the universe and its Creator. He
gave us a clear value system, one which is essential for the right existence of the
universe and man’s life therein. He also gave us a clear and decisive explanation of
the origin of life and its end, the goal it serves and the course by which it is served.
No ambiguity is found in anything he has given. His is a style that addresses human
nature directly, using its wider gates and the most effective of ways.

The siirah repeats once more the Prophet’s task of giving good news to the
believers, expressing this in more detail: “Give to the believers the good news that a great
bounty from God awaits them.” (Verse 47) This gives flesh to something it mentioned in
general a little earlier on: “Prophet! We have sent you as a witness, a bearer of good news
and a warner.” (Verse 45) Thus, the details serve to further explain God’s favours
bestowed on the believers.

This address o the Prophet concludes with an order to him not o pay any heed to
the unbelievers and hypocrites, not to care about their actions or whether these may
hurt him or his followers, and to always place his trust in God: “Do not yield to the
unbelievers and the hypocrites, and disregard their hurting actions. Place your trust in God;
for God alone is worthy of all trust.” (Verse 48) It is the same address given at the outset
of the siirah, before it outlines any legislation for social reorganization. The Prophet is
further instructed not o care for their hurting actions. He must not try to spare
himself such hurt by relenting to them in anything, or relying on them in any way.
God is sufficient for him to place his trust in Him alone.

We see how the situation of Zayd and Zaynab and the abrogation of the tradition
that prohibited marriage with the divorcee of an adopted son was indeed difficult,
requiring confirmation and explanation by God. This is why it was preceded by a
long explanation and concluded with a long comment. All this emphasizes God’s
great care shown to the believers who must receive His orders with total acceptance
and a willing submission.
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Detailed Legal Provisions

Belrevers! If you marry belreving womsen and then
divorce then: before the marriage is consummiated,
You have no reason to expect them to observe a
waiting period. Hence, provide well for them and

release thenmr in a beconnng manner. (49)

Prophet! We have made lanful to you the wives
whom you have paid their dowries, as well as
those whom God has placed in your right hand
through war, as also the danghters of your
paternal undles and annts, and the daughters of
your maternal uncles and annts, who have
nigrated with youy and any believing woman who
offers herself freely to the Prophet and whom the
Prophet might be willing to wed: [this latter]
applies to you alone and not to other believers. We
well know what We have made obligatory to
them in respect of their wives and other women
their right hands possess; and thus no blame shall
attach 1o you. God is Much- Forgiving, Mercifil.
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(50)

You may defer any of them you please, and take
1o yourself any of them you please. No blanse will
attach to you if you invite one whose tum you have
previously set aside: this niakes it more likely that
they will be contented and not distressed, and that
all of them will be satisfied with whatever you
have to give them. God knows what s in your
hearts. God is indeed All- Knowing, Forbearing.
51

You [Mubammad) arc not permitted 1o take
any further wives, nor to exchange these for other
wives, even though you are attracted by their
beanty, except for any that your right hand may
possess. God keeps watch over all things. (52)

Believers! Do not enter the Prophet’s howes,
unless you are given leave, for a mweal without
waiting for its proper tine. But when you are
invited, enter; and when you have eaten, disperse
without lingering for the sake of mere talk. Such
behaviour nught give offence to the Prophet, and
yet he nught feel too shy to bid you go. God does
not shy of stating what is right. When you ask
the Prophet’s wives for something, do so from
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bebind a soreen: this mafkes for greater purity for

your hearts and theirs. Moreover, it does not
behove you to give offence to God'’s Messenger, just
as 1t would not behove you ever to marry his
widows affer he has passed away. That is
certainly an enormty in God's sight. (53)

Whether yon do anything openly or in secres,
[remenber that] God has full knowledge of
everything. (54)

I¢ is no sin for them [0 appear freeby] before their
Jathers, their sons, their brothers, their brothers’
sons, their sisters’ sons, their wonsenfolk, or such
e slaves as their right hands possess. [Wives of
the Prophet!] Always remain God-fearing; for
God is witness to all things. (55)

God and His angels bless the Prophet. Believers!
Bess hinz and give him greetings of peace. (56)

Those who affront God and His Messenger will
be rejected by God in this world and in the life fo
come. Fe has prepared for them a buniliating

suffering. (57)

And these who malign believing men and women

Jor no wrong they nught have done shall have
burdened themselves with the guilt of calummy and
with a blatant injustice. (58)
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Pm{bb.ef. Say 1o your wives, danghters and all g 5;‘ S5 5 3ol Tl &S
believing women  that they should draw  over s
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themselves some of their outer garments. This will (2 Leex) [ gad Bl 7,67
be more conducive to their being recognized and

not affronted. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. R S A
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If the hypocrites, those who are sick at heart and ¥ X " g phadl

those who spread lies in the city do not desist, We S N .trﬁ AN
will rouse you against then, and then they will s
not be your neighbours in this city except for a 5 L .

litle while: (60) Toldy Tydel T3am5 LDl oo eale

bereft of God's grace, they shall be seized wherever P > .
they may be found, and will be slain. (61) JB e B> T2l 34

Such has been God'’s way with those who went
before. Never will you find any change in God's
way. (62)

Overview

This passage begins with a general rule concerning women who are divorced
before their marriage has been consummated. This is followed by a number of rules
relating to the Prophet’s own family life, including the relationship between his
wives and men generally, how Muslims should approach the Prophet’s home, and
the honour God bestows on His Messenger’s home and how it is viewed by the
angels and those on high. It concludes with a general order that applies to the
Prophet’s wives, daughters and all Muslim women. They are ordered to draw their
outer garments over their bodies when they go out, so that they are recognized as
chaste women. Thus, men with bad characters, such as the hypocrites and other
wicked people who used to tease and irritate women would not approach them. It
concludes with a warning to the hypocrites and circulators of rumours that they
would be expelled from Madinah unless they stopped disturbing and irritating the
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Muslim women.

These rules and directives form part of the reorganization of the Muslim
community on the basis of the Islamic concept of life and society. As for matters that
concern the Prophet’s own private life, God has willed that life in the Prophet’s home
should remain a book open to all generations. Therefore, He incorporated these
aspects into the Qur’an, which will remain intact, and read in full, for the rest of time.
At the same time, they are a sign of the honour God bestows on the Prophet’s home,
as He Himself undertakes to regulate its affairs and present it to mankind in His
book, the Qur’an.

Divorce Before Consummation

Believers! If you marry believing women and then divorce them before the marriage is
consummated, you have no reason to expect them to observe a waiting period. Hence,
provide well for them and release them in a becoming manner. (Verse 49)

The situation of women divorced before their marriages have been consummated
is dealt with in specific provisions outlined in Surah 2, The Cow: “You will incur no sin
if you divorce women before having touched them or settled a dowry for them. Provide for
them, the rich according to his means and the straitened according to his means. Such a
provision, in an equitable manner, is an obligation binding on the righteous. If you divorce
them before having touched them but after having settled a dowry for them, then give them
half of that which you have settled, unless they forgo it or he in whose hand is the marriage tie
forgoes it. To forgo what is due to you is closer to being righteous. Do not forget to act
benevolently to one another. God sees all that you do.” (2: 236-237)

This means that if a dowry has been agreed by the two parties in a marriage
terminated before consummation, then the divorced woman is entitled to half the
dowry. If the dowry has not been stated, then she is entitled to some provisions, in
accordance with the means of the divorcing husband. Such a provision is binding on
righteous people. The two verses in Suirah 2 do not mention any waiting period for
such a divorced woman. We now have here a rule concerning this aspect, making it
clear that such a woman has no waiting period to observe.

The waiting period is primarily to establish whether or not there is a pregnancy, so
that no child is attributed to anyone other than its father, and no father is deprived of
his child who might still be in the early days of conception. If the marriage has not
been consummated, then no pregnancy has taken place, and there is no need for a
waiting period. “You have no reason to expect them to observe a waiting period. Hence,
provide well for them.” (Verse 49) This provision is according to what is mentioned in
the other verses: half the agreed dowry or, if no dowry is agreed, a provision
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commensurate with the man’s financial status. The other obligation is to “release them
in a becoming manner.” (Verse 49) There must never be any imposition of hardship.
Divorced women should be released so that they can begin a new life with someone
else. This rule applies generally to all Muslims, given here in the context of
organizing the Muslim community’s social life.

The Prophet’s Wives

The Prophet is then told which women are lawful for him o marry, and the special
dispensation for him after the limit of four wives was imposed in an earlier sirah:
“You may marry of other women as may be agreeable to you, two or three or four.” (4: 3) At
the time the Prophet had nine wives, each of whom he married for a specific reason.
*A’ishah and Hafsah were the daughters of his two closest Companions, Aba Bakr
and “Umar. Umm Habibah bint Abi Sufyan, Umm Salamah, Sawdah bint Zim ah and
Zaynab bint Khuzaymah> were women from the Muhgjirin who had lost their
husbands and the Prophet wanted to honour them. None of them was young or very
pretty. Marrying them was merely an honour the Prophet gave them. As for Zaynab
bint Jahsh, we have already discussed her marriage to the Prophet in detail. The
other two were Juwayriyyah bint al-Harith and Safiyyah bint Huyay. Both were
taken captive in war, but the Prophet freed them from bondage and married them to
strengthen relations with their tribes and communities. Moreover, their marriage o
the Prophet was an honour. Both accepted Islam after their people suffered the
hardship of defeat.

They had all become ‘mothers of the believers” and had the honour of being so
close to God’s Messenger, choosing God, His Messenger and the life to come over the
luxuries and comforts of this world, when that choice was offered to them. It would
have been very hard for them to be divorced when the maximum number of wives a
Muslim may have was fixed at four. God looked at their situation and exempted His
Messenger from that rule, permitting him to retain all his wives. Then, the Qur’an
stipulated that he must not add to them or replace any of them. Thus, the Prophet’s
exemption from the maximum of four wives was given specifically to those whom he
had already married, so that they would not be deprived of this honour. The
following verses clearly indicate this:

> There is a little confusion here. Zaynab bint Khuzaymah lived only a very short period after her
marriage to the Prophet. She was not one of the nine wives he had at the time when these rules were
outlined. If we omit her name, eight remain. However, the ninth was Maymiunah, the last wife the
Prophet married. Moreover, it is not exactly accurate to say that the four the author groups together
were neither young nor pretty. While they were not young, they were not without beauty. There is no
reason to try to justify the Prophet’s marriages in this way. Some of the reasons the author mentions
are certainly true, particularly in the cases of the last three he mentions, but the others need no
justification. God gave His Messenger a dispensation and he made use of it. — Editor’s note.
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Prophet! We have made lawful to you the wives whom you have paid their dowries, as
well as those whom God has placed in your right hand through war, as also the
daughters of your paternal uncles and aunts, and the daughters of your maternal
uncles and aunts, who have migrated with you; and any believing woman who offers
herself to the Prophet and whom the Prophet might be willing to wed: [this latter]
applies to you alone and not to other believers. We well know what We have made
obligatory to them in respect of their wives and other women their right hands possess;
and thus no blame shall attach to you. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. You may
defer any of them you please, and take to yourself any of them you please. No blame
will attach to you if you invite one whose turn you have previously set aside: this
makes it more likely that they will be contented and not distressed, and that all of them
will be satisfied with whatever you have to give them. God knows what is in your
hearts. God is indeed All-Knowing, Forbearing. You [Muhammad] are not permitted
to take any further wives, nor to exchange these for other wives, even though you are
attracted by their beauty, except for any that your right hand may possess. God keeps
watch over all things. (Verses 50-52)

These provisions make it lawful for the Prophet to marry any woman from the
types mentioned, even though this might take the number of such wives above the
maximum of four which applied to all other Muslims. These types included the
women whom he had already married and paid their dowries; any slave he came to
own; his paternal and maternal cousins who had migrated with him, but not those
who had not already migrated and any woman who presented herself as a gift o the
Prophet without taking a dowry or having a guardian, if he wished to marry her.¢
God made this a special privilege for the Prophet since he was the guardian of all
believers, men and women. All other men are subject to the rules God has imposed
concerning their wives and women slaves. Thus the Prophet had no restrictions
placed on his actions with regard to retaining the ones he had already married or to
responding o the circumstances of his special position.

The Prophet is then given the choice to marry any woman who offered herself to
him as a gift, or to so delay the same. If he so delayed, he could go back o her at any
time. Moreover he was free o have sex with any of his wives he wished and to delay
any: “This makes it more likely that they will be contented and not distressed, and that all of
them will be satisfied with whatever you have to give them.” (Verse 51) It is clear that all
these provisions take into account the Prophet’s special circumstances and the fact
that many were keen to be honoured by being close to him. God knew all this and, as
we know, He determines all situations in accordance with His knowledge and
compassion: “God knows what is in your hearts. God is indeed All-Knowing, Forbearing.”
(Verse 51)

® There are conflicting reports on whether the Prophet married any woman of this type or not. Perhaps
it is more accurate to say that he gave all women who made themselves gifts to him to other men to
marry.

81



ALAhzab (The Confederates) | DETAILED LEGAL PROVISIONS

God then made it unlawful for the Prophet to marry anyone other than those to
whom he was already married. This did not apply to numbers, but rather to those
specific women married to the Prophet.

Nor could he replace any of them. He had, however, not increased the number of
his wives before this prohibition was made.

“You [Muhammad] are not permitted to take any further wives, nor to exchange these for
other wives, even though you are attracted by their beauty, except for any that your right
hand may possess.” (Verse 52) This was the only exception, whereby he was allowed to
have any number of slave women. “God keeps watch over all things.” (Verse 52) This is

the best guarantee of observing the rules.

*A’ishah reports that this restriction prohibiting the Prophet from having any
more wives was subsequently abrogated, and the Prophet was given the freedom to
marry others as he pleased. He, however, did not marry others, making only these
the ones honoured with the title ‘mothers of the believers’.

Observing Good Manners

The siirah moves on to delineate the position of Muslims vis-d-vis the Prophet’s
homes and his wives, both during his lifetime and after his death. It addresses the
fact that some hypocrites and others with hearts full of sickness used to affront the
Prophet by directing their annoying behaviour at his homes and wives. It issues a
very strong warning to them, describing the enormity of their action in God’s sight
and reminding them that God is fully aware of their wickedness:

Believers! Do not enter the Prophet’s homes, unless you are given leave, for a meal
without waiting for its proper time. But when you are invited, enter; and when you
have eaten, disperse without lingering for the sake of mere talk. Such behaviour might
give offence to the Prophet, and yet he might feel too shy to bid you go. God does not
shy of stating what is right. When you ask the Prophet’s wives for something, do so
from behind a screen: this makes for greater purity for your hearts and theirs.
Moreover, it does not behove you to give offence to God’s Messenger, just as it would
not behove you ever to marry his widows after he has passed away. That is certainly
an enormity in God'’s sight. Whether you do anything openly or in secret, [remember
that] God has full knowledge of everything. (Verses 53-54)

Al-Bukhari relates on the authority of Anas ibn Malik: “When the Prophet
espoused Zaynab bint Jahsh, he served a meal of meat and bread. I was sent to invite
people to come over, and they came in groups. They would eat and leave, then
another group came in, ate, and left. I invited everyone until I could find none o
invite. I said this to the Prophet, and he said to his family: ‘Remove your food.” Three
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people remained in his home chatting. The Prophet went out to *A’ishah’s room and
said: ‘Peace be o you, members of this household, together with God’s mercy and
blessings.” She replied to his greeting in the same way and asked him: ‘How have
you found your wife, Messenger of God? May God bless you ,and yours.” He then
went to the rooms of every one of his wives, and each one of them said to him the
same as “A’ishah. Then he went back, and found the three people still there chatting.
The Prophet was very shy. He went out again, heading towards “A’ishah’s room. I
am not sure whether it was she or someone else who told him that those people had
left. He came back, and when he had one foot inside and one out, the door was
closed. Then the Qur’anic verse mentioning the screen was revealed.”

The verse outlines certain manners with regard to entering people’s homes that
were unknown in pre-Islamic Arabia. People just came into a home without asking
permission, as we explained in commenting on the relevant verses in Siirah 24, The
Light.” Perhaps this was more visible in the case of the Prophet’s homes which were
the source of knowledge and wisdom. Some people might come in, and if they saw
food being prepared, they would wait to have a meal, without being invited. Some
might stay on to chat after the meal was over, even though they had not been invited
in the first place. They were totally oblivious to the inconvenience their behaviour
caused the Prophet and his family. One report suggests that when those three people
stayed on to chat on the night of the Prophet’s wedding to Zaynab, she sat with her
face to the wall. The Prophet was too shy to draw their attention to the inconvenience
they caused. He could not say to his visitors something that might make them
ashamed of themselves. Therefore, God stated this on his behalf, because: “God does
not shy of stating what is right.” (Verse 53)

It is also reported that “Umar, who was endowed with refined sensitivity,
suggested to the Prophet that he should put up a screen so that people would not
enter his wives’ rooms without leave. He hoped that God would order this and
subsequently this verse was revealed endorsing his suggestion. Al-Bukhari relates on
Anas’s authority: “*Umar said: ‘Messenger of God! All sorts of people come into your
home. You may wish to instruct the mothers of the believers to put up a screen.” God
then revealed the verse requiring a screen to be put up.”

This verse taught people that they must not enter the Prophet’s homes without
tirst seeking permission. Should they be invited to have a meal, they may go in. If
they were not invited, they must not enter awaiting the food to be cooked. Then,
when they had finished eating, they should leave. They should not stay on to chat.
Muslims today badly need to stick to this standard of manners, which has been
ignored by many. Guests often stay long after a meal, and in many cases they stay
long at the table after they have finished eating. Their conversation may drag on,

"Volume 12, pp- 234-238.
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while the hosts, who hold on to some aspects of Islamic manners, find this terribly
inconvenient. Islamic manners address all situations most appropriately. We would
do well to revive these manners in our social dealings.

The verse then orders that the Prophet’s wives be screened from men: “IWhen you
ask the Prophet’s wives fir something, do so from behind a screen.” In emphasizing that this
is better for all, the surah states further: “This makes for greater purity for your hearts and
theirs.” (Verse 53) It is not for anyone to say what is contrary to what God says. No
one should say that easy mixing and chatting between the two sexes is more
conducive to purity of hearts, and relief of suppressed instincts, giving both men and
women a better approach to feelings and behaviour. We hear much talk in this vein,
by unenlightened people. No one can say anything of this sort when God says:
“When you ask the Prophet’s wives for something, do so from behind a screen: this makes for
greater purity for your hearts and theirs.” (Verse 53) We should remember that He says
this while referring o the Prophet’s wives, the mothers of the believers, who were all
pure women, and to the Prophet’'s Companions who were exemplary in their
morality. When God says something and some people say something different, it is
God'’s statement that is right. Whatever is contrary to God’s statements is wrong and
can only be stated by one who dares to say that human beings have greater
knowledge of man’s psychology than his Creator.

The facts of life confirm the truth of what God says and the falsehood of what
others say to the contrary. People’s experience everywhere in the world confirms
this. Countries where mixing has reached extreme limits give ample evidence in
support of this.

The Qur’anic verse has already mentioned that peoples” entry awaiting a meal o
be cooked, without being invited, and their staying on for a chat, gave offence to the
Prophet, but that he was too shy to hint that they should leave. Now the verse makes
it clear that it does not behove any Muslim o give offence to the Prophet; nor does it
behove them to marry his wives when he dies, considering that his wives are like
mothers to them. Their special position in relation to the Prophet makes their
marriage to anyone other than him prohibited. This gave the Prophet’s home its
special sanctity and unique position. “It does not behove you to give offence to God’s
Messenger, just as it would not behove you ever to marry his widows after he has passed
away.” (Verse 53)

Some reports mention that one of the hypocrites said that he was waiting o marry
*A’ishah! “That is certainly an enormity in God’s sight.” (Verse 53) Terrible indeed is
that which God describes as an enormity.

The siirah does not, however, stop at this warning but goes on instead to deliver an
even sterner one: “Whether you do anything openly or in secret, [remember that] God has
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full knowledge of everything.” (Verse 53)

It is God, then, who will take care of this. He knows what remains on the surface
and what is kept secret, and He is fully aware of every thought and plan. He has
described such matters as an enormity. Let anyone who wishes try to do anything of
the sort. He will soon discover that he is exposing himself to God’s mighty
punishment.

Having made this warning, the siirah makes the exception of some close relatives
with whom the Prophet’s wives did not have to be so guarded: “It is no sin for them
[to appear freely] before their fathers, their sons, their brothers, their brothers’ sons, their
sisters” sons, their womenfolk, or such men slaves as their right hands possess. [Wives of the
Prophet!] Always remain God-fearing; for God is witness to all things.” (Verse 55)

These are the relatives a woman cannot marry, i.e. her mahram. In fact it is lawful
for all Muslim women to appear before these relatives in normal clothes, without
covering their heads. I could not establish with any degree of certainty whether this
verse addressing the Prophet’s wives in particular or verse 31 of Surah 24, Light,
addressing all Muslim women was revealed first. It is more likely, however, that the
order was first issued to the Prophet’s wives and then made applicable to others.

We should note here the instruction to always be conscious of God, and the
reference o His awareness of everything. “Always remain God- fearing; for God is
witness to all things.” (Verse 55) This is indeed the best guarantee that people will pay
heed.

Further Instructions and a Warning

The surah continues to warn those who give offence to the Prophet, either in
person or with regard to his family, showing their action as an enormity. It does so in
two ways: honouring the Prophet and describing his status with his Lord and on
high, and stating that to give offence to the Prophet is to give offence to God Himself.
Therefore, it earns the perpetrator expulsion from God’s mercy both in the present
life and in the life to come. Furthermore, the perpetrators stand to suffer a
humiliating punishment:

God and His angels bless the Prophet. Believers! Bless him and give him greetings of
peace. Those who affront God and His Messenger will be rejected by God in this world
and in the life to come. He has prepared for them a humiliating suffering. (Verses 56-
57)

The Arabic text uses the word salat and its derivatives for what is rendered in
English as ‘bless’. Salat means prayer, but prayer by God for the Prophet means that
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God praises him to those on high, while when it refers to the angels it means that
they pray to God for him. This gives the Prophet a sublime position: the whole
universe echoes God’s praise of His Prophet. No honour could be greater than this.
How would a prayer and blessing by human beings compare with God’s own
blessing and honour bestowed on the Prophet, or with those of the angels among the
community on high? There is certainly no comparison, but God wishes to bestow
honour on the believers by putting their blessing of the Prophet together with His
own, thus providing them with a tie with those on high.

When God so honours and praises the Prophet, it is exceedingly grotesque for
humans to give offence to him: “Those who affront God and His Messenger will be
rejected by God in this world and in the life to come. He has prepared for them a humiliating
suffering.” (Verse 57) What makes this even more grotesque and ridiculous is that it is
an affront to God by His creatures. They can never affront or offend God, but the
expression here serves to show great sensitivity to any offence committed against the
Prophet, in effect making it an offence against God Himself.

The siirah then speaks of giving offence to believers generally, men and women,
and falsely attributing to them what they do not have: “And those who malign believing
men and women for no wrong they might have done shall have burdened themselves with the
quilt of calumny and with a blatant injustice.” (Verse 58) This strong condemnation
suggests that there was in Madinah at the time a group of people who schemed in
this way against believers: they defamed them, conspired against them and
circulated false allegations about them. This takes place in all communities at all
times with believers in particular being so maligned. God therefore undertakes to
reply o their accusers, describing them as hypocrites guilty of calumny and injustice.
He certainly says only what is absolutely true.

God Almighty then instructs His Messenger to issue an order to his wives,
daughters and Muslim women generally requiring them, when they leave their
homes, to cover their bodies and heads with an outer garment. In this way, they
would be recognized and he protected from the machinations of transgressors. Their
modest appearance would distinguish them as chaste women, which embarrasses
those who follow women o tease and malign them:

Prophet! Say to your wives, daughters and all believing women that they should draw
over themselves some of their outer garments. This will be more conducive to their
being recognized and not affronted. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (Verse 59)

Commenting on this verse, al-Suddi says: “Some wicked people in Madinah used

to go out at nightfall to make indecent remarks to women. Houses in Madinah were
small. Therefore, women went out at night to relieve themselves. However, they
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were maligned by such wicked remarks. When such people saw a woman wrapped
in her outer cover, they refrained from maligning her as they recognized her as free
and chaste. A woman who did not have such a cover was subjected to their affronts
as they thought her to be a slave.”

Mujahid says: “When they put on their outer cover, they were recognized as free
and chaste women. No one maligned them. As for the verse ending, ‘God is Much-
Forgiving, Merciful,” it means that He forgave women what happened in the past, as
they were not aware of what they should do.

We note the great care taken to purge all wicked behaviour from the Muslim
society. These elements had to be pushed into a narrow corner, while new Islamic
values and traditions took firm root in the Muslim community.

The passage concludes with a stern warning to the hypocrites and those who were
sick at heart as well as those who circulated false rumours requiring that they stop all
such wicked action, and refrain from affronting the believers and the Muslim
community as a whole. Unless they stopped, God would empower His Messenger to
drive them out of Madinah, so that they could be taken and killed wherever they
were. This was the law applied, by God’s leave, in past generations, and it could
easily be revived:

If the hypocrites, those who are sick at heart and those who spread lies in the city do
not desist, We will rouse you against them, and then they will not be your neighbours
in this city except for a little while: bereft of God'’s grace, they shall be seized wherever
they may be found, and will be slain. Such has been God'’s way with those who went
before. Never will you find any change in God’s way. (Verses 60-62)

This powerful warning gives us a clear impression of the Muslims’ strong position
in Madinah after the Qurayzah affair. Indeed, the Muslim state was now in full
power. The hypocrites could only scheme in secret, unable to demonstrate their
reality. Indeed, they remained always in fear.
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Too Heavy for Mountains

Pegple ask you about the Last Hour. Say:
Knowledge of it rests with God alone.” Yet for all
you kenow the Last Hour miay well be near. (63)

God has certainly rejected the unbelievers and
prepared for them a blazing fire, (64)

where they will permanently abide. 'They will find
none to protect or support them. (65)

On the day when their faces shall be tossed about
i the fire, they will say: Would that we had
obeyed God and obeyed His Messenger.” (66)

And they shall say: Our Lord! We have paid
heed to our masters and our leaders, but they have
led us astray from: the right path. (67)

Our Lord! Guve them double suffering, and
banish them utterly from Y our grace.” (68)

Belsevers! Do not be like those who gave offence 7o
Moses. God showed him to be innocent of

whatever they alleged against hin. Indeed, he was
highly hononred in God's sight. (69)
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Overview

This final passage of the sirah mentions people’s questions about the Last Hour,
when the Day of Judgement arrives. People have often asked for the Last Hour to be
hastened, expressing doubt about it. The answer to this question always leaves its
timing o God Almighty, warning people that it is close at hand, and that it could take
them unawares at any time. The siirah then portrays an image of the Last Hour that
certainly does not please those who hasten it. It is an image of their own faces as they
are turned over in the fire, expressing profound regret for not obeying God and His
Messenger, and praying that their masters and chiefs be given double punishment. It
is a scene of catastrophe that no one likes to consider. The surah then turns again to
the present world, warning the believers against following in the footsteps of those
who gave offence to Moses and levelled accusations against him, but God confirmed
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his innocence. This appears to be in answer to something that actually took place. It
might have been referring to the fact that some of them spoke about the Prophet’s
marriage to Zaynab, which was contrary to Arab tradition. The believers are invited
to say only what is right, refrain from slander, so that God will accept their deeds
and forgive them their sins. It makes obeying God and His Messenger more
appealing to them, promising them great reward for this.

The final verses refer to the trust which the heavens, the earth and the mountains
would not agree to shoulder, fearing that it was too heavy for them. Nevertheless,
man undertook to bear it, so that God’s purpose is accomplished: reward then is
commensurate with action, and man will have to account for his choices.

The Timing of the Last Hour

People ask you about the Last Hour. Say: ‘Knowledge of it rests with God alone.” Yet
for all you know the Last Hour may well be near. (Verse 63)

Those people continued to ask the Prophet about the Last Hour, which he has long
warned them against, while the Qur’an gave vivid descriptions of some of its scenes,
which they could almost see before their eyes. They ask the Prophet about its timing,
and demand that it should he hastened. This implied doubt, rejection or ridicule of
the whole question, according to the nature of the person asking and how close or far
removed they were from faith.

The Last Hour is part of what lies beyond our perception. God is the only one who
knows all about it. It is His will that no one among His creatures should know its
timing, not even His messengers and favoured angels. A Jadith summing up Islamic
faith is reported by “Umar ibn al-Khattab, who reports:

One day as we were sitting with God’s Messenger (peace be upon him), there
appeared before us a man whose clothes were exceedingly white and whose
hair was exceedingly black; no sign of travelling was o be seen on him but
none of us knew him. He walked up to the Prophet and sat down by him.
Resting his knees against the Prophet’s knees and placing his hands on his
thighs, he said: ‘Muhammad, tell me about Islam.” The Prophet said: ‘Islam is
to testify that there is no deity other than God and Muhammad is God’s
Messenger, to attend regularly to prayer, to pay zakat, to fast in Ramadan and
o make the pilgrimage to the House if you are able to do so.” The man said:
“You have spoken rightly.” We were amazed at him asking the question and
then confirming that the answer was right.

He then said: ‘Tell me about faith, or iman.”: The Prophet said: ‘Faith is to
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believe in God, His angels, His books, His messengers and the Last Day, and
to believe in divine destiny, both its good and evil manifestations. He said:
“You have spoken rightly. Then tell me about attaining to perfection, or iisan.’
The Prophet answered: ‘It is to worship God as though you are seeing Him,
knowing that while you cannot see Him, yet He sees you.” He said: ‘Then tell
me about the Last Hour.” The Prophet said: “The one questioned about it
knows no better than the questioner.” ... The Prophet then told us: “The man
was Gabriel who came here to teach you your religion.” [Related by Muslim,
Abu Dawud, al-Tirmidhi and al-Nasa'1.]

It is exactly as the Prophet said: the one questioned about the Last The Hour, i.e.
the Prophet himself, and the questioner, i.e. the Angel Gabriel, have no knowledge of
it. This is because ‘Knowledge of it rests with God alone,” and He imparts that
knowledge to none of His creatures.

God has willed this for a purpose, of which we can see a part: people are warned
that they should expect it at any time, ready to receive it as it comes all of a sudden.
This is the attitude of the believers who remain God-fearing. By contrast, those who
are oblivious of the Last Hour, and do not expect its arrival at any time, are the ones
who deceive themselves and do not protect themselves against God’s punishment.
God has warned them, making the Last Hour a secret that could come upon them at
any moment of the night or day: “Yet for all you know the Last Hour may well be near.’
(Verse 63)

God has certainly rejected the unbelievers and prepared for them a blazing fire, where
they will permanently abide. They will find none to protect or support them. On the
day when their faces shall be tossed about in the fire, they will say: ‘Would that we had
obeyed God and obeyed His Messenger.” And they shall say: ‘Our Lord! We have paid
heed to our masters and our leaders, but they have led us astray from the right path.
Our Lord/ Give them double suffering, and banish them utterly from Your grace.’
(Verses 64-68)

As they are questioning the Prophet about the Last Hour, they are given a scene
from it: “God has certainly rejected the unbelievers and prepared for them a blazing fire.”
(Verse 64) He has rejected them, expelling They abide there for an extended term, the
length of which is known only to God. Its end is known only to Him and is
dependent on His them from His grace. And He has prepared for them a raging fire
which is kept ready for them: “where they will permanently abide.” (Verse 65)

They are deprived of all help and support. They cannot hope to escape: “They will
find none to protect or support them.” (Verse 65)

In the midst of all this suffering, they appear very miserable: “On the day when their
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faces shall be tossed about in the fire.” The fire surrounds them from every corner. Yet
the description here is intended to exaggerate the movement so as to feel that the fire
touches every spot on their faces. “They will say: Would that we had obeyed God and
obeyed His Messenger.” (Verse 66) It is a useless wish that can in no way be accepted. It
is now too late for anything. They can only express regret and feel remorse.

At this point, they express unreserved anger with their masters and leaders who
led them astray: “And they shall say: ‘Our- Lord! We have paid heed to our masters and our
leaders, but they have led us astray from the right path. Our Lord! Give double suffering, and
banish them utterly from Your grace.”” (Verses 67-68) Such is the Last Hour: what need
is there to ask about its timing? The only way to ensure salvation on that day is o
work hard in earning God’s pleasure.

Baseless Accusations

It seems that the Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab bint Jahsh, which was intended to
replace the norms prevailing in pre-Islamic days, did not pass so easily. Many of the
hypocrites and the sick at heart began to speak ill of it. So did some of those who had
not yet ascertained the Islamic concept of social relations. All such people cast
remarks and innuendoes, sometimes in a whisper, sometimes openly: they all
expressed monstrous thoughts. The hypocrites and those who spread lies were not
going to keep quiet. They sought every opportunity to inject their poison into the
new Muslim society, just as we saw them do during the attack by the confederate
forces, the story of falsehood, the division of booty, etc. They were always on the
look out for something which they could use to cause the Prophet pain.

By this time, when the Qurayzah were expelled, preceded by other Jewish tribes,
no one was left in Madinah who was openly an unbeliever. All its inhabitants were
now Muslims, even though some of them only put up appearances while in actuality
they were hypocrites. It was these hypocrites who circulated rumours and fabricated
lies. Some believers unwittingly fell prey o them, repeating some of what they had
heard. Now, the siirah warns them against giving offence to the Prophet, in the same
way as the Children of Israel gave offence to Moses. It directs them to say only what
is right, correct and proper, telling them that only through obedience o God and His
Messenger could they hope to achieve the great success:

Believers! Do not be like those who gave offence to Moses. God showed him to be
innocent of whatever they alleged against him. Indeed, he was highly honoured in
God'’s sight. Believers! Have fear of God and say only what is just and true for then
He will cause your deeds to be good and sound, and He will forgive you your sins.
Whoever obeys God and His Messenger will certainly achieve a great triumph.
(Verses 69-71)
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The Qur’an does not specify the sort of offence the Israelites directed at Moses, but
some reports mention it specifically. However, we feel that there is no need to give
details of something the Qur’an alluded to in general terms. The aim here is o warn
the believers against everything that could give offence o the Prophet. The Israelites
are cited as an example of deviation from the right course on many occasions in the
Qur’an. Therefore, it is sufficient here to refer only to the fact that they gave offence o
their prophet, warning the Muslims against following in their footsteps. This makes
every believer refrain from doing what would place him among such deviant people.

God established Moses” innocence of whatever his people alleged against him. He
was in a position of honour with God: “He was highly honoured in God’s sight.” (Verse
69) God makes it clear that His messengers are innocent of all that is fabricated and
falsely alleged against them. Muhammad, the most noble of God’s messengers, has
the first claim to be proven innocent by God Himself.

The surah directs the believers to say only what is just, true and accurate. They
should make sure of what they say and its effects, before they accept what the
hypocrites and spreaders of lies say, and before they pay attention to any wild
accusation or evil fabrication against the Prophet, their leader and guide. It directs
them to say right words leading to right action. God takes care of those who make
sure of saying what is right, proper and accurate, guiding their footsteps and making
their deeds sound, producing good results. God also forgives the sins of those who
say what is right and do righteous deeds, for even they are not immune to slips and
errors. They are all human, and by nature humans err and need God’s forgiveness.

“Whoever obeys God and His Messenger will certainly achieve a great triumph.” (Verse
71) To obey God and His Messenger is, in itself, a great triumph, because it means
consciously following the way God has marked out. It gives comfort and
reassurance. To be sure that one is following the right way gives happiness, even if it
does not earn any reward. A person who follows a direct, easy way that is full of
light and who finds that all God’s creatures respond to him and help him has totally
different prospects from one who follows a blocked, rough way that is covered in
darkness with all God’s creatures emitting hostility towards him. Obedience to God
and His Messenger brings its own immediate reward. Moreover, it achieves a great
triumph now, before the Day of Judgement and entry into heaven. Enjoying bliss in
the life to come is an act of grace which is over and above the reward for such
obedience. It is a grace bestowed by God freely, without anything being asked in
return.

Man’s Weakness

In this act of grace, God considers man’s weakness, the great burden he shoulders
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and the trust he has been bearing alone when the heavens, the earth and the
mountains refused, fearing that they could not cope with its requirements. Yet man is
not only weak; he suffers from pressures created by his desires and inclinations, lack
of knowledge, short life span as also barriers of time and place. All this makes him
lacking in proper knowledge, unable to see what is beyond barriers or to look far
ahead:

We offered the trust to the heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they refused
to bear it and were afraid to receive it. Yet man took it up. He has always been prone
to be wicked, foolish. (Verse 72)

The heavens, the earth and the mountains, great and magnificent beings as they
are, are chosen for discussion by the Qur’an. Compared to these, man who lives in or
beside them appears small and insignificant. These creatures, however, know their
Lord without having o make an effort. They follow His law by their very nature and
the system applicable to them, without need for an intermediary, reflection or choice.
They run their respective courses without fail, fulfilling their tasks by virtue of their
nature and constitution. The sun moves in its orbit in absolute accuracy, sending its
rays and thus fulfilling the role God has assigned to it. It unconsciously holds its
satellite planets and other celestial bodies in a set measure of gravity, thus fulfilling
its role in the universe. The earth also runs its cycle, yielding its plants and feeding its
population, burying the dead and sending up its water in springs, all in accordance
with God’s law, and without having to make a choice. The moon, stars, planets, the
wind, the clouds, air and water, mountains and valleys — all fulfil their functions, by
their Lord’s leave. They know their Lord and are subject o His will without having to
make an effort. What is this trust which they all dreaded to receive? It is the trust of
responsibility, will power, personal knowledge and choice.

“Yet man took it up.” (Verse 72) Man took it up because he is able to know God
through his faculties and feelings. He can recognize God’s law by reflection and
consideration, and apply this law by his endeavour, obeying God willingly and by
choice, resisting desires that lead to deviation and disobedience. In every step along
this way man is acting by his own will, using his own knowledge, choosing his way
fully aware of the end to which it leads.

It is a huge burden that this small creature, with little power and a short life, and
with pressurizing desires and inclinations, has undertaken. In so doing, he runs great
risks. Hence, man is “prone to be wicked,” putting himself in the wrong, and ‘foolish,”’
not knowing his ability. This is true in relation to the great responsibility he has
shouldered. However, when he fulfils this trust, acquires the knowledge leading him
o his Lord, knows His law and obeys Him fully, he becomes equipped with the
knowledge, the guidance and the obedience which bring him to the level of ease and
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perfection enjoyed by creatures like the heavens, earth and mountains, which obey
God and follow His law naturally and directly. When man attains this level, while
aware, conscious and exercising free choice, he attains a noble standard and is given
a unique position among God’s creation.

The acquisition of knowledge, the ability to choose and the willingness o be
accountable constitute the quality that distinguishes man among God’s creatures.
This is the quality that earns man his position of honour, declared by God o those on
high as He ordered the angels to prostrate themselves before Adam. In addition, He
announced this honour in His revealed book, the Qur’an: “We have indeed honoured the
children of Adam.” (17: 70) It behoves man to know why he has been honoured and to
live up o the trust he has accepted, while stronger creatures refused it dreading the
responsibility.

All this has a definite purpose:

So it is that God will punish the hypocrites, men and women, as well as the men and
women who associate partners with Him; and He will turn in mercy to the believers,
both men and women. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (Verse 73)

For man to take the trust upon himself means that he has o accept the
consequences of his choice, and to make his reward dependent on action. This means
that punishment is earned by the hypocrites and the unbelievers, while the believers
are given help, which ensures that God forgives them their errors which they are
bound to make, considering their weakness, the pressures on them and the barriers
standing in their way. This help comes by an act of divine grace, for God is always
Much-Forgiving, Merciful.

On this powerful note ends the surah that began with a directive to the Prophet to
obey God, not yield to the unbelievers and the hypocrites, follow God’s revelations
and place his trust in God alone. The sirah also included numerous directives and
pieces of legislation for the Muslim community. This powerful and final note
describes man’s huge responsibility and great trust, indicating what makes it so
heavy. With this conclusion, the beginning and end of the sirah are in full harmony
with its subject matter. This, in itself, is evidence pointing to the Author of the
Qur’an.
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SURAH 34

Saba’
(Sheba)

Prologue

This surah, a Makkan revelation, tackles the main themes of faith: belief in God’s
oneness, the revelation of the Qur'an and the truth of resurrection. The surah also
provides the correct view of a number of essential values related to these themes. It
makes clear that faith and good action, rather than wealth and offspring, form the
basis of the ultimate judgement by God. It clearly states that no power can protect
anyone against God’s punishment and no intercession is of any use unless He
approves it.

The main emphasis in the siurah is on the question of resurrection and reward, as
well as God’s limitless, comprehensive and accurate knowledge. These two closely
intertwined topics are raised time after time, in a variety of styles and approaches,
and are diffused through the surah from start to finish. Thus on resurrection we have:
“The unbelievers say: ‘Never shall the Last Hour come upon us!” Say: “Yes, by my Lord, it
shall most certainly come to you.”” (Verse 3) And on reward the siirah makes this early
statement: “He may reward those who believe and do righteous deeds. It is they who shall

14

have forgiveness and generous provisions.” (Verse 4)

This same theme is raised again a little later on: “The unbelievers say: Shall we point
out to you a man who will tell you that, when you have been utterly torn into pieces, you
shall he restored to life in a new act of creation? Has he invented a lie about God, or is he a
madman?’ No! It is those who do not believe in the life to come who shall be suffering torment
as they have gone far in error” (Verses 7-8)

The stirah also portrays a number of scenes from the Day of Judgement, showing
how unbelievers are rebuked for their rejection of the truth as well as images of the
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punishment they used to deny or express strong doubts about: “If only you could see
how the wrongdoers shall be made to stand before their Lord, hurling reproaches at one
another. Those of them who were weak on earth will say to those who had deemed themselves
mighty: ‘Had it not been for you, we would certainly have been believers.” The ones who
deemed themselves mighty will say to those who were weak: ‘Was it we who prevented you
from following right guidance after it had been given you? No. It was you who were guilty’
Those who were weak will reply to those who deemed themselves mighty: No. It was your
scheming, night and day, ordering us to disbelieve in God and to set up equals to Him.” When
they see the punishment awaiting them, they will all harbour utter and unmitigated remorse.
We shall put chains round the necks of the unbelievers. Are they to be requited for anything
other than what they did?” (Verses 3 1-33)

Again such scenes are portrayed at various places in the surah, including its
conclusion: “If you could but see when they are seized by terror, with nowhere to escape; for
they will have been seized from a place nearby. They will say: ‘We do believe in it,” but how
could they attain it from so far away, seeing that they had at first denied it all. They used to
cast scorn from far away on what is imperceptible. A barrier will be set between them and all
that they desire, just as was done with their kind before. They were lost in perplexing doubt.”
(Verses 51-54)

On the theme of God’s knowledge and its extent and fullness, we read at the
outset: 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.” (Verse 2) And in a comment on those who
deny the Day of Judgement, the surah says: “Say: "Yes, by my Lord, it shall most
certainly come to you. It is He who knows all that lies beyond the reach of human perception.
Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth escapes Him; nor is there anything smaller
or larger but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verse 3) This is further confirmed towards the
surah’s end where it states: “Say: My Lord hurls forth the truth. He has full knowledge of
all that is beyond the reach of people’s perception.” (Verse 48)

On the theme of God’s oneness, the sirah begins with praising God “to whom
belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth; and to Him will be due all praise in the life to
come. He is truly wise, All-Aware.” (Verse 1) The siirah again challenges them with
regard to the deities they allege to be God’s partners: “Say: Call upon those whom you
imagine to be partners with God. They do not have even an atom'’s weight of authority either
in the heavens or the earth, nor have they any share in either, nor does He have any helper
from among them.” (Verse 22)

In one of the scenes it portrays of the Day of Judgement, the siirah refers to their
worship of angels and jinn: “On the day He gathers them all together, He will say to the
angels: ‘Was it you that these people worshipped?” They will answer: ‘Limitless are You in
Your glory! You alone are our patron, not they. In fact they worshipped the jinn and most of
them believed in them.” (Verses 40-41) It refutes their ideas about intercession by the
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angels on their behalf: “Before Him, intercession is of no avail, except by one to whom He
may have granted permission. When the terror is lifted from their hearts, they will ask [one
another]: ‘What has your Lord ordained?’ They will answer: “The truth. He is the Most High,
the Supreme.” (Verse 23) In connection with their worship of the jinn mention is made
of Solomon and how the jinn were placed in his service. It highlights the fact that
they were unable to realize that he was dead: “When We decreed his death, nothing
showed them that he was dead except an earthworm that gnawed away at his 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.” (Verse
14)

On the theme of the revelation of God’s message, the siirah reports: “The
unbelievers say: We will never believe in this Qur’an, nor in any earlier revelations.” (Verse
31) “When Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, they say: “This is but a man
who wants to turn you away from what your forefathers worshipped.” They also say: “This is
nothing but an invented falsehood” Furthermore, when the truth comes to them, the
unbelievers will say: ‘“This is just plain sorcery.” (Verse 43) The surah issues a decisive
reply: “Those who are endowed with knowledge are well aware that what has been revealed to
you by your Lord is indeed the truth, and that it guides to the way that leads to the Almighty,
the One to whom all praise is due.” (Verse 6) “We have sent you to all mankind so that you
bring them good news and give them warning; but most people do not understand” (Verse
28)

On the question of the values to be applied, the siirah proffers the following verses:
“Whenever We sent a warner to any community, those of them who lived in luxury said: ‘We
do not believe in the message with which you have been sent.” They also say: ‘Richer than you
are we in wealth, and we have more children. We certainly are not going to be made to suffer.’
Say: My Lord gives in abundance, or gives in scant measure, to whomever He wills; but most
people do not understand’ It is neither your riches nor your children that can bring you
nearer to Us: only he who believes and does what is right [comes near to Us]. To these
multiple reward will be given for all that they have done. They will dwell in safety in the
mansions of paradise; whereas all who strive against Our revelations, seeking to defeat their
purpose, shall be given over to suffering.” (Verses 34-38) The surah gives some historical
examples, citing David and his household who demonstrated their gratitude for
God’s favours and contrasting this with the people of Sheba who were totally
ungrateful. What happened to both communities was well known, confirming God’s
promises and warnings.

All Makkan siirahs tackle these topics, but in each siirah they are portrayed against
a special cosmic background. Indeed, this theme is accompanied by diverse
influences that we feel to be new each time. The background in the present sirah is
the wide space of the heaven and earth, the awesome, unfathomable realm that lies
beyond the reach of our perception, the limitless plateau where the gathering takes
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place on the Day of Judgement, the inner depths of the human soul, and a number of
amazing historical scenes. Each has its clear message for our hearts, ensuring we
remain alert. At the very beginning of the surah we are introduced to this broad
universal expanse and God’s limitless knowledge: “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... The
unbelievers say: Never shall the Last Hour come upon us!” Say: “Yes, by my Lord, it shall
most certainly come to you. It is He who knows all that lies beyond the reach of human
perception. Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth escapes Him; nor is there
anything smaller or larger but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verses 2-3)

Those who deny resurrection and the hereafter are warned against great celestial
catastrophes: “Do they not consider how much of the sky and the earth lies open before them
and how much lies hidden from them? If We so willed, We could cause the earth to swallow
them, or cause fragments of the sky to fall upon them. In all this, there is a sign for every
servant of God turning to Him in repentance.” (Verse 9) On the other hand, those who
worship angels or jinn are faced with an awesome scene: “Before Him, intercession is of
no avail, except by one to whom He may have granted permission. When the terror is lifted
from their hearts, they will ask [one another]: ‘What has your Lord ordained?’ They will
answer: “The truth. He is the Most High, the Supreme.”” (Verse 23) Alternatively, they are
placed face to face with the angel on the Day of Resurrection when no argument or
ambiguity is allowed: “On the day He gathers them all together, He will say to the angels:
Was it you that these people worshipped?” (Verse 40)

Those who denied the Prophet Muhammad, accusing him of fabricating lies or
alleging that he was mad are put before their own nature when it is free of alien
influences: “Say: I counsel you one thing: stand before God, in pairs or singly, and think:
there is no madness in your Companion [Muhammad]. He is only a warner to you of
awesome suffering to come.” (Verse 46)

Thus the surah takes our hearts to such horizons and brings into play some
inspiring influences. Finally, it concludes with a powerful scene of the Day of
Judgement.

Praise of God forms the beginning of the surah, identifying some of His attributes,
such as having dominion in the heavens and earth, receiving praise in the hereafter,
wisdom and full knowledge of all that takes place in the universe. It also mentions
the unbelievers’ denial of the Last Hour and God’s emphatic reply that it will
certainly come. Again the surah states that not an atom’s weight in the whole
universe escapes God’s knowledge, which will ensure that God’s requital o all,
believers and unbelievers, will be based on accurate and full knowledge of all
situations and circumstances. In this early part, the sirah states that those who are
endowed with wisdom confirm that what God has revealed to His Messenger is the
truth. It states that the unbelievers find the idea of resurrection strange, refuting their
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arguments and telling them that they suffer as a result of being far in error. It warns
them that they could be swallowed up by the earth or that the skies could fall apart
on them. On this note, the first part of the siirah ends.

The second part highlights some aspects of the history of David and his
household, who were all very grateful for God’s favours. God placed at the
command of David and Solomon numerous powers, and they acknowledged God’s
favours, taking no personal pride in them. One of these powers was the Jinn who are
worshipped by some idolaters. They often consulted such Jinn over questions
relating to the realm beyond our perception, but the Jinn know nothing of this realm.
In Solomon’s story, as related in this sirah, the Jinn continued to do some hard and
menial jobs for him even after his death, of which they continued to be unaware.
Contrasted with this gratitude for God’s favours, is that of total ingratitude as
represented by the people of Sheba. Therefore, “IWe caused them to become a tale, and
scattered them throughout the land.” (Verse 19) They deserved this end because they
did Satan’s bidding, even though he had no power over them. In other words, they
willingly allowed him to lead them astray.

The third part challenges the idolaters to invoke their alleged deities, and tells
them that these “do not have even an atom’s weight of authority either in the heavens or the
earth, nor have they any share in either, nor does He have any helper from among them.”
(Verse 22) None of these false deities can intercede with God on anyone’s behalf, not
even if they were angels, for angels stand in awe of God, do His bidding and do not
talk until they are reassured. As instructed, the Prophet asks them who provides
their sustenance out of the heavens and the earth, when it is God who has dominion
over both? He, and no one else, provides for them and for all other creatures. The
Prophet then leaves the matter between himself and them to God for judgement. This
part of the siirah ends with a similar challenge to that with which it began: “Say: Show
me those whom you allege to be partners with Him. Nay! He alone is God, the Almighty, the
Wise.”” (Verse 27)

Together the fourth and fifth parts tackle the question of the revelation of God’s
message and the unbelievers’ attitude towards it. They speak about how the affluent
view every call to faith, and how they show pride in their wealth and children. These
two parts establish the fact that faith and good actions are the basic criteria for
reward. Several scenes are shown here of the different fates of the believers and
unbelievers, in which we see the leaders disowning their followers and the angels
disassociating themselves from those who worshipped them. In between these
scenes, the sirah calls on the unbelievers to resort to their own nature, seeking its
answers free from all the fuss they create about God’s Messenger. It reminds them
that they have no evidence for the accusations they level at him, when he asks them
for no reward and tells them no lie. Each of these two parts is concluded with a scene
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from the Day of Resurrection. Then, finally, the siirah ends with a run of short verses
that are characterized by a powerful, fast rhythm: “Say: My Lord hurls forth the truth.
He has full knowledge of all that is beyond the reach of people’s perception.” Say: “The truth
has now come. Falsehood neither creates anything new, nor restores anything.” Say: ‘Were I
to go astray, I would but go astray to the loss of myself But if I am on the right path, it is
through what my Lord reveals to me. He is All-Hearing, ever-near’ If you could but see when
they are seized by terror, with nowhere to escape; for they will have been seized from a place
nearby.” (Verses 48-51)
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Infinite and Accurate

Knowledge

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

AWl praise is due to God, to whom belongs all
that is in the heavens and the earth; and to Him
will be due all praise in the life to come. He is
truly Wise, Al-Aware. (1)

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 the Mercifu,
the truly Forgiving. (2)

The unbelievers say: Never shall the 1 ast Honr
come upon us!’” Say: Yes, by my Lord, it shall
7108t certainly come to you. It is Fe who knows
all that lies beyond the reach of human
perception. Not an atom’s weight in the
heavens or the earth escapes Himy nor is
there anything smaller or larger but is

recorded in a clear book, (3)

so that He may reward those who belreve and do
righteous  deeds. 1t is they who shall have
forgiveness and generous provisions.” (4)
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Where Praise is Due

This sirah, which speaks at length about the idolaters who associated partners
with God, denied His Messenger, doubted the hereafter and dismissed the idea of
resurrection, begins with praising God. All praise is due to Him for being God, even
though no human being utters a word of praise addressed to Him. He is praised by
the universe and all creation, even though some human beings take a different
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attitude.

Coupled with this is God’s attribute of being the Sovereign of the universe. No one
has any portion of heaven or earth: He alone owns all there is. This is the central
issue of faith: God’s oneness.

“To Him will be due all praise in the life to come.” (Verse 1) All the praise offered by
all His servants, including those who disbelieved in Him in this life or associated
partners with Him as a result of being led astray, will converge in the life to come
and be addressed totally and purely to Him. “He is truly Wise, All-Aware.” (Verse 1)
Whatever He does is based on wisdom. Indeed, He conducts the affairs of this life
and the Next, and the affairs of the entire universe in perfect wisdom. Moreover, He
is aware of everything that takes place, and His knowledge is full, accurate and
absolute.

The siirah gives us a notion of God’s knowledge, portrayed against the
background of heaven and earth: “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.” (Verse 2) This is a
vast image drawn in a few simple words, painting an amazing multitude of things,
motions, sizes, shapes, forms and meanings that go beyond any imagination. Should
all the people on earth spend their entire lives monitoring and recording what takes
place in just one moment of the things mentioned in the verse, they would not be
able to do so. How many things go into the earth in such a moment? How many
leave it? And how many come down from the sky or go up into it?

Consider what goes into the earth: the seeds that are buried in the ground, the
worms, insects, crawling creatures, drops of rain, gases, electrical rays... all poured
into every corner of this vast earth, yet God’s eye watches them all. Then look at
what comes out of it: plants shooting out, springs gushing forth, erupting volcanoes,
emanating gases, crawlers and insects leaving their underground homes. How many
countless things do we see and know about that come out of the earth and how many
countless others we do not see or know about?

Reflect also on what comes down from the skies: drops of rain, comets, meteors,
rays that burn or give light, divine orders, acts of grace that favour certain creatures
while benefiting the whole universe, and also provisions God grants to His servants
in plentiful or measured quantities. Then turn over in your mind what goes up into
the sky: the breathing of humans, animals and plants, as well as other creatures only
known to God, and supplications, uttered aloud or in secret, heard only by God.
How many a soul of creatures known or unknown to us is gathered and rises to God;
how many an angel ascends to carry out God’s order; how many drops of seawater
evaporate and rise into the atmosphere; how many molecules of gas emanate from all
type of creatures?
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How much of all this takes place in one moment? How much can human
knowledge record of what happens of all this even should they devote all their lives
to monitoring and recording it all? Yet God’s knowledge reckons all this up, in all
places and at all times, as well as all human thoughts, feelings, actions and
movements. But God nevertheless gives us our privacy and forgives us our
shortcomings: “He is the Merciful, the truly Forgiving.” (Verse 2) Just one Qur’anic
verse like the present one is sufficient to prove that this Qur’an could not have been
written by a human being. By nature, such descriptions do not occur to any person,
nor does human nature contemplate matters in this way. That such a comprehensive
vision is provided in one simple touch reflects the superiority of God'’s style.

The siirah then mentions the unbelievers’ denial of the inevitability of the Last
Hour, even though they are totally unaware what tomorrow will bring. That it will
come is certain; it is necessary so that both those who do good and those who do evil
should receive their fair reward:

The unbelievers say: ‘Never shall the Last Hour come upon us!” Say: “Yes, by my
Lord, it shall most certainly come to you. It is He who knows all that lies beyond the
reach of human perception. Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth escapes
Him; nor is there anything smaller or larger but is recorded in a clear book, so that He
may reward those who believe and do righteous deeds. It is they who shall have
forgiveness and generous provisions.” As for those who strive against Our revelations,
seeking to defeat their purpose, these shall have a most painful suffering. (Verses 3-5)

The unbelievers deny the life to come because they do not understand God’s
wisdom. In His infinite wisdom, He does not let people do what they please, whether
good or evil, and then leave them at that, without giving reward to the doers of good
and requiting those who do otherwise. He has informed us, through His messengers,
that He leaves the reward in full or in part to the Day of Judgement. Therefore, all
those who understand His wisdom with regard to His creation realize that the life to
come is essential for the fulfilment of God’s promise. The unbelievers, however, are
oblivious of divine wisdom. Hence, they impolitely say: “Never shall the Last Hour
come upon us.” (Verse 3) Hence the emphatic retort: “Yes, by my Lord, it shall most
certainly come to you.” They have no knowledge of what is beyond their world, but
they nevertheless are quick to assert something of which they have no knowledge.
Yet the one confirming this is the One “who knows all that lies beyond the reach of human
perception.” (Verse 3) What He states is the truth. Furthermore, this truth is simple,
complete and based on sound and true knowledge.

Once more God’s knowledge is portrayed against a similarly universal
background testifying once more to the Originator of the Qur’an. Such thoughts
simply do not occur to human minds: “Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth
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escapes Him; nor is there anything smaller or larger but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verse
3) Such images do not occur in ordinary prose or poetry. When people describe
knowledge as complete, comprehensive and accurate, they do not paint such a
captivating universal image, ‘Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth escapes
Him; nor- is there anything smaller or larger...”  have never seen in human language any
attempt to draw such a picture. This is a description by God of His own knowledge,
using human language in a way humans do not use it. Thus the Muslims’ own
concept of God is set on a nobler level. The nearest meaning of the phrase, recorded in
a clear book,” is that God’s knowledge takes note of everything, including the tiniest of
atoms and what is even smaller.

It is useful to reflect a little on the point raised by use of the wording: “Not an
atom’s weight... nor is there anything smaller.” Until recently, it was universally
accepted that the atom is the smallest thing. Now that it has been possible to cause
atomic diffusion, man has learnt that the atom is comprised of a number of other
elements. All glory to God who teaches His human servants, at a time of His
choosing, what He wishes them to learn of His inner attributes and the secrets of His
creation.

Why a Judgement Day?

The inevitable arrival of the Last Hour and God’s knowledge that does not
exclude anything small or large have a definite purpose: “so that He may reward those
who believe and do righteous deeds. It is they who shall have forgiveness and generous
provisions. As for those who strive against Our revelations, seeking to defeat their purpose,
these shall have a most painful suffering.” (Verses 4-5) Everything is based on God’s
wisdom who has created everything according to a set measure so as to administer
the right reward or punishment for the believers or those who exert all efforts to turn
people away from the truth. Those who give credence to their faith by good actions
earn God’s forgiveness of any errors they make or sins they commit. They also have
‘generous provisions” We note that the siirah frequently mentions the provisions and
sustenance God grants. Hence, it is fitting that the happiness they are assured to have
in the life to come is described here as ‘provisions’, which in fact it is. The others, who
strive hard to turn people away from God and His message will receive some of the
worst type of punishment which fits their wicked efforts. Thus is God’s purpose
fulfilled.

Within the overall context of God’s knowledge and His purpose the next
statement makes clear that those endowed with knowledge realize that what the
Prophet Muhammad receives from God is the truth, providing sound guidance:
“Those who are endowed with knowledge are well aware that what has been revealed to you
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by your Lord is indeed the truth, and that it guides to the way that leads to the Almighty, to
whom all praise is due.” (Verse 6)

Some reports suggest that the phrase, those who are endowed with knowledge, refers
to the people of earlier revelations who are told in their scriptures about the Qur’an
and its provision of true guidance. However, the Qur’anic verse has a wider scope.
All those endowed with proper knowledge, at all times and wherever they happen to
be, will realize this on the basis of their knowledge, if it is truly sound. The Qur’an is
open for all people throughout all generations. It includes enough truth to reveal
itself to everyone who has sound knowledge. It also states the truth inherent in the
very existence of the universe.

Moreover, the Qur'an “guides to the way that leads to the Almighty, to whom all praise
is due.” (Verse 6) The way leading to the Almighty is the system He has placed in the
universe and chosen for mankind so that their lives may be in harmony with the
universe they live in. It is the law that applies to absolutely everything that takes
place in the universe.

The Qur’an provides such guidance through the concept it gives believers of the
universe: its values, relations, man’s place and role in it, the cooperation of all its
parts in the fulfilment of God’s will and purpose and the harmony common to them.
It also provides a sound basis for human thinking so as to make it consistent with the
interaction between human nature and the universe. This enables man to understand
the nature of the universe and its laws so as to use these in a positive way. The
Qur'an also lays down a system of education for humanity, empowering the
individual to interact harmoniously with the rest of mankind, and empowering
mankind to do the same with the rest of God’s creation in the universe, comfortably
benefiting by its nature. The legislation it lays down is consistent with man’s
circumstances as well as with the universal laws that apply to all creation. Thus, man
does not become the odd one out among the countless communities of creatures in
the universe. It is the Qur’an that leads to that way: it is the guide provided by the
Creator of man and the system that suits him. Consider the traveller who is guided
on his journey by the engineer who built the road he is travelling on: how fortunate
he would feel for having such expertise! How, then, about a guide provided by the
One who originated the way and the person travelling on it?

The surah again mentions their reception to news of a Day of Judgement,
expressing their total amazement at such a subject. They, in fact, suggest that to claim
that resurrection takes place on a day when all humanity will be individually judged
by God can only be attributed to a madman or someone who invents lies and
attributes them to God. “The unbelievers say: Shall we point out to you a man who will tell
you that, when you have been utterly torn into pieces, you shall be restored to lift in a new act
of creation? Has he invented a lie about God, or is he a madman?’ No! It is those who do not
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believe in the life to come who are suffering torment as they have gone far in error.” (Verses
7-8)

Their amazement at the thought of resurrection is such that they invite people to
join them in wondering at the condition of the person claiming it, using an especially
derisive style: “Shall we point out to you a man who will tell you that, when you have been
utterly torn into pieces, you shall be restored to life in a new act of creation?” (Verse 7) Do
you want to see such a strange man uttering wild claims of a new creation after you
have been long dead and your bodies have decomposed? Such derision then turns to
defamation: “Has he invented a lie about God, or is he a madman?” According to them,
such claims can only be made by a liar, by someone who fabricates ideas and claims
that they are God’s, or by a madman affected by the jinn to such an extent that he
says what is incomprehensible.

What justifies their attitude? Is it simply because he says that they will be
resurrected? Why is this so amazing when they have already gone through the
process of being created? They do not even reflect on this amazing event, which they
know to have taken place, i.e. their creation in the first instance. Had they reflected
on this, they would not have marvelled at a second creation. They have already gone
astray. Hence, the stirah comments: “No! It is those who do not believe in the life to come

4

who are suffering torment as they have gone far in error.” (Verse 8)

That they are in torment may refer to their punishment in the life to come. Since it
will inevitably overtake them, then it is as if they are already in it, just like they have
gone irremediably into error. But the statement may be understood in a different
way, which suggests that those who do not believe in the life to come live in torment
just as they live in error. This is a profound statement. A person who spends his life
without belief in a second life suffers mental torment, as he lives without hope of
justice, fair reward or compensation for what happens in his life. Indeed human life
is full of situations and trials which man cannot face properly unless he looks up
with hope for justice and reward for good action and punishment for those who do
evil. There are things that one cannot do or bear without looking up to God, hoping
to earn His pleasure in the life to come, when nothing large or small is overlooked.
Whoever is deprived of this window of hope, which brings comfort and satisfaction,
undoubtedly lives in torment as well as in error. Such a person suffers all this in the
present life, before suffering punishment in the hereafter for his misdeeds which
brought about his present life’s suffering.

Belief in the hereafter brings the grace and blessings God grants to whoever of His
servants deserves them through his desire to be guided to the truth and his diligent
pursuit of it. My own feeling is that this second meaning is the one the present verse
implies, as it describes those who do not believe in the hereafter as suffering torment
and as being in deep error.
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These people, who disbelieve in the life to come, are jerked from their slumber and
presented with a fearful scene which could happen to them, if God so wills. Should
they continue to go far into error, they will face terrible consequences: “Do they not
consider how much of the sky and the earth lies open before them and how much lies hidden
from them? If We so willed, We could cause the earth to swallow them, or cause fragments of
the sky to fall upon them. In all this, there is a sign for every servant of God turning to Him
in repentance.” (Verse 9) Here we have an image of terrible world events which they
could see or perceive. Avalanches and landslides occur, and people see or hear of
them, and fragments fall from the sky, such as meteors and thunderbolts. Again they
have heard of such falls. The mention of such events here serves as a wake-up call to
those who are heedless and those who discount the possibility of the arrival of the
Last Hour. God’s punishment is closer to them than all this. It only requires that God
wills to inflict it upon them in this life, before the Last Hour. It could come to them in
the form of the earth or the sky which surrounds them from all directions. Both are
around them, unlike the Last Hour which belongs to God’s own knowledge. Only
the wrongdoers remain oblivious to what God may do.

What they see in the heavens and earth, and what may befall them at any time,
should God wish it, present clear signs for anyone who reflects and turns to God

with submission: “there is a sign for every servant of God turning to Him in repentance.”
(Verse 9)
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Contrasting Attitudes

We graced David with Ounr favonr. We said:
“You nountains, sing with him God'’s praises!
Apnd likewise you birds!” We caused iron to
beconze soft for hins, (10)

saying: “Matke coats of mail and measnre their
linfes with care. Do good, all of you. I certainly see
all that you do.” (11)

To Solomon [We made subservient] the wind: its
roming conrse Jcovered the distance of] a month’s
Jonrmey, and ifs evening course a 1month’s journey.
We cansed a fountain of muolten brass to flow for
him, and some of the jinn worked under his
control by pernission of bis Lord. Whoever of
them deviated from Our command We shall
make hint taste suffering through a blazing flanmee.
(12)

They made for hinr whatever he pleased: shrines
and statues, basins as large as watering troughs,
and firmly anchored canldrons. We said: ‘W ork
thankfully, family of David, for few of My
servants are truly thankful.” (13)

When We decreed his death, nothing showed
them that he was dead except an earthworn that
gnawed away at bis staff. And when be fell fo the
ground, the jinn saw dearly that, had they
understood the reality which was beyond [their]
perception, they would not have remained in
bupiliating servitude. (14)
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There was a sign for the people of Sheba in their
dwelling place: two gardens, one to the right and
one 1o the lgfi: ‘Eat of what your Lord has
provided for you, and give thanks to Him: a land
maost goodly and a 1 ord Much-Forgiving.” (15)

But they paid no heed, and so We let loose npon
them a raging torvent and replaced their two
gardens  with  others  yielding  bitter  fruit,
tamarisks, and a few lote trees. (16)

Thus We requited them for their ingratitude:
would We thus requite any but the totally

ungrateful? (17)

We had placed between themr and the cities which
We had biessed tonns within sight of one another
so that they could travel in measured stages:
“Travel through them by night and day in safety.’
18)

But they said: Our Lord! Matke our jonrneys
longer.” They sinned against their souls; so We
caused them to become a tale, and scattered them
throughout the land. Surely, there are signs in all
this for anyone who is patient in adversity, deeply

grateful. (19)

Indeed Iblis proved that bis apinion of them was
right: they all followed hin, except for a group of
belrevers. (20)

Yet he had no power at all over thens; it is only

Jor the end that We might make a dear
distinction behween those who truly believe in the
life 1o comee and those who are in doubt about it.
Your Lord watches over all things. (21)
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Overview

This passage contains contrasting images of gratitude and a lack of it, as well as
making some powers and creatures subservient, by God’s will, to certain people even
though they are not normally subordinate to any human being. God’s will and
power are not limited to what is normal or familiar to humans. Through these
images we learn certain things about the jinn whom some idolaters worshipped.
Others tried to learn through them news from the world beyond perception, but they
themselves know nothing about that realm. We also have additional information
about how Satan can prevail over man, despite the fact that Satan has no power over
man except in as much as man gives him this by his own choice. Other clear elements
within the passage concern the means by which God reveals some secret human
actions so that they appear before us in real terms. He will then give those
responsible for them reward in the life to come. This passage concludes, like the first
one, with a reference to the life to come.

Special Favours for David

“We graced David with Our favour. We said: “You mountains, sing with him God’s
praises! And likewise you birds!” We caused iron to become soft for him, saying: Make coats of
mail and measure their links with care. Do good, all of you. I certainly see all that you do.”
(Verses 10-11) David was the type of servant described at the end of the first part of
the surah:” In all this, there is a sign for every servant of God turning to Him in repentance.”
(Verse 9) The sirah follows this reference by recounting some of his history,
preambled by details of the grace God bestowed on him: “You mountains, sing with
him God’s praises! And likewise you birds!” (Verse 10) Reports suggest that David had
an unusually beautiful voice, and he used to sing his Psalms, which are praises of
God mentioned in the Old Testament, but God knows which of them were truly
David’s. An authentic fiadith tells us that the Prophet overheard Aba Misa al-Ash ari
reciting the Qur’an deep at night. He stopped to listen to him, and then commented:
“This man has been given one of David’s Psalms.’

The Qur’anic description shows that David (peace be upon him) attained such a
sublime standard of devotion and transparency in his praises that barriers between
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him and other creatures disappeared. Thus the truth between them became
interrelated as they all praise God. Hence the mountains and the birds echoed his
praises of God. When all of them had direct links with God, whatever separates
species and creatures was removed. They felt that their bond with God overcame all
barriers between them. Hence, they echoed one another in praising God, attaining an
extraordinary level of transparency which can only be attained through God’s grace.

When David raised his voice singing God’s praises and glorifying Him, the
mountains and the birds echoed him. The universe returned their songs as these
were presented to God, the One. This is a remarkably splendid point in time which
cannot be appreciated except by one who so experiences it, and even then only
momentarily.

“We caused iron to become soft for him.” (Verse 10) This is another aspect of the grace
God bestowed on David. Within the context wherein it occurs, this seems to be a
miracle going beyond what is familiar to us. The siirah is not speaking here of heating
iron until it becomes soft and moulding it into the required shape. Rather, it appears
that the iron was softened in a different way from what normally occurs, yet God
knows best. Although guiding man to the softening of iron by heating is in itself an
aspect of God’s grace, our assumption here rests on the fact that the overall
atmosphere is one of miracles and unfamiliar phenomena.

“Make coats of mail and measure their links with care.” (Verse 11) Reports suggest that
prior to David’s time, armour was plated, each coat being made up of one plate or
sheet, which was very heavy for soldiers making them stiff and rigid. God instructed
David in how to make armour from fine links which could be easily moulded so as to
move in accordance with the body. David was also ordered to make these links
narrow so that they could give complete protection against spears, preventing them
from penetrating through. This is the reference in the verse to measuring the links
with care. All this was taught to David through divine inspiration.

David and his household were told: “Do good, all of you. I certainly see all that you
do.” (Verse 11) This does not apply to their making coats of mail. Instead it is clear
that they must be on their guard in all that they do because God sees all and rewards
everyone in accordance with what they deserve. Nothing escapes Him.

More Favours for Solomon

All this grace was given to David. Solomon was also given the ability to perform
extraordinary feats, as a manifestation of God’s grace: “To Solomon [We made
subservient| the wind: its morning course [covered the distance of] a month’s journey, and its
evening course a month’s journey. We caused a fountain of molten brass to flow for him, and
some of the jinn worked under his control by permission of his Lord. Whoever of them
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deviated from Our command We shall make him taste suffering through a blazing flame. They
made for him whatever he pleased: shrines and statues, basins as large as watering troughs,
and firmly anchored cauldrons. We said ‘Work thankfully, family of David, for few of My
servants are truly thankful.”” (Verses 12-13)

There are plenty of reports about the wind being subservient to Solomon, but
many appear to have an Israelite origin even though the original Jewish texts do not
mention anything about this. It is, therefore, much better to refrain from discussing
these reports and to confine ourselves to the Qur’anic text, going no further than its
surface meaning. Thus we can say that God placed the wind at Solomon’s command,
making it travel forward to a specific place [which according to Surah 21, The
Prophets, is the Holy Land] for a month, and then making its return journey over a
period of a month. Certain objectives were achieved by these two journeys. These
were known to Solomon and he accomplished them by God’s command. We prefer
not to say any more on this point so as not to indulge in unsubstantiated legends.

“We caused a fountain of molten brass to flow for him.” (Verse 12) The general context
of these verses again suggests that this was also a miracle, like the softening of iron
for David. This might have taken place in the form of a volcanic fountain pouring
forth brass that had been molten underground. Likewise, God might have instructed
Solomon on how to get brass to become fluid and mould it into different shapes.
Regardless of how all this took place, it was nonetheless an act of God’s abundant
grace.

“Some of the jinn worked under his control by permission of his Lord.” (Verse 12) God
also gave him jinn to work under His command. Linguistically speaking, the word
jinn refers to anything that people cannot see. There is also a type of creature God
gave the name jinn to and about whom we know nothing except what God states. He
mentions here that He placed a group of them under Solomon’s command. Whoever
disobeys will be punished by God. “Whoever of them deviated from Our command We
shall make him taste suffering through a blazing flame.” (Verse 12) That this comment
occurs here, before completing the aspects of their subservience to Solomon,
highlights the fact that the jinn are also subject to God, even though some idolaters
worshipped them. Like mankind, the jinn are liable to God’s punishment should they
deviate from His orders.

They were placed under Solomon’s command: “They made for him whatever he
pleased: shrines and statues, basins as large as watering troughs, and firmly anchored
cauldrons.” (Verse 13) All these articles are examples of what the jinn used to make,
by God’s leave, whenever Solomon bid them. Again all these are miraculous things,
and we cannot imagine them to be anything but. This is the only interpretation we
can give to this statement.
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The verse concludes with an address to David’s household: “We said: “Work
thankfully, family of David.”” (Verse 13) All this was given you by God’s grace, through
David and Solomon. You must not take false pride in it, but instead give proper
thanks. Good action is an important form of thanksgiving.

However, “few of My servants are truly thankful.” (Verse 13) This comment also
serves as a directive. It tells us on the one hand that the grace and favours God
bestows on His servants are so great that few of them are able to express due thanks
for them, and on the other that people often neglect their thanksgiving duty. In fact,
however much people try to express their gratitude, they cannot give due thanks for
what God bestows on them. What is their status, then, if they slacken and overlook
this duty?

Yet the question is: how can a human being, with limited ability, be sufficiently
grateful for God’s unlimited favours? God tells us in the Qur’an: “Should you try to
count God'’s blessings, you will never be able to compute them.” (14: 34) These blessings are
constantly around man no matter where he looks. They are both within him and
within his surroundings. Indeed, he himself is one major blessing in this world. For
example, at one time we were a group of people chatting about a wide variety of
subjects when our little cat came over and started walking around us as if looking for
something. It was clear that the cat needed something in particular, but it could not
tell us what it was, and we could not understand his purpose. Then it occurred to us
that he might be looking for water, and we were right. When we put the water before
him we realized that he was very thirsty but could not express himself. We realized
then just how much God has favoured us with the gift of communication. We
expressed our gratitude to God for this blessing, but what thanks, heartfelt as they
may be, can be enough for such a blessing!

On a prolonged occasion we were deprived of sunshine. At times, however, a ray
of sunlight as small as a little coin would creep in, and we would take turns to stand
in it, moving ourselves so as to let it fall on our faces, hands, chests, backs, abdomens
and legs. I cannot forget the time when all this was over and we were allowed out:
one of us was beaming with delight as he said: ‘Oh God! How lovely to see the sun
again! It still rises every day! All praise to God for this blessing!”8

How much of this light, which is necessary for life, do we waste every day as we
enjoy the sun and its warmth? Indeed we always bathe in this blessing granted to us
freely by God. We neither pay for it, nor do we exert any effort to come by it.

When we reflect on God’s blessings in this way, we can spend all our lives and

® It is clear that both these situations refer to the author’s time in prison. Some of us may wonder that
cats are in prison, but accounts by different prisoners confirm that stray cats frequently came to them
and they found them a source of solace. — Editor’s note.
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energy covering but a little. Therefore, we only make this brief reference, following
the Qur’anic method of giving a hint or a pointer. It is up to everyone to reflect on it
and try to express gratitude to God as they can. Indeed to be thankful to God is itself
a blessing enjoyed by those who are sincere in their devotion.

Let us move now to the last scene in the story which shows Solomon’s death while
the Jinn continue to work hard as he had bid them, unaware of the fact of his death,
until a worm had gnawed at his staff sufficiently for him to fall down: “When We
decreed his death, nothing showed them that he was dead except an earthworm that gnawed
away at his 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.” (Verse 14)

It is reported that in the position he was in at the moment of his death, he was
leaning over his stick and that he remained in that position while the jinn continued
performing the task he assigned them. Then a worm that eats wood came upon his
stick. This type of worm gnaws persistently at wood ruining roofs, doors and
buildings foundations. In parts of Upper Egypt, some villages do not use a single
piece of wood in their homes for fear of woodworm. When the woodworm had
gnawed at Solomon’s staff, it could no longer support him, and he fell down. Only
then did the jinn realize that he was dead: “the jinn saw clearly that, had they understood
the reality which was beyond [their] perception, they would not have remained in humiliating
servitude.” (Verse 14)

Such, then, are the jinn whom some people worship. We see them here subservient
to one of God’s servants. They are totally unable to fathom something which is
hidden from them, yet is very close: how then can they gratify people’s appeals to
learn the secrets of what is beyond the reach of perception!

No Gratitude for God’s Favours

David and his family were full of gratitude to God for all His blessings and used
such favours for good purpose. The people of Sheba, however, are to be contrasted
with such role models. In Sirah 27, The Ants, we have a report of what took place
between their queen and Solomon. Here, the story gives an account of what
happened to them after Solomon, which suggests that the events included here date
back to a period after the queen’s exchanges with Solomon. What makes this more
likely is that the story here speaks of Sheba’s people becoming ungrateful for God’s
blessings, which were then withdrawn and the people scattered. Under the queen
mentioned in Surah 27, they enjoyed a plentiful period and were very powerful. The
tirst report received by Solomon about them was from a hoopoe who told him: “I
found there a woman ruling over them; and she has been given of all good things, and hers is
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a magnificent throne. I found her and her people prostrating themselves to the sun instead of
God; and Satan has made their deeds seem goodly to them, thus turning them away from the
path [of God!, so that they cannot find the right way.” (27: 23-24)

This was subsequently followed by the queen’s submission to God, as she
embraced the divine faith. The story here, then, is certainly of a subsequent period. It
tells of what happened to them after they turned away from God and refused to
thank Him for His favours.

The story opens with a description of the great blessings they enjoyed and the
provisions they were granted, as well as the requirement that they should
demonstrate their gratitude as they could: “There was a sign for the people of Sheba in
their dwelling place: two gardens, one to the right and one to the left: "Eat of what your Lord
has provided for you, and give thanks to Him: a land most goodly and a Lord Much-
Forgiving.”” (Verse 15)

Sheba is the name of a community living in southern Yemen, in a fertile land some
of which remains so today. They were highly civilized and were able to make good
use of their water resources, as they were blessed with much rainfall, occupying
territory close to the sea in the south and east. They were thus able to build a natural
dam between two mountains, erecting a great wall down the valley, with controlled
openings. In this way they were able to retain water in great quantities which they
used as they needed. This great darn was known as the Ma’'rib Dam.

The gardens to the right and left symbolize the splendid fertility of their land
which gave them beauty and affluence. Therefore, they were signs reminding them
of God who gives every good thing. They were commanded to make full use of what
was granted to them and to thank the Giver: “Eat of what your Lord has provided for
you, and give thanks to Him.” (Verse 15) They were also reminded of the nature of their
blessings: the productive land and the forgiveness of their sins: “a land most goodly
and a Lord Much-Forgiving.” (Verse 15) When such priceless blessings are given in
plenty, why were they unwilling to give thanks? “But they paid no heed, and so We let
loose upon them a raging torrent and replaced their two gardens with others yielding bitter
fruit, tamarisks, and a few lore trees.” (Verse 16)

When they failed to show their gratitude to God and use what God favoured them
with in a goodly and beneficial way, He took away their source of affluence and let
loose raging, stone-carrying torrents which destroyed their dam and its water
flooded the whole area. With the dam no longer functioning, the land dried up.
Instead of beautiful gardens they now had only a desert in which only a few wild
trees were to grow, bearing no good fruit. The verse says that their gardens were
“replaced ...with others yielding bitter fruit, tamarisks, and a few lote trees.” (Verse 16) This
was the best that their land could subsequently produce and even then it was only in
small quantities.
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“Thus We requited them for their ingratitude: would We thus requite any but the totally
ungrateful.” (Verse 17) Until then they had remained in their villages and homes. God
stinted their provisions and replaced their riches with austerity, but He had not yet
scattered them over a wider area. They had easy contacts with the cities blessed by
God: Makkah and Jerusalem. To the north of Sheba, Yemen was well inhabited and
its land routes to other areas were safe and comfortable: “IWe had placed between them
and the cities which We had blessed towns within sight of one another so that they could
travel in measured stages: “Travel through them by night and day in safety.” (Verse 18) It is
reported that a traveller would leave one township in the morning and arrive at the
next before dark. This meant that journey times were short, making travel easy, safe
and comfortable.

Yet Sheba’s people paid no heed to the first warning. Nor did the change in their
circumstances make them turn to God and appeal to Him to give back their
comfortable lives. On the contrary, their prayer betrayed stupidity and ignorance:
“But they said: ‘Our Lord! Make our journeys longer.” They wanted long distance travel,
which is undertaken only infrequently. In so doing, they demonstrated nothing but
arrogance: They sinned against their souls.” Their prayer was answered, but only as
such a prayer should be answered: “So We caused them to become a tale, and scattered
them throughout the land.” (Verse 19) They became like refugees scattered throughout
Arabia. They also became the subject of discussions in others’ gatherings. In other
words, they were no longer a recognized community, but a tale people told. “Surely,
there are signs in all this for anyone who is patient in adversity, deeply grateful.” (Verse 19)
We note that patience and steadfastness are mentioned alongside thanksgiving in
times of plenty. The history of Sheba gives signs on both counts.

This is one way of understanding the last two verses. However, they may also be
understood in a different way, which would then render the first statement as: “IWVe
had placed between them and the cities which We had blessed towns that have dominance.”
As these places had power and dominance, the people of Sheba became poor, living
like desert dwellers, and having to travel time after time to find pasture and water.
They could not withstand the test that this entailed. Therefore, they prayed to God,
and in this case their supplication would be rendered as: ‘Our Lord! Lengthen the time
between our journeys,” or make them less frequent, as travel has become too tiring for
us. They did not couple this prayer with turning to God with repentance and seeking
His forgiveness, so that He would grant them what they prayed for. Since they
behaved arrogantly when they had God’s blessings, and did not persevere when
they faced adversity, God punished them by scattering them and so they
disappeared, featuring only in people’s tales. This makes the comment at the end of
these verses fitting for their lack of gratitude for God’s favour and lack of patience in
adversity: “Surely, there are signs in all this for anyone who is patient in adversity, deeply
grateful.” (Verse 19) I feel this understanding of the verses to be also acceptable. God,
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however, knows His own purpose best.

As the story concludes, the ninth mentions the overall divine planning and the
rules God operates in life generally. It tells us what lessons we should draw from this
and what lies behind it: “Indeed Iblis proved that his opinion of them was right: they all
followed him, except for a group of believers. Yet he had no power at all over them; it is only
for the end that We might make a clear distinction between those who truly believe in the life

4

to come and those who are in doubt about it. Your Lord watches over all things.” (Verses 20-
21)

The people of Sheba went the way that leads to a miserable end: Iblis felt that he
could lead them astray, and they let him do so. Thus, except for a group of believers,
they all followed him. This is what normally happens in all communities. It is rare
that a community is totally bereft of believers who will not give in to Satan and his
machinations. They thus prove that the truth remains, even in the worst of
conditions, available to everyone who seeks it and wants to hold to it. Iblis never had
an overpowering authority over them from which they could not be free. He can only
approach them in order that they be tested, and everyone who wishes to stick to the
truth could do so, while everyone else will go astray. Thus, in life, a type of person
emerges who “truly believe in the life to come’, and thus his beliefs keep him on the
right path. This type are distinct from the other ‘who are in doubt” about the life to
come. It is the latter who succumb to Iblis’s temptations, heedless of the Day of
Judgement. God certainly knows what happens before it actually takes place.
However, He makes His reward dependent upon the thing actually taking place.

When we look at the story of Sheba’s people from a broader angle, we see that its
moral can apply to all communities at all times. The story can then be seen as
demonstrating what happens when communities follow divine guidance or stray
away from it. It also shows the reasons that make people take the direction they do.
“Your Lord watches over all things.” (Verse 21) Nothing is lost or overlooked.

Thus the second passage of the siirah concludes, speaking of the life to come, just
as did the first passage. It also emphasizes the limitless nature of God’s knowledge
and His awareness of all things. Both subjects are given much emphasis in this sirah.

119



3

Distinct Ways, Different
Ends

Say: ‘Call upon those whom you imagine fo be
partners with God. They do not have even an
aton’s weight of authority either in the heavens or
the earth, nor have they any share in either, nor

does Fe have any helper from anmong them. (22)

Before Hin, intercession is of no avail, except by
one to whom He may have granted permission.
When the terror is lifted from their hearts, they
will ask |one another]: What has your 1ord
ordained?’ "They will answer: “The truth. He is
the Most Figh, the Supreme.(23)

Say: Who s it that gives you sustenance ont of
the heavens and the earth?’ Say: 1t is Gody and
either we or you are on the right path or have
clearly gone astray!'(24)

Say: Neither shall yon be called to acconnt for
whatever we have beconse guilty of nor shall we be
called 1o acconnt for whatever you are doing.” (25)

Say: Our Lord will bring us all together, and
then He will lay open the truth between us, in
yustice. He alone is the One who gpens all truth,
the Al-Knowing.” (26)
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Say: Show me these whom you allege to be 25 ]T/ — j’( oL

~4 N 91 E
partmers with Him. Nay! He alone is God, the T, . g - u&’
Alwighty, the Wise.” (27) Sl Al e LW sl

Overview

This short passage tackles the issue of God’s oneness in contrast to attributing
partners to Him. Yet it takes us on a round of the universe, with both its apparent
realm and that which is hidden from us, its present and past, heavens and earth, this
life and the life to come. Our hearts shudder with awe at the mere mention of some
of these majestic aspects. The passage also refers to man’s sustenance, actions and
reward. It looks at how people are grouped together and then separated into two
distinct parties. All this is delivered in a quick rhythm with strong accompanying
beats. The word, say,” is repeatedly used for added emphasis. After each such usage,
a new proof is given which is both irrefutable and overpowering.

The Truth Will Out

“Say: ‘Call upon those whom you imagine to be partners with God. They do not have even
an atom’s weight of authority either in the heavens or the earth, nor have they any share in
either, nor does He have any helper from among them.” (Verse 22) The verse begins with a
challenge that applies to the entire universe, without exception: “Say: ‘Call upon those
whom you imagine to be partners with God.” Call on them to come and stand before all
the world. Let them then say, or you can say yourselves, if they own anything in the
heavens or on earth, large or small. “They do not have even an atom’s weight of authority
either in the heavens or the earth.” (Verse 22) They cannot even claim to own anything
in the heavens or the earth. An owner of something has full authority over it: he can
do or dispense with it as he likes. What, then, do those alleged deities own in this
vast universe?

They do not own an atom’s weight either as their own private property or as
something in which they have a share: “nor have they any share in either.” (Verse 22)
Moreover, God does not seek their help in anything. He is in no need of help: “nor
does He have any helper from among them.” (Verse 22)

The verse appears to refer to a particular type of alleged partner with God. These
are the angels whom the Arabs claimed to be God’s daughters, alleging that they
could intercede with God on people’s behalf. Perhaps they were among those
partners about whom the Arabs said: “We worship them for no reason other than that
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they would bring us nearer to God.” (39: 3) Therefore, in the next verse the sirah denies
that they have any means of intercession while drawing a scene that fills hearts with
tear: “Before Him, intercession is of no avail, except by one to whom He may have granted
permission.” (Verse 23) Intercession, then, is dependent on God’s permission.
Needless to say, God will not permit intercession on behalf of people who do not
believe in Him and deserve His grace. Those who associate partners with Him do not
deserve that He grant permission to angels or anyone else to intercede on their
behalf.

The surah then describes the fearful scene when intercession is needed: “When the
terror is lifted from their hearts, they will ask [one another]: ‘What has your Lord ordained?’
They will answer: “The truth. He is the Most High, the Supreme.”” (Verse 23) The day is
exceedingly hard: people stand awaiting developments, and those who can intercede
and the ones who hope for intercession in their favour wait for a signal from the
Almighty permitting such intercession. The wait continues, faces look down, sounds
die out and hearts go quiet as all await a signal from the Lord, full of majesty and
glory.

The word of permission is then given and all prospective intercessors and the ones
they are interceding for are overwhelmed with awe. They are unable to comprehend.
Then, “when the terror is lifted from their hearts,” and they recover their senses and
faculties, they begin to ask one another: “What has your Lord ordained?” They wonder
whether they have understood what God said. The answer is given in one word: The
truth.” It may he that the angels of the highest order are the ones who give this perfect
answer. Your Lord has stated the truth, complete and perfect; the truth that comes
from Him who is truth absolute. For whatever God says is absolutely true. “He is the
Most High, the Supreme.” (Verse 23) It is a most fitting description.

This short answer, in one word, imparts the awesomeness of the situation when
intercession is permitted. It describes how the angels stand before their Lord. Can
anyone who looks at it pretend to be a partner with God, interceding in favour of
those who attribute partners to Him?

Either One or the Other

That was the first note of this splendid and awe-inspiring scene. The second note
refers to the provisions granted to them. Although they are oblivious to the source
that gives them their provisions, the fact that they have them proves His oneness and
that no one else has any control over what He decides to give or deny. “Say: ‘Who is it
that gives you sustenance out of the heavens and the earth?” Say: it is God; and either we or
you are on the right path or have clearly gone astray!”” (Verse 24) Providing sustenance is
something people know about as it happens in their lives. It comes from heaven in
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the form of rain, heat and light, which were known to the people addressed first by
the Qur’an, but also in other forms and shapes which man discovers at one time or
another. Other sustenance comes from the earth in the form of plants, animals, water,
oils, metals and treasure. Much of these were known to the people of olden days and
much is discovered as time passes on.

The question is: “Who is it that gives you sustenance out of the heavens and the earth?”
The answer is not awaited. In fact, the Prophet is told to say: “It is God.” They cannot
argue about this or make any contrary claim. What the Prophet is also instructed to
do is to leave matters entirely to God concerning the fates of both parties. One party
is inevitably right and the other wrong; one is guided aright and the other is in error.
The two cannot be together either on the track of proper guidance or of going astray:
“Either we or you are on the right path or have clearly gone astray!” (Verse 24)

This is the ultimate in fairness and politeness when arguing one’s case. For God’s
Messenger to say to the idolaters that either party could be following right guidance
leaves the question open as to who is on which side: this, thus, calls for cool
reflection and reasonable deliberation. There is no room for futile argument or an
illogical hardening of attitude. The Prophet is given instructions to say this to them
as his role is that of a guide and a teacher hoping that they will see the truth of the
guidance he brings them. He is not out to score a point or win an argument.

Arguments made in such a polite and inspiring manner are more likely to have a
positive effect on those whose position in society prompts them to take a hard line to
the message of truth. They may even show a willingness to consider and reflect at
ease. It is exactly the approach that should be adopted by advocates of Islam
everywhere.

The third note puts everyone before their actions and responsibilities, but again
using the most polite and fair approach: “Say: Neither shall you be called to account for
whatever we have become guilty of nor shall we be called to account for whatever you are
doing.” (Verse 25)

This might have been in answer to the repeated accusations of the idolaters
branding the Prophet and his Companions as guilty and in the wrong. They had in
this respect berated them for renouncing their forefathers’ religion. This happens all
the time, when the followers of falsehood accuse the followers of truth of being in
error. Hence, the Prophet is instructed to tell them in exemplary politeness that
everyone is responsible for his or her own deeds: “Say: Neither shall you be called to
account for whatever we have become guilty of, nor shall we be called to account for whatever
you are doing.” (Verse 25) Everyone must reflect and determine whether their attic
tide will lead them to success or bring about their ruin. This is the first step towards
recognizing the truth before attaining conviction.
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The fourth note is given in the verse that says: “Say: Our Lord will bring us all
together, and then He will lay open the truth between us, in justice. He alone is the One who
opens all truth, the All-Knowing.” (26) At first, God gathers both the followers of truth
and those who follow falsehood together, so that both truth and falsehood meet face
to face. Then, the advocates of truth will call on others to join them. At this stage,
issues become confused, and a battle ensues between truth and falsehood. Doubts
may blur evidence, and falsehood may appear to gain the upper hand, but all this
will be for a limited duration. Then, God will judge between the two parties in
fairness and state the truth clearly, without any ambiguity or confusion. “He alone is
the One who opens all truth, the All-Knowing.” (Verse 26)

This gives reassurance since God is certain to make His judgement clear, laying
the truth open before all. He does not allow matters to remain confused except for a
limited period. He does not put the advocates of truth together with those who
follow falsehood except to give the former a chance to carry on with their advocacy,
exerting their best efforts. Then God will issue His verdict on both sides. It is He who
knows best when the appropriate time for judgement comes. No one else should
decide its timing, or hasten it. It is all left to Him.

The final note in this passage sounds similar to the first one, throwing out a
challenge to those who associated partners with him: “Say: Show me those whom you
allege to be partners with Him. Nay! He alone is God, the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 27)
The very request is sarcastic: demanding that they reveal the subject of their claims:
who are they; what is their status, position and role; how did they merit such a
position? All these questions betray an element of derision. This is followed by
strong censure: “Nay!” They are not, and cannot be, God’s partners. “He alone is God,
the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 27) The One who has such attributes has no partners of
any sort.
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Futile Argument

We have sent you to all mankind so that you
bring them good news and give them warning; but
7108t peaple do not understand. (28)

They ask: When is this promise to be fulfilled, if
what you say be true?’ (29)

Say: There has been appointed for you a day
which you can neither delay nor advance by a
single moment.” (30)

The unbelrevers say: We will never believe in this
Quran, nor in any earlier revelations.” If only you
could see how the wrongdoers shall be made to
stand before their Lord, hurling reproaches at one
another. "Those of thenr who were weak on earth
will say to those who had deemed themselyes
mighty: Had it not been for you, we would
certainty have been believers.” (31)

"The ones who deemsed themselves mughty will say
to those who were weak: Was it we who
prevented you from: following right guidance after it
had been given you? Certainly not! It was you
who were guilf).” (32)
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Those who were weak will reply to those who
deerned themselves mghty: ‘Not so! It was your
schenzing, night and day, ordering us to disbelieve
in God and to set up equals to Hime.” When they
see the punishment awaiting them, they will all
harbour utter and nnmitigated remorse. We shall
putt chains round the necks of the unbelievers. Are
they to be requited for anything other than what
they did? (33)

Whenever We sent a warmer to any commmnity,
those of themr who lived in luxury said: We do
not believe in the message with which you have
been sent.” (34)

They also say: Racher than you are we in wealth,
and we have more children. We certainly are not
going to be made to suffer.” (35)

Say: My Lord gives in abundance, or gives in
scant maeasure, to whomever He wills; but mwost

peaple do not understand.” (30)

12 is neither your riches nor your children that can
bring you nearer to Us: only he who belreves and
does what 15 1ight [comes near to Us|. To these
rnltiple reward will be given for all that they have
done. They will chwell in safety in the mansions of
paradise; (37)

whereas all who strive against Our revelations,

Seeking to defeat their pupose, shall be given over
1o suffering. (38)
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Say: My Lord gives in abundance, or gives in s 5ol 3
’ ‘e s d ) ) ‘ ‘
scant measure, to whomever He wills of His U" UAJ JJ i L’b
servants; whatever you give for His sake He will O‘f ):.B.n.:\ Loy ;4.] ) :A.L:j coole
replace it for you, for He is the best of providers.” PP T
(39) T i 5y saalzr 5 0k

On the day He gathers them all together, FHe will
say to the angels: Was it you that these people N R Rt TG e
worshipped?’ (40) M Jske = V’bﬂ; :
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They will answer: 1apitless are You in Y onr

lory! You alone are our patron, not they. In fact ; L,.,J ‘ l L9
they worshipped the jinn and mwst of them “‘b V—é'i’ J < “"L“""”‘ )J

believed in them.” (41) v.mf_&l O,?Jl jS\i;; ]yK

(D) Osmelso

Today none of you has any power to benefit or
harm another. We will say to the wrongdoers:

Taste now the suffering through fire which you G u,a.x..l j.\a.au J.L:.: N r}/ﬂ.e
persistently dented.” (42) P
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Overview

This passage tackles the unbelievers' attitude of the Prophet Muhammad’s
message. Indeed their attitude echoes that of the affluent to every divine message.
Such people are normally deluded by their riches and their offspring, and the fact
that they command much of what this life can offer, thinking that this indicates they
are favoured by God, and that such favours will ensure they do not suffer
punishment in the hereafter. Therefore, the siirah shows them their situation in the
life to come, as though it is happening now before their very eyes. This so that they
will know whether anything of what they have can benefit or protect them on the
Day of Judgement. These scenes show clearly that neither the angels nor the jinn they
worshipped in this life, and from whom they sought help, can give them anything
whatsoever in the life to come. As the argument progresses the sirah explains what
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carries real weight in God’s measure. Thus the false values they have in this world
are seen for what they are. It becomes clear that granting wealth in abundance or
otherwise in this present life depends on God’s will. It should not be taken as
evidence of anyone’s position with Him. It is all a means of testing people.

The Prophet’s Responsibility

We have sent you to all mankind so that you bring them good news and give them
warning; but most people do not understand. They ask: ‘When is this promise to be
fulfilled, if what you say be true?” Say: “There has been appointed for you a day which
you can neither delay nor advance by a single moment.” (Verses 28-30)

This clarifies what was stated in the previous passage about each individual’s
accountability to God, and that the role of the advocates of truth does not go beyond
delivering God’s message and presenting it clearly before the rest of mankind. The
current passage starts with explaining the mission assigned to the Prophet. It is clear
that they are unaware of its nature. Hence they try to hasten what he promises or
threatens them with. It makes clear that this comes at the time God has determined
for it, which is unknown to anyone other than Him: “We have sent you to all mankind
so that you bring them good news and give them warning.” (Verse 28) Such is the remit of
the message addressed to all mankind: to bring good news and to give warning.
When this is done, the messenger’s role has ended. As for the fulfilment of promise
and warning, this is all left to God to determine: “but most people do not understand.”
(Verse 28)

“They ask: When is this promise to be fulfilled, if what you say be true?” (Verse 29) The
very question implies that they do not understand the messenger’s role or the limits
of the message. The Qur’an wants the question of God’s oneness to be absolutely
clear: Muhammad is His Messenger with a clearly defined remit. He fulfils his task
but does not go beyond this. All authority belongs to God: it is He who has given
him the message to deliver, clearly defining his role. It is not part of his role to
decide, or even to know, when the promise and the warning are to be fulfilled. This
all belongs to God. The Prophet knows his limits. Therefore, he does not even
question anything God has not chosen to inform him of, or has not assigned to him.
Here, God instructs him to give them this particular reply: “Say: There has been
appointed for you a day which you can neither delay nor advance by a single moment.”
(Verse 30)

Everything occurs at its particular time which God has determined. It is neither
hastened nor delayed for anyone. Nothing occurs by coincidence. On the contrary,
everything is created according to a particular plan, in which things are interrelated.
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God’s will determines events and timings according to His own wisdom, of which
we only understand what God chooses to impart to us. When people try to hasten
His promise or warning, they betray their ignorance of this fundamental fact. Hence,
since most people do not understand, this leads them to questioning and hastening
things.

Stubborn to the Hilt

The next verse speaks about a determined attitude to reject all divine guidance:
“The unbelievers say: We will never believe in this Qur’an, nor in any earlier revelations.”
(Verse 31) They make it clear that they will never believe, neither in the Qur’an nor in
any divine book that preceded the Qur’an, which in fact confirms its truth. They are
not prepared to believe in any of this at any time in the future either. They are
determined to disbelieve, deliberately refusing even to consider anything that points
to faith. It is all, then, a well considered stance. Therefore, the sirah puts before their
eyes what happens to them on the Day of Judgement as a result of their stubborn
rejection:

If only you could see how the wrongdoers shall be made to stand before their Lord,
hurling reproaches at one another. Those of them who were weak on earth will say to
those who had deemed themselves mighty: Had it not been for you, we would certainly
have been believers.” The ones who deemed themselves mighty will say to those who
were weak: ‘Was it we who prevented you from following right gquidance after it had
been given you? Certainly not! It was you who were guilty.” Those who were weak
will reply to those who deemed themselves mighty: Not so! It was your scheming,
night and day, ordering us to disbelieve in God and to set up equals to Him.” When
they see the punishment awaiting them, they will all harbour utter and unmitigated
remorse. We shall put chains round the necks of the unbelievers. Are they to be
requited for anything other than what they did? (Verses 31-33)

Their assertion that they will never believe in any revealed book is made in this
life. So, what will they say in a totally different situation? If only we could see these
wrongdoers when they are ‘made to stand’, i.e. forced into it against their will or
better judgement. They are guilty, made to stand and await a decision by their Lord,
in whose words and scriptures they profess they will never believe. Yet now they
stand before Him. If you could watch them, you would see how they reproach one
another, exchanging accusations and trying to blame each other. So, what is it that
they say?

“Those of them who were weak on earth will say to those who had deemed themselves
mighty: Had it not been for you, we would certainly have been believers.” (Verse 31) They
blame their leaders, accusing them of being responsible for this humiliation and what
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will come next of great suffering. They state this now but were totally unable to
confront them in this way during their life on earth, prevented as they were by their
weakness and submission. They had sold out the freedom and dignity God had
granted them, as well as the reasoning He had blessed them with. Now that all false
values have been discarded, and they are put face to face with a long-lasting
suffering, they can express themselves without fear: “Had it not been for you, we would

77

certainly have been believers.” (Verse 31)

Those who used to think much of their power base are fed up with those whom
they treated with humiliation. Both face the same punishment, but the weaker
elements want them to bear responsibility for leading them astray, which is what has
brought them to this suffering. Therefore, their reply is haughty, disowning any
responsibility. They also tell them rudely what they think of them: “The ones who
deemed themselves mighty will say to those who were weak: Was it we who prevented you
from following right gquidance after it had been given you? Certainly not! It was you who
were guilty.” (Verse 32)

It is not only that they deny responsibility for others, but they acknowledge that
the message they received was one of guidance. In their first life, they paid little heed
to the weak or their views. In fact, they treated them as if they did not exist,
accepting neither argument nor opposition from them. Now that they are facing the
punishment of the hereafter, they reproachfully ask them: “Was it we who prevented
you from following right guidance after it had been given you?” (Verse 32) With this denial
comes an accusation: “It was you who were guilty.” (Verse 32) You refused the
guidance that was given you because you yourselves were guilty.

Had this exchange taken place in this life, the weak would have sat quietly, unable
to utter a word. But on the Day of Judgement, when false airs are seen for what they
are, and when the facts that were hidden are brought into the open, the weak do not
accept this accusation. Instead, they speak out telling the others that it was they who
consistently schemed to turn them away from God’s guidance, it was they who
established false beliefs, created confusion around the truth, and who used power
and influence to keep people astray: “Those who were weak will reply to those who
deemed themselves mighty: Not so! It was your scheming, night and day, ordering us to
disbelieve in God and to set up equals to Him.” (Verse 33)

Both groups will then realize that such a depressing dialogue benefits neither. It
will not spare either the punishment they deserve. Each party is guilty of their own
sins: the ones who claimed power have to account for their own sins, as well as for
leading others astray; and similarly the weak are responsible for their own sins and
for following tyrants. They cannot he exempt on account of the fact that they were
weak. God favoured them with reason and freedom, but they chose not to use their
reason and sold their freedom, accepting humiliation and servility. Thus, they all
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deserve to be punished. When they see the suffering they have to endure, they are in
deep sorrow, regretting all that they have done: “When they see the punishment
awaiting them, they will all harbour utter and unmitigated remorse.” (Verse 33) This is a
description of a state of total regret that leaves the person unable to utter a word.
Hearts are buried and lips are sealed.

They are then taken to where their punishment, hard and painful, is meted out:
“We shall put chains round the necks of the unbelievers.” (Verse 32) As they are being so
driven, the sirah addresses the onlookers, saying: “Are they to be requited for anything
other than what they did?” (Verse 33)

The curtains are drawn leaving behind both those who enjoyed power and those
who were servile. Both are wrongdoers. One group does wrong by tyrannizing,
distorting the truth and exceeding their limits, while the other does wrong by
surrendering their human dignity, reason and freedom, and accepting tyranny. Both
groups are equally punished; both are requited only for what they did.

The scene shows the wrongdoers what they will face, bringing it alive before their
very eyes. They see themselves in the hereafter while they are still in this life. Not
only so, but others also see their end. All this is done when there is still time for all to
make amends and correct their attitudes.

An Ever Repeated Story

The wealthy Qurayshi people behaved in exactly the same way as others of
affluence when they received a divine message: “Whenever We sent a warner to any
community, those of them who lived in luxury said: ‘We do not believe in the message with
which you have been sent.”” (Verse 34) Thus, it is the same story repeated again and
again throughout the generations. Luxurious life hardens hearts, blunts sensitivity,
and corrupts nature so that it no longer sees the pointers divine guidance provides. It
thus lures people into arrogance, darkness and falsehood.

People who live in luxury are often deceived by false values and transient
affluence. They are deluded by the power and wealth they enjoy, thinking that it will
spare them God’s punishment or that it is evidence of God’s being pleased with
them, or that in their position they are above accountability for their deeds: “They also
say: Richer than you are we in wealth, and we have more children. We certainly are not going
to be made to suffer.” (Verse 35)

The Qur’an puts in front of them the standard of values God wants. It explains to
them that whether God grants provisions in plenty or makes them scanty is no
indication of God’s being pleased or displeased with a person. It has nothing to do
with the correct standard of values; it neither prevents punishment nor induces it. It
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is totally separate from the question of accountability, reckoning, requital and God’s
pleasure. It is subject to a totally different divine rule: “Say: My Lord gives in
abundance, or gives in scant measure, to whomever He wills; but most people do not
understand.” (Verse 36)

This question of wealth and property, and how much someone has of the means of
luxury and pleasure, is one that makes many people wonder.

They are troubled when they see that the wicked, the corrupt and the perpetrators
of evil have whatever they wish for of wealth and power, while those who are
virtuous, good and honest are deprived of it all. Some tend to think that God only
gives in abundance to someone who enjoys a privileged position with Him. Others
may even doubt whether goodness, honesty and virtue have any real value, since
they often go hand in hand with poverty and deprivation. Therefore, the Qur’an
separates the riches and luxuries of this world from the values which God approves
of. It states that God grants sustenance in abundance or scant measure to whomever
He wills, and this has nothing to do with Him being pleased or displeased with
anyone. God may indeed give riches in abundance to someone with whom He is
displeased as well as to one who has earned His pleasure. Likewise, He may stint the
provisions of anyone, good or evil. Most certainly the actions they do will not lead to
the same result.

God may give in plenty to the perpetrators of evil, giving them the chance to delve
further into evil, compound their corruption and increase their record of sin and
crime. He will then punish them for their evil in this life or in the life to come as He,
in His infinite wisdom, may determine. On the other hand, He may give them
sustenance in a tight and scanty measure, and as a result they may go further on the
loose, adding to their crimes and sins, despairing of ever receiving God’s grace.
Again their record of sin and evil will mount.

By contrast, God may bestow His favours in abundance on good and virtuous
people so as to enable them to do many more good things that they would not have
been able to do without having plentiful provisions. Thus, they will show their
gratitude to Him by feeling, word and action. Their record of good things will then
grow in accordance with their actions and with the goodness of their hearts, which is
known to God. Alternatively, He may grant them sustenance only in small measure
to test their perseverance, trust in their Lord, reassurance and acceptance of whatever
lot is assigned to them. Again, if they prove themselves, there will be a manifold
increase in their record of goodness.

Whatever the reasons for giving people in plenty or in limited measure are, the
whole question is entirely separate from people’s respective positions with God. A
person’s wealth, position or offspring in this life bear no indication of that person’s
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standing with God. Such standing is determined on the basis of how people behave.
If God grants someone wealth and children, and he uses both in a good way, God
may give him double reward for this good action in connection with the blessings
received from Him. It is their conduct that gives them double reward, not the wealth,
power or offspring.

It is neither your riches nor your children that can bring you nearer to Us: only he
who believes and does what is right [comes near to Us]. To these multiple reward will
be given for all that they have done. They will dwell in safety in the mansions of
paradise; whereas all who strive against Our revelations, seeking to defeat their
purpose, shall be given over to suffering. (Verses 37-38)

The rule concerning people’s provisions and whether they are given in abundance
or small measure is restated, making it clear that it is subject to God’s wisdom. It tells
us that whatever of our provision is spent for God’s sake is the portion that remains
and grows. We need to keep this fact clear in our minds:

Say: My Lord gives in abundance, or gives in scant measure, to whomever He wills of
His servants; whatever you give for His sake He will replace it for you, for He is the
best of providers. (Verse 39)

Who Benefits Whom

The passage concludes with a scene from the Day of Judgement, where we see
them gathered, and God confronts them with the angels they used to worship
instead of Him. It ends with them suffering the torment they used to hasten, as the
surah has already mentioned:

On the day He gathers them all together, He will say to the angels: ‘Was it you that
these people worshipped?” They will answer: Limitless are You in Your glory! You
alone are our patron, not they. In fact they worshipped the jinn and most of them
believed in them.” Today none of you has any power to benefit or harm another. We
will say to the wrongdoers: “Taste now the suffering through fire which you
persistently denied.” (Verses 40-42)

These are the angels they used to worship, or hope would intercede for them with
God: they are brought face to face with them, but the angels glorify God, stating that
He is exalted above all that these people allege. They disassociate themselves from
such false worship, as though it had not taken place. They are indeed in Satan’s
service, either worshipping him and appealing to him for help, or obeying him by
associating partners with God. In fact, when they worshipped angels, they were
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actually worshipping Satan. Indeed worship of the jinn was practised by some Arabs.
Some of them actually addressed their worship to the jinn, while others sought their
help. Hence, the surah says: “They worshipped the jinn and most of them believed in them.”
(Verse 41) This explains the relevance of Solomon’s story with the jinn to the major
issues discussed in this surah.

As this scene concludes, the mode of expression changes from narrative to
address. The blame is squarely put on them, and they are severely reproached:
“Today none of you has any power to benefit or harm another.” (Verse 42) Neither can the
angels benefit people, nor can those unbelievers benefit one another. The fire the
wrongdoers used to deny is now in front of them. It is an undoubted reality: “We will
say to the wrongdoers: “Taste now the suffering through fire which you persistently denied.’
(Verse 42)

Like all previous passages, this one concludes with further emphasis on the
question of resurrection, accountability, reckoning and reward.
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Final Warning

When Our revelations are recited to them in all
their darity, they say: ‘This is but a man who
wants to tum you away from what your
Jforefathers worshipped.” They also say: “This is
nothing but an invented falsehood.” Furthermor,
when the truth comes to thems, the unbelievers will
say: ‘This is just plain sorcery.” (43)

Yer never have We given them any books to
study, nor have We sent them any warner before
you. (44)

Those who have gone before them likewise dented
the truth. "These peaple have not attained even one
tenth of what We gave their predecessors, yet when
they dented My maessengers, how terrible was My
condenmation. (45)

Say: 1 connsel you one thing: stand before God,
n pairs or singy, and thinfk: there is no madness
n your Comgpanion [Muthammad). He is onby a

warner o you of awesonse suffering to come.” (40)

Say: I 1 have ever asked you for any reward, you
can keep it. My reward rests with none other
than God. He is witness to everything.” (47)
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Say: My Lord hurls forth the truth. He has full ﬂ’f”" 25 AU Cvaa o0 4
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creates anything new, nor restores anything.” (49)
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Overview

This last passage in the surah speaks about the idolaters and what they said
against the Prophet and the Qur’an that was revealed to him. It reminds them of
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what happened to others like them who denied God’s revelations and how His
punishment overwhelmed them even though they were stronger, wealthier and
more knowledgeable than the Arab unbelievers.

This is followed by several hard notes, each resounding like a hammer. The first
one calls on them to stand before God after shedding all influences that prevent them
from objectively assessing the call that is addressed to them. The second note invites
them to reflect on the real motives of God’s Messenger when he repeatedly calls on
them to accept God’s message and believe in Him, when he has nothing to gain from
this. Since he does not ask them for any wages in return, why should they doubt his
sincerity and turn away? Further notes follow, each violently shaking people’s
hearts.

The surah concludes with a scene from the Day of Judgement that is full of violent
movement and which fits perfectly with the preceding strong tones.

A Man Like You

When Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, they say: ‘This is but a
man who wants to turn you away from what your forefathers worshipped.” They also
say: ‘This is nothing but an invented falsehood.” Furthermore, when the truth comes
to them, the unbelievers will say: ‘This is just plain sorcery’ Yet never have We given
them any books to study, nor have We sent them any warner before you. Those who
have gone before them likewise denied the truth. These people have not attained even
one tenth of what We gave their predecessors, yet when they denied My messengers,
how terrible was My condemnation. (Verses 43-45)

They met the clear truth the Prophet recited to them with a confused legacy of past
traditions that had neither a clear basis nor solid foundation. They realized that the
simple, clear and consistent truth that was the Qur’an represented a serious threat to
their confused medley of inherited beliefs and traditions. Hence they claimed: “This
is but a man who wants to turn you away from what your forefathers worshipped.” (Verse
43) They realized, however, that this was not enough. That it contradicted their
forefathers” beliefs was not enough to convince everyone. Hence, they also
questioned the honesty of the Messenger who delivered God’s message: “They also
say: This is nothing but an invented falsehood.” (Verse 43) Needless to say, what is “false’
must be fabricated, but they wanted to give it stronger emphasis by saying “This is
nothing but an invented falsehood.” (Verse 43) In other words, they sought to
undermine it, raising doubts about its divine source.

Then they moved on to describe the Qur’an itself: “When the truth comes to them, the
unbelievers will say: “This is just plain sorcery.”” (Verse 43) They realized that the Qur’an
is powerful and shakes people’s hearts.
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Hence, it was not enough to say that it was fabricated. They had to explain its
power and so alleged that it was “plain sorcery.’

With such allegations, one following the other, they sought to divert people’s
attention from the clear and powerful verses of the Qur’an. They knew they could
not back up their claims, and indeed many of those who made such allegations, i.e.
tribal chiefs and those who were influential in society, were certain that the Qur’an
was God’s revelation as no human being could have produced anything like it.
References have been made earlier in this book to what some of the elders of the
Quraysh said in private conversations about Muhammad (peace be upon him) and
the Qur’an, and what they schemed in order to turn people away from listening to
the Qur’an which captivates people’s hearts.

The Qur’an exposes them as it states that they were not given books in the past so
as to evaluate new ones and judge revelations. How can they, then, say that what
they now received was neither revelation nor a divine book? How can they say that it
was not from God, when they did not have any messengers in the past? Their claims
are devoid of substance: “Yet never have We given them any books to study, nor have We
sent them any warner before you.” (Verse 44)

The suirah then touches their hearts by reminding them of the destruction of earlier
communities. Those Arabs had not been given one tenth of what those earlier people
had of knowledge, wealth and power. When they denied God’s messengers,
punishment overwhelmed them: “Those who have gone before them likewise denied the
truth. These people have not attained even one tenth of what We gave their predecessors, yet
when they denied My messengers, how terrible was My condemnation.” (Verse 45) This
condemnation destroyed them all. The Quraysh knew of some of these old
communities who suffered God’s punishment. Therefore, this brief reminder is
sufficient. It comes in the form of a sarcastic question: ‘how terrible was My
condemnation.” It is a question put to those who knew the extent of that
condemnation.

A Search for the Truth

At this point the Prophet is instructed to call on them in all sincerity to search for
the truth, to distinguish between what is false and what is true, and to assess the
situation they are in, free of distortion and fabrication:

Say: I counsel you one thing: stand before God, in pairs or singly, and think: there is
no madness in your Companion [Muhammad]. He is only a warner to you of awesome
suffering to come. (Verse 46)
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This is an invitation to stand before God, in all sincerity, removing from one’s
mind all personal prejudices, interests, motivations, desires, environmental and
social influences. It is an invitation to look at the facts, plain and simple. This
invitation seeks to put before their eyes the plain argument of human nature, away
from everything that blurs or obscures what is clear and simple. At the same time, it
is a simple means to search for truth, discarding all outside influences and being
mindful only of God.

There is only ‘one thing’, that ensures that the way is the right one and the method
sound. This is to stand before God in all sincerity, looking to satisfy no prejudice, or
ensure any personal gain or interest; and to be free of all influences and pressures;
and then to think and reflect in complete sincerity. What, then, is this one thing?
“Stand before God, in pairs or singly:” “in pairs’ so that one can speak frankly to another
and argue with him, without being influenced by the masses and their spontaneous

reactions, and ‘singly” so that you can face the facts in a cool and reflective way.

“And think: there is no madness in your Companion [Muhammad].” (Verse 46) You
have known him for a long time, and everything you have seen from him points to
his wisdom and logic. He does not say anything that could cause anyone to suspect
the soundness of his mind. He only says powerful words of wisdom that are plainly
stated.

“He is only a warner to you of awesome suffering to come.” (Verse 46) This statement
shows the suffering to be close at hand, and the warning precedes it by only by one
step, hoping to save anyone who listens. It is like an alarm warning of a fire that
threatens lives. It urges immediate action to escape inevitable suffering.

Quoting one of the Prophet’s Companions, Imam Ahmad relates the following
hadith: “The Prophet came out one day and called us three times, then said: ‘Do you
realize what my position is in relation to you?’ People said: ‘God and His Messenger
know best.” He rejoined: ‘My position in relation to you is like that of a community
who feared that an enemy might be heading towards them, so they sent one of them
to gather intelligence. As he went about his mission, he saw the enemy drawing near,
and he moved fast to warn his people. However, he feared that he might be caught
by the enemy before he could warn his people. So he waved his robe and shouted:
the enemy is nigh; the enemy is nigh.”” In another fadith, the Prophet is quoted as
saying: “I was sent with my message at the approach of the Last Hour: it could have
almost been ahead of me.”

That was the first note: powerful and inspiring. It is closely followed by another
note: “Say: If I have ever asked you for any reward, you can keep it. My reward rests with
none other than God. He is witness to everything.” (Verse 47) At first the sirah called on
them to think carefully about the man delivering the message and the fact that he is
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of sound mind, without the faintest trace of madness. Now they are asked to think
about the reasons that motivate him to warn them against the painful suffering that
may befall them: what is his interest in all this? How can he benefit by it? The Qur’an
orders the Prophet to put this to them in a way that fits with their logic and touches
their consciences: “If I have ever asked you for any reward, you can keep it.” Take it all!
Whatever I asked you, you keep for yourselves. This combines sarcasm with
guidance and instruction: “My reward rests with none other than God.” (Verse 47) It is
He who has charged me with this message and He gives me my reward for it. It is to
Him alone that I look for reward. If a person expects to be rewarded by God, all that
others can offer is trifling. “He is witness to everything.” (Verse 47) He sees and knows
everything. Nothing is hidden from Him. He is my witness in whatever I intend, say
or do.

The third note is stronger and faster: “Say: My Lord hurls forth the truth. He has full
knowledge of all that is beyond the reach of people’s perception.” (Verse 48) What I have
given you is the truth, which is powerful in its own right. However, it is God who
hurls it forth: who can stand up to His truth? It is like a missile whose trajectory
penetrates what otherwise would not be possible to penetrate. The one who hurls it
is God, who “has full knowledge of all that is beyond the reach of people’s perception.” When
He hurls it, He is fully aware of what takes place. No goal is hidden from Him and
no shield or fortification can stop what He hurls.

The fourth note is just as fast and strong: “Say: The truth has now come. Falsehood
neither creates anything new, nor restores anything.” (Verse 49) This truth has now come,
in one of its forms, in the message embodied in the Qur’an and its straight path. The
Prophet is ordered here to declare the coming of the truth, strong, overpowering,
rising high and imposing its authority: “Falsehood neither creates anything new, nor
restores anything.” (Verse 49) Falsehood is done for: it has no life of its own and
nowhere to function. It is destined for a miserable end. As we listen, we feel as if the
end has already been sealed.

This is indeed the case. Ever since the Qur’an was revealed, the truth has been
established on solid foundations. Compared with its clarity and power, falsehood is
nothing more than a futile argument which is known to be so. Falsehood may appear
to triumph in certain situations, but this is not a victory over the truth, but rather
over the people who claim loyalty to it; it's a triumph of people, not principles. Such
a victory is temporary, not permanent. The truth remains the same: clear and simple.

The final note says: “Say: Were I to go astray, I would but go astray to the loss of myself.
But if I am on the right path, it is through what my Lord reveals to me. He is All-Hearing,
ever-near.” (Verse 50) You will lose nothing if I go astray, because I will be the one
accountable for it. If I am following guidance, it is because God has guided me aright
when He gave me His revelation. I can produce nothing of that. I only remain subject

140



Saba’ (Sheba) | FINAL WARNING

to God’s will, receiving His bounty.

“He is All-Hearing, ever-near.” (Verse 50) This is how those who responded to the
Prophet’s call and believed in his message felt God’s presence. They felt His
interaction with them. They felt Him near to them, listening to what they said, taking
direct care of their affairs. Their complaints and appeals went directly to Him, and
He did not overlook them or give them to someone else to deal with. This made them
aware that they lived under God’s supervision, close to Him and receiving His care
and kindness. This they felt in reality, not as an abstract notion or a representation of
an idea. It was real fact: “He is All-Hearing ever-near.” (Verse 50)

The Final Scene

The siirah concludes with a fast and powerful scene from the Day of Judgement,
tull of strong movement that goes to and fro between this life and the life to come, as
if both are within the same domain:

If you could but see when they are seized by terror, with nowhere to escape; for they
will have been seized from a place nearby. They will say: ‘We do believe in it,” but how
could they attain it from so far away, seeing that they had at first denied it all. They
used to cast scorn from far away on what is imperceptible. A barrier will be set
between them and all that they desire, just as was done with their kind before. They
were lost in perplexing doubt. (Verses 51-54)

“If you could but see.” The scene is there to look at. “When they are seized by terror”
because of the terrible situation they find themselves in. It appears they may try to
tind a way out, but there is “nowhere to escape.” They have nowhere to turn: “they will
have been seized from a place nearby.” They could not go far with their miserable
attempt.

“They will say: We do believe in it,” but it is now too late. For, “how could they attain it
from so far away?” How can they regain it in their new position when the place to
believe is now so far away? It was available to them in their life in this world, but
they let the chance go unheeded.

“They had at first denied it all.” The matter is over and they cannot try again. “They
used to cast scorn from far away on what is imperceptible.” They did this when the Day of
Judgement was beyond their perception. They denied it without a shred of evidence
to support their denial. They did so from afar but are now trying to attain faith from
a distant place.

“A barrier will be set between them and all that they desire.” This is a reference to the
faith they wish to have now when it is too late. It cannot spare them the punishment
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or save them from the danger they see looming. They are in the same position as
earlier communities: “just as was done with their kind before.” Those earlier
communities also tried to escape God’s punishment when no escape was possible.
“They were lost in perplexing doubt.” Now they see it for certain after they had been in
doubt of it ever happening.

The surah concludes on this fast, powerful note, with a scene from the Day of
Judgement confirming the main issue. This issue is stated at the outset and re-stated
here at the end.

142



SURAH 35
Fatir
(The Originator)

Prologue

This Makkan siirah possesses a special character both in its subject and style. It
perhaps best compares with Surah 13, Thunder, in the way in which it addresses the
human heart, using, from start to finish, a fascinating rhythm employing various
beats. It moves us into contemplation of the great universe and the numerous signs
to be found in every nook and cranny. Man thus remembers God’s blessings and
appreciates the grace and favour He bestows on all His creatures. He also visualizes
the end suffered by earlier communities and their fate on the Day of Judgement. He
thus feels humility as he looks at the countless marvels that constitute God’s work.
He also recognizes that there is only one truth and one law running through all
existence, and that this is controlled by God’s hand. The surah imparts all this in a
style and rhythm that leaves a profound and powerful effect on our minds.

The stirah is a complete unit with interlinked rings, making it hard to divide into
parts addressing separate subjects. In fact it has only one subject, but it plays its
rhythm on the strings of the human heart so as to fill our souls, calling us to believe
and submit ourselves to God.

The most distinctive feature of the sirah is that its puts all these strings in God’s
hand, showing how they work, being pulled or stretched, separated or combined,
without restriction or influence. We note this distinctive feature at the outset, and it
runs through the surah to its very end.

The great universe, with its limitless expanse, has been brought into existence by
God, according to His design: “All praise is due to God, the Originator of the heavens and
the earth, who assigns angels to be messengers, endowed with wings, two, or three, or four.
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He adds to His creation what He pleases. Indeed God has power over all things.” (Verse 1)

This strong hand of God opens up to send us flowing mercy without restriction,
and then clinches to stop it at source. No one can alter this: “Whatever grace God opens
up to man, none can withhold it; and whatever He withholds, none other than Him can

4

release. He alone is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 2)

To follow guidance and to be in error are two opposite ends of the mercy
spectrum: the first is flowing, the other withheld: “God lets go astray him that wills Ito
go astray!, just as He guides him that wills Ito be guided].” (Verse 8) “God can make hear
whoever He wills, whereas you cannot make those who are in their graves hear you. You are
only a warner.” (Verses 22-23)

It is this very able hand that makes life in the first place, and then brings the dead
back to life in the hereafter: “It is God who sends forth the winds, so that they raise clouds,
and We drive them to a dead land and thereby give life to the earth after it had been lifeless.
Thus shall resurrection be.” (Verse 9)

Power and glory belong to Him alone. Whoever wants any of this must derive it
from Him alone: “Whoever desires might and glory should know that all might and glory
belong to God alone.” (Verse 10)

Creation and giving shape and form to creatures, giving them offspring and
determining their life duration are all within God’s grasp, never let loose: “It is God
who creates you all out of dust, then out of a gamete. He then makes you into two sexes. No
female conceives or gives birth without His knowledge. No one attains to old age or has his life
cut short unless it be thus laid down in [Gods] decree. All this is easy for God.” (Verse 11)

Also in His grasp are all the controls to the heavens, the earth, and other celestial
bodies: “He causes the night to pass into the day, and the day to pass into the night; and He
has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], each running its course for an
appointed term. Thus is God, your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion, while those whom you
invoke instead of Him do not own even the skin of a date-stone.” (Verse 13)

God’s able hand works in this universe according to its own inspiring fashion,
adding colour to man, animals, plants and inanimate objects: “Are you not aware that
God sends down water from the skies, with which We bring forth fruits of different colours?
In the mountains there are streaks of white and red of various shades, as well as others jet-
black. Similarly, human beings, beasts and cattle have various colours.” (Verses 27-28)

The same hand puts human beings on the move, making one generation succeed
another: “We have given this Book to such of Our servants as We chose.” (Verse 32) “It is
He who made you inherit the earth.” (Verse 39) It holds this universe, protecting it lest it
deviate: “It 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 after Him.” (Verse
41) He holds everything in control, nothing stands in defiance of His will: “God can
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never be foiled by anything whatever in the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 44)

Throughout the siurah God’s different attributes are emphasized. He is the One
who has power over all things; the Almighty; the Wise; to whom all things return;
who knows all that they do; to whom all dominion belongs; who is free of all wants,
worthy of all praise; with whom all journeys end; much-forgiving; most appreciative;
all-aware; all-seeing; who knows all that is hidden in the heavens and earth; fully
aware of what is in people’s hearts; ever-forbearing; infinite in His power and who
has all His servants in His sight.

These verses and the comments at the end of each create the special ambience of
the surah and the overall effect it has on our hearts. Despite its being a single whole,
with continuous beats, we have chosen to divide it into six sections to enable easier
discussion.
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The Originator

All praise is due to God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth, who assigns
angels to be messengers, endowed with wings, two, or three, or four. He adds to His
creation what He pleases. Indeed God has power over all things. (Verse 1)

The siirah begins by offering all praise to God, as its whole purpose is to make our
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hearts turn to Him, contemplate His signs, appreciate His mercy, and look at the
wonders of His creation. We are made to fully appreciate these wonders so that our
hearts overflow with His praise and glorification: “All praise is due to God.”

Next comes God’s attribute indicating creation and His bringing it into being: “the
Originator of the heavens and the earth.” It is He who has originated all these great
bodies, some of which we see around us. We know only a little about the smallest
and nearest to us of all these bodies, i.e. our mother earth. Yet they are all subject to
one law of nature that keeps them in harmony, despite the huge distances separating
them, which we can only imagine with great difficulty. Despite their great sizes and
endless spaces separating their orbits, there exists certain relations between them
which, if disturbed even by just a little, could lead to a major catastrophe.

We often pay little attention to Qur’anic references to the creation of the heavens
and the earth, or to its scenic descriptions of the universe. This is because our senses
have been blunted by familiarity. Therefore, these scenes do not elevate us to the
same level of inspiration that they give a heart that remembers God always, and thus
remains sensitive to what His able hand produces. Only such a heart feels the awe
these scenes impart.

An alert heart which maintains its bond with God does not need accurate
information about the exact positions of stars, their sizes, relations to each other in
position or movement, the thickness of the atmosphere around each, or the orbits
they follow in order to appreciate the awesomeness of this great, wonderful and
beautiful creation. It is enough for such a heart that these scenes play their precisely
stringed music. It is enough for it to look at the stars shining across the dark night
sky; or the light reflected by a full moon; or the dawn breaking through the darkness
giving a feeling of new life; or the sunset heralding the darkness that brings a feeling
of farewell; or the earth with its endless vistas; or indeed a single flower with its
colour and shape that takes us long to contemplate.

The Qur’an gives us inspiring directives so that we contemplate these creatures,
large and small. Looking at only one of them is enough evidence of the greatness of
its Creator and makes us address our glorification, praise and prayer to Him alone.

“All praise is due to God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth, who assigns angels
to be messengers, endowed with wings, two, or three, or four.” (Verse 1) This surah dwells
long on God’s messengers, revelation and the truth it contains. The angels are God’s
messengers to His chosen servants on earth. The message they bring is the greatest
thing in life. Hence God follows the reference to His creation of the heavens and the
earth by mentioning the role of the angels whereby it is they who make contact
between heaven and earth, fulfilling the greatest task of all as they deliver His
message. It is a message from the Originator of the heavens and the earth to His
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prophets whom He sends as guides to mankind.

For the first time in the Qur'an we have a physical description of the angels.
Previously we were given descriptions of their nature and role, such as “Those that are
with Him are never too proud to worship Him and never grow weary of that. They extol His
limitless glory by night and day, tirelessly.” (21: 19-20) “Those who are near to your Lord are
never too proud to worship Him. They extol His limitless glory, and before Him alone
prostrate themselves.” (7: 206) Here, however, we have a reference to their physical
appearance. They are ‘endowed with wings, two, or three, or four.” This description does
not, however, help us imagine how they look, because we do not know anything
about their physique or about the form their wings take. We can do no more than
take this description as it is, without adding anything from our imagination, for
anything we may imagine could be wrong. We do not have any definite description
of how the angels look from a reliable source. What we do have though in the Qur’an
is this description and a reference to the angels in charge of hell: “Owver it are appointed
angels who are stern and severe: they do not disobey God in whatever He has commanded
them, but always do what they are bidden to do.” (66: 6) Again this description does not
give any physical delineation. It is reported in a hadith that ‘the Prophet saw Gabriel
in his natural form twice.” One report mentions that Gabriel “has 600 wings’. [Related
by al-Bukhari and Muslim.] Again we do not have here a physical description, so we
must leave it at the level God has imparted to us, accepting that all knowledge
belongs to Him.

Wings are specified as being in twos, threes and fours, but man knows only a two-
winged form in all birds. Therefore, the opening verse states that God ‘adds to His
creation what He pleases,” thus making it clear that God’s will is free, unlimited to any
one form of creation. We know and see countless forms of creation, but the ones we
do not know about are far more numerous. “Indeed God has power over all things.” This
comment is broader and more comprehensive than the statement before it. Its import
applies to all forms of creation, origination, transformation and alteration.

Unrestricted Grace

Whatever grace God opens up to man, none can withhold it; and whatever He
withholds, none other than Him can release. He alone is Almighty, Wise. (Verse 2)

What we have in this second verse of the surah is an aspect of God’s power
mentioned at the end of the first verse. When this aspect is instilled in a person’s
heart and mind, he undergoes a complete transformation in his concepts, feelings,
values, standards and life generally. It invalidates any thought of any other power
having any control over the heavens and earth, and puts him in touch with God'’s
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own power. It makes him abandon any thought of receiving grace from anyone else
and links all to God'’s grace. It closes before him every door and way in the universe
yet opens for him the door and the way leading to God.

God’s grace can be reflected in countless aspects. Indeed man cannot even begin to
record these. They are within him and the way he is created; the position of honour
he is given; the blessings that are all around him from every side and from above and
beneath him. It is also to be found in the favours showered on him.

God'’s grace is reflected in what man has been denied just as much as it is reflected
in what he has been granted. When God opens it up to anyone, that person finds it in
every situation, thing, condition and place. He even finds it within himself, his
feelings, all around him, wherever and however he happens to be, even though he
may be deprived of everything people consider to be important. Conversely, should
God withhold His grace from anyone, that person will miss it in every thing,
situation, place and condition, even though he may have at his disposal everything
people associate with wealth and happiness.

Whatever favour a person is granted becomes a hardship if it is associated with
the withholding of God’s grace; and whatever hardship or trial he undergoes
becomes a favour once it is coupled with His grace. A man may lie on a bed of
thorns, but, with God’s grace, he finds it very comfortable; while silk mattresses and
cushions feel like hard nails if that grace is denied him. With divine grace the most
difficult problem becomes easy and danger becomes safety, but without it, what is
normally easy becomes insoluble and safe roads and ways lead to ruin.

Should you be granted God’s grace, you will not feel miserable even though you
may be in solitary confinement, enduring torture or facing danger; while misery will
be your lot if it is withheld, even though you are in the most luxurious and splendid
of surroundings. It is from deep inside that happiness, contentment and reassurance
flow by God’s grace, and deep inside you feel misery, worry and affliction when it is
denied.

If the door of God’s grace is open, you will not care if all doors and windows are
locked: you will find ease, comfort and happiness; and if it is closed, you will benefit
nothing if all other doors and windows are left wide open.

God may give anyone plentiful wealth, and that person will find it a source of
enjoyment, comfort and a means to a good position in the life to come, provided that
it is coupled with God’s grace. If that grace is withheld, his wealth becomes a source
of worry, envy and hatred. It may also mean deprivation, if the wealthy person is
stingy or ill; and it may bring ruin if he is wasteful and careless.

The same can be said about children, health and high position. With God’s grace,
any of these can be a source of goodness, enjoyment, delight, happiness and joy, as
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also a means to increase one’s reward in the life to come. Should God’s grace be
denied, any of these will bring misery, distress, sleepless nights, or expose their
owner to other people’s envy, hatred and hostility. Likewise, knowledge, long life
and comforts can be associated with either situation of happiness or misery. Yet little
knowledge could bring about beneficial effects; a short period of life could enjoy
much blessing; and little comfort may mean happiness and delight. In all these
respects, communities are like individuals, in all conditions, situations and
circumstances.

One aspect of God’s grace is to feel it. God’s grace abounds for every one of us, but
it is your feeling that it is bestowed on you, your expectation, hope and trust that it is
coming that is mercy and grace. By contrast, to doubt or despair of it is pure misery,
but this is something that a believer will not suffer: “None but unbelievers can ever
despair of God’s mercy.” (12: 87)

God’s grace will not be denied anyone who seeks it at any place and in any
condition. Abraham found it when he was thrown in the fire; Joseph found it in the
well where his brothers threw him and later in prison; Jonah found it in the whale’s
belly, under three covers of darkness; Moses found it in the river when he was a
helpless infant, as also in Pharaoh’s palace when Pharaoh sought to kill him. The
young men who retreated to a cave, as told in Surah 18, found it there in the cave
when it was not to be found in homes and palaces. They said to one another: “Now
that you have withdrawn from them and all that they worship instead of God, take refuge in
the cave. God may well spread His grace over you and make fitting arrangements for you in
your affairs.” (18: 16) The Prophet Muhammad and his Companion, Aba Bakr found it
in the cave of Mount Thawr, where they hid from their pursuers. Indeed no one who
sought it to the exclusion of everything else, aware that only God grants strength,
power and mercy, has been left lacking.

It is also important to realize that when God opens the gates of His grace to
anyone, nothing can withhold it; and when He withholds it, nothing can release it.
Therefore, no one and nothing should be feared, while hope should never be pinned
on anyone or anything. We should never fear to miss out on something, and never
trust to any means. It all depends on God and what He wills. Whatever He
determines will be done. It is He who is Almighty, Wise’. Nothing He determines is
without clear purpose.

“Whatever grace God opens up to man, none can withhold it.” (Verse 2) All that people
need to be assured of God’s mercy is to request it from Him directly, without
intermediaries: “And whatever He withholds, none other than Him can release.” (Verse 2)

This single verse paints a totally different picture of life. It gives a new set of
values and standards that are unaffected by any consideration or pressure, be it light
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or heavy. When this vision is firmly settled in a person’s heart, that person can stand
tirmly in the face of all events, people, situations, powers and considerations. Even if
all people on earth as well as the jinn were to range themselves against him, he
would be able to resist them all knowing that they cannot control God’s grace.

It was with verses and images like this that the Qur’an produced that unique
community of believers in the early days of Islam. It was a community moulded
under God’s own care, and through the Qur’an, so as to function as a means of God’s
will and establish on earth the faith, values and systems He wanted to establish. In
that first community we have a unique example of human life that seems to us today
to belong to the realm of legends and dreams. That community did not deal with the
Qur’an as words, sentences and verses with superb meanings, but dealt with the
truth those verses represented. Furthermore, they practised it in real life. Yet, still
today, the Qur'an is able to produce, by means of its verses, individuals and
communities that can achieve, by God’s leave, whatever God wills them to achieve.
All of us can read the Qur’an seriously, implement it fully and live its meanings as
though they are a tangible reality.

A Personal Experience

It behoves me personally to praise God and record here my gratitude to Him for
the grace He bestowed on me in relation to this verse of the Qur’an. This verse was
present with me at a time when I was in great, compounded difficulty, experiencing
spiritual dryness, psychological hardship and much affliction. It was this verse that
came to my support, for God facilitated for me that I should see its truth, which
poured into my spirit like a cool drink passing through the limbs of an extremely
thirsty person. That was not a meaning I understood; rather, it was a reality I
experienced. Thus, it was in itself an act of grace. It presented itself to me as a real
interpretation of the verse, opening up to me like flower buds on a spring day. I had
read and heard it many times before, but at that moment, it delivered its meaning as
a sweet reality, showing me its inner self and saying: ‘I am here, a sample of God’s
grace when He opens it.’

Nothing changed around me, but everything underwent a fundamental change in
my appreciation. It is a great blessing that our hearts should open to receive a great
truth of existence, such as the one the present verse states. It is a blessing one can
experience and appreciate, but can seldom impart to others. I lived that moment and
went through the experience. It was perhaps the hardest time of my life. Yet
suddenly I found all difficulty disappear, and I was released of all trouble and
hardship. I was experiencing a spiritual thrill, while I was still in the same place. That
is God’s grace which He opens to anyone He chooses and makes it overflow in just
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one verse of the Qur’an. One verse opens up a window of light, lets a spring of
divine grace gush through, charts a way to contentment and reassurance and all in a
split second. My Lord, You have bestowed this Qur’an from on high to provide
guidance and grace to believers. My Lord, I praise You with my tongue and heart,
and my gratitude to You is without limit.?

Who Else?

The third verse in this short passage confirms the import of the first two,
reminding people of God’s blessings, emphasizing that God is the only One who
creates and provides sustenance for His creation, and wondering at how people lose
sight of this truth when it is so clear and obvious:

People! Remember the blessings God has bestowed upon you. Is there any creator
other than God who can give you sustenance from heaven and earth? There is no deity
other than Him. How can you turn away? (Verse 3)

Nothing is needed more than the mention of God’s blessings for people to see, feel
and recognize them. Nevertheless, they do forget them. The earth around them and
the skies above them give them abundant blessings and unlimited sustenance, in
every step and at every moment. It is God the Creator who gives all this. They are
asked here whether there is a different creator who provides them with all the good
things in their hands. Obviously, they cannot say this. Indeed, they did not even
claim this during their worst period of idolatry, associating all sorts of partners with
God. Since there is none other than God to create and provide, why do they not
remember and express gratitude? Why do they not address their gratitude to Him
alone and express their thanks by praises and prayers? Indeed “There is no deity other
than Him.” How is it that they turn away from this indisputable truth? “How can you
turn away?” (Verse 3) It is most singular that anyone should turn away from this clear
truth, evidenced by the constant sustenance they are provided with from heaven and
earth. Even more singular is for a person to turn away from it all while admitting
that all sustenance comes from God alone.

Just these three verses constitute the first section of the sirah. In each we have an
image that gives man rebirth. All that is needed is for him to firmly establish God’s
truth in his heart and conscience.

? Although the author does not specify the time and the occasion that he is describing here as the most
difficult in his life, he is most probably referring to a specific experience during his second
imprisonment (1954-64). I believe what caused him most difficulty was to see a great number of men
of all ages being severely tortured, and many dying under torture, for no crime any of them had
committed, with no end to their plight in sight. This was bound to weigh heavily on a man with a
sensitive and compassionate nature like the author. — Editor’s note.
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The Lurking Enemy
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Jfiull kenowledge of all that they do. (8)

Overview

The first section highlighted three major truths of the Islamic faith: the oneness of
God, the Creator of all; the grace that He alone bestows; and that He is the only One
who provides sustenance for all His creation. In this second section, the sirah
addresses the Prophet, comforting him because his people’s rejection of his message
and their false accusations of his lying caused him much pain. It stresses that all
matters are in God’s hand. It also addresses us all, confirming that God’s promise is a
true promise and warning us against Satan’s schemes which aim to divert us from
recognizing the major truths already outlined. What Satan, our avowed enemy,
wants is to lead us to hell and its torment. It shows us the types of requital that await
the believers and unbelievers in the life to come. Finally it enjoins the Prophet not to
worry about what might happen to them. Both belief and rejection are in God’s hand,
and He knows all that people do.

The True Promise

The first address is aimed at the Prophet: “If they accuse you of lying, other
messengers, who had gone before you, were similarly accused. It is to God that all things
return.” (Verse 4) With all these truths easily and clearly recognizable, you need not
worry that they accuse you of lying. The same thing happened to earlier messengers.
All matters eventually return to God who determines every end the way He pleases.

Then the address is made general, to all people:

People! God'’s promise is true indeed. So do not let the life of the present world delude
you, and do not let deceptive thoughts about God delude you. Satan is your enemy, so
treat him as an enemy. He only calls on his followers so that they will be among those
destined for the blazing fire. (Verses 5-6)

God’s promise is true: there is no doubt that it will come; it is a reality that will not
fail; it is the truth. Nothing can cause it to disappear, lose its way or change.
Nevertheless this present life can delude people, as can Satan. Therefore, do not let
anything get the better of you: “do not let the life of the present world delude you, and do
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not let deceptive thoughts about God delude you.” (Verse 5) Satan has declared his
hostility to you and that he will never be anything but an enemy to you. Therefore,
“treat him as an enemy.” (Verse 6) Do not befriend him, listen to his advice, follow in
his footsteps, for no rational person would follow in his enemy’s footsteps.
Moreover, you should realize that he does not call you to anything good, nor does he
want you to be safe: “He only calls on his followers so that they will be among those
destined for the blazing fire.” (Verse 6) Can anyone with reason and clear thinking
answer a call that would put him in the fire?

This is a sincere, heartfelt address. When man remembers the eternal battle he has
to fight against his avowed enemy, Satan, he will muster all his strength, defending
himself and ensuring his own safety. He will do his utmost not to fall to any
temptation, keep himself on guard, evaluate every thought by the scales God has
given him. He is alert to the fact that any seemingly innocent thought may involve
clever deception by his old enemy.

This is the sort of sensitivity Islam wants its followers to have. They need to be on
the alert so as to reject any temptation Satan presents. This entails the mobilization of
all one’s responses against evil, both its inner appeal and surface attraction. Thus,
one is always on red alert, prepared to engage in this battle which rages persistently
throughout this present life.

Such single-mindedness demanded from believers is followed by an outline of the
fate of those who responded to Satan’s call. To reinforce the contrast, the situation of
the believers who reject him and drive him away is reiterated: “For the unbelievers
there is severe suffering in store; while for those who believe and do righteous deeds there is
forgiveness of sins and a great reward.” (Verse 7)

The Key to Evil

This is followed by an explanation of what makes people go astray, the nature of
Satan’s work, the door through which all evil flows. It shows the route that takes
people astray and why, when a person goes far along it, he cannot turn back:

How about the one whose evil deeds seem alluring to him so as to regard them as
good? God lets go astray him that wills [to go astray], just as He guides him that wills
[to be guided]. Therefore, do not waste yourself sorrowing for them. God has full
knowledge of all that they do. (Verse 8)

“How about the one whose evil deeds seem alluring to him so as to regard them as good?”

This is the key to all evil: Satan makes evil deeds seem fair to people, and they will
then admire themselves for what they do. Such a person will not review his work to
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identify what is right or where he has gone wrong, because he feels he cannot go
wrong. He is so preoccupied with self-admiration that he does not give a thought to
self-criticism. Needless to say, he likes accountability to others much less. He does
not permit anyone to question him about anything he does, because he feels it is
good and, therefore, above criticism. This is the worst curse Satan invokes on man,
and can be likened to a yoke he puts around his neck taking him far into error and its
inevitable results.

A person who follows God’s guidance is one who is careful, wary and alert. He
knows that feelings change, that weakness may creep into one’s heart, and that a
short fall may occur. He is, therefore, always looking at his own work, wary of
yielding to Satan’s temptation and praying for God'’s help. This is indeed the point of
difference between right and wrong, success and failure. It is a fine psychological
point which the Qur’an describes in a few succinct words: “How about the one whose
evil deeds seem alluring to him so as to regard them as good?” (Verse 8)

No answer is given in the surah, so as to allow every answer, such as: His is a
hopeless case; How can such a person be on the same level as one who is always
taking stock of his actions to ensure that he is on the right track; Can he compared
with a humble, God-fearing person. This sort of style is often used in the Qur’an.

The Qur’anic verse adds a statement that can be taken as implying a reply: “God
lets go astray him that wills [to go astray], just as He guides him that wills [to be guided].
Therefore, do not waste yourself sorrowing for them.” (Verse 8) It is as if we are told that
such a person is doomed to be in error as a result of Satan making his evil deeds
seem fair to him. It is in the nature of error and guidance that the former makes an
evil action seem fair and that the latter keeps a person on the alert ensuring good
work.

Therefore, “do not waste yourself sorrowing for them. God has full knowledge of all that
they do.” (Verse 8) This question of going astray or following guidance does not
belong to any human being, not even God’s Messenger. It belongs to God alone. It is
He who changes hearts as He pleases. As He states this fact, God comforts His
Messenger so that his tender heart does not sorrow too much for the unbelievers. The
Prophet always grieved when he saw his people’s persistence in going astray,
knowing where that would lead them. Therefore, God tells him not to let his desire to
make them follow guidance and recognize the truth overburden him with sorrow.
God wanted him to know that this is none of his concern.

The same desire is felt by advocates of Islam. The more sincere they are in their
advocacy, and the more they appreciate the goodness and beauty of their way, the
keener they are that other people should see the truth for what it is and follow it.
These advocates, however, would be better advised to understand what God says
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here to His Messenger and to act on the same. They should do their best to present
their message, but they must not grieve for those who remain blind to it.

“God has full knowledge of all that they do.” (Verse 8) He sets them on the road to His
guidance or lets them go astray according to what He knows of their work. He
knows the truth about all their deeds and what they involve even before they do
them. He determines their lot in accordance with His absolute knowledge, but he
does not hold people to account until they have actually done their deeds.
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Fashioning All Creation

It is God who sends forth the winds, so that they
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you. On the Day of Resurrection they will utterly s P
disown your having associated them with God. =z

None can give you information like the One who
1s all-aware. (14)

Overview

This third section takes us on several rounds in the great universe where the
Qur’an depicts a variety of phenomena and imagery which all confirm faith and
provide irrefutable proof in support of it. This follows from the earlier discussion
about guidance and going astray, and comforting the Prophet so he would not grieve
over the unbelievers’ constant rejection. Whoever wants to look for the truth, its
evidence is available with glorious clarity everywhere in the universe. Anyone who
chooses to go astray does so against such irrefutable evidence.

The image of life springing up from a dead land is clear evidence that also serves
to confirm resurrection. Similar evidence can be deduced from man’s creation from
dust and his progression to the highly sophisticated form we know. Every stage of
his creation and life goes according to predetermined measures. We see the image of
the two great bodies of water, clearly distinct, yet they provide man with endless
blessings for which he should show gratitude. The night and day move in a cycle that
always brings one into the other, and they get longer or shorter as time moves round.
The sun and the moon are also controlled within the same accurate system. All these
images provide evidence about the great universal stage. All are created and
controlled by God. He owns it all. The false deities that unbelievers worship own
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nothing whatsoever. They neither hear nor respond. On the Day of Judgement they
even disown the very people who worshipped them.

The Source of All Power

It is God who sends forth the winds, so that they raise clouds, and We drive them to a
dead land and thereby give life to the earth after it had been lifeless. Thus shall
resurrection be. (Verse 9)

This phenomenon is frequently mentioned within the context of evidence to the
truth derived from the universe. It shows the wind raising clouds. In fact hot winds
make sea water evaporate, then cold winds in the atmosphere condense the vapour
making clouds which are then driven in different directions by winds in the upper
strata of the atmosphere. Then they arrive at the destination God has determined for
them, which may be a dead land which He wants to quicken by means of the rain
carried by these clouds. Indeed, water is the source of all life on this planet. “We
thereby give life to the earth after it was lifeless.” Thus the miracle occurs. It happens at
every moment, but people are oblivious to its significance. Yet despite this miracle of
life springing up at every moment, they continue to deny resurrection which they see
happening in their world all about them. Simply and without argument, the Qur’an
says: “Thus shall be the resurrection.”

This scene is used frequently in the Qur’an for two reasons: first it provides
tangible, undeniable evidence and secondly it has a strong influence on people’s
hearts and minds when they contemplate it without hindrance. Moreover, it is a
beautiful image, particularly in the desert, which looks barren and lifeless today, and
then gushes with life the next. In this way the Qur’an uses the inspiration of things
people see all around them. They may ignore them because of familiarity, but when
they contemplate them with an alert mind and heart, they appreciate just how
miraculous they are.

There is here a sudden jolt as the surah moves on to speak of might, power and
dignity, linking this with good words that are welcome by God and good action that
is blessed by Him. The opposite is also shown, whereby wicked scheming leads to
ruin:

Whoever desires might and glory should know that all might and glory belong to God
alone. To Him ascends all good words, and He exalts the good deed. For those who plot

evil there is severe suffering in store. All their plotting will come to nothing. (Verse
10)

Perhaps the link between life starting in what is lifeless and a good word and
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action is the fact that there is good life in all. There is certainly a strong relation
between life and the universe. Allusion to this relation is stated in Sarah 14, Abraham:
“Do you not see how God compares a good word to a good tree? Its roots are firm and its
branches reach to the sky. It yields its fruits at all times by its Lord’s leave. Thus does God set
parables for people so that they may reflect. And an evil word is like a corrupt tree, torn up
onto the face of the earth. It cannot have a stable position.” (14: 24-26) The relation is
almost real in the nature of both the word and the tree: both live and grow.

The idolaters used their idolatry to retain their religious position in Makkah, one
which gave them leadership of the Arabian tribes, and which facilitated various
privileges. Needless to say, the most important of these were power and glory.
Hence they used to say to the Prophet: “If we were to follow the guidance along with you,
we would be torn away from our land.” (28: 57) Therefore, God tells them: “Whoever
desires might and glory should know that all might and glory belong to God alone.” (Verse
10)

When this fact is well established in people’s hearts and minds, it ensures that
values, standards, as well as means and methods undergo a complete change. The
truth is that might and glory belong totally to God. No one else possesses a shred of
either. Therefore, if anyone wants them, and they are incidentally expressed in one
Arabic word, ‘izzah, which combines both and adds connotations of dignity, then
they should seek them from their only source: God Almighty. They cannot be found
with anyone else.

The Quraysh sought to enjoy might and glory among the Arabs through
idolatrous beliefs that lacked real substance. They feared to follow divine guidance,
even though they acknowledged that it was guidance, because they feared for their
own status. Yet those people, the Arabian tribes and clans, were not a source of
might and glory. They could not give or deny these to anyone: “all might and glory
belong to God alone.” (Verse 10) If they enjoyed any measure of power and might, it
was only because God gave them this. Therefore, anyone who wishes to have these
should go to the original source, not to a recipient of that source. Recipients can only
give what they have in excess. Besides, recipients are also weak and in need.

This is an essential truth of Islamic faith which establishes values, standards,
judgement, behaviour, ways and means. When this truth is firmly rooted in one’s
heart, one does not hesitate to stand up in dignity and glory to the rest of the world,
knowing from whom one derives might and glory. Such a person does not bow
before any despot, storm, calamity, state, or worldly force whatsoever. Why would
they when all might and glory belong to God alone, and when no one receives any
portion of it without His leave?

This is the reason good words and right actions are mentioned here: “To Him
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ascends all good words, and He exalts the good deed.” (Verse 10) This is mentioned here
for a purpose: it is a reference to the means by which might and glory are assured for
those who seek it from God. Good words and good deeds which are allowed to
ascend to God where they are received with honour that reflects on the speaker who
says the good word and does the good work.

True “izzah, combining all connotations of dignity and glory, is first established in
one’s heart before it takes any form in the outside world. When it is so established,
the person concerned rises above all considerations that cause humiliation and
prostration before anyone other than God. He rises first of all above his own fears,
desires and ambitions that may be gratified by others. When he has done this, no one
will ever be able to humiliate or subjugate him. People are only humbled by their
desires, fears and ambitions. Should these be held in check, that person will retain his
glory and dignity in all situations and with all people. This is indeed true might,
glory and dignity.

True “izzah is not stubbornness that seeks strength through falsehood, or tyranny
that uses brutal force to silence others, or an overwhelming upsurge motivated by
desire, or a blind force that pays no heed to right and justice. It is none of this. It is
the ability to rise above one’s own desires, rejecting fetters and humiliations, and
refusing to submit to any other than God. It also means submitting only to God,
fearing Him alone and obeying Him in all situations. It is through submission to God
alone that our heads are raised high, and through fearing Him that we can stand up
to whatever He disapproves of. Our watching Him also means that we care nothing
for anything other than earning His pleasure. This then explains the relation between
the good word and deed on the one hand and might, glory and dignity on the other.

The opposite picture is then given: “For those who plot evil there is severe suffering in
store. All their plotting will come to nothing.” (Verse 10) Such people will see that their
plots and schemes yield no fruit and end in failure, and that they will endure severe
suffering as a result. We note here the contrasting image which brings life to a lifeless
land.

These people plot evil because they are after false power and imagined glory.
They may appear to have power at their command, but it is the good word and deed
that ascend to God and through which we receive “izzah in its full sense. Evil schemes
and plots cannot achieve this, even though they may occasionally be coupled with
physical power. Their assured end, however, is ruin and severe suffering. This is
God’s promise that never fails.

Man’'s Creation

Having referred to the fact that all life starts with water, the siirah now refers to the
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start of man’s own life, beginning with pregnancy and followed by a term in this
world, which can be long or short as God determines:

It is God who creates you all out of dust, then out of a gamete. He then makes you into
a couple. No female conceives or gives birth without His knowledge. No one attains to
old age or has his life cut short unless it be thus laid down in [God's] decree. All this is
easy for God. (Verse 11)

Reference to man’s origin as a creature made from dust in the first place is often
mentioned in the Qur’an, as is the first element in producing a pregnancy, namely
the gamete. While a gamete is something that carries the potential of life, dust has no
trace of life. The first miracle is life’ itself, and no one knows where it came from or
how it was mixed with the first element. This remains a closed book as far as
humanity is concerned. Yet it is a fact we all see and have no option but to accept and
recognize. The evidence it provides, pointing to the Creator who gives life, is
irrefutable.

The transformation that gives life to what is lifeless represents a bridge over a gap
that is far greater than any distance in time and place. Contemplating such
transformation will never tire a mind that looks at the great secrets of the universe.
Again, the gap separating the stage of one cell, a gamete, from that of a fully formed
embryo, when a male is distinguished from a female, is again too wide to imagine. It
is to this latter stage that the Qur’an refers in the sentence, “He makes you into pairs
(males and females),” whether this is a reference to a couple, male and female, in the
embryo stage, or to married couples after they have become adults. How far
removed is the one-cell gamete from the greatly complex human constitution which
includes numerous systems and functions, and also from a human being with its
many characteristics?

Look at the senseless fertilized egg as it divides and multiplies, and then each
group of cells it produces joining together to form a particular organ with a specific
nature and function. Look how all these organs fit together and group to make a
single creature which is remarkably distinct from all other creatures of the human
race, including those who are most closely related to him. Thus, no two human
beings are exactly and completely identical. Yet all of them come from gametes that
carry no distinctive mark of any sort, or at least that we can make out. Then look at
these cells and follow their way until they become couples able to restart the cycle
once more, with new gametes that follow the same line and the same stages, without
deviation. All this is amazing, truly wonderful. This is the reason for the repeated
references in the Qur’an to this miraculous process, or indeed processes, involving
unknown secrets. People should listen to these references and set their minds
thinking about this process of creation. It may awaken their spirits to its message.
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Next comes an image of God’s absolute knowledge, which is akin to the images
given in the preceding siirah, Sheba: “No female conceives or gives birth without His
knowledge.” (Verse 11) The reference here is not merely to women, but to all females,
including animals, birds, fish, reptiles, insects and others which we may or may not
know about. All of them conceive and give birth, including those which lay eggs. An
egg is an embryo which does not fully develop inside its mother’s body. It is laid in
the form of an egg, and is then incubated, either by its mother or in an incubator,
until it completes its development, and breaks its shell to continue its growth. God’s
knowledge includes every conception, of every form, and every birth throughout the
universe.

Describing God’s absolute knowledge in this way is not something a human mind
normally follows, neither in conception nor expression.

By itself it is proof that the Qur’an is revelation from God: it confirms its divine
source thereby.

The same applies to the reference to age in the same verse: “No one attains to old age
or has his life cut short unless it be thus laid down in [God’s] decree. All this is easy for God.
(Verse 11) Let our imagination follow every living thing in the universe, including
trees, birds, animals, humans and others, with their different shapes, sizes, kinds,
races, abodes and times. No one can imagine the total number of all these. Yet
imagine that every single one of them may be allowed to attain to old age, or may
have its life cut short, and that whatever happens is according to specific knowledge
concerning this individual, and indeed concerning every part of every individual. A
leaf in a tree may be allowed to remain green, extending its life span, or it may dry
up and fall. A bird’s feather may remain in its wing or fall and he blown by the wind.
A horn may remain in an animal or get broken in a quarrel. A human eye, or a hair,
may stay or be removed. Yet all this occurs in accordance with specific knowledge
which is ‘laid down in God’s decree’ that is part of His comprehensive knowledge. It
neither requires an effort nor constitutes a burden: “All this is easy for God.” (Verse 11)

If we let our imagination follow t his line and look at what it entails, our
amazement is endless. It is a line that human imagination does not normally follow,
nor does it normally try to understand or describe facts in this way.

The Arabic verb nu ammir, which is translated as ‘attain to old age’, also connotes
blessing someone’s life so as to use one’s days and years in what is useful and
beneficial, as well as filling it with feelings, actions and lasting benefits. Likewise,
cutting one’s life short may mean giving that person a shorter number of years to live
or making his life devoid of blessing so as to spend his days producing nothing of
real value. A blessed hour that is full of useful action, ideas and feelings may be
equal to a complete lifetime, while a whole year may be spent without recording
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anything of value either in human life’s measure or in God’s scales. Yet everything
any human being thinks or does anywhere in the universe is recorded by God.

Nations and communities are the same as individuals: they may live long or have
their lives cut short. Hence, the Qur’anic statement includes them, as indeed it
includes inanimate objects, such as rocks, caves and rivers which could have a long
or short life span. Likewise, man-made things, such as buildings, machines and
appliances, clothes, etc., may all live long or short lives. Every life duration, of every
creature and every thing, is recorded in God’s book. This belongs to His absolute and
infinite knowledge.

When we look at things in this light, we feel we want to contemplate the universe
in a new way. Anyone who feels that God’s hand and eye controls everything in such
a meticulous manner will hardly ever forget or go astray. He will see God’s hand,
power and care in everything around him. This is the effect the Qur’an has on
people’s hearts and minds.

Different Waters

The siirah then focuses on a different phenomenon we all see, which is water and
its varieties. One type of water is sweet and palatable while the other is bitter and
salty. They go their separate ways, or meet together, by God’s will, serving man’s
needs:

The two great bodies of water on earth are not alike: one is palatable, sweet and
pleasant to drink, and the other is salty and bitter. Yet from each you eat fresh meat
and extract ornaments to wear. You also see there ships that plough their course
through them so that you may go in quest of some of His bounty and be grateful.
(Verse 12)

That God wanted water to be of different types is clear. That such variety serves a
definite purpose is also something we should be clear about. We know some aspects
of the wisdom behind providing sweet, palatable water, since we use it for different
purposes. It is indeed essential for life. As for the other type of water, which is bitter
and salty, filling seas and oceans, we may quote a few lines from a famous scientist
explaining this immaculate design:

In spite of all the gaseous emanations from the earth of all the ages, most of
them poisonous, the atmosphere remains practically uncontaminated and
unchanging in its balanced relationship necessary to man’s very existence.

The great balance wheel is that vast mass of water, the sea, from which have
come life, food, rain, temperate climate, plants, animals, and ultimately man
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himself. Let him who comprehends this stand in awe before its majesty and
gratefully acknowledge his obligations.™®

This is some of what we have been able to understand of the purpose behind the
diversity of creation. It is clear that it is all done for a specific reason aiming to
achieve harmony and balance, which allows the overall system of the universe to
function. This can only be done by the Creator of the universe and everything that
lives in it. Such a meticulously accurate system cannot come about by sheer
coincidence. The reference to the difference in the two great bodies of water suggests
that, like every other variation, it is done deliberately. Later on, the sirah refers to
some aspects of this variety in the realm of feelings, values and standards.

The two different bodies of water are shown as united in being subjected to man:
“Yet from each you eat fresh meat and extract ornaments to wear. You also see there ships
that plough their course through them.” (Verse 12) The fresh meat refers to fish and the
great variety of marine animals, while the ornaments refer to pearls and corals.
Pearls are found in the body of certain bivalve molluscs. It is a hard smooth round
iridescent mass, formed of layers of calcium carbonate deposited around a foreign
body in the shell of these molluscs. After a while it solidifies in the form of a pearl,
which is valued as a gem for its lustre. Coral is a sort of plant made by marine polyps
which can become extensive reefs stretching over an area of several miles. It can also
present a hazard to shipping and to any foreign creature that falls within it. It can be
cut by special methods and is often used in jewellery and ornamentation.

Ships plough their way through rivers and seas, benefiting by what God has given
every creature of characteristics and qualities. The density of the water and the
substances used in shipbuilding is a factor in making ships float and move. Another
factor is wind. Other forces may be used to achieve this useful condition, such as
electric and steam power. All are subjected to man’s will by God.

“So that you may go in quest of some of His bounty and be grateful.” (Verse 12) Thus
you may use both bodies of water to travel and do business, as also find food and
nourishment. It behoves you to be grateful to God for all this bounty, which is made
available to you.

This part concludes on another universal beat that mentions the alternation of day
and night, arid the subjection of the sun and the moon to the divine system until their
appointed time: “He causes the night to pass into the day, and the day to pass into the
night; and He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], each running its
course in an appointed term.” (Verse 13) The passing of the day and the night into each
other may be a reference to the two spectacular scenes when the night creeps into the

' A. Cressy Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, London, Fleming H. Revell Co., 1944, p. 28.
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day, with its light gradually diminishing and the darkness increasing until the sun
has disappeared followed by the darkness moving in and slowly spreading its wings.
The other scene witnesses the start of the day creeping into the night, with the first
breath of dawn. The light then begins to gradually spread while the darkness bit by
bit disappears. Then the sun rises and the day is resplendent with brightness.
Alternatively, the Qur’anic expression may refer to the night as it takes a bite out of
the day, as if it is going into the day, and also the day getting longer as it takes one
bite after another off the night. It could also mean both situations at the same time,
describing them together. All these scenes have a profound effect on our hearts,
spreading a feeling of awe and even fear as we see God’s hand pulling one line here
and relaxing one there in a fine, accurate and balanced system that does not miss a
tick day after day, century after century.

Again making the sun and the moon subservient to God’s law and setting them on
their courses until the appointed term, known only to God, is another phenomenon
that everyone of us sees. They appear and disappear, rise and set before everyone.
Their unfailing movements do not require any knowledge or calculation to
contemplate. They serve as signs for all generations to contemplate. We may know
about them more than what the first people addressed by the Qur’an knew, but this
is not the point. What is important is that these phenomena give us the same
inspiration as they gave them. They certainly motivate us to contemplate the work of
God’s hand in the universe.

Thus is God

Concluding these inspiring scenes, the surah states the truth of God’s Lordship
over the universe. It also states the falsehood of every claim of partnership with God,
and its ultimate and miserable result on the Day of Judgement:

Thus is God, your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion, while those whom you invoke
instead of Him do not own even the skin of a date-stone. If you invoke them they
cannot hear your call. Even if they could hear, they would not respond to you. On the
Day of Resurrection they will utterly disown your having associated them with God.
None can give you information like the One who is all- aware. (Verses 13-14)

The One who sends the wind driving the clouds, makes the dead land quicken,
creates you out of dust, makes you in pairs, knows what each female bears and gives
birth to, what gets a long life or a short one, has created the two great bodies of
water, causes the day and night to pass into each other and makes the sun and the
moon subservient to His law: that One is “your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion, while
those whom you invoke instead of Him do not own even the skin of a date-stone.” (Verse 13)
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They do not even own such a trifling thing as a date-stone.

The siirah goes further in drawing a true image of them: “If you invoke them they
cannot hear your call.” (Verse 14) They are statues, idols, trees, stars, angels or jinn; and
none of them actually owns the skin of a date-stone. None of them can respond to
those who worship them, but, “Even if they could hear, they would not respond to you.”
(Verse 14) This applies, for example, to the jinn and the angels. The jinn cannot
respond, while the angels do not respond to those who have gone astray. All this is
relevant to this present life, but on the Day of Judgement they disassociate
themselves from error and those who follow it: “On the Day of Resurrection they will
utterly disown your having associated them with God.” (Verse 14) This is stated by the
One who knows everything in this life and beyond it, who overlooks nothing in the
universe now or in the life to come: “None can give you information like the One who is
all-aware.” (Verse 14)

So does this passage conclude. It only remains to be said that it gives any human
mind enough to last a lifetime. Indeed, it is sufficient for any human heart to listen
carefully to a single passage of any sirah if he is seeking proof and searching for
guidance.
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Individual Responsibility

Pegple! It is you who stand in need of God,
whereas He alone is free of all wants, worthy of
all prasse. (15)

If He so wishes, He can do away with you and
bring in your place a new creation; (10)

this is not diffieutt for God. (17)

No soul will bear the burden of another. If a
heavily laden soul should call npon others for belp,
nothing of its load shall be carvied by anyone, not
even by a close relative. Flence, you can truly wam
only those who stand in awe of their 1ord, even
though He is beyond the reach of their perveption,
and attend regularly to prayers. Whoever purifies
hinself does so for bis own benefit. With God is
all journeys’ end. (18)

The blind and the seeing are not equaly (19)
nor are darkness and light; (20)

nor the [cooling] shade and the scorching heat;
@)

and neither are equal the living and the dead.
God can matke hear whoever He wills, whereas
you cannot mafke those who are in their graves
hear you. (22)
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Overview

Once more the siirah urges people to look at their relation with God and at
themselves. It also comforts the Prophet, seeking to alleviate his distress at their
rejection of his message. This is in fact a continuation of the previous passage, but the
sirah adds here a reference to the nature of following divine guidance and the nature
of going astray. It makes it clear that the difference between them is as profound as
the difference between blindness and sight, light and darkness, coolness and
scorching heat, life and death. It asserts that following divine guidance, having
eyesight, light, cooling shade and being alive are similar, interlinked. Likewise,
blindness, darkness, excessive heat and death are similar, interlinked. The passage
ends with a reference to the fate met by earlier communities, serving as a warning.

Replaceable Creation

People! 1t is you who stand in need of God, whereas He alone is free of all wants,
worthy of all praise. If He so wishes, He can do away with you and bring in your place
a new creation; this is not difficult for God. (Verses 15-17)

People need to be reminded of this truth within the context of God’s message,
inviting them to accept and follow it, and urging them to abandon the darkness they
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are in to emerge into the light of His guidance. They need to be reminded that they
are in need of God, while He has no need of them or of anyone else. When they are
invited to believe in God, worship Him and praise Him for His bounty and favours,
they must remember that He has no need for such worship and praise, because He is
the Praised One. They are not immune to whatever God wishes of them. Should He
wish, He can take them away and replace them by a new creation, either of their own
type or of a totally different type. It is all so easy for Him.

People need to be reminded of this so that they do not give themselves airs. They
need to be reminded that God in His limitless glory takes care of them and sends
them messengers who strive hard to bring them out of the darkness into the light.
They should not feel themselves too important for God, or that their worship or their
following His message will increase His kingdom in any way. God is indeed free of
all wants and worthy of all praise. God Almighty bestows such great care and mercy
on His servants, and adds to this by sending them His messengers who suffer much
hardship from those who reject His divine message. It is all part of His essential
attributes to give in abundance and without reckoning. The recipients, mere humans,
do not contribute anything to God’s kingdom by following His guidance, nor do they
decrease it in any way when they turn blindly away from it. They are not
irreplaceable.

What man receives of God’s grace is amazing, considering how man is so small,
ignorant and weak a creature. Man is then but a small creature on earth which, in
turn, is a small satellite of the sun, which is one of countless stars. Gigantic as they
are, stars are no more than small dots scattered in open space, the limits of which are
known only to God. Yet this great space in which the stars are thus scattered is
merely a small portion of God’s creation. Yet man receives all this care from God: He
creates him, puts him in charge of the earth, equips him with all he needs to
discharge his task, be these in his own constitution or in the things of the universe
available to him. Yet this creature goes astray and becomes arrogant to the extent that
he denies his Lord, but God nevertheless sends him one messenger after another,
giving each books of guidance as well as miracles. God’s favours continue and He
sends them His final message, in which He gives them accounts of what happened to
earlier communities, and speaks to them about themselves, their abilities and
potentials, as well as their frailties and weaknesses. He even speaks to particular
individuals, saying to one, ‘you did this, and you omitted that, and saying to
another, ‘here is the solution to your problem, and this is how you relieve your
distress.’

Man should remember his position in the universe and reflect upon the fact that
he has been given all this care by God. It is He who created this universe, with all
that it contains, by merely willing it to be, and He can replace it all in the same way.
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People should consider this so they appreciate the extent of God’s care and grace.
They will then feel ashamed if they turn away from God and deny Him and His
grace. Thus we see that these verses represent a confirmed truth in addition to their
inspirational effect. The Qur’an touches people’s hearts with hard facts, because fact
and truth have a greater effect. Moreover, the Qur’an is the word of truth, and it was
bestowed from on high to lay down this truth. In short, it states nothing but the
truth.

Everyone on Their Own

The surah then emphasizes individual responsibility, which means that everyone
will have what they deserve. No one benefits anyone else in any way. The Prophet
has no personal interest in guiding people to the truth. Everyone bears his or her
own burden, alone, without help. Therefore a person who seeks to be pure will be
the only one to benefit from this endeavour. The matter is ultimately left to God to
determine:

No soul will bear the burden of another. If a heavily laden soul should call upon others
for help, nothing of its load shall be carried by anyone, not even by a close relative...
Whoever purifies himself does so for his own benefit. With God is all journeys’ end.
(Verse 18)

The fact of individual responsibility and reward has a decisive effect on morality
and behaviour. When people are fully aware that they are rewarded according to
their own deeds, that none will be responsible for anyone else, and that none can
escape responsibility, they realize the need to take stock of their actions before they
have to answer for them. At the same time, this is reassuring, because no individual
needs to worry about answering for the actions of his community. As long as he has
done his duty, giving advice to his community to follow divine guidance, no further
responsibility is laid on him. God Almighty does not hold mankind to account for
their collective actions. They account to Him individually, each for their own work. It
is the duty of the individual to advise others and try hard to bring them into line.
Once he has done this, however, he bears no responsibility for their wickedness or
corruption. He will he credited for his own good work. Similarly, if he lives in a good
community, its goodness will not benefit him if he himself is wicked.

We see, then, an image of a multitude, each person carrying his or her own
burden, with none able to help others. Even if someone requests help from the closest
of relatives, none will oblige. It is thus a long queue, with people carrying loads and
moving towards the check-point where the load will he weighed. Everyone is tired,
preoccupied with the heaviness of their load, unable to think of others, even their
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own kin.

At this point, the siirah’s address is directed to the Prophet: “Hence, you can truly
warn only those who stand in awe of their Lord, even though He is beyond the reach of their
perception, and attend reqularly to prayers.” (Verse 18) It is such people that can really
appreciate the warning: they are the ones who fear God even though they have not
seen Him, and who attend to their worship so as to maintain relations with Him. The
Prophet is told that these are the ones to benefit by admonition. Others, who have no
fear of God, need not worry him.

“Whoever purifies himself does so for his own benefit.” No one receives the benefit of
purification except the one who does it. Moreover, purification has pleasant and
transparent connotations that apply to one’s heart, thoughts, feelings, behaviour and
attitudes. “With God is all journeys” end.” (Verse 18) He is the one who reckons
people’s actions and rewards them accordingly. Nothing good or evil is overlooked.

Needless to say, with God belief and unbelief, good and evil, guidance and error
cannot be treated on an equal basis. In the same way, blindness and sight, darkness
and light, coolness and heat, life and death are unequal. All have essentially different
qualities:

The blind and the seeing are not equal; nor are darkness and light; nor the [cooling!
shade and the scorching heat; and neither are equal the living and the dead. (Verses
19-22)

There is a close link between the nature of unbelief and the nature of blindness,
darkness, scorching heat and death, just as there is a contrasting link between the
nature of belief and that of clear sight, light, cool shade and life.

Faith is a light that penetrates into the heart, the senses and perceptions so as to
give a true assessment of things, values, events and how they interact. A believer
looks at things in this light, which is God’s light, and determines how to approach
and deal with them in an assured, confident way. Faith also provides a believer with
a quality of sight that gives a clear picture of things that is neither hazy nor blurred.
Furthermore, it provides a cooling shade in which a believer can take refuge from the
burning heat of anxiety, doubt and worry. Faith is a light that touches hearts, feelings
and purposes, and it is constructive action that never stops to build, allowing no
waste.

By contrast, unbelief is blindness. It prevents people from seeing the evidence in
support of faith and recognizing the true nature of the universe, its relations, values,
and events. It is also a darkness: when people move away from the light of faith, they
fall into different types of darkness making it difficult for them to see things with any
degree of accuracy. Furthermore, unbelief is a hot desert where burning doubts and
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worry over one’s origin and destiny compound to eventually lead the unbeliever to
the fire of hell. Finally, unbelief is death because it separates the unbeliever from the
true source of life, making him unable to interact in any way that promotes life. Each
type has its distinctive nature, and its special reward. The two cannot be equal in
God'’s sight.

At this point the surah addresses the Prophet, comforting him and outlining his
terms of reference. He is to do what has been assigned to him and leave matters to
God. It is He who will do whatever He determines.

God can make hear whoever He wills, whereas you cannot make those who are in their
graves hear you. You are only a warner. We have sent you with the truth, as a bearer
of happy news and a warner. There was never a community that has not had a warner.
If they accuse you of lying, other communities before them made similar accusations
when there came to them messengers with all evidence of the truth, and with books of
divine wisdom, and with light-giving revelations; but in the end I took the unbelievers
to task: how terrible was My condemnation. (Verses 22-26)

Differences between opposites, whether in the universe or within the human soul,
are clear and deeply rooted. Similarly genuine and firm are the differences between
people and the way they receive God’s message. It all refers to God’s will, purpose,
wisdom and power. God’s Messenger, then, is no more than a warner. His human
task is limited to this. He cannot make grave dwellers hear him. Those who live with
dead hearts are in the same position: cold and gravelike. It is God alone who can
make hear whomever He wills, in the way He chooses. Why should the Prophet,
then, worry about who chooses to go astray, about who turns away from divine
guidance. All he has to do is to discharge the duties assigned to him to the best of his
abilities. Once he has delivered his message, let people choose whether to respond or
not.

Earlier in the surah, God says to the Prophet: “do not waste yourself sorrowing for
them.” (Verse 8) God sent him, like his brothers the earlier messengers, with the truth.
They were many, because: “There was never a community that has not had a warner.”
(Verse 24) If he is met with rejection and people accuse him of lying, this is all in the
nature of things, and earlier messengers met the same type of reception, through no
fault of theirs, or lack of supporting evidence: “If they accuse you of lying, other
communities before them made similar accusations when there came to them messengers with
all evidence of the truth, and with books of divine wisdom, and with light-giving revelations.”
(Verse 25) Such evidence could be of various types, including the miracles they
demanded or were given to God’s messengers in support of their messages. The
hooks refer to whatever different prophets were given of wisdom, directives and
admonition. The ‘light-giving revelations” refer most probably to the Torah. Yet such
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communities denied it all.

There was thus nothing new in how the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him)
was received. Therefore, the siirah mentions the fate of earlier communities to warn
the new unbelievers: “But in the end I took the unbelievers to task.” (Verse 26) This is
followed by a question that gives a sense of gravity and intimates the most horrible
of ends: “How terrible was My condemnation.” (Verse 26) The condemnation was final,
one whereby the unbelievers met their total destruction. Those latter day unbelievers
should therefore take the warning seriously and make sure that they do not meet the
same fate.
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Reciters of God’s
Revelations

Abre you not aware that God sends down water
Jrom the skies, with which We bring forth fruits
of different colonrs? In the mountains there are
streaks of white and red of various shades, as well
as others jet-black. (27)

Simtilarty, buman beings, beasts and cattle have
various colowrs. 1t is those who are endowed with
knowledge that stand truly in awe of God. Indeed
God is Almighty, Much-Forgiving. (28)

Those who recite God's book, attend regularly fo
prayer, and give in chariy, secretly and gpenl),
Jrom what We have provided for them, look
Jforward to a bargain that can never fail, (29)

for He will grant them their just rewards, and

give them yet more out of His bounty. He is
indeed Nuch-Forgiving, most thankful. (30)

The book that We have revealed to you is the
truth  confirming  previous  scriptures. Of His
servants God s well-aware, all- seeing. (31)

We have given this Book to such of Our servants
as We choose: among them are some who wrong
their own souls, somse follow a niddle conrse; and
sonze who, by God's leave, are foremost in deeds of
oodness. That is the greatest favour. (32)
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Gardens of bliss will they enter; where they will be
adorned with bracelets of gold and pearls, and
where they will be dlad in silk garments. (33)

They will say: All praise is due to God, who has
resmoved all sorrow frome us. Our Lord is certainly
Much-Forgiving, most appreciative. (34)

1t is He who, out of His bounty, has settled us in
this abode of permanent life, where we shall
endure neither toil nor fatigue.” (35)

As for the unbelsevers, the fire of hell awaits them.
No term shall be deternmined for them so that they
could die, nor shall its suffering be reduced for
them. 'Thus shall We requite all unbelievers. (30)

There they will ery atond: Our Lord! 1 et us out
and we will do good, not like what we did before.”
Have We not given you lives long enongh for
anyone who would be warmed to take warming?
Apnd a warner had come 1o you. Laste it, then.
Wrongdoers shall have none to support them.’
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God knows all that is hidden in the heavens and Al Loae A1C

o
earth; He fully knows what is in people’s hearts. g g .
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Overview

This new passage is composed of readings from the book of the universe and the
revealed book. We look at the wonderful pages of this book: its great variety of
colours, species and kinds; fruits of every colour; mountains with colourful passages,
as also people, animals and cattle of different hues. It is a highly effective touch,
drawing our attention to the wonderful and natural world of colour that we tend to
overlook.

The passage adds readings from God’s revealed book, confirming the truth it
contains and an endorsement of what had gone before it of revelations. It speaks
about how this book has been granted to the Muslim community as its rightful
legacy, making it clear that the heirs are of different classes, but that they all expect to
receive God’s pardon and forgiveness of sins. An image of their enjoyment of God’s
favours in the life to come is painted to contrast with an image of what awaits the
unbelievers of punishment. This round, rich in colour, is concluded by a statement
that all takes place in accordance with God’s knowledge.

Colour in All Creation

Are you not aware that God sends down water from the skies, with which We bring
forth fruits of different colours? In the mountains there are streaks of white and red of
various shades, as well as others jet-black. Similarly, human beings, beasts and cattle
have various colours. It is those who are endowed with knowledge that stand truly in
awe of God. Indeed God is Almighty, Much-Forgiving. (Verses 27-28)

This is a remarkable touch confirming the source of the Qur’an. It looks at the
entire world with a special focus on colour, pointing out its great variety in fruits,
mountains, people, animals and cattle. It only takes a few words to group together
animate and inanimate objects throughout the earth, leaving us in full amazement at
this wonderful exhibition.

It all begins with water being sent down from the skies, and the fruits that it
brings forth with their rich variety of hue. Because the exhibition intended here
concentrates on visual imagery, the only quality given to the fruits is their colour:
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“We bring forth fruits of different colours.” (Verse 27) The colours of these fruits
combine a grading that cannot be reproduced, even partially, by any painter. No two
types of fruits are of the same colour. In fact, no two pieces of the same type of fruit
are identical in colour. Good scrutiny will reveal variation even on such a scale.

The siirah then switches, almost suddenly, to refer to the colours of mountains. A
close palette study, however, shows that this is a perfectly natural switch. There is a
close similarity between the richness of colour in fruits and its richness in mountain
rocks. Some rocks may even resemble fruit both in shape and in size, so that they can
sometimes be mistaken for fruit. “In the mountains there are streaks of white and red of
various shades, as well as others jet-black.” (Verse 27) The “streaks’ refer to lines and
courses in mountains. The text here refers to a fine point: the white lines contain
different shades of whiteness, while the red ones contain different red shades, and
both differ in the richness of colour and in the mix of other colours that give them
their special appeal. There are other streaks of very black colour.

The switch to this colour diversity in rocks, after having highlighted such diversity
in fruits has a profound effect. It alerts in us a refined sense of the aesthetic which
sees beauty in a rock just as it appreciates it in a fruit, despite the great difference
between the two in nature and function. In this way we are reminded to better
appreciate our surroundings, not least their aesthetic beauty.

The surah also mentions people’s colours, which are not limited to the major
categories that distinguish different racial groups. Indeed every human being has a
distinctive colour separating him or her from the rest of their race. Indeed, it
distinguishes each twin from the other. The same applies to animals and cattle.
Cattle, which include camels, cows, sheep and goats, are mentioned as a separate
category of fauna because they are much closer to man. They also demonstrate a
similarly great diversity of colour.

The universe is thus shown as a splendidly colourful book which the Qur’an
opens and looks through. It then says that scholars who read, appreciate and
comprehend this book are the ones who have a true God-fearing sense: “It is those
who are endowed with knowledge that stand truly in awe of God.” (Verse 28) The universe
is a superb hook of which the sirah has shown but a few pages. It takes a good
measure of knowledge to appreciate this wonderful hook and to get to truly know
God through His creation and power. People who do so realize the measure of His
greatness by appreciating His work. Therefore, they are truly God-fearing, and they
worship Him in true submission. This is not the result of a mysterious feeling that we
sometimes experience when we look at a splendid natural scene; rather, it is the
product of true and direct knowledge. The pages of this universal book that the szrah
has shown are only a sample. The great diversity of colour it has mentioned serves
only as an indicator of the great variety and meticulous harmony available
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everywhere in the universe. It can however only be appreciated by people endowed
with knowledge and by those who feel the value of their knowledge deep in their
hearts, and who do not leave it in a cold, dry academic corner.

The aesthetic element is intentionally added into the design of the universe. Its
beauty, however, is raised to perfection by the fact that different things discharge
their functions through that very beauty. The splendid colours of flowers, along with
their scents, attract bees and butterflies which, as far as the flower is concerned, are
the means of inoculation, so as to ensure fruition. Thus the flower completes its own
function through its very beauty. In sex, beauty is the main attraction which leads to
the couple fulfilling their task of reproduction. Because beauty is intended, the
Qur’an draws our attentions to it in these various ways.

“Indeed God is Almighty, Much-Forgiving.” (Verse 28) He is certainly able to create
all sorts of fine and beautiful creatures, as also to requite people for their actions. At
the same time, He forgives much, overlooking the mistakes of those who fall short of
appreciating His beautiful work.

The Revealed Book

Having looked at these pages of the book of the universe, the sirah turns to the
revealed book and those who recite it, their hopes and expected rewards:

Those who recite God’s book, attend regularly to prayer, and give in charity, secretly
and openly, from what We have provided for them, look forward to a bargain that can
never fail, for He will grant them their just rewards, and give them yet more out of
His bounty. He is indeed Much-Forgiving, most thankful (Verses 29-30)

Reciting God’s book means something other than going through its words,
vocalizing them or not; it means reading with reflection that leads to understanding,
action and behaviour. This also entails attending regularly to prayer, giving secretly
and openly in charity, as well as entertaining the hope that what is so offered will
never be a failed bargain. Those who do all this know that what God has in store is
far more valuable than what they give away. As they give only for God’s sake,
dealing with Him directly, their bargain is especially .profitable. Ultimately, they will
receive their reward in full, coupled with an increase of God’s bounty. For, “He is
indeed Much-Forgiving, most thankful.” (Verse 30) He forgives shortfalls and
appreciates good action. His being thankful refers to what is normally associated
with gratitude for pleasure and fine reward. Yet the verse inspires us to be grateful to
Him who bestows His favours on us. If He appreciates what His servants do and
thanks them for it, should they not then show their gratitude for all He gives them?
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This is followed by a reference to the nature of God’s revealed book and the truth
it contains, as a prelude to speaking about those who are the heirs to this hook:

The book that We have revealed to you is the truth confirming previous scriptures. Of
His servants God is well-aware, all-seeing. (Verse 31)

The evidence of the truth in this book is clear in its make up. The Qur’an is an
accurate translation of the universe in its true nature, or we can say that it is the
spoken page while the universe is the silent page. Moreover, it confirms the books
revealed earlier from the same source. The truth is one; it cannot be multiple. The
One who revealed it to mankind knows them well, knows what suits them and
improves their lot: “Of His servants God is well-aware, all-seeing.” (Verse 31)

Such is this book, and God has given it to the Muslim community as its heritage.
He has chosen this community to be its heir, as He states in His book: “We have given
this Book to such of Our servants as We choose.” (Verse 32) The Muslim community
should know from these words that it has been given a position of honour by God. It
should also realize that the responsibility it shoulders as a result is of great
importance. It is a responsibility which assigns duties that have to be fulfilled. Will
the Muslim community listen and respond?

God has honoured the Muslim community. He has chosen it to be the heir to His
message, and He has graced it with a favourable reward, even for those who do not
perform well:

We have given this Book to such of Our servants as We choose: among them are some
who wrong their own souls, some follow a middle course and some who, by God’s
leave, are foremost in deeds of goodness. (Verse 32)

The group mentioned first, probably because it is the majority, are the ones who
wrong their own souls,” by doing more had things than good, and the second have a
balance between the two, following ‘a middle course,” while the third are “foremost in
deeds of goodness,” having a preponderance of these. However, God’s grace is
bestowed on all three, leading them all to heaven where they experience the bliss
described in the verses that follow. We will not go into any further detail here,
preferring to leave the discussion with the idea conveyed by the verse, making it
clear that the Muslim community head to this end in its entirety by God’s grace:

That is the greatest favour. Gardens of bliss will they enter, where they will be adorned
with bracelets of gold and pearls, and where they will be clad in silk garments. They
will say: All praise is due to God, who has removed all sorrow from us. Our Lord is
certainly Much-Forgiving, most appreciative. It is He who, out of His bounty, has
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settled us in this abode of permanent life, where we shall endure neither toil nor
fatigue. (Verses 32-35)

These verses give us an image of material comfort and psychological bliss. They
are ‘adorned with bracelets of gold and pearls, and they will be clad in silk garments,” which
are aspects of the material comfort that satisfies some of what people desire. Coupled
with this are feelings of security, reassurance and gratification: “They will say: All
praise is due to God, who has removed all sorrow from us.” (Verse 34) This present life,
with all that it involves of worry about the future and all its struggles, counts as
sorrow when it is compared to the enduring bliss in heaven. Moreover, the worry
each individual experiences on the Day of Judgement concerning their fate is also a
source of great sorrow. “Our Lord is certainly Much-Forgiving, most appreciative.”
(Verse 34) He has forgiven us our sins and appreciated our work, rewarding us well
for it. “It is He who has settled us in this abode of permanent life,” where we shall
permanently reside. It is all ‘out of His bounty’. We have no right to claim. It is He who
gives it all by His grace. “Where we shall endure neither toil nor fatigue.” (Verse 35)
There we have all we need: comfort, bliss and reassurance.

The ambience generated here is one of ease, comfort and bliss. The words are
chosen for their sound so as to enhance such feelings. Heaven is described as the
abode of permanent life” while toil and fatigue do not come near them. In this way the
music of these verses is slow and soft.

On the other side we see the unbelievers wracked with worry, lacking confidence,
and unable to see an end to their troubles: “As for the unbelievers, the fire of hell awaits
them. No term shall be determined for them so that they could die, nor shall its suffering be
reduced for them.” (Verse 36) Not even the comfort of death is granted them. “Thus
shall We requite all unbelievers.” (Verse 36) Then we begin to hear loud, harsh voices.
The echoes are mixed, the wailing confused, and it comes from those who have been
thrown into hell: “There they will cry aloud.” What are these harsh voices saying, then?
They say: “Our Lord! Let us out and we will do good, not like what we did before.” (Verse
37) This is an expression of regret for what they did in the past, but it is all too late.
Hence, the reply carries a strong reproach: “Have We not given you lives long enough for
anyone who would be warned to take warning?” (Verse 37) You did not benefit from the
duration of your lives on earth, which was enough for anyone who wished to heed
the warnings. “And a warner had come to you.” This was in addition to the warnings.
Yet you paid no heed. “Tuste it, then. Wrongdoers shall have none to support them.”
(Verse 37)

These are two contrasting images: one of peace, comfort and security and the other
full of worry and insecurity. The melodious sound of gratitude to God and of
praying to Him is contrasted with screams and cries for help. The image of care and
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honour shown to the believers is the opposite of the neglect and reproach the
unbelievers experience. The soft and quiet rhythm contrasts with the violent rhythm.
Thus the comparison is complete, and overall harmony is maintained both in detail
and in general atmosphere.

We then have a comment on all these scenes and images, as well as what has
preceded them of choosing the Muslim community for its task: “God knows all that is
hidden in the heavens and earth; He filly knows what is in people’s hearts.” (Verse 38)

It is God who knows everything in the universe and what is in people’s hearts. On
the basis of His knowledge, He judges all matters.
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The Fate of Evil Design
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consequences of his unbelief. In denying Himr the
unbelievers will have nothing but an increase of
their loathsomeness in God's sight; and in denying
Him the unbelievers will only add to their loss.

39)

Say: Have you considered those beings whom you
claim o be parmers with God and whonz you call
upon beside Hine? Show e what it is that they
have created on earth! Or do they have a share in
the heavens?” Have We ever vouchsafed them a
book on which they could rely as evidence? No.
What the unbelievers promise one another is

nothing but delusion. (40)
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the earth, lest they deviate {from their courses]. If
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Overview

This last passage of the sirah includes several rounds that go far and wide,
inspiring our hearts and minds. One round looks at humanity and how one
generation succeeds another. Another takes us across the heavens and earth in search
of any trace of those whom the unbelievers allege to he God’s partners. Then we go
across the heavens and earth again to contemplate God’s power as He holds the
celestial bodies and the earth keeping them on their respective courses. The
unbelievers are then made to face their broken promises and oaths. They swore that
should they have a messenger to warn them, they would do better than past
communities, but when a messenger came to them, this only increased their
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deviation from the truth. A look at the fates of earlier unbelieving communities
follows. This is to demonstrate to those who denied the message of Islam that they
should know that God’s laws are constantly in operation. Although they were aware
of what happened to earlier unbelievers, they still did not take on board that the
same fate could just as easily befall them. The siirah concludes with a warning that
should strike fear in people’s hearts. It tells them that if God were to punish people
immediately for what they incur, no one would remain on the face of the earth. It
behoves us then, to acknowledge God’s grace in allowing us time to reflect and
consider our position.

Lessons to Reflect Upon

It is He who made you inherit the earth. Hence, anyone who denies the truth will bear
the consequences of his unbelief. In denying Him the unbelievers will have nothing
but an increase of their loathsomeness in God’s sight; and in denying Him the
unbelievers will only add to their loss. (Verse 39)

One generation of humanity inherits another; one state disappears to allow
another to rise in its place; one flame is extinguished and one is lit: it is all the same
continuous, progressive movement. If we contemplate this endless round, lessons
clearly present themselves. Indeed, we feel that soon we ourselves will belong to the
past and that future generations will look at the traces we leave behind in the same
way as we read about those who passed before us. We then realize that age
determination belongs to the One who allows the heirs to inherit those that have
served their term. Thus everything goes its way and disappears. It is God alone who
is everlasting, unaffected by the passage of time.

The person who knows that he stays for a while and goes, like a tourist on holiday,
leaving those who succeed him to look at what he has done, should endeavour to
make his short stay worthwhile. He should leave behind what earns for him good
remembrance and do what benefits him in his ultimate destination for all return to
the One who holds everyone accountable for whatever they say and do. Such too is
how mankind moves from one generation to another: “It is He who made you inherit
the earth.” (Verse 39)

Then follows a reminder of individual responsibility. None will be made to bear
any part of another person’s burden; none will protect another in any way. This verse
also refers to their persistent denial of the truth and its ultimate results: “Hence,
anyone who denies the truth will bear the consequences of his unbelief In denying Him the
unbelievers will have nothing but an increase of their loathsomeness in God’s sight; and in
denying Him the unbelievers will only add to their loss.” (Verse 39) The Arabic word,
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magqt, which is translated here as ‘loathsomeness’, indicates the highest degree of
hate. If a person incurs God’s hate, his loss exceeds all that we can imagine.

The second round takes us across the heavens and the earth to look for evidence of
those whom they allege to be God’s partners. However, neither the heavens nor the
earth bare any trace of them:

Say: "Have you considered those beings whom you claim to be partners with God and
whom you call upon beside Him? Show me what it is that they have created on earth!
Or do they have a share in the heavens?” Have We ever vouchsafed them a book on
which they could rely as evidence? No. What the unbelievers promise one another is
nothing but delusion. (Verse 40)

The argument is strong and the evidence is clear. This is the earth, stretched before
us in all directions. Which part of it, and which creature on it, can anyone claim to
have been created by other than God? Should anyone dare to make such a claim,
everything on earth will rebut it loud and clear. Indeed, everything tells the same
thing: all have been created by God Almighty. Everything bears the mark of the
inimitable work of the Maker.

“Or do they have a share in the heavens?” (Verse 40) This is even more evident. No
one claims that such alleged deities have any part in the creation or ownership of the
heavens. Not a single one makes such a claim, not even for the jinn or the angels. All
that they can claim is that they sought the jinn’s help to bring them news from on
high. All they hope for is that the angels will intercede with God on their behalf. Yet
at no time did they claim that their alleged deities had a portion of the heavens.

“Have We ever vouchsafed them a book on which they could rely as evidence?” (Verse 40)
Their alleged partners cannot even reach this stage of having a book given them by
God and of which they are certain to be true. The question, however, admits another
possibility whereby it is addressed to the idolaters themselves. Their persistence with
false claims that God has partners may suggest that their faith is based on solid proof
in the form of a book given to them by God. Again this is untrue, and they cannot
claim it. If we take the question in this second sense, it implies that faith can only be
based on a book given by God: this is the only reliable source. Again, they can make
no such claim.

The Prophet, on the other hand, has a book given him by God which he presents
to them. Why, then, are they turning away from it when it is the only source of true
faith?

“No. What the unbelievers promise one another is nothing but delusion.” (Verse 40) The
wrongdoers are quick to promise each other that their methods are the correct ones
and that they will eventually prevail. They are indeed deluded. Moreover, they live
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in worthless delusion.

Sustaining the Universe

The third round reveals the limitless nature of God’s power as He is the One who
holds the heavens and the earth and sustains them in place. No one else has any say
or role in all this:

It 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 after Him.
He is indeed Ever-Forbearing, Much-Forgiving. (Verse 41)

A glance at the heavens and the earth, and the celestial bodies moving in their
orbits, without error or deviation, maintaining their speeds without the slightest
increase or decrease, should open our minds to the mighty hand that holds them all
in position. Should these celestial bodies or the heavens or the earth deviate from
their courses and scatter no one would ever be able to hold them back. This is indeed
the time frequently mentioned in the Qur’an as signalling the end of the world: a
point when the system holding all celestial bodies in position is broken, and
destruction ensues. It is the time God has appointed for reckoning and reward for
whatever takes place in this present life. This signals a transfer to the next world
which is totally different from the world we currently live in.

Hence the statement that God holds the universe in place ends with the comment:
“He is indeed Ever-Forbearing, Much-Forgiving.” (Verse 41) He forbears allowing
people time. He does not put an end to their world or hold them to account before
the term He has appointed. He gives them chances to repent, begin the good work
and prepare for their future lives. Nor does He make people account for everything
they do. On the contrary, He forgives much of their wrongdoing when they show
any inclination to do well. This statement, then, should make people seize the
opportunity provided before it is too late.

The next round speaks about the Arab idolaters and the pledges they made to
God, which they then breached, spreading corruption on earth. They are warned that
God’s laws will always operate, never fail:

They swear by God with their most solemn oaths that if a warner should ever come to
them, they would follow his guidance better than some other community, but when a
warner did come to them, they turned away with increased aversion, behaving
arrogantly in the land and plotting evil. Yet such evil scheming will engulf none but
its authors. Can they expect anything but the way of those unbelievers of old times?
No change will you ever find in God’s ways; no deviation will you ever find there.
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(Verses 42-43)

The Arabs had Jewish neighbours in the Arabian Peninsula and they realized how
far the Jews had deviated from the right path. They had heard much of their history
and how they had killed their prophets, turning away from the truth these prophets
advocated. The Arabs used to blame the Jews, and to swear most earnestly that “if a
warner should ever come to them, they would follow his guidance better than some other
community.” (Verse 42) They deliberately made their oaths in this way, not
mentioning the Jews although clearly referring to them.

Thus were their oaths, which the Qur’an presents to everyone so as to make them
witnesses to what the Arabs used to say in pre-Islamic days. The sirah then reveals
what they did when God gave them what they wished for, sending them a
messenger to warn them: “but when a warner did come to them, they turned away with
increased aversion, behaving arrogantly in the land and plotting evil.” (Verses 42-43)

Needless to say, only a foul people would swear so strongly and then behave with
such arrogance and evil. The surah exposes them, recording their behaviour, before
adding to their disgrace a warning to all who emulate such actions: “Yet such evil
scheming will engulf none but its authors.” (Verse 43) Thus, their evil will harm none
but themselves. It will engulf and ruin them.

This being the case, what are they waiting for? They cannot wait for anything
other than the fate that engulfed those who rejected the truth in the past. They are
well aware of that fate. Hence, they can await for nothing other than the operation of
God’s law which will never change: “Can they expect anything but the way of those
unbelievers of old times? No change will you ever find in God’s ways; no deviation will you
ever find there.” (Verse 43)

If Only...

Things never move haphazardly and life does not move aimlessly. There are
constant laws that allow no change. The Qur’an states this truth and wants people to
learn it so that they do not look at any event in isolation, overlooking the operation of
God’s law. It draws their attention to the links and relations in life and the laws of
existence, making it clear that these will always remain true. This present round
gives an example of how the Qur'an draws people’s attention to this fact, after
having confirmed that God’s laws remain constant:

Have they not travelled in the land and seen what happened in the end to those before
them, even though they were much mightier than them? God can never be foiled by
anything whatever in the heavens and the earth. He is All-Knowing, infinite in His
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power. (Verse 44)

When we travel with open eyes and alert minds, looking at the fates of earlier
communities and how they perished after having commanded strength and power,
this should give us clear inspiration and awaken our God-fearing sense. It is for this
reason that the Qur’an often directs people to travel, look around and reflect. Unless
people do so, they will remain oblivious of the truth, and they will not draw lessons
from the fates of past communities. Nor will they link such events to the universal
laws that apply to them. Yet this is the quality that distinguishes man from animals.
By contrast, the whole of the human race is one unit vis-a-vis the unity of the system
and the universal law that applies to all.

While they are made to contemplate the fates of earlier communities, whose
greater power availed them of nothing, they are reminded of God’s might. It is He
who sealed the fate of those communities, for nothing can withstand His power:
“God can never be foiled by anything whatever in the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 44)
This is a truism which is supported by clear explanation: “He is All-Knowing, infinite
in His power.” (Verse 44) His knowledge encompasses everything in the heavens and
on earth. When His power is added to His perfect and absolute knowledge, nothing
escapes Him or stands up to Him. Hence, nothing in the universe can foil His
purpose. There is no way that anyone can escape His power or hide from His
knowledge.

The last verse in the surah speaks of God’s forbearance and compassion,
juxtaposing these with His power and knowledge. It emphasizes that people are
given a chance, not punished immediately, but that this does not affect the eventual
accurate reckoning of their deeds or the fairness of the results at the end. All this is
an aspect of His grace:

If God were to punish people [at once] for the wrongs they do, He would not leave a
single living creature on the surface of the earth. However, He grants them respite for
a term set [by Him]. When their term comes to an end, [they realize that] God has all
His servants in His sight. (Verse 45)

People commit all sorts of bad actions, showing ingratitude for God’s favours,
spreading evil and corruption on earth, committing all manner of injustices and
excesses. Were God to mete2430ut fair punishment to people for their actions, His
punishment would have gone beyond them to include every living thing on the face
of the earth. The whole planet would then be unsuitable for any type of life, not
merely human life.

This highlights the terrible nature of what people perpetrate as a destructive force
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that could end life in its entirety. However, God does not take people to task
straightaway; He forbears and gives them chances: “However, He grants them respite
for a term set [by Him].” (Verse 45) He grants respite to individuals until the end of
their lives on earth, and gives communities respite to fulfil their responsibility in
performing the task He has assigned mankind to build human life on earth, until
they hand over to the next generation. He also grants respite to the human race until
the end of human life in this world when the Last Hour arrives. He provides us with
all these chances so that we mend our ways and improve our actions.

“When their term comes to an end...” when the time for work and earning reward is
over; when it is time for reckoning and administering reward; God will not begrudge
them anything of their reward. On the contrary, He will be fair to all: “God has all His
servants in His sight.” (Verse 45) The fact that He has them all in His sight ensures that
they will be fairly requited for whatever they have done in their lives. Nothing
serious or trivial will be discounted for or against them.

Thus ends this surah which started with praising God, the Originator of the
heavens and the earth, “who assigns angels to be messengers, endowed with wings,”
delivering His message, with its warnings and happy news to people on earth.
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SURAH 36
Ya Sin

Prologue

This Makkan surah is characterized by short verses and a fast rhythm. Composed
of 83 verses, it is slightly shorter in overall length than the preceding siurah which
contained only 45 verses. Such short verses together with the fast rhythm give the
surah a special outlook. Its rhythm sounds successive beats, the effect of which is
increased by the numerous images it draws, all leaving a profound impression.

It shares the same main themes of all Makkan szirahs, aiming to lay the foundation
of faith. At the very outset it dwells on the nature of revelation and the truth of the
message: “Ya Sin. By the Qur’an, full of wisdom, you are indeed one of God’s messengers,
pursuing a straight way. It is a revelation by the Almighty, the Ever Merciful.” (Verses 1-5)
It relates the story of the people of the township to which messengers were sent,
using the story to warn against rejection of the message and denial of the revelation.
It shows the end that befell the people of the township to emphasize the message the
surah wants to deliver. Towards the end, the siirah picks up this point again: “We have
not taught the Prophet poetry; nor is it fitting for him to be a poet. This is but a reminder and
a Qur’an making all things clear, to warn everyone who is alive, and that the word of God be
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proved against the unbelievers.” (Verses 69-70)

The siirah also discusses the oneness of the Godhead, giving the voice of
denunciation of polytheism to the man who came from the farthest end of town. It is
he who argues with his people about their denial of God’s messengers: “Why should 1
not worship the One who has brought me into being? It is to Him that you will all return.
Should I worship other deities beside Him? If the Lord of Grace should will that harm befall
me, their intercession will avail me nothing, nor will they save me. Indeed, I should clearly be
in error.” (Verses 22-24) The same point is emphasized again towards the end of the
surah: “Yet they have taken to worship deities other than God, hoping for /their] support.
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They are unable to support them; yet their worshippers stand like warriors to defend them.”
(Verses 74-75)

The issue that is most strongly emphasized in the surah is that of resurrection.
Mention of this is first made at the very outset: “It is We who will bring the dead back to
life. We record whatever Needs] they send ahead, as well as the traces they leave behind. We
keep an account of all things in a clear record.” (Verse 12) Resurrection is further alluded
to in the story of the township as it mentions the reward given to the man arguing
the case of faith: “He was told- Enter paradise. He said Would that my people knew how my
Lord has forgiven me my sins, and has placed me among the highly honoured!” (Verses 26-
27) In the middle of the siirah resurrection is once again referred to: “They also ask:
‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if what you say be true?” All they are waiting for is a
single blast that will overtake them while they are still disputing. No time will they have to
make bequests, nor will they return to their own people.” (Verses 48-50) And at the end of
the surah, it is stated in the form of dialogue: “He comes up with arquments against Us,
forgetting how he himself was created. He asks: ‘'Who could give life to bones that have
crumbled to dust?” Say: He who brought them into being in the first instance will give them
life again. He has full knowledge of every act of creation.” (Verses 78-79)

These fundamental issues of faith are repeatedly discussed in Makkan siirahs. Each
time though they are tackled from a different angle, brought under new focus, and
given effects that fit the overall ambience of the siirah, maintaining harmony with its
rhythm, images and impressions.

These effects vary in this surah. Some derive from the scenes of the Day of
Judgement, the scenes in the story and the positions taken in it and the dialogue it
includes as also the end suffered by earlier communities. Other effects are derived
from the numerous images given of the universe, each of which imparts its own
message. The dead land as life begins to emerge in it; the night stripped out of the
day to spread total darkness; the sun running its course up to its point of destination;
the moon moving from one phase to another until it becomes like an old date stalk;
the boats laden with the offspring of old human generations; the cattle made
subservient to man; the gamete being transformed into a human being who argues
and quarrels; and the green tree made into a fire from which they light their own
tires. It is by using all these scenes and images that the siirah emphasizes its message.

Alongside these there are other effects made to touch our hearts and alert our
minds. One of these is the image of those who deny the truth when God’s judgement
befalls them. No longer can they derive any benefit from the signs and the warnings
given them: “Around their necks We have put chains, reaching up to their chins, so that
their heads are forced up. And We have set a barrier before them and a barrier behind them,
and We enshrouded them in veils so that they cannot see.” (Verses 8-9) Another is the fact
that whatever they harbour inside their hearts and whatever they leave open are

193



%a sin | PROLOGUE

known to God; nothing is hidden from Him. A third effect is the description of the
mechanism of creation as involving nothing but one short word: “When He intends
something to be, He only says to it, Be,” and it is.” (Verse 82)

The suirah can he divided into three parts. The first begins with an oath God makes
by the expression of two separate letters, Ya Sin, and by the Qur’an, which is full of
wisdom, to emphasize the truth of the Prophet’s message and that he follows a
straight path. This is followed by describing the miserable end of those who pay no
heed to the message and deny its truth. They will never find a way to guidance
because this is God’s judgement. It explains that the warning only benefits those who
follow the revelations given by God and who fear Him despite the fact that their
faculties of perception cannot reach Him. Such people open their hearts to receive the
evidence of divine guidance and the pointers to the path of faith. In this part, the
Prophet is asked to cite the example of the people of the township who denied God’s
messengers and the end they suffered. It also shows the nature of faith and how it
affects the heart of the man arguing its case.

The second part begins with a call of sorrow for those people who continue to
deny every messenger God sends them, ridiculing them and their message, paying
no heed to what happened to earlier communities who denied the truth, or to the
great many signs God has placed all around them. This part includes the universal
images we have already mentioned as well as a long and detailed scene from the Day
of Judgement.

The third and final part sums up all the themes of the siirah, starting with a denial
that what Muhammad recited was poetry, and emphasizing the fact that the Prophet
never had anything to do with poetry. It portrays a number of images confirming
God’s oneness. It decries the unbelievers’ practice of having deities to which they
pray to give them victory over their enemies, when in fact they themselves have to
protect those alleged deities. It discusses the issue of resurrection, reminding them of
their origin and how their creation starts with a gamete. This should enable them to
understand that giving life to bones that have crumbled into dust is barely different
from their first creation from a gamete. It reminds them of the green trees and how
they become fire fuel, although the two concepts seem to be far apart. The creation of
the heavens and the earth is also mentioned as a reminder that God is able to create
them in both stages of their life. Finally, the last beat that concludes the surah is:
“When He intends something to be, He only says to it, Be,” and it is. Limitless, then, in His
glory is He in whose hand rests the mighty dominion over all things, and to Him you all will
be brought back.” (Verses 82-83)
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Appeal to Reason

Ya S (1)

By the Quran, full of wisaom, (2)

you are indeed one of Gods messengers, (3)

pursuing a straight way. (4)

It is a revelation by the Alpughty, the Ever
Mer, (5)

so that you may wam pedple whose forefathers
had not been wamed, and who therefore are

unaware [of the truth). (6)
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reaching up to their chins, so that their heads are

Jorced up. (8)
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1235 all the same to them whether you wam then:
or you do not wam then: they will not believe.
(10)

You can truby warm only such a one as follows
this renzinder and who stands in awe of the Lord
of Grace although He is beyond the reach of
buman perception. To such, then, give the happy
news of God’s fortheomsing Jorgiveness and a

generous reward. (11)

It is We who will bring the dead back to life. We
record whatever |deeds| they send ahead, as well
as the traces they leave bebind. We keep an
acconnt of all things in a dlear record. (12)

Cite for them, as a case in point, the pegple of a
township to which meessengers came. (13)

We sent them two messengers, but they rejected
thens; so We reinforced them with a third, and
they said: We are messengers who have been sent
to you.” (14)

They replred: You are nothing but mortals like
ourselves. Moreover, the 1ord of Grace has never

revealed anything; you do nothing but le.” (15)

They said: Our Lord knows that we have indeed
been sent 1o you. (16)

Our only duty is to clearly deliver the message
Jentrusted 1o us). (17)

Said [the others]: We angur evil from you.
Unless you desist, we will surely stone you and

wnflict on you a painful suffering.” (18)
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[The messengers| replied: “Ihe evil you forebode is
within yourselves. [Why do you take this as an
evil omen] when you are only being reminded of
the truth? Truby, you are going too far.” (19)

Then a 1man came from the farthest end of the city
at speed. He said: My pegple! Follow these
messengers. (20)

Follow those who ask_you for no reward, and are
themselves rightly guided. (21)

Why should I not worship the One who has
brought mee into being? 1t is to Himr that you will
all return. (22)

Should I worship other deities beside Hip? If the
Lord of Grace should will that harm befall e,

their intercession will avail me nothing, nor will
they save me. (23)

Indeed, 1 should clearly be in ervor. (24) I do
belreve in the Lord of you all; so listen to me.’
(25)

He was told: Enter paradise.” He said: W ould
that my peple knew (26)

how my Lord has forgiven me my sins, and has
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Placed me anmong the highly honoured!” (27) =

After that, We did not send an army from

heaven against his pegple; nor do We send any. d\]f-‘ s L5 s i 7 N :‘ 4""
(28)

v‘ I3 M,/ W w )
Nothing was needed but one single blast, and they JI "\-;‘*'—"

Jell down lifeless. (29)

A Book Full of Wisdom

“Yd Sin. By the Qur’an, All of wisdom.” (Verses 1-2) God says an oath by these two
letters and by the Qur’an. This combination endorses the view we have expressed
elsewhere about the mention of separate letters at the beginning of many szrahs, and
the relation between mentioning these letters and the Qur’an. The proof that God is
the source of the Qur’an is obvious from these letters which are available to all Arabs
to use yet they are incapable of producing with them anything like the thoughts and
modes of expression contained in the Qur'an. Yet seldom do they consider such
confirmation.

As He swears by the Qur'an, God Almighty describes it as being full of wisdom.
In fact, a literal translation should be ‘By the wise Qur’an.” Wisdom is a quality of
rational beings, which suggests that the oath is phrased in this way to impart to the
Qur’an the qualities of life, having a purpose and a will, which are essential for a
wise being.

Although this is allegorical, nonetheless it describes a fact, bringing it closer to our
minds’ eye. This Qur’an has a soul of its own, giving it qualities similar to those of a
living person with whom you have mutual responses and feelings. This takes place
when you pay full attention to it and listen to it with your heart and soul. Whenever
you open your faculties up to it, the Qur’an reveals to you more of its secrets. When
you have lived for a while in the company of the Qur’an, you will long for its
distinctive features, just as you long for the features of a close friend. God’s
Messenger used to love to listen to the Qur’an being recited by other people. He
would even stop by people’s doors if he overheard someone inside reciting the
Qur’an, just like a lover listens to a conversation about the one he loves.
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The Qur’an is certainly wise. It addresses everyone according to their ability;
touching heart strings, speaking in a measured way, and using a wisdom that suits
each person. Furthermore, the Qur’an is full of wisdom. It educates people wisely,
according to a straight logical and psychological system that releases all human
potential and directs people to what is good and beneficial. It establishes a code of
living that allows every human activity within the limits of its wise system.

God Almighty swears by the two letters, Ya and Sin, and by the Qur’an to confirm
the truth of revelation and the message delivered by the Prophet: “You are indeed one
of God’s messengers, pursuing a straight way.” (Verses 3-4) Limitless in His glory, God
does not need to express an oath, but this oath by the Qur’an and its letters gives the
subject of the oath added greatness. God would not swear by anything unless it were
great indeed, worthy of being sworn by.

“You are indeed one of God’s messengers.” (Verse 3) The way this verse is phrased
imparts a feeling that sending messengers is a well recognized fact, with many past
cases. This is not what is being proved here. Instead, what is being emphasized is
that Muhammad (peace be upon him) is one of these messengers. The oath is
addressed to Muhammad himself, not to those who deny his message, so as to place
the oath, the Messenger and the message above argument or discussion. It is a fact
being stated by God about His Messenger.

“You are indeed one of God’s messengers, pursuing a straight way.” (Verses 3-4) This
explains the nature of the message after the truth about the Messenger has been
stated. By nature, this message is straightforward. It is as straight as the edge of a
sword. It admits no crookedness, deviation, or prejudice. The truth it contains is
clear, free of ambiguity, and does not bend to serve any interest or to satisfy any
desire. Whoever wants this truth will find it pure, simple and accurate.

Because it is straight, this truth is simple, free of complexity and problems that
beset controversial issues. It states the truth in the simplest and most direct way that
needs the least amount of explanation and interpretation. It does not give words and
sentences any special colour or overtone. As such, it is readily understood by people
of all standards of education and civilization: each finds in it what they need for their
lives to take an easy course, being also properly organized and well regulated.

Moreover, the Qur’anic message is consistent with the nature of the universe and
its system, as well as the nature of all that is around man. Hence, it neither conflicts
with any thing in existence nor requires man to be in conflict. It follows its own way
benefiting from, and cooperating with the laws that govern the universe and all
creatures living in it.

As such, the Islamic message pursues its straight way to God, sure to reach Him.
Its adherents do not fear that they may lose their way to Him, or take a path away
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from Him. They know that they are on a straight path leading to His pleasure. The
Qur’an is the guide along this way. As long as man takes up the Qur’an, he will find
a consistent concept of the truth, outlining detailed values, each having a clear and
well defined role.

“It is a revelation by the Almighty, the Ever Merciful.” (Verse 5) We note how God
identifies Himself in such situations so that people will understand the true nature of
what has been revealed to them. God is the Almighty who does what He pleases, yet
He is Merciful to His servants. Whatever He does to them is born out of His mercy.

The purpose of this revelation is to warn people and give them God’s message: “so
that you may warn people whose forefathers had not been warned, and who therefore are
unaware [of the truth].” (Verse 6) To be unaware is the worst form of corruption.
Unawareness makes a heart unable to respond or interact. It sees the pointers to the
truth yet is unable to respond, unable to feel their presence. Therefore, a warning is
the best thing that can be given to such people who remain unaware, having gone for
generations without anyone to alert them to the truth. They were the descendants of
Ishmael, and they had had no messenger from God since his time. A strong warning
may, then, alert people who have long been unaware.

The surah then speaks of the fate of these people, and the judgement that is certain
to befall them, considering that God knows all there is in their hearts and minds, and
all that they did in the past or will do in the future: “The verdict has been passed against
most of them, for they will not believe.” (Verse 7) Judgement has been passed, as God
knows that they will not believe. Hence, this is the fate of the majority of them
because they will not see divine guidance for what it is nor will they interact with it.

At this point, the surah draws an image of their psychological condition, and we
see them with chains around their necks, barriers separating them from divine
guidance, and with a cover over their eyes depriving them of the ability to see:
“Around their necks We have put chains, reaching up to their chins, so that their heads are
forced up. And We have set a barrier before them and a barrier behind them, and We
enshrouded them in veils so that they cannot see.” (Verses 8-9) Their hands are fastened
with chains to their necks, placed under their chins, which has the effect of lifting up
their heads such that they cannot see what is in front of them. Moreover, there are
walls and barriers both in front of and behind them, which means that even if they
were released from these chains, they still could not see through the barriers.
Furthermore, the covers placed over their eyes makes it even more impossible for
them to see.

Although this image is fierce and sharp, we actually do encounter people of this
ilk. When you see them overlooking the plain truth that is in front of them, you feel
as if there is a wall separating them from it. Although their hands are not chained

200



Ya sin | APPEAL TO REASON

and nor are their heads forced up, you nonetheless feel that their souls and minds are
turned away from the truth, unable to see guidance. It is as if there are barriers
preventing them from approaching it. Such were the people who turned deaf ears to
the Qur'an and who received it with irrational denial as it put before them its
argument and proof. This is when the Qur’an is itself irrefutable proof.

“It is all the same to them whether you warn them or you do not warn them: they will not
believe.” (Verse 10) Their case is settled. God knows that faith will not penetrate their
hearts. No warning will ever benefit a heart that has steeled itself against divine
guidance, and barracked its approach. Warnings do not create hearts; it only alerts a
heart that is alive, ready to receive guidance: “You can truly warn only such a one as
follows this reminder and who stands in awe of the Lord of Grace although He is beyond the
reach of human perception. To such, then, give the happy news of God’s forthcoming
forgiveness and a generous reward.” (Verse 11)

Most probably, the ‘reminder” in this instance refers to the Qur’an. A person who
follows the Qur’an and fears God despite not seeing Him is the one who benefits by
the warning. It is as if the warning has been given to such people only and the
Prophet directed it to them alone, even though he addressed it to all people. Since the
others are prevented from receiving the warning, it looks as if it is given only to
those who follow the Qur’an and fear God. Such people deserve to be given good
news. Hence the Prophet is told to give them “the happy news of Gods forthcoming
forgiveness and a generous reward.” (Verse 11) They need the forgiveness of any sin they
commit providing they do not persist in doing it, and they deserve the generous
reward for fearing God and following what He has revealed. These two aspects go
hand in hand: when a person truly fears God, he or she is certain to follow His
guidance and implement the system He has laid down.

At this point, the truth of resurrection is emphasized, together with the reckoning
that ignores nothing: “It is We who will bring the dead back to life. We record whatever
(deeds] they send ahead, as well as the traces they leave behind. We keep an account of all
things in a clear record.” (Verse 12) Bringing the dead back to life has always been an
issue fraught with argument, of which we will see several types in this surah. They
are warned here that whatever they do and whatever effects their deeds cause are
written down, and nothing is forgotten. It is God Almighty who brings the dead back
to life, records their actions and reckons everything. All this, then, is done in the
perfect way that fits anything done by God. As for the ‘clear record” and similar
descriptions such as ‘the imperishable tablet’, these are most probably references to
God’s perfect knowledge that transcends time and place.

A Historical Case
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Having presented the issues of revelation and resurrection in the form of a factual
statement, the siirah now presents them again in narrative form so as to touch hearts
with a story about the fate of those who persist in denying the truth:

Cite for them, as a case in point, the people of a township to which messengers came.
We sent them two messengers, but they rejected them; so We reinforced them with a
third, and they said: ‘We are messengers who have been sent to you.” They replied:
You are nothing but mortals like ourselves. Moreover, the Lord of Grace has never
revealed anything; you do nothing but lie.” They said: ‘Our Lord knows that we have
indeed been sent to you. Our only duty is to clearly deliver the message [entrusted to
us]. Said [the others]: ‘We augur evil from you. Unless you desist, we will surely
stone you and inflict on you a painful suffering.” [The messengers] replied: “The evil
you forebode is within yourselves. [Why do you take this as an evil omen] when you
are only being reminded of the truth? Truly, you are going too far’ (Verses 13-19)

The Qur’an does not mention which township this was or who were its people.
Different reports suggest different towns and cities, but there is no real benefit in
trying to establish its identity. The fact that the Qur’an neither identifies it nor
mentions its location does not detract from the import of the story. It is a city to
which God sent two messengers, just as He sent Moses and his brother Aaron to
Pharaoh and his nobles. The people of the city rejected their message, accusing them
of lying. God supported His two messengers with a third, confirming that they were
truly His messengers. All three of them again presented their message, saying to the
people: “We are messengers who have been sent to you.” (Verse 14)

At this point, the people of the city aired the same objections that were given to
God’s messengers throughout history: “They replied: You are nothing but mortals like
ourselves. Moreover, the Lord of Grace has never revealed anything; you do nothing but lie.”
(Verse 15) This oft-repeated objection to the fact that God sends human messengers
to human communities betrays a naive understanding and ignorance of the nature of
the messenger’s role. People expected that both the personality and the life of the
messenger should entail some deep secret which could feed their imaginations. In
other words, they expected the unusual in such a way as attracted legend. Was he
not a messenger sent from the heavens to the earth? How come, then, that he is just a
simple ordinary person with no puzzling secrets surrounding him? He is no different
from anyone else, no different from the multitude to be found everywhere.

Such thinking is certainly naive. Secrets and enigmas are not essential qualities for
prophethood and divine messages; not in this childish way of thinking. There is
indeed a great secret involved, but it is epitomized in the plain fact that an ordinary
person is given the ability to receive revelations from on high once God has chosen
him for that task. This is something of far greater wonder than sending an angel as
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God’s messenger, as unbelievers suggest.

The divine message is a code of living for a human community. The messenger’s
life represents a practical example of how this code is implemented. It is given as a
model for people to follow. Since they are human, the messenger showing them this
example must be human like them so that he sets the sort of example they can
emulate.

Therefore, the Prophet’s life was held open before his followers. The Qur’an
records the main features of his life in their minute detail, so as to make it clear and
available for future generations. These details include aspects of his home and
personal life, and even, at times, his thoughts and feelings. In this way, even future
generations would recognize the man behind the Prophet’s personality.

Yet it was this simple and clear fact that invited people’s objections. In this sirah,
those who lived in the city said to their three messengers: “You are nothing but mortals
like ourselves,” which meant that they were not truly messengers from God. They also
said: “The Lord of Grace has never revealed anything,” of what you claim. They further
added: “You do nothing but lie,” when you claim to be messengers from God.

Certain that they said nothing but the truth, and knowing the remit of the mission
assigned to them, the messengers replied: “Our Lord knows that we have indeed been
sent to you. Our only duty is to clearly deliver the message [entrusted to us].” (Verses 16-
17) It is sufficient that God knows. The task assigned to God’s messengers is to
deliver their message, and they did just that. People are then free to choose what they
wish for themselves, and what burden their choices represent. Once the messengers
have delivered their message, the matter is left to God to determine.

However, those who persist in denying the truth do not take matters in such a
simple and easy way. They cannot tolerate the advocates of faith’s presence. They
resort to rough tactics in rejecting sound argument. The point is that falsehood is
impatient, aggressive: “Said [the others]: We augur evil from you. Unless you desist, we
will surely stone you and inflict on you a painful suffering.” (Verse 18) We view your call
with gloom, expecting it to bring evil upon us. Unless you stop, we will no longer
tolerate you: ‘we will surely stone you and inflict on you a painful suffering.” Thus
falsehood declares its intentions, threatening those advocating divine guidance and

resorting to heavy handed tactics in answering the quiet word of truth.

However, the task assigned to God’s messengers requires them to proceed along
their way: “[The messengers] replied: The evil you forebode is within yourselves.” (Verse
19) Forebodings of evil as a result of a message being delivered or a face being
encountered is nothing but ignorant superstition. The messengers tell them so, and
make clear to them that their share of good or evil comes from within themselves. In
other words it relates to their actions and intentions. It is up to them to increase their
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share of goodness or evil. What God wills for people comes from within themselves
and from their own choices and actions. This is the truth based on a firm foundation.
To associate bad omens with faces, places or words is superstitious nonsense.

The messengers also said to them: “[Why do you take this as an evil omen] when you
are only being reminded of the truth?” (Verse 19) Would you stone us and torture us
only because we remind you of the truth? Is this how you reward reminders? “Truly,
you are going too far.” (Verse 19) You certainly exceed the limits of judgement if you
reward a mere reminder with threats and punishment, and requite advocacy of the
truth with stoning and torture.

Welcome Support

Such was the response of hearts that would not open to God’s message. It is such
people that were mentioned at the outset of the siirah. The other type, who follow the
reminder and fear God despite their inability to see Him, also have here a
behavioural example to emulate:

Then a man came from the farthest end of the city at speed. He said: My people!
Follow these messengers. Follow those who ask you for no reward, and are themselves
rightly guided. Why should I not worship the One who has brought me into being? It
is to Him that you will all return. Should I worship other deities beside Him? If the
Lord of Grace should will that harm befall me, their intercession will avail me nothing,
nor will they save me. Indeed, I should clearly be in error: I do believe in the Lord of
you all; so listen to me.” (Verses 20-25)

This is the response of sound human nature to the straightforward message of the
truth: it reflects sincerity, simplicity, warmth and correct understanding. It shows us
a man giving a positive response to the message, once he has recognized the
elements of truth and sound logic in it. He points out these elements to his people as
he addresses them. When he felt the truth of faith in his heart, he could not stay quiet
or sit at home caring nothing while the truth was being rebuffed and falsehood
upheld all around him. Instead he actively advocated the truth among his people,
among those who were threatening the messengers with severe punishment. He
travelled from the furthest end of the city to fulfil his duty, to call on his people to
espouse the truth and to stop their opposition to it and aggression against God’s
messengers.

It is apparent that the man did not command a position of honour, power or
influence among his people. He was an ordinary person motivated by faith to travel
from one end of the city to the other to make his stand clear. “He said: My people!
Follow these messengers. Follow those who ask you for no reward, and are themselves rightly
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quided.” (Verses 20-21) Anyone who advocates such a message, seeking no gain or
reward, must be honest and sincere. What else could motivate him to undertake such
trouble, enduring such opposition, unless he was required to do so by God? Why
would he bear such a burden, confronting people with a faith that is unfamiliar to
them, exposing himself in the process to threats, ridicule and persecution when he
stood to make no gain nor earn any benefit?

“Follow those who ask you for no reward, and are themselves rightly quided.” (Verse 21)
That they are guided aright is obvious: they advocate belief in the One God,
following a clear system, and a faith that is free of ambiguity and superstition. Their
way is clearly straight.

The man then speaks about himself, outlining the reasons that motivated him to
believe, and appealing to sound human nature: “Why should I not worship the One who
has brought me into being? It is to Him that you will all return. Should I worship other
deities beside Him? If the Lord of Grace should will that harm befall me, their intercession
will avail me nothing, nor will they save me. Indeed, I should clearly be in error.” (Verses 22-
24) The question is posed by sound human nature which feels the presence of its
Creator and the source of its existence: “Why should I not worship the One who has
brought me into being?” Why would I deviate from this natural way which is the first
to present itself to human nature? Needless to say, man is by nature attracted to his
Creator and only deviates from Him under the pressure of some outside element. To
turn to the Creator is the right and appropriate course, requiring no alien element or
a pull from outside. The man here strongly feels this and states it clearly and simply.

The man also feels by nature that a created being must in the end return to its
Creator, in the same natural law that brings everything horning to its originator: “It is
to Him that you will all return.” He wonders why he should not worship his Creator
when he is bound to return to Him, as will we all. It is He who creates, and it is He
who should he worshipped.

The man then looks at the opposite way, which is contrary to sound nature, only
to find that it is nothing but manifest error: “Should I worship other deities beside Him?
If the Lord of Grace should will that harm befall me, their intercession will avail me nothing,
nor will they save me.” (Verse 23) Can anyone be in greater error than the one who
abandons the way of sound nature which requires that a created being worship its
Creator? Why would anyone choose to worship someone or something else
unnecessarily? Indeed, the one who turns his back on the Creator, resorting instead
to weak deities that cannot protect him, has gone far into error: “Indeed, I should
clearly be in error.” (Verse 24)

Now that the man has stated his case, speaking for sound human nature that is
aware of the truth, he declares his own final decision, confronting his people who
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had threatened God’s messengers. The voice of sound nature in his heart was clearer
and stronger than any threat: “I do believe in the Lord of you all; so listen to me.” (Verse
25) He wants them to witness his stand on the side of truth, implying that they too
should follow his suit and declare themselves believers.

Killing an Innocent Man

The drift of the story suggests that the unbelievers then killed the man. The surah,
however, does not mention this clearly. Instead, it lets the curtain drop to cover this
city, its people and their preoccupations. When the curtain rises again we see the
martyr who spoke out clearly and loudly for the truth, confronting those in power.
We see him in the next world and see the honour granted him by God, as fits a brave
believer who does not hesitate to stand up for the truth: “He was told: Enter paradise.
He said: Would that my people knew how my Lord has forgiven me my sins, and has placed
me among the highly honoured!” (Verses 26-27)

Thus this present life is connected to the life to come: death is merely a transfer
from this transitory world to the one that is everlasting. It is but a step that takes a
believer from the narrowness of the earth to the expanse of heavens, from the
tyranny of falsehood to the security of the truth, and from the darkness of ignorance
to the light of certainty. When the man sees what God has in store for him in heaven,
he good- naturedly remembers his people, wishing that they could see the happiness
and honour God has granted him so that they would know and accept the truth.

Such is the reward of faith. As for tyranny, it is too weak to require that God
should send angels to destroy it: “After that, We did not send an army from heaven
against his people; nor do We send any. Nothing was needed but one single blast, and they fell
down lifeless.” (Verses 2829) The surah does not speak in detail about how these
people were destroyed. They are too insignificant to deserve such mention. They
needed no more than one blast and no further trace of life was to be seen from them.
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Signs Galore

Alas for mankind! W henever a nessenger comses
1o them, they level ridicule on him. (30)

Are they not aware of how many a generation
We have destroyed before them, and that they
[who have perished] will never return to them?
D)

Yet, they all will be brought before Us. (32)

There is a sign for them in the lifeless earth: We
give it life and produce ont of it grain for them to
eat. (33)

We place in it gardens of date palns and grapes,
and cause springs to gush out of i, (34)

so that they may eat of ifs fruit. It was not their
own hands that made all this. Will they, then,
not give thanks? (35)

Linsitless in His glory is He who oreated all
things in pairs: whatever the earth produces, their
own bhuman find and other creatures of which
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they have no knowledge. (30)

Another sign for them is the night: We strip the
daylight from it, and they are plunged in
darfeness. (37)

The sun also runs its set course: that is laid down
by the will of the Alpughty, the Al-Knowing,
€)

And for the mwoon We have deternined phases
until it finally becomes like an old date stalk.
(39)

Nezther the sun can overtake the mwon, nor can
the night outrun the day. Each floats in ifs own
orbit. (40)

And yet another sign _for them is that We carry
their offspring in laden ships, (41)

and that We create things of sintilar kind for
them 1o ride in. (42)

If such be Our will, We may canse them to
drown, with none to respond to their cries for belp,
and then they cannot be saved, (43)

unless it be by an act of merey from Us, leaving
them 1o enjoy life for a while. (44)
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When they are told: Beware of that which lies
before you and bebind you, so that you may be
graced with His merey,” [they pay no heed). (45)

Every single sign that comes to them from their
Lord do they ignore. (40)

And when they are told: ‘Gave [in charity] out of
what God has provided for you,” the unbelrevers

say to those who believe: Are we 1o feed those
whom God could have fed, had He so willed?
Clearby, you are lost in error.” (47)

They also ask: When will this promise be
Joulfilled, if what you say be true?’ (48)

Al they are waiting for is a single blast that will
overtake them while they are still disputing. (49)

No tinze will they have to mafke bequests, nor will
they retum to their own peple. (50)

The Trumpet will be sounded, and out of their
graves they will rise and hasten to their Lord,

)

They will say: Woe betide us! Who has roused
us from our resting place? "This is what the Lord
of Grace had promised. The messengers told the
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fruth. (52)

It takes nothing but one single blast, and they will
all have been brought before Us. (53)

Today, no one shall be wronged in the least: you
will be requited for nothing other than that which
you did in life. (54)

Those who are destined for paradise are today
happily occupied. (55)

Together with their spouses, they will be in shady
groves seated on soft couches. (56)

There they have fruit and whatever they ask. for:
®7)

peace and fulfilnent through the word of the L ord
of meervy. (58)

But stand aside today, you guilty ones! (59)

Children of Adam! Did I not enjoin on you that
you should not worship Satan, as be is your gpen

Joe, (60)

and that you should worship Me alone? "This is
the strajght path. (61)

He had already led astray a great many of you.
Conld you not, then, use your reason? (62)

This, then, is the hell that you were repeatedly
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warned against: (63) (@ 5, ’:/

endure it today for your persistent rejection [of the |4 5 G- 2 ’T/ :;_/c Cool 2GS Bjj
truth].) (64) c- e B
D Dogran 6 L52])
On that day We shall set a seal on their montbs,

but their hands will speak to Us, and their feet R R A A AT
will bear witness to whatever they have done. (65) ~% v el 55
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their eyes. They wonld have striven to find the

way, but how could they have seen 112 (60) (&)
- £ = - o w s
NGI alidl 8 AanEml oams e
And had it been Our will, We could have L?l.:’- S - O jf‘ D
paralysed them, right in their places, so that they @ ;) w? :

could not move forward or backward. (67)

If We grant long life to a human being, We also
canse hin to decline in bis powers. Will they not
use their reason? (68)

Overview

The first passage spoke about the idolaters who opposed the message of Islam and
cited the case of the people of the township who rejected their three messengers and
how it took no more than one blast for them to fall down lifeless. In the present
passage the siirah speaks generally of all people who oppose every divine religion. It
shows mankind straying in error across the generations. It calls with sorrow on all
people to take heed of what happened to earlier communities who passed before
them and who will not return until the Day of Resurrection, when “they all will be
brought before Us.” (Verse 32)

The surah then presents a number of universal signs which people see constantly
without paying any attention to the message they impart. These signs are within
themselves and all around them, while others have passed into history, yet still they
pay no heed, and when they are reminded, they choose not to remember: “Every
single sign that comes to them from their Lord do they ignore.” (Verse 46) Indeed, they
hasten their own punishment, believing that it will never happen: “They also ask:
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When will this promise be fulfilled, if what you say be true?” (Verse 48)

The passage also presents a long scene from the Day of Judgement, showing the
fate that they hasten. This is done in such a way that it appears to happen before their
very eyes.

A Sorrowful Condition

Alas for mankind! Whenever a messenger comes to them, they level ridicule on him.
Are they not aware of how many a generation We have destroyed before them, and that
they [who have perished] will never return to them? Yet, they all will be brought
before Us. (Verses 30-32)

The first phrase expresses reaction to a sorrowful situation. This situation cannot
be changed though sorrow and pain about it can be expressed. God Almighty does
not experience such a feeling Himself, but He states that the situation these people
are in deserves such reaction by others. Theirs is a depressing condition that leads to
great misery.

“Alas for mankind!” They are offered a chance to save themselves but they turn
away. This even though they see how earlier communities perished, yet they benefit
nothing by the lessons they present. God opens wide the doors of His mercy to them,
time after time, as He sends them messengers, but they ignore His mercy and behave
with insolence and ill manners: “Whenever a messenger comes to them, they level ridicule
on him. Are they not aware of how many a generation We have destroyed before them, and
that they [who have perished] will never return to them?” (Verses 30-31) The fact that
earlier communities, over countless generations, perished should provide a clear
lesson to anyone who reflects. People, however, do not pay heed, even though they
realize that they are going to meet the same end. What could invite greater sorrow?
An animal shudders to see its fellow animal perish, and it will inevitably try to avoid
the same fate. How come that man sees so many communities suffering and meeting
the same end, and yet he continues to follow in their footsteps? Arrogance blinds him
to the result which he will inevitably reach.

While those who had already gone will not return to their successors, they will not
be ignored or left without reckoning. They will all face that at the proper time: “Yet,
they all will be brought before Us.” (Verse 32)

Only Look Around

There is a sign for them in the lifeless earth: We give it life and produce out of it grain
for them to eat. We place in it gardens of date palms and grapes, and cause springs to
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qush out of it, so that they may eat of its fruit. It was not their own hands that made
all this. Will they, then, not give thanks? Limitless in His glory is He who created all
things in pairs: whatever the earth produces, their own human kind and other
creatures of which they have no knowledge. (Verses 33-36)

Everything around them in the universe speaks to them about God, giving
evidence of His presence. They only need to look at the land in front of them and
how they see it dead, lifeless, lacking a drop of water. Then they see it quicken,
producing grain and adorned with gardens replete with dates and grapes. Springs of
water gush through it; and in no time, it is full of life.

Life is a miracle which no man can produce. It is God’s hand that produces
miracles, initiating life in what has been dead. The sight of growing plants, flowering
gardens and ripening fruit should open people’s eyes and hearts to appreciate the
wonderful work engendered by God’s hand. It splits the earth to allow the shoot to
appear, longing for freedom and light, gives vigour to the stem which is eager to
enjoy sunlight, loads the branches with leaves and fruit, opens up flowers and gets
the fruit ready for picking, “so that they may eat of its fruit. It was not their own hands
that made all this.” (Verse 35) It was God’s dextrous hand that enabled them to
achieve all this; it was He who made the plants grow and yield their harvest: “WVill
they, then, not give thanks?” (Verse 35)

Having given them this gentle and inspiring touch, the sirah then turns away
from them a little to glorify God who gave them the flourishing gardens, making all
plants in pairs, male and female, like men and women and countless other species
known only to God: “Limitless in His glory is He who created all things in pairs: whatever
the earth produces, their own human kind and other creatures of which they have no
knowledge.” (Verse 36)

With this glorification of God, voiced at exactly the right place and time, a great
fact of the universe is brought to the fore; that is, the oneness of creation, the rule that
applies to it and the way it is made. God has created all living things in pairs, and
this applies to plants in the same way as it applies to man, and everything else: ‘and
other creatures of which they have no knowledge.” This unity points to the fact that the
Creator is one. It is He who put in place the oneness of creation, despite the great
varieties of shape, size, kind, race, features, etc. in all these creatures which are
known only to Him. This rule of creating things in pairs may apply to everything in
the universe, including inanimate objects, but this is knowledge that rests with God
alone. It has now, for example, been established that the atom, which is the smallest
unit of matter we know includes a pair of electric charges, positive and negative.
Moreover, thousands of pairs of stars have been observed: each pair of stars move
together in the same orbit, as if they are playing the same tune.
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That was the sign given by the dead land quickening to produce life. We now look
at the sign presented by the skies and the phenomena people see with their own eyes
as God’s hand produces miracles:

Another sign for them is the night: We strip the daylight from it, and they are plunged
in darkness. The sun also runs its set course: that is laid down by the will of the
Almighty, the All-Knowing. And for the moon We have determined phases until it
finally becomes like an old date stalk. Neither the sun can overtake the moon, nor can
the night outrun the day. Each floats in its own orbit. (Verses 37-40)

When the night comes, light disappears and darkness spreads: this is something
everyone sees every day in every corner of the world, except for polar areas. Despite
its daily occurrence, it is a remarkable sign that deserves contemplation. The
Qur’anic description here is unique as it shows the day intertwined with the night
and then God strips the day off the night to let darkness spread. We may perhaps
further appreciate the unique way the Qur’an uses to express this image when we
remember how it actually happens. As the earth rotates facing the sun, every spot of
it actually comes face to face with the sun when the day spreads over it. When the
rotation of the earth changes and that spot no longer faces the sun, the day is
stripped off it so as to plunge it into darkness. The same thing happens over every
little part of the earth in progression, as if the light of day is pulled away or stripped
to allow darkness to replace it. Thus the wording here accurately describes the
reality.

“The sun also runs its set course.” (Verse 38) It was generally believed that the sun
stays in its position but turns around its axis, but it has recently been confirmed that
it moves in a single direction in the great universal space, and astronomers have
calculated the speed of its movement as being 12 miles per second. God Almighty,
who knows its movement and destination, says that it moves along its course to a
particular destination which is known only to Him. He alone knows when and what
this is.

When we remember that the sun is around a million times bigger than the earth
we live on and imagine this great mass running its set course in space, unsupported,
we appreciate what power controls and conducts the affairs of the universe and the
sort of might and knowledge that power commands: “that is laid down by the will of the
Almighty, the All-Knowing.” (Verse 38)

“And for the moon We have determined phases until it finally becomes like an old date
stalk.” (Verse 39) People see the moon in these phases, as it is born a thin crescent
then grows every day until it takes its shape as a full moon before it begins to
decrease until it looks like an old date stalk. If you observe the moon night after
night, you will appreciate this remarkable way of expression, particularly the use of
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the word ‘old In the early and final nights of its cycle, the moon has a crescent shape,
but whereas it reflects freshness and vigour in the early days, it rises in the latter part
of its cycle as if it is weighed down by a heavy burden and looks worried and pale;
the same paleness as an old date stalk. Hence, the inspiring Qur’anic description.

Observing the moon night after night gives us fresh, rich and profound feelings.
Furthermore, we perceive that it is all the work of the able hand that combines
beauty with majesty while operating an accurate celestial system. We feel all this
whether we know why the moon has such phases or not: it is sufficient to observe the
moon for our hearts to overflow with feelings and for our minds to be deep in
reflection.

The surah then makes it clear that the system regulating all these great celestial
bodies is most accurate, and that this controls its resulting phenomena: “Neither the
sun can overtake the moon, nor can the night outrun the day. Each floats in its own orbit.”
(Verse 40) Indeed every planet and star has its own orbit which it follows accurately.
Stars and planets are so far apart that the distances separating them are huge. Our
planet earth is approximately 93 million miles away from the sun, while the moon is
around 240,000 miles away from us. Hardly imaginable as these distances are, they
are nothing compared to the distance between our solar system and the nearest star
to us outside it, which is estimated to be four light years. We should remember that
light travels at a speed of 186,000 miles per second.

God, the Creator, willed that such distances should separate the orbits of stars and
planets, and He planned the universe according to this design in order to prevent
any collision, until a time He has set and that is known only to Him. Therefore, the
sun will not overtake the moon, and the night cannot outrun the day, because the
cycle of day and night never fails.

“Each floats in its own orbit.” (Verse 40) The movement of all these great bodies in
space is similar to the movement of ships and boats in the sea. Huge as these bodies
are, they are no more than little spots floating on the surface of the sea. Compare
man to all this, and think of the millions of millions of stars and planets floating in
space!

And yet another sign for them is that We carry their offspring in laden ships, and that
We create things of similar kind for them to ride in. If such be Our will, We may cause
them to drown, with none to respond to their cries for help, and then they cannot be

saved, unless it be by an act of mercy from Us, leaving them to enjoy life for a while.
(Verses 41-44)

There is a clear analogy between the stars and planets floating in their orbits and
ships floating on water carrying human passengers. The two types are not dissimilar
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in appearance or movement. Moreover, it is only through God’s will and design that
these two types of floating take place while He controls the entire universe ensuring
the safety of all. At the same time, both are signs that we see but hardly ever
contemplate. The floating of laden ships is closer to us and easier to reflect upon, if
only we would open our hearts.

In the original Arabic text, the term ‘laden ships” could be read to mean ‘the laden
ark’, which makes it a reference to Noah's ark in which Adam’s offspring was
carried. God then enabled mankind to make ships. In both cases, the floating was
made possible by God’s will, power and the laws He has set in operation and the
nature of boats, water, wind, steam, and other types of energy, which combine to
allow ships to float on water. All these are parts of God’s creation.

“If such be Our will, We may cause them to drown, with none to respond to their cries for
help, and then they cannot be saved, unless it be by an act of mercy from Us, leaving them to
enjoy life for a while.” (Verses 43-44) Large, heavy and carefully built as it may be, a
ship in water is like a feather in the air: it can disappear and perish in a moment,
unless it is protected by God’s grace. People who have crossed oceans, whether in a
boat with sails or in a large vessel, appreciate the danger represented by the sea and
the little protection there is, should a storm ensue. They recognize that only God’s
grace provides protection in the midst of storms and currents that run over the sea,
which is after all a creature controlled only by God’s caring hand. But all this applies
“for a while,” only until the time God has set arrives.

What Opens Sealed Hearts

Clear and inspiring as these signs are, people continue to pay little heed. Their
hearts remain closed and they persist in ridicule and denial, hastening the end
against which God’s messengers have warned them:

When they are told: ‘Beware of that which lies before you and behind you, so that you
may be graced with His mercy,” [they pay no heed]. Every single sign that comes to
them from their Lord do they ignore. And when they are told: ‘Give [in charity] out of
what God has provided for you,” the unbelievers say to those who believe: Are we to
feed those whom God could have fed, had He so willed? Clearly, you are lost in error.
They also ask: ‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if what you say be true?’ (Verses
45-48)

Although all these signs are enough to cause an open heart to shudder and bring it
in line with the universe, the unbelievers will not see them for what they are, and
even if they do see them, they still do not reflect on them. Because His grace is
endless, God does not leave them to themselves. He sends them messengers to warn
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them and to call them to their Lord, the Creator of the universe. The messengers’ role
is to alert people’s hearts so that they can see why they should be God- fearing, and
to warn them against incurring God’s displeasure, pointing out its causes and
teaching them how to avoid it. Signs are constantly given them in their lives, time
after time, in addition to the signs that are available in the universe around them, but
they choose to remain blind: “When they are told: Beware of that which lies before you and
behind you, so that you may be graced with His mercy, [they pay no heed]. Every single sign
that comes to them from their Lord do they ignore.” (Verses 45-46) If they are urged to be
charitable and to give to the poor a portion of what God has provided for them, they
say in ridicule: “Are we to feed those whom God could have fed, had He so willed?” (Verse
47) They would even be impolite in their reply to those calling on them to be
charitable, saying: “Clearly, you are lost in error.” (Verse 47)

Viewing the matter in such a mechanical way betrays their ignorance of the law
God has set for human life. It is God who feeds and provides for All the provisions
that people receive on earth are created by Him. They cannot create any of that;
indeed, they cannot create anything whatsoever. It is God’s will that people should
have needs which they cannot attain to without hard work, such as planting the
earth, extracting its raw material to manufacture things, transporting its produce
from place to place, offering such produce in return for other products or for money,
etc. It is also His will that people differ in their talents and abilities to ensure that
everything needed to fulfil man’s task of building human life on earth is available.
The accomplishment of this task not only needs talents and abilities that earn money
and produce wealth; it also requires others that can meet different human needs,
without earning money. This makes for a complex human society, in which people
have different lots in a bustling world, and across generations. However, the
resulting differences of the means available to different people does not lead to the
ruination of life and society. In fact it is a by-product of life’s movement.

Therefore, Islam addresses the individual, requiring those who have plenty to
relinquish a portion of their money, which is given to the poor to provide for their
food and other needs. By doing so, Islam reforms a great many people, rich and poor
alike. This portion is zakat, which, by definition, implies purification. Islam makes it
one of its acts of worship, and uses it to establish cordial and caring relations
between the rich and the poor in the unique society it establishes.

Therefore, when those people, unable to see God’s wisdom, say, “are we to feed
those whom God could have fed, had He so willed?” and when they speak arrogantly to
those who ask them to be charitable, saying, “clearly, you are lost in error,” they betray
their own ignorance. They are blind to the nature of God’s law, life’s movement and
the reasons why God gave different talents and abilities to different people, with the
result that they have different means.
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Islam puts in place a system that ensures fair opportunities for everyone. It then
allows varied human activities, which are necessary for the fulfilment of man’s role
on earth, to run their course. Furthermore, it deals with any negative side effects.

Finally the surah mentions their expressed doubts about God’s promise and their
ridicule of the warnings given them: “They also ask: When will this promise be fulfilled, if
what you say be true?” (Verse 48) God’s promise is not brought forward or delayed
because of people’s pleas. With God everything has its definite measure; everything
takes place at its appointed time and place, in accordance with His infinite wisdom.
It is He who conducts the universe and all that happens in it according to a perfect
system. The answer to this rude question is given in the form of a scene from the Day
of Judgement, showing them what happens then, but not its timing.

Mercy: the Essential Quality

All they are waiting for is a single blast that will overtake them while they are still
disputing. No time will they have to make bequests, nor will they return to their own
people. The Trumpet will be sounded, and out of their graves they will rise and hasten
to their Lord. They will say: 'Woe betide us! Who has roused us from our resting
place? This is what the Lord of Grace had promised. The messengers told the truth.” It
takes nothing but one single blast, and they will all have been brought before Us.
(Verses 49-53)

Here we see the answer to the question about the time of resurrection: it comes in
the form of a quick image, a single blast that ends all life. “All they are waiting for is a
single blast that will overtake them while they are still disputing. No time will they have to
make bequests, nor will they return to their own people.” (Verses 4950) It takes them
suddenly, in a moment, as they argue and dispute going about their day-to-day lives,
expecting nothing of the sort. Then it is all over. All perish in the situation and the
condition they are in. They have no chance to make a will or to arrange something
for loved ones who may stay behind. No one can return to his family to say a word to
them. In fact every single person faces the same end, with all life finished.

The Trumpet is then sounded and they all rise from their graves, moving
hurriedly, shocked, in fear. The question on everyone’s lips is: “Who has roused us
from our resting place?” (Verse 52) As the shock begins to wear off, it is replaced by a
growing realization: “This is what the Lord of Grace had promised. The messengers told the
truth.” (Verse 52) Then comes the final blast and all those bewildered individuals,
moving hurriedly and aimlessly, take their positions: “It takes nothing but one single
blast, and they will all have been brought before Us.” (Verse 53) Only a short moment and
all are stationed in place, ranged in rows as if they were in a parade. The supreme
decree explaining the nature of the moment as well as the forthcoming reckoning
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and reward is announced to all: “Today, no one shall be wronged in the least: you will be
requited for nothing other than that which you did in life.” (Verse 54) The quick succession
of these three images forms a complete and coherent answer to those who have been
voicing doubts about the Day of Resurrection.

The sirah does not dwell on how the believers face the reckoning. Instead, it
moves quickly on to show their happy end:

Those who are destined for paradise are today happily occupied. Together with their
spouses, they will be in shady groves seated on soft couches. There they have fruit and
whatever they ask for: peace and fulfilment through the word of the Lord of mercy.
(Verses 55-58)

They are occupied with the comforts available to them, happy, relaxed, enjoying
the fruits served to them and the shady groves providing a cool breeze. They are
joined by their spouses in perfect enjoyment. Whatever they need is immediately
made available to them. Above all this, they are honoured with a greeting of peace
from none other than their merciful Lord.

By contrast the surah dwells on the scene of reckoning faced by the others. It is
shown with all that it involves of reproach and blame:

But stand aside today, you guilty ones! Children of Adam! Did I not enjoin on you
that you should not worship Satan, as he is your open foe, and that you should
worship Me alone? This is the straight path. He had already led astray a great many of
you. Could you not, then, use your reason? This, then, is the hell that you were
repeatedly warned against: endure it today for your persistent rejection [of the truth].
(Verses 59-64)

Contempt marks the treatment they receive. They are first told to stand aside,
away from the believers. They are then addressed as ‘Children of Adam,” which is an
address implying reproach: “Children of Adam! Did 1 not enjoin on you that you should
not worship Satan, as he is your open foe.” (Verse 60) It was Satan who caused the
expulsion of their father, Adam, from heaven. He has declared his permanent
hostility to them, yet they continue to worship him.

They were also enjoined to do something that was certain to set them on a straight
path, leading to God’s pleasure and a happy end in the life to come: “You should
worship Me alone. This is the straight path.” (Verse 61) They are reminded that this
enemy led astray many generations. Hence the rhetorical question: “Could you not,
then, use your reason?” (Verse 62) At the end of this very hard and humiliating
position, the dreaded sentence is passed, given in overtones of reproach and
derision: “This, then, is the hell that you were repeatedly warned against: endure it today for
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your persistent rejection [of the truth].” (Verses 63-64)

However, the scene does not end here. It moves on to provide a most singular
image: “On that day We shall set a seal on their mouths, but their hands will speak to Us,
and their feet will bear witness to whatever they have done.” (Verse 65) Thus, they let each
other down; their own bodies give witness against them; their personalities are torn
apart with each part claiming that the other is lying. Each organ in their bodies
returns to their Lord separately, in full submission to Him. This is a terrible scene,
one that we can hardly contemplate.

The scene ends with the unbelievers in that state of tied tongues, speaking hands
and legs giving witness. This is totally different from what they knew of their nature,
and different from what they were expecting. Had God willed, He could have put
them in a totally different situation, making them endure whatever hardship He
wished to impose on them. The siirah gives us here two examples of such hardships,
making it clear that God could impose the same on anyone:

Had it been Our will, We could have blotted their eyes. They would have striven to
find the way, but how could they have seen it? And had it been Our will, We could
have paralysed them, right in their places, so that they could not move forward or
backward. (Verses 66-67)

These two examples combine ridicule with contempt: the former answers those
who used to pour ridicule on the believers and the divine message, and the latter
answers those who were contemptuous when addressed by the message. It was they
who used to ask about the time when the promise of the hereafter would be fulfilled,
implying that they did not believe it would ever come about. In the first example we
see them blind, yet despite their blindness, they rush to find a way, pushing one
another aside and in their haste many of them fall down. How could they see? In the
second example, they are frozen like statues unable to move an inch. In both
examples they appear like toys, inviting ridicule after they were the ones to pour
ridicule on the believers and their faith.

All this takes place when the promise they used to hasten becomes due. Should
they be left to live long on earth, they will end up in a miserable situation, when they
will prefer for the promise to be hastened. They attain to old age with all its
weaknesses, and they suffer dementia and retardation in feeling and thought. “If Ve
grant long life to a human being, We also cause him to decline in his powers. Will they not
use their reason?” (Verse 68)

Old age is a second childhood, but without a child’s sweet innocence. An aged
person moves backward, forgetting what he has learnt, losing physical and mental
powers, unable to endure much, until he is no more than a child. However, a child is
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always met with a smile when it does something silly. An aged person receives no
support, unless it comes from a sense of pity and duty. He is also ridiculed whenever
he betrays an element of childishness or stupidity.

Both fates await those who persist in rejecting the truth. They are the ones that
deprive themselves of the blessings of faith.
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Overview

In this final part, the sirah reviews all the issues it tackled earlier: the nature of
revelation; Godhead and its oneness, and resurrection. These are reviewed in
separate sections and shown with strong effects coupled with a clear rhythm. The
overall aim is to show how God’s hand controls everything in the universe. This
concept is summed up in the last verse of the sirah: “Limitless, then, in His glory is He
in whose hand rests the mighty dominion over all things, and to Him you all will be brought
back.” (Verse 83) His hand, strong and innovative, has created cattle and subjected
them to man, and created man from a mere gamete. The same hand can also give life
to bones that had broken into dust, just like it originated them in the first instance. It
was this hand that produced fire from the green tree and brought the heavens and
the earth into being. In the end, it has control of everything in the universe. This,
then, is the gist of this final part of the sirah.

No Place for Poetry

We have not taught the Prophet poetry; nor is it fitting for him [to be a poet). This is
but a reminder and a Qur’an making all things clear, to warn everyone who is alive,
and that the word of God be proved against the unbelievers. (Verses 69-70)

Right at the outset, the siirah spoke about the question of revelation: “Ya Sin. By the
Qur’an, full of wisdom, you are indeed one of God’s messengers, pursuing a straight way. It
is a revelation by the Almighty, the Ever Merciful, so that you may warn people whose
forefathers had not been warned, and who therefore are unaware [of the truth].” (Verses 1-6)
Now it is presented in this particular form to refute the allegation that the Prophet
was a poet, and that the Qur’an was mere poetry. The elders of the Quraysh were
fully aware that all this was absolutely false, and that the Qur’an Muhammad recited
was something unknown in their language. They were not so dull as to be unable to
distinguish the Qur’an from poetry. These allegations were simply part of the
propaganda they launched against the new faith and the Messenger preaching it.
They simply referred to the fine, inspiring style of the Qur’an to try to make the
masses confuse it with poetry.

At this point, God in all His limitless glory denies that He taught His Messenger
the art of poetry. Since God did not teach him this, he will not learn it. No one will
ever get to know anything other than what God teaches them.

The siirah also makes it clear that poetry is not suitable for God’s Messenger: “nor
is it fitting for him [to be a poet].” Poetry takes a different line from that of
prophethood. Poetry is an interaction which may change from time to time.
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Prophethood, on the other hand, means revelations bestowed from on high,
outlining a firm system and a clear code that should be implemented as it conforms
to God’s law, which operates throughout the universe. Unlike poetry, it does not
change to suit moods and desires.

Moreover, prophethood means constant contact with God, learning directly from
what He reveals and an untiring attempt to mould human life in a way that pleases
Him. In its highest standards, poetry expresses a human longing for what is perfect
and beautiful, but it remains a human effort confined within man’s capabilities and
limitations. At lesser levels, poetry is an expression of reactions and desires that may
be strongly carnal. Indeed, prophethood and poetry are far apart: one is at best a
longing that issues from the earth while the other is true guidance from on high.

“This is but a reminder and a Qur'an making all things clear.” (Verse 69) Both
descriptions apply to the same thing: the role of revelation is to be a reminder as it
works on the mind keeping it alert, and the Qur’an is to be recited. It has been
revealed to perform a particular task: “to warn everyone who is alive, and that the word of
God be proved against the unbelievers.” (Verse 70) Here the Qur’anic expression
contrasts unbelief with life, making unbelief equal to death and propensity to faith
equal to life. Thus, the Qur’an has been revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (peace
be upon him) so as to warn those who are alive and can benefit from the warning.
The unbelievers, on the other hand, are dead and cannot hear the warning.
Therefore, the function of the Qur’an, in as far as they are concerned, is to record
their situation which makes them deserve punishment. God will not inflict
punishment on anyone who has not received His message. Punishment is for those
who did receive His message and who were determined to disbelieve in it, thereby
writing their own ruin.

Just the One God

The second section of this final part of the sirah addresses the question of God’s
oneness providing a framework for it from what people see around them and the
blessings God grants them:

Are they not aware that, among all the things Our hands have made, We have created
for them cattle which they control. We have subjected these to them, so that some of
them they use for riding and of some they may eat, and they have other benefits from
them, and [milk] to drink. Will they not give thanks? Yet they have taken to worship
deities other than God, hoping for [their] support. They are unable to support them;
yet their worshippers stand like warriors to defend them. Let not their words grieve
you. We know all that they keep secret as well as all that they bring into the open.
(Verses 71-76)
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These verses begin with the question, “Are they not aware...”, which could have been
literally translated as ‘Do they not see how...” The sign to which their attentions are
drawn here is present before them. They do not have to look far for it. It is before
their very eyes, requiring little contemplation. It is the cattle God has created and
made subject to their control. Thus, they are able to ride them, use them for food,
milk and draw various other benefits from them. All this is by God’s law and the
qualities He has given man and cattle. People could never have achieved any of this
on their own. In fact, they cannot create a fly, even though they might muster all
their resources for this purpose. They cannot control a fly unless God gave it the
quality of being controlled by man. Hence the question: “Will they not give thanks?”

When we look at the matter in this Qur’anic light we are bound to feel that God’s
blessings overflow from every corner around us. Thus, every time we ride an animal,
eat a piece of meat, have a drink of milk, taste a piece of cheese or use fat for cooking,
or wear a garment made of hide, wool or animal hair, we in our hearts feel God’s
endless blessings and infinite grace. This, then, applies to all things around us and
everything we use, whether animate or inanimate. All our lives, then, become a
continuous act of glorifying God and giving thanks to Him.

Yet people do not give thanks. Some of them would even attribute divinity to
beings other than God. “Yet they have taken to worship deities other than God, hoping for
[their] support. They are unable to support them; yet their worshippers stand like warriors to
defend them.” (Verses 74-75) In the past, such deities were statues, stones, trees, stars,
angels or jinn. Such idolatry persists today in some areas of the world. Yet people
today who do not worship such deities do not necessarily believe in God’s oneness.
They may associate partners with Him, in the form of believing in some alleged
powers other than His, or relying on other things. What we need to understand here
is that polytheism can take different forms at different times and places.

The unbelievers used to worship these deities seeking their help to win victory,
yet it was they who protected those deities against assault from others: “yet their
worshippers stand like warriors to defend them.” (Verse 75) This was absurdity of the
lowest order. However, in essence, most people have not gone far above this level of
absurdity; only in form. Today, people who give tyrants the status of deities are not
dissimilar to those who worshipped idols and statues. They are the warriors
defending the tyrants and their tyranny, yet at the same time, they humbly bow
before them. Idolatry is the same, whatever form it takes. Whenever the monotheistic
faith suffers any deviation, idolatry and jahiliyyah creep in. The only thing that
protects humanity is belief in God’s absolute oneness. He is the One God, to whom
all worship must be addressed. He is the One to be obeyed and on whom all must
rely.

“Let not their words grieve you. We know all that they keep secret as well as all that they
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bring into the open.” (Verse 76) This is an address to the Prophet as he confronted
those worshipping deities other than God. He should not be concerned about them.
God knows all about them and what they scheme. They represent no danger to any
believer who places his trust in God.

A Second Life for All

The third section of this final passage raises the question of resurrection and
reckoning:

Is man, then, not aware that it is We who create him out of a gamete; and then he
becomes flagrantly contentious. He comes up with arquments against Us, forgetting
how he himself was created. He asks: ‘Who could give life to bones that have crumbled
to dust?” Say: "He who brought them into being in the first instance will give them life
again. He has full knowledge of every act of creation; He who produces for you fire out
of the green tree, and from this you kindle your fires.” Is, then, He who has created the
heavens and the earth unable to create their like? Of course He can. He alone is the
supreme Creator, the All-Knowing. When He intends something to he, He only says
to it, ‘Be,” and it is. (Verses 77-82)

This section looks first at man’s own position, describing his origins and ends,
putting it all before him so that he looks at it as a reality taking place all the time. Yet
man neither appreciates its significance nor takes it as evidence confirming the
realization of God’s promise to resurrect all humanity. “Is man, then, not aware that it
is We who create him out of a gamete; and then he becomes flagrantly contentious.” (Verse
77) Man does not doubt that his immediate origin is a gamete. It is no more than a
tiny drop of worthless fluid; a drop containing countless thousands of cells, one of
which then becomes an embryo, which later grows into a contentious person,
arguing with his Lord and demanding proof and evidence from Him.

It is the creative power of God that transforms that gamete into this quarrelsome,
contentious person. What a gulf between origin and end! Yet man finds it difficult to
believe that this power can bring him back to life after death. “He comes up with
arguments against Us, forgetting how he himself was created. He asks: ‘Who could give life to
bones that have crumbled to dust?” Say: Be who brought them into being in the first instance
will give them life again. He has full knowledge of every act of creation.” (Verses 78-79)
How simple, using the logic of nature and obvious reality!

Does a gamete have greater life, power or value than a crumbled bone? Is not man
originated from a gamete? Is the One who made an argumentative man out of a
gamete unable to produce a new creation out of a crumbled bone? This is too easy
and obvious to merit any lengthy discussion: “He who brought them into being in the
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first instance will give them life again. He has All knowledge of every act of creation.” (Verse
79) They are then given further clarification of God’s creative power. Again the
clarification uses something they always see with their own eyes: “He who produces for
you fire out of the green tree, and from this you kindle your fires.” (Verse 80)

A casual look at this remarkable phenomena, to which they are often oblivious, is
sufficient as convincing proof. Green trees laden with water often produce fire
through friction, and then become fuel to this same fire. However, scientific
understanding of the nature of the heat green trees receive as they absorb solar
energy and retain it while they are full of water can only enhance the significance of
this phenomena. It is God who has given trees their characteristics, and who created
all things. However, we seldom look at things with such awareness. As a result, they
do not reveal to us their amazing secrets nor do they point us to the Creator of the
universe. We only need to open our hearts to them and they will tell us their secrets.
We will then live with them in a permanent state of worship and glorification of God.

The siurah then further examines the question of man’s initial creation and his
subsequent resurrection: “Is, then, He who has created the heavens and the earth unable to
create their like? Of course He can. He alone is the supreme Creator, the All-Knowing.”
(Verse 81)

The heavens and the earth are great and wonderful creations. This earth where we
live with millions of other species, and compared to which we are very little in size,
and about which our knowledge remains scanty, is no more than a small satellite of
the sun. Our earth depends totally on the light and heat it receives from the sun.
However, the sun is only one out of a hundred million suns in this galaxy which
forms our neighbouring world. The universe includes numerous other galaxies.
Using their best, but limited observatories, astronomers estimate that there are one
hundred million galaxies, but they could discover more if they used more powerful
telescopes. The distance between our galaxy and the next is estimated at 750,000 light
years. In addition, there are also vast nebula containing distant clusters of stars. But
this is as far as our limited knowledge can reach.

Most of these countless stars have planets like our own star, and each planet and
star has its own orbit in which it moves according to an accurate system which
allows no stoppage or deviation. Otherwise, collisions would occur in outer space.
We simply cannot try to describe what this great expanse contains: it is simply
beyond our imagination. However, the question remains: “Is, then, He who has created
the heavens and the earth unable to create their like?” How do people compare with such
great, unimaginable creation? “Of course He can. He alone is the supreme Creator, the All-
Knowing.” (Verse 81)

The truth is that God creates this and that, as well as other types of creation,
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effortlessly. It is all the same to Him whether the creature He wants to bring into life
is large or small: “When He intends something to be, He only says to it, ‘Be,” and it is.”
(Verse 82) This “something” could be a galaxy, an earth, an ant or a mosquito. It is all
the same, requiring no more than a simple word, ‘Be’, and it is there. Nothing is
easier or more difficult, near or far. Once God’s will intends something, it exists
whatever it may be. However, God tells us of this fact in a way we understand. This
is why He expresses it in this way: saying, ‘Be’, to His intended creation.

At this point, the siirah gives its final beat, describing the relation between the
universe and its Creator: “Limitless, then, in His glory is He in whose hand rests the
mighty dominion over all things, and to Him you all will be brought back.” (Verse 83) The
term ‘mighty dominion’ describes this relation in its majestic reality of absolute
ownership and complete authority over everything in the universe. Then to Him all
will return.
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SURAH 37
Al-Saffat
(Ranged in Ranks)

Prologue

This Makkan siirah, like the one before it, is composed of short verses and is
characterized by fast beats, successive scenes and a myriad of images. Indeed, the
effect it produces is at times very intense. Like all Makkan revelations, its aim is to
establish the Islamic faith firmly in people’s hearts, purging it of any traces of
idolatry and polytheism. In this respect, however, it addresses a particular form of
polytheism which prevailed in Arabian society at the time, pausing long to expose its
falsehood. All this is summed up in the allegation that God married the jinn, who
subsequently gave Him the angels as His daughters.

The surah attacks this superstition heavily, exposing its stupidity and lack of
substance. Furthermore, because this topic is given prominence, the siirah begins by
mentioning some types of angels: “By the [angels] ranged in ranks, who rebuke
reproachfully, and recite God’s word.” (Verses 1-3) This is followed by mention of the
devils and how they are targeted by piercing flames to prevent them from
eavesdropping on those on high. Had they been in the position given them in
ignorant superstitions, they would not have been chased in this way. The fruit of the
tree growing in the midst of hell is likened to devils’ heads. At the end, this
superstition is strongly and decisively refuted: “Now ask the unbelievers if it be true that
your Lord has daughters, while they would have sons? Or is it that We have created the
angels female in their presence? Out of their falsehood they say: ‘God has begotten children.’
They are lying indeed. Would He then choose daughters in preference to sons? What is the
matter with you? How do you make your judgement? Do you not reflect? Or do you,
perhaps, have a clear authority? Bring your scriptures, if you are speaking the truth! They
claim that He has kinship with the jinn; yet the jinn themselves know that they will be
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brought [before God] for judgement. Limitless is God in His glory, above all what people
attribute to Him.” (Verses 149-159)

In addition to dealing with this particular form of idolatry, the surah tackles the
same issues of faith discussed in other Makkan sirahs. It confirms God’s oneness,
citing evidence from the universe: “Most certainly your God is One, Lord of the heavens
and the earth and everything between them, Lord of all the points of sunrise.” (Verses 4-5)
As it draws a scene of the Day of Judgement, it specifies that idolatry is the reason
why those punished in the hereafter receive their punishment: “On that day, they all
will share in the common suffering. Thus shall We deal with all the guilty ones. Whenever
they were told, ‘there is no deity other than God,” they would turn away in arrogance, and
would say: Are we to forsake our deities for the sake of a mad poet?” For certain, he has
brought the truth, and confirmed the earlier messengers. You will indeed taste grievous
suffering, being requited only for what you used to do.” (Verses 33-39)

The siirah also speaks about resurrection, reckoning and reward. Referring to the
idolaters’ reaction when they are told that they will be brought back to life, it states
that they say: “This is nothing but plain sorcery. What! After we have died and become mere
dust and bones, shall we be raised back to life? And perhaps our forefathers?” (Verses 1517)
It follows this with a detailed scene of the Day of Judgement, full of images,
movements, reactions and surprises.

Reference is also made to the question of revelation and the message, quoting the
unbelievers as saying: “Are we to forsake our deities for the sake of a mad poet?” (Verse 36)
It states the true nature of prophethood: “For certain, he has brought the truth, and
confirmed the earlier messengers.” (Verse 37)

As the surah describes the attitude of the idolaters, how far astray they go, as well
as their rejection of the truth, it mentions a series of earlier messengers: Noah,
Abraham and his sons, Moses and Aaron, Elijah, Lot and Jonah. These accounts show
clearly how God grants His grace to His messengers, how He supports them against
their enemies and how He inflicts punishment on those who deny the truth: “Most of
the people of old went astray before them; although We had sent them warners. Behold what
happened in the end to those that had been warned. Not so God’s true servants.” (Verses 71-
74) The story of Abraham and his son Ishmael, the sacrifice and the ransom, is given
special prominence as it paints obedience and submission to God in their most
profound form. Indeed, such submission equates with attaining the summit that can
only be reached through pure faith, one which elevates people to a splendid horizon.

A wide range of effects accompany the presentation of different issues in the szirah.
To mention but a few, we see the skies, stars, planets and piercing flames: “WWe have
adorned the skies nearest to the earth with stars, and have made them secure against every
rebellious devil. Thus, they cannot eavesdrop on the ones on high, but shall be repelled from
all sides, driven away, with lasting suffering in store for them. If any of them stealthily
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snatches away a fragment, he will be pursued by a piercing flame.” (Verses 6-10)

Special effects are also provided in the scenes that portray the Day of Judgement,
its surprises and the strong reactions that ensue. These scenes are rather unique and
this aspect will be highlighted later when we discuss those verses in detail.

Further effects are provided by the stories the sirah relates, most particularly that
of Abraham and his son Ishmael as they proceed to give the sacrifice. Here, the
effects are at their highest, strongly shaking our hearts.

The siirah is also characterized by its distinctive rhythm which is most suited to the
images and scenes it portrays as also to the style it adopts and the meanings it wants
to emphasize.

The siirah can be divided into three parts. The first includes the opening describing
the three types of angels who glorify God, the Lord of all points of sunrise, who
adorned the skies with stars. It then mentions the jinn and how they try to eavesdrop
on those on high and who are then targeted by piercing flames. A question is then
put to them: are they more difficult to create than the other beings God created,
including angels, the skies, the jinn, planets and flames? This leads to a refutation of
what they used to say about resurrection, showing its absurdity, and confirming
what they used to find difficult to believe. This is followed by a long and unique
image of resurrection, reckoning, reward and punishment.

The second part mentions how those who were erroneous only followed in the
footsteps of the unbelievers of old who received warnings, but paid no heed. It gives
accounts of the people’s of Noah, Abraham, Moses, Aaron, Elijah, Lot and Jonah,
showing the ends met by the two parties in each respect.

In the last part, the superstition concerning the jinn and the angels is brought into
focus. It states clearly God’s promise of victory to His messengers: “Our word has
already been given to Our servants the messengers: it is they who will be helped, and it is Our
forces who will surely be victorious.” (Verses 171-173) The surah closes on a special note
glorifying God, denying all false claims about Him, greeting His messengers and
praising Him as the Supreme Lord: “Limitless in His glory is your Lord, the Lord of
almightiness, above all what people attribute to Him. And peace be upon all His messengers.

All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verses 180-182)
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Will You Have a Look?
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In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

By the Jangels| ranged in ranks, (1)

who rebuke reproachfully (2)

and recite God's word (3)

st certainly your God is One, (4)

Lord of the heavens and the earth and everything
between them, Lord of all the points of sunrise.
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Thus, they cannot eavesdrop on the ones on high,
but shall be repelled from all sides, (8)
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them. (9)

If any of them stealthily snatohes away a
Sfragment, he will be pursued by a piercing flanze.
(10)

Now ask those [unbelievers|: Are they more
difficult 1o create, or the other beings We have
created? Them have We created ont of a sticky
day. (11)

Whereas you marvel, they seoff; (12)

and when they are reminded of the truth, they pay
10 heed; (13)

and when they see a sign, they resort to ridieule;
(14

and say: ‘This is nothing but plain sorcery. (15)

What! After we have died and becone mere dust
and bones, shall we be raised back to life? (16)

And perbaps onr forefathers?’ (17)

Say: Yes, indeed! And you shall be utterly
hunibled.” (18)

There will be just one single cry, and they will all
begin 1o see, (19)

and will say: ‘Woe betide us! "This is the Day of
Judgement!” (20)
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This is indeed the Day of Decision which you
used to call a fe! (21)

Gather together all those who were bent on
wrongdoing, their ik, and all that they used to
worship (22)

wnstead of God, and guide them all to the path of
bell, (23)

but halt them a while, for they shall be asked:
24)

How is it that you do not help one another?’
(25)

Indeed, on that day they will be in complete
sutbmiission. (20)

They will turm upon one another accusinghy. (27)

Some [of them] will say: Y on used to [whisper o
us| approaching us from the right!” (28)

The others will reply: No! It was you who would
not belzeve. (29)

We had no power over you; but you were willing
1o exceed all limits. (30)

Now our Lord's word has comse true against us,
and we are bound to taste |the punishment]; (31)

If we led you astray, we ourselves were astray.’
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(32

On that day, they all will share in the common
suffering. (33)

Thus shall We deal with all the guilty ones. (34)

Whenever they were told, ‘there is no deity other

than God,’ they would turn away in arrogance,
(35)

and would say: ‘Are we o forsake our deities for
the sake of a mad poet?’ (306)

For certain, he has brought the truth, and
confirmed the earlier messengers. (37)

You will indeed taste grievous suffering, (38)

being requited only for what you used to do. (39)

Not so Gods true servants. (40)

Theirs shall be a predeterniined sustenance: (41)

fruits; and they will be honoured (42)

in gardens of bliss, (43)

seated on soft conches, facing one another. (44)
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A cup will be passed ronnd anong them with a
drink from a flowing spring: (45)

clear, delicions to those who drink it, (46)

cansing no headiness or intoxcication. (47)

With them will be mates of modest gaze, most
beantiful of eye, (48)

as if they were hidden eggs. (49)

And they will turn to one another with questions.
(50)

One of them will say: I had a dlose companion on
earth (51)

who used to ask me: ‘Do you really beleve (52)

that afler we have died and beconse mere dust and

bones e shall be brought for judgement?’ (53)

He adds: W ould you like 1o look donn?’ (54)

Then he looks and sees binz in the midst of the
Jire. (55)

He will then say: By God! You almost bronght
e to ruin! (56)

But for the grace of God 1 should have also been
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But then is it truly so, that we are not to die (58) 3
L T P s S
except for our first death, and that we are not fo

suffer? (59)

This is indeed the supreme trimmph.” (60) '3
Everyone should strive to attain this goal. (61) P .
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Is this the better welcomse, or the Zagqim tree?
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We have made it a test for the wrongdoers. (63) @ ] T R }Mg 57 i

It is a tree that grows in the very heart of the l G < -
Hlazing fire of hell (64) ookl G DLl 2 089 8

Its fruit is likee devils’ heads. (65)
They will indeed eat of i1, filling their bellzes. (66)

Then on top of i, they will be given polluted,
Scalding water to drink. (67)

Then again, their ultimate goal is hell. (68)

A Sky Adorned with Stars

By the [angels] ranged in ranks, who rebuke reproachfully and recite God’s word most
certainly your God is One, Lord of the heavens and the earth and everything between
them, Lord of all the points of sunrise. (Verses 1-5)
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The siirah begins by mentioning three groups of people, identifying what they do.
The first description may mean that they range themselves in rows as they pray, or
range their wings, awaiting God’s commands. The second group rebukes whoever
deserves rebuke, perhaps at the time when the angels gather their souls when they
die, or at the time of resurrection, or when they are driven into hell, or in any
position or situation. The third group recite God’s word, which may be the Qur’an or
other scriptures or they may recite glorifications of God. They are mentioned in the
form of an oath made by God confirming His oneness: “Your God is One.” (Verse 4)
As we have already stated, the occasion here is the mention of the superstition
circulated in ignorant Arabia alleging that the angels were God’s daughters, and as
such, they too were deities.

God then mentions to His servants something about Himself that is suited to the
truth of His oneness: He is the “Lord of the heavens and the earth and everything between
them, Lord of all the points of sunrise.” (Verse 5) The heavens and the earth stand before
us, speaking to us about the Creator who controls everything in this universe. No
one else claims the ability to create and control the universe, and no one can deny
that the One who created the universe is the true Lord who has absolute power. He
also created and controls “everything between them,” including the air, clouds, light, as
well as tiny little creatures which man comes to know from time to time, but much
more remains unknown to man. It is impossible to look with an alert mind at the
heavens and the earth and what is between them without being profoundly affected
by the greatness, accuracy, variety, beauty, harmony and coherence between all these
creatures. Only a dead heart can look at them without genuine interaction.

“Lord of all points of sunrise.” (Verse 5) The translation of this verse is far from
adequate, as the verse not only refers to the rising of the sun, but of every star and
planet. Each has its time and point of rising. Therefore, the number of such points in
all the corners of the universe is beyond imagination. At the same time, the phrase
refers to the fact that as the earth turns round the sun, every point of it has its own
sunrise, and its point of sunset. Whenever a point of earth is facing the sun, it has its
sunrise, and the opposite point on the surface of the earth has its sunset. People did
not know this at the time of the revelation of the Qur’an, but God told them about it.
This precise system that makes such successive sunrises over the earth, and the
splendid beauty that so permeates our planet beckons us to reflect on the superb
beauty of God’s creation and to believe in His oneness. How could such beauty,
accuracy and consistency have been achieved unless the Maker is One?

This is the reason why this particular attribute of God’s is mentioned on this
occasion. We will see that there will be another occasion in the siirah which recalls the
mention of the heavens and sunrises, as it refers to planets, flames, devils and their
destruction.
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We have adorned the skies nearest to the earth with stars, and have made them secure
against every rebellious devil. Thus, they cannot eavesdrop on the ones on high, but
shall be repelled from all sides, driven away, with lasting suffering in store for them. If
any of them stealthily snatches away a fragment, he will be pursued by a piercing
flame. (Verses 6-10)

At the outset, the siirah touches on the part of the superstition that relates to
angels. Now it touches on the part that relates to the jinn. In pre-Islamic days, some
Arabs alleged that the jinn were related to God. Indeed, some of them worshipped
the jinn for this reason, and because they attributed to them knowledge of the world
beyond human perception.

“We have adorned the skies nearest to the earth with stars.” (Verse 6) One look at the
sky is sufficient to realize that the element of beauty is purposely incorporated into
the making of the universe: its very make up is beautiful, well proportioned and
harmonious. In fact, beauty is an essential part of its nature. Its design gives equal
importance to beautiful appearance and perfect functioning. Therefore, everything in
it is made according to an accurate measure, performing its role to perfection and
adding to its overall beauty.

The sky and its stars is the most beautiful scene around us. We never tire of it.
Every star and planet sends its flickering light, like a damsel’s eye looking shyly at
you. When you look straight at her, she turns her eye away; but when you take your
glance away, her eyes brighten. To look at these stars and planets as they change
position night after night gives endless pleasure.

Another function of the stars and their satellites is also mentioned in the surah,
demonstrating how some of them are shooting stars and piercing flames that
target the jinn, preventing them from getting close to those on high: We “have made
them secure against every rebellious devil. Thus, they cannot eavesdrop on the ones on high,
but shall be repelled from all sides, driven away, with lasting suffering in store for them. If
any of them stealthily snatches away a fragment, he will be pursued by a piercing flame.”
(Verses 7-10) This means that some of the shooting stars we see guard the skies
against rebellious devils to prevent them from eavesdropping on those on high. Such
devils on the Day of Judgement will be punished further. However, a rebellious devil
might stealthily snatch something of what goes on among the angels on high, but as
this devil descends, a piercing flame pursues and burns him.

We have no idea how the rebellious devil tries to eavesdrop, how he snatches a
fragment, or how he is pursued by the piercing flame. All these are beyond the limits
of our human nature and its power of imagination. The only way open to us is to
believe what we are told by God and accept it as it is stated. We should remember
that our knowledge of the universe is only superficial. What is important to
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understand here is that those devils who are prevented from eavesdropping on what
takes place on high are the ones whom the idolaters alleged to be related to God.
Had anything of the sort been true, the whole story would have been totally
different. Such alleged relatives would not have suffered the burning fate that
pursues them.

Receiving the Message with Ridicule

The Prophet is then instructed to question them about whether they considered
their own creation to be more difficult or the creation of the heavens, earth and all
creation in the universe? If they agree that man’s creation is less difficult, why should
they then disbelieve in resurrection, meeting it with derision and considering it
impossible, when it is nothing compared to creating the universe?

Now ask those [unbelievers]: Are they more difficult to create, or the other beings We
have created? Them have We created out of a sticky clay. Whereas you marvel, they
scoff and when they are reminded of the truth, they pay no heed; and when they see a
sign, they resort to ridicule; and say: “This is nothing but plain sorcery. What! After
we have died and become mere dust and bones, shall we be raised back to life? And
perhaps our forefathers?” (Verses 11-17)

The other created beings in this respect include the angels, heavens, the earth and
all between them, the jinn, stars, planets and piercing flames. They acknowledge that
these are created by God. No answer, however, is expected to the question. This is
simply a rhetorical device inviting amazement at their lack of understanding of what
is around them. It derides the way they look at things. Leaving the question
unanswered, the sirah shows them the substance from which they were created in
the first place: it is soft, sticky clay made of material from this earth, which is itself
one of God’s creatures: “Them have We created out of a sticky clay.” (Verse 11) It is
abundantly clear then that they are not the more difficult to create. Hence, their
making fun of God’s signs and His promise to bring them back to life is nothing less
than absurd.

Their attitude makes the Prophet wonder: “Whereas you marvel, they scoff and when
they are reminded of the truth, they pay no heed; and when they see a sign, they resort to
ridicule.” (Verses 12-14) It is only right that the Prophet should wonder at them. A
believer who recognizes God with all his faculties as Muhammad (peace be upon
him) did, and who sees in full clarity the numerous signs in the universe pointing to
Him, is bound to wonder and marvel at how people can remain oblivious to them. In
short, how can they adopt such an attitude?

As the Prophet looked at them with amazement, they continued ridiculing the
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truth he presented to them, speaking of God’s oneness and their own resurrection.
They preferred to remain blind, with their hearts sealed. Hence they scoffed at God'’s
revelations and signs, wondered at the Prophet who presented these to them and
made that the material for further ridicule. Part of this was how they described the
Qur’an: “This is nothing but plain sorcery. What! After we have died and become mere dust
and bones, shall we be raised back to life? And perhaps our forefathers?” (Verses 15-17)
They are oblivious to everything around them that reminds them of God’s power
and ability, claiming that He would not return them to life after they and their
forefathers had died and perished. Yet such return is nothing to marvel at, if we
would only look at the universe around us and see what God has created.

Since they would not reflect quietly and calmly on what they saw, they are
strongly jolted such that they see their own agitated state in the life to come: “Say:
Yes, indeed! And you shall be utterly humbled.” (Verse 18) Yes, indeed, you and your
forefathers will be resurrected and utterly humiliated, unable to put up any
opposition. It is not merely that God emphatically confirms their resurrection, but He
shows them how it is done. This is depicted in a long scene describing resurrection in
different ways, presenting lively images and successive movements. The whole
account employs the narrative style first, then changes to dialogue, and in between
they see events and actions and hear comments on these. Thus, the whole scene
comes alive.

“There will be just one single cry, and they will all begin to see.” (Verse 19) It is all just a
glimpse, taking no more than a single cry, which is described in Arabic as zajrah, to
indicate that it is exceedingly strong and coming from a superior source. This single
cry is made “and they will all begin to see,” suddenly, without any preparation.
Surprised so violently, they cry out: “Woe betide us! This is the Day of Judgement!”
(Verse 20) In the midst of their shock, a voice will unexpectedly make it clear that
whatever happens to them is through their own making: “This is indeed the Day of
Decision which you used to call a lie” (Verse 21) Here we see how the sirah changes its
style from the narrative to directly address those who used to deny that there would
ever be such a day when all mankind would be resurrected and their fate
determined.

It takes only one decisive sentence of blame before the orders are issued to those
whose task it is to carry them out: “Gather together all those who were bent on
wrongdoing, their ilk, and all that they used to worship instead of God, and guide them all to
the path of hell, but halt them a while, for they shall be asked.” (Verses 22-24) So the
wrongdoers and their like are to be gathered together. Although the order is clear
and decisive, it also carries much sarcasm in the expression, ‘guide them all to the path
of hell.” This is certainly a strange type of guidance, worse than going astray. Yet it is
the perfect retort to their straying from the path of divine guidance. Since they did
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not benefit in this present world from guidance to the straight path, guidance will be
given to them in the life to come, but this time to the path of hell.

Having been given such guidance, we then see them halted for questioning. Again
the address turns to them with blame, even though it is delivered through a simple
and innocent question: “How is it that you do not help one another?” (Verse 25) Why do
you not support one another when you are all here and in need of any help you can
get? You also have here with you the deities you used to worship. Needless to say,
none of them ventures an answer.” What follows this rhetorical questioning is a
comment describing their condition: “Indeed, on that day they will be in complete
submission.” (Verse 26) Both the worshippers and the worshipped are in a state of
complete submission to God.

Once more, the surah picks up the narrative style, portraying them as they argue
with one another: “They will turn upon one another accusingly. Some [of them] will say:
You used to [whisper to us] approaching us from the right!” (Verses 27-28) This describes
the normal condition of whispering, coming from the right. Thus, they blame the
whisperers, saying they are responsible for their present ordeal. Those accused will
immediately deny responsibility, putting it squarely on their accusers: “The others will
reply: No! It was you who would not believe.” (Verse 29) It was not our whisper that took
you from faith into disbelief.

You were not following guidance and we led you astray by whispering. Indeed,
“We had no power over you.” (Verse 30) We could not impose our views on you,
forcing you to follow us against your will: “but you were willing to exceed all limits.”
(Verse 30) You would not abide by any limit. “Now our Lord’s word has come true
against us, and we are bound to taste [the punishment].” (Verse 31) Both you and us are in
the same position, deserving of God’s punishment for not heeding the warnings. You
joined us because of your propensity to follow error. We did nothing to you, instead
you followed us in our error: “If we led you astray, we ourselves were astray.” (Verse 32)

At this point, another comment is made, but this time it sounds like a sentence
announced before all, making its grounds clear and revealing what they did in this
world to bring about their condemnation in the next: “On that day, they all will share in
the common suffering. Thus shall We deal with all the guilty ones. Whenever they were told,
there is no deity other than God,” they would turn away in arrogance, and would say: Are we
to forsake our deities for the sake of a mad poet?” (Verses 33-36) A further comment
carries clear censure of those who say such monstrous words: “For certain, he has
brought the truth, and confirmed the earlier messengers. You will indeed taste grievous

suffering, being requited only for what you used to do. Not so God’s true servants.” (Verses
37-40)

Since God’s true servants are mentioned here, making it clear that they will not
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suffer, their condition on the Day of Judgement is also shown. Once more this comes
in narrative style, describing the happiness and bliss they will enjoy to the full and
contrasting it with the suffering the other party endures:

Theirs shall be a predetermined sustenance: fruits; and they will be honoured in
gardens of bliss, seated on soft couches, facing one another. A cup will be passed round
among them with a drink from a flowing spring: clear, delicious to those who drink it,
causing no headiness or intoxication. With them will be mates of modest gaze, most
beautiful of eye, as if they were hidden eggs. (Verses 41-49)

This is happiness pure and perfect, combining all that is enjoyable, physically and
spiritually. Everyone finds in it whatever they want of happiness. To start with, the
people enjoying this happiness are God’s true servants, a description that signifies
they are held in high regard. They are also ‘honoured” among those on high, and this
is the highest honour. They have ‘fruit” and they sit ‘on soft couches facing one another.”
They will be served so that they need not exert any effort for anything. What they
drink is also described in detail: “A cup will be passed round among them with a drink
from a flowing spring: clear, delicious to those who drink it, causing no headiness or
intoxication.” (Verses 45-47) These are the best qualities in any drink, giving the
pleasure without negative consequences. Thus they do not fear that it will he used
up, and it gives them no unpleasant side effects. They have companions who are
described as follows: “With them will be mates of modest gaze, most beautiful of eye.”
(Verse 48) Their modesty means that they do not look up to anyone other than their
mates, despite being very pretty. They are chaste and gentle, “as if they were hidden
eggs,” untouched by anyone.

As the story unfolds we see these true servants of God engaged in pleasant
conversation, recalling things from their past lives and looking at what they now
enjoy. This image contrasts with the contentious arguments the others have in their
place of suffering. One of the believers then relates to his brethren something that he
recalls from his first life: “One of them will say: I had a close companion on earth who used
to ask me: Do you really believe that after we have died and become mere dust and bones we
shall he brought for judgement?” (Verses 51-53) His friend did not believe in the Day of
Judgement, and he asked him in amazement whether he truly believed in
resurrection after death. As he is speaking about his friend, this believer wishes to
know what happened to him. He looks for him and calls on his brothers to look as
well: “He adds: ‘Would you like to look down?’ Then he looks and sees him in the midst of the
fire,” (Verses 54-55)

When he sees him in his suffering, he turns to him and says: You could have led
me astray and ruined me by what you whispered in my ear. It was only through
God'’s favour that I did not listen to you: “He will then say: By God! You almost brought
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me to ruin! But for the grace of God I should have also been brought there.” (Verses 56-57) 1
could have ended up in the same position and been driven with the herd to the same
position you now are in.

His awareness of what happened to his friend makes him feel more acutely the
great blessing he and his fellow believers are experiencing. Therefore, he wants to
assert it and be reassured that it will last: “But then is it truly so, that we are not to die
except for our first death, and that we are not to suffer? This is indeed the supreme triumph.”
(Verses 58-60)

A short comment is made here, alerting hearts to the need to work hard in order to
achieve such a goal. “Everyone should strive to attain this goal.” (Verse 61) The goal is a
pure and everlasting happiness that cannot be ended by death or prevented by
torture. It is the type of goal that deserves hard effort. Compared to this, other goals
people strive for seem worthless.

In order to highlight the great gulf between this everlasting, pure happiness and
the other destiny awaiting the unbelievers, the sirah explains what awaits the latter
after they have been held to account:

Is this the better welcome, or the Zaqqum tree? We have made it a test for the
wrongdoers. It is a tree that grows in the very heart of the blazing fire of hell. Its fruit
is like devils” heads. They will indeed eat of it, filling their bellies. Then on top of it,
they will be given polluted scalding water to drink. Then again, their ultimate goal is
hell. (Verses 62-68)

Rhetorically they are asked whether the pure endless bliss is a better position and
place or the Zaqqum tree. What is this tree, then? The answer is simple: “It is a tree
that grows in the very heart of the blazing fire of hell. Its fruit is like devils’ heads.” (Verses
64-65) Needless to say, people do not know how devils” heads look. Nevertheless, it
is a frightening image. It is sufficient only to think of these heads to be scared. How,
then, would they countenance the prospect of these very heads becoming the food
with which they fill their bellies?

God made this tree a test for the wrongdoers. When they heard its name, they
made fun of it, saying: ‘"How could a tree grow in hell without being burnt?” One of
them, Abu Jahl, said in sarcasm: “People of the Quraysh! Do you know what the
Zaqqum tree is that Muhammad holds up to scare you with? It is the dates of
Madinah cooked with butter. Should we get it, we will swallow it without
hesitation.”

The fact is, however, that the Zaqqum tree was something different from the food
they knew: “They will indeed eat of it, filling their bellies.” (Verse 66) When it stings their
throats and burns their bellies — as it grows in the fire it is of the same substance —
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they will look for a cool drink to stop the burning. However, they will only drink
contaminated, boiling water: “Then on top of it, they will be given polluted, scalding water
to drink.” (Verse 67)

After this meal, they leave the table to return to their permanent abode, which is
far from welcoming: “Then again, their ultimate goal is hell.” (Verse 68)
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Abraham’s Sacrifice

They found their forefathers astray, (69)

and rushed to follow in their footsteps. (70)

Most of the peaple of old went astray before them;
(71)

althongh We had sent them: warners. (72)

Behold what happened in the end to those that
had been warned. (73)

Not so God's true servants. (14)

Noabh cried to Us, and We are the best to answer
praer: (79

We saved hine and his household from great
distress; (70)

and caused bis offspring to be the survivors. (77)

We caused hin to be praised by later generations:

(78)

Peace be npon Noab in all the worlds! (79)
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Thus do We reward those who do good. (80)
He was truly one of Our believing servants. (81)
Then We cansed the others to drown. (82)

Among  those who  followed  his way  was
Abrabam. (83)

He tumed 1o his Iord with a sound heart. (84)

He said to bis father and his pegple: What is
this that you worship? (85)

Do you choose false deities instead of God? (86)

What, then, do you think of the Lord of all the
worlds?” (87)

Then be cast a glance at the stars, (88)
and said: Tndeed I am sick.” (89)

So his people turmed away from bim and left.
(0)

He then approached their deities stealthily and
said: Will you not eat [your offerings)? (91)

What is the matter with you that you do not
speak?’ (92)

And then he fell upon them, switing them with
bis right hand. (93)
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His pegple came to hine burried)y, (94)

but he said: Do you worship something that you
yourselpes have carved, (95)

while 1t is God who has created you and all your
handiork?’ (96)

They said: Budld hin a pyre and throw him into
the blazing fire. (97)

They schemed to harm him, but We cansed them
10 be hupniliated. (98)

And Abrabam: said: T will go to my 1ord: He
75 sure to guide me. (99)

Lord! Grant mee a righteous son.” (100)

We gave him the happy news that he will have a
forbearing son. (101)

When the boy was old enongh to work with his
Jather, Abrabam said: My son! I have seen in a
dream that 1 nust sacrifice you. "Tell e, then,
what you think.” [Ishmael] said: My father! Do
as you are bidden, and, God willing, yon will find
mte 1o be patient in adversity.” (102)

When the two of then had surrendered themselves
to the will of God, and Abrabam laid hine
prostrate on s forehead, (103)

We called to hins: “Abrabam! (104)
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You have already fulfilled the drean.” Thus do
We reward those who do good. (105)

Al this was indeed a momentous trial. (106)

We ransomsed [Ishmael] with a noble sacrifiee,

(107)

We caused hin to be praised by later generations:
(108)

Peace be upon Abraban! (109)

Thus do we reward those who do good. (110)

He was truly one of our beleving servants. (111)

We gave Abrabam the happy news of Isaac, a
prophet and a righteons man; (112)

and We blessed him and Isaac; but anmong their
offspring there were those who do good and others
who would glaringly sin against their souls. (113)

We also bestowed Our favour on Moses and
Aaron; (114)

We saved them and their peogple from great
distress; (115)

We gave them support, so that it was they who

8 s dame oo 4

= - .

@@M\ Fouiie SRSy
- R PP
@»cja& c:..\.: ALy 99
) AT 1 A=

- z
P et . 27
S, T, , Cats
oY G adke S5
z

- ~// //
Sy - ) 9‘ y @‘
D)2 o b

Z - - -

4
w
- (] ]
) . | O Al L,
-~ u'f e ‘3 £ e
-~ Pl z7

T

ooy bl Uy adle D
Py 2 ot st - R
Zorpe el Wb (st Lagyd

F=
e
N

)

BIyYY

- £

S G

-
-5 7,

/
:
b

/5"

PN

LM

=

s

-

PN
Lega395

e I

P /9,&}/‘5}/7
g§§§¢ﬂgyajlpqaljsﬁiséﬂg{ﬁ;uj

250



achieved victory. (116)

We gave them the Seripture which made things
clear; (117)

We guided them to the right path; (118)

We caused them to be praised by later
generations: (119)

Peace be upon Moses and Aaron! (120)

Thus do We reward those who do good. (121)

Both were arnong Our beleving servants. (122)

Elyab too was one of Our messengers. (123)

He said to his people: Have you no fear of God?
(124)

How can you invoke Baal and forsake the best of
creators, (125)

God, your Lord and the Lord of your
Jorefathers?” (126)

But they accused hin of hing. "Therefore, they will
certainly be brought [for punishment). (127)

Not so Gods true servants. (128)

We caused hin to be praised by later generations:
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(129)
Peace be upon Eljjab! (130)

Thus do We reward those who do good. (131)

He was truly one of Our believing servants.
(132)

Lot was also one of Our messengers. (133)
We saved hinz and all his household, (134)

except for an old woman who stayed bebind.
(135)

Then We utterly destroyed the others. (136)

Surely you pass by their ruins at morming-tive,

(137)

as also by night. Will you not, then, use your
reason? (138)

Jonab too was one of Our maessengers. (139)
He deserted, going on the laden ship. (140)

They cast lots, and he was the one who lost.
(141)

The whale swallowed him, for he was to blanze.
(142

Had he not been of those who truly glorified God,
(143)
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he would have remained in the whale’s belly #ill @ g : /,)‘}}: Ul e 0 & . 1

Resurrection Day. (144) g o7

P P S - I
We cansed bhin to be cast out, sick, on a barren (&) A $B9 ¢ J’Jl:’ AL &
shore, (145) > LA e L tE

and cansed a gourd tree to grow over hine. (1406)

ks 3 s st
Then We sent hin to |a commmnity of] one i : _
bundred thousand or more. (147) =0
. . . — ,/,}/eg/,’°}/ -7
They believed, so We let them enjoy life for a @ O J J gl | 50 2d
while. (148) ’
Overview

In this second part, the siurah picks up the lessons of history as it mentions
communities going back to the early days of humanity and their attitudes towards
divine guidance. We find the story frequently repeating itself. Indeed, the people
who persisted in disbelief in Makkah, taking a hostile attitude to the Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him), appear to be an offshoot of those earlier
communities that went astray. The fates of those earlier communities are mentioned,
putting before the Arab unbelievers certain historical events for them to reflect upon
as also to reassure the believers that divine care, which never deserted the believers
of old, would also not fail them.

The siirah gives brief accounts of Noah, Abraham, Ishmael and Isaac, Moses and
Aaron, Elijah, Lot and Jonah. It dwells more on Abraham’s and Ishmael’s story as it
puts before us an example of supreme faith and sacrifice showing us the nature of
true surrender to God’s will. This particular episode is not mentioned anywhere else
in the Qur’an. Together, these stories make up the entire passage.

The Fate of Noah's People

They found their forefathers astray, and rushed to follow in their footsteps. Most of the
people of old went astray before them; although We had sent them warners. Behold
what happened in the end to those that had been warned. Not so God’s true servants.
(Verses 69-74)
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These people are hardened in following error, but at the same time they are
simply following the footsteps of others, without thinking or reflection. They rush to
follow their fathers” lead taking no opportunity to question or examine: “They found
their forefathers astray, and rushed to follow in their footsteps.” (Verses 69-70) Both they
and their fathers are examples of going astray, which was also the case of the
majority of earlier communities: “Most of the people of old went astray before them.”
(Verse 71) Yet they did receive warnings, but paid no heed: “although We had sent
them warners.” (Verse 72) What did this lead to in the end? What was the outcome of
the unbelievers’ attitude, as compared with the outcome of heeding the warnings
and accepting the faith? This is shown in the stories that follow. The verses that
ensue serve as a mere announcement of what is to come: “Behold what happened in the
end to those that had been warned. Not so God'’s true servants.” (Verses 73-74)

The first story is Noah's, but the account here dwells only briefly on the outcome,
highlighting the care God took of His true servants:

Noah cried to Us, and We are the best to answer prayer: We saved him and his
household from great distress; and caused his offspring to be the survivors. We caused
him to be praised by later generations: Peace be upon Noah in all the worlds! Thus do
we reward those who do good. He was truly one of Our believing servants. Then We
caused the others to drown. (Verses 75-82)

This reference to Noah includes his appeal to God and the full answer to his
prayer by the best to give such an answer. It also tells of the fact that he and his
household were saved from the great floods that drowned all except those whom
God willed to be saved. It speaks of God’s will to make of his offspring communities
which build the earth and establish its heritage, while he himself, would he
remembered by future generations until the end of time. “We caused him to be praised
by later generations.” (Verse 78) It declares to all the worlds God'’s greeting to Noah, as
he was one who fulfilled well the assignment given him: “Peace be upon Noah in all the
worlds! Thus do We reward those who do good.” (Verses 79-80) What reward could
anyone wish for when he has received God’s own greetings and is to be remembered
for the rest of time? The mark of Noah’s doing well that so ensured his great reward
was his unshakeable faith: “He was truly one of Our believing servants.” (Verse 81) This
outcome is brought about by faith. The unbelievers among Noah’s people met their
own ruin: “Then We caused the others to drown.” (Verse 82) This has set the rule ever
since the dawn of history. It is the pattern given in general terms immediately before
these stories: “IWe had sent them warners. Behold what happened in the end to those that had
been warned. Not so God’s true servants.” (Verses 72-74)

Abraham and the Idols
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The surah then depicts two of the main episodes from Abraham’s story. The first
shows him advocating faith among his people and destroying their idols, followed
by their attempt to kill him and God saving him. This episode is also described in
other surahs. The second episode however, is only mentioned here. It speaks of
Abraham’s dream, his sacrifice and how God released his son. This story is given in
detail, speaking of stages and attitudes in a remarkably fine and effective style. It
shows the most sublime example of obedience to God, sacrifice and self surrender:

Among those who followed his way was Abraham. He turned to his Lord with a sound
heart. He said to his father and his people: What is this that you worship? Do you
choose false deities instead of God? What, then, do you think of the Lord of all the
worlds? (Verses 83-87)

Thus the story opens, moving from Noah to Abraham and making it clear that
they were related in faith and its advocacy. Thus Abraham is said to belong to
Noah’s community despite the long time gap between them. Nonetheless they
shared the same divine constitution and message.

Abraham’s quality highlighted here is his sound heart, which makes him a man of
true faith and clear conscience: “He turned to his Lord with a sound heart.” (Verse 84)
This is an image of complete submission as represented in Abraham’s turning to his
Lord. Use of the adjective ‘sound” gives clear impressions, and at the same time it is
easy and clear, giving strong connotations of purity, sincerity and straightforward
behaviour.

Because he had a sound heart, Abraham took exception to the practices of his
people. This was motivated by his sound sense which recoiled from any idea or
behaviour that conflicted with essential human nature: “He said to his father and his
people: What is this that you worship? Do you choose false deities instead of God? What,
then, do you think of the Lord of all the worlds?” (Verses 85-87) As he saw them
worshipping statues and idols, he disapprovingly asked: ‘What is this that you
worship?” This thing that you worship is not worthy of what you do. In fact, there is
no trace of truth in such worship: it is sheer falsehood: “Do you choose false deities
instead of God?” (Verse 86) What concept do you have of God? Is it so low that human
nature looks with abhorrence at its first sight? “What, then, do you think of the Lord of
all the worlds?” (Verse 87)

The surah does not report their answer or their argument with him. Instead, it
moves straight to the second scene, showing what he determined to do to confront
this flagrant falsehood:

Then he cast a glance at the stars, and said: ‘Indeed I am sick.” So his people turned
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away from him and left. He then approached their deities stealthily and said: ‘Will you
not eat [your offerings]? What is the matter with you that you do not speak?” And
then he fell upon them, smiting them with his right hand. (Verses 88-93)

It is said that Abraham’s people were in the midst of a special festive occasion,
which might have been their new year’s day, when they went out to spend the day in
gardens and parks. They started, however, by placing fruit in front of their deities for
blessing. When they returned, having had their fun, they took their blessed food.
Abraham, who had despaired of ever receiving a reasonable response from them,
realized that they had gone too far astray, and had made up his mind with regard to
his next move. Indeed, he waited until the day when they were sure to be away from
their temples. He was so fed up with their error that it pained his heart. Therefore,
when he was invited to join them, he looked at the sky and said: ‘I am sick, I cannot
join in your festivity. If I come with you, I may spoil your occasion.’

He was simply expressing his distress at their practices, so that they would leave
him alone. What he said was true; it was no lie. Distress can leave real feelings of
illness. Since the people were busy preparing for their celebration, they did not stop
to examine his claims. Rather. they left him alone and went away. This was the
chance Abraham had waited for.

He went straight to their false deities and saw splendid varieties of food and fruit
placed in front of them. He said sarcastically: “WVill you not eat?” (Verse 91) Needless
to say, the statues and idols made no reply. He continued with his sarcasm, while
also expressing irritation: “What is the matter with you that you do not speak?” (Verse 92)
This is a common psychological situation: a man addressing his words to something
he knows will not hear or answer him. It was, however, merely an expression of
what Abraham felt towards his people as they engaged in absurd falsehood. Once
more, the idols gave him no answer. At this point he moved swiftly to pour out all
his frustration in action, not just in mere words: “And then he fell upon them, smiting
them with his right hand.” (Verse 93) Thus he cleared his illness and distress by solid
action.

With this scene over, the sirah paints a new one. The people return from their
festivities and see their deities destroyed. Here we do not have the details given in
Stirah 21, The Prophets, about their asking as to what had happened and determining
who was the perpetrator. Instead, the sirah moves straight to their confrontation
with Abraham.

“His people came to him hurriedly.” (Verse 94) The news circulated quickly among
them, and they unflinchingly sought to confront him. They were angry, agitated and
numerous, while he was alone. Yet he had his faith: he knew its simple details,
recognizing its soundness within himself and seeing its evidence in the universe
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around him. This made him stronger than this agitated, angry multitude with its
confused beliefs and stupid concepts. Therefore, he put his argument straight, caring
little for their number and anger: “He said: Do you worship something that you yourselves
have carved, while it is God who has created you and all your handiwork?” (Verses 95-96)

It is the logic of a simple and sound nature putting the case starkly and clearly to
others: how come you worship what you carve with your own hands, when worship
should be addressed to the Maker, not to what is made: “It is God who has created you
and all your handiwork.” (Verse 96) He is the Maker of all, and He is the One to be
worshipped.

Although Abraham’s argument was clear and logical, in their blind anger, the
people did not listen. When did falsehood ever listen to simple truth? Therefore, their
leaders retaliated by exercising a crude tyranny: “They said: Build him a pyre and throw
him into the blazing fire.” (Verse 97) This is the only logic tyranny knows. It cares little
for argument and proof. Tyrants know that they cannot face the word of truth, with
its overpowering appeal.

The siirah gives no details of what happened after they issued their orders. It
simply shows the outcome with the fulfilment of God’s promise to His true servants
and His warnings to the unbelievers: “They schemed to harm him, but We caused them to
be humiliated.” (Verse 98) What chance has such scheming when God wants it to be
foiled? What can frail and powerless tyrants who cling to power do when God takes
care of His true servants?

The Great Sacrifice

The siirah moves on to the second episode it relates of Abraham’s history. After he
was saved from the fire, he closed that chapter of his life to begin a new phase: “And
Abraham said I will go to my Lord: He is sure to guide me.” (Verse 99) His words indicate
that he was migrating, this in both a mental and physical sense. He was abandoning
everything: his father, family, home, people and land, leaving them all behind and
going to his Lord, free of all concerns. He thus surrendered himself to his Lord,
assured that He would give him guidance and care, setting him on the right path. It
is a migration from one state to another, abandoning all ties and bonds in favour of
one bond that remains pure and strong. His words express complete faith and
unqualified surrender.

Until that moment, Abraham was without children. He had left behind his
relations, friends and all that was familiar to him. Needless to say, his relations with
those who threw him in the fire suffered a final breakdown. Therefore, he went to his
Lord, praying to Him to grant him believing offspring: “Lord! Grant me a righteous
son.” (Verse 100) And God answered his true servant’s prayer: “We gave him the happy
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news that he will have a forbearing son.” (Verse 101) The son was most probably
Ishmael, as clearly inferred from his life story and from the siirah itself. Indeed, we
can see the mark of his forbearance in his youth. We can also imagine the delight
experienced by Abraham in his new abode, where he was a stranger, at the birth of
this son described by God as a “forbearing son.”

It is time for us now to look at the glorious attitude that Abraham’s life story
represents, drawing from it an inspiring lesson as presented by God Almighty to the
Muslim community.

When the boy was old enough to work with his father, Abraham said: My son! I have
seen in a dream that I must sacrifice you. Tell me, then, what you think.” [ashmael |
said My father.! Do as you are bidden, and, God willing, you will find me to be patient
in adversity.” (Verse 102)

What effect will faith not produce? We see here Abraham in his old age, cut off in
a foreign land, having deserted his homeland and his people, being given a child.
The child turns out to be a model son, with his forbearance confirmed by God
Himself. Hardly had Abraham enjoyed his son’s company and seen his youth
blooming so as to become his companion and assistant, when he sees in his dream
that he should slaughter him. He understands that it is a sign from God requiring
sacrifice. What is his attitude now? He does not hesitate for a moment. The thought
of disobedience does not even occur to him. He thinks only of submission. It is true
that the dream was only a signal, not a clear and direct order issued through
revelation. It was a signal by his Lord though, and that was enough for Abraham to
comply, not to delay, and not even to ask why.

Moreover, his compliance did not betray any feeling of distress, horror or panic; it
was marked by calm acceptance and reassurance, reflected in his words as he put
this most grave matter to his son: “My son! I have seen in a dream that I must sacrifice
you. Tell me, then, what you think.” (Verse 102) These are the words of a man in full
control of himself and his feelings, knowing that he is only doing his duty and
trusting that it behoves him to comply. We do not see any element of panic driving a
person to do even what he feels to be repugnant, in order to get it done and finished
with.

That it was hard for Abraham is beyond doubt. He was not required to send his
only son to war, nor to put him to a task that would end in his death. Nothing of the
sort. Instead he was required to undertake the task himself, by his own hand. And
what task was that? It was to slaughter his own son by way of sacrifice. This was the
order he received calmly, the one that he put to his son and asked him to consider
carefully. He did not take his son by surprise and do what was bidden. Rather, he
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puts the question to him as if it were both normal and familiar. To Abraham, the
question was one of obedience. Since his Lord wanted something, so be it, without
hesitation. His son should also know and accept it willingly, with submission so that
he too would earn the reward of obeying God and experience the pleasure of
submission to Him. He himself had known that pleasure and now wants his son to
feel it as the pure goodness that surpasses all else that life can offer.

What does the son say as his father proposes to slaughter him in fulfilment of
what he saw in a dream? The son also rises to the sublime standard his father had
earlier attained: “He said: My father! Do as you are bidden, and, God willing, you will find
me to be patient in adversity.” (Verse 102) This is not a response of mere obedience and
resignation. It is a response marked with acceptance and certainty. His reply begins
with, “My father!” The prospect of his death does not cause him to panic or to forget
his manners and love of his father. “Do as you are bidden.” He also feels the same as
his father, taking the dream as a signal, which means an order. This is sufficient to
make him willing to carry it out without hesitation.

Furthermore, we see in Ishmael’s response proper manners with his Lord, and
recognition of the limits of his ability in the face of hardship. Therefore, he seeks his
Lord’s help to overcome his weakness. He attributes to God the grace of helping him
to obey and make the sacrifice: “God willing, you will find me to be patient in adversity.”
(Verse 102) He does not press the matter as a heroic act on his part. Nor does he
describe it as facing the danger and caring little for the consequences. He does not
give himself any credit in the matter; he simply attributes it all to God who has
helped him in carrying out His orders with patience in adversity. This is an example
of perfect humility before God, trust in Him, combined with complete obedience and
submission to His will.

The scene moves further to show us the order being carried out: “When the two of
them had surrendered themselves to the will of God, and Abraham laid him prostrate on his
forehead.” (Verse 103) Once more, obedience, faith and acceptance of God’s will rise to
a far nobler standard than anything known to humanity. The father puts his son
prostrate before him and the son submits and shows no resistance. All this takes
place in reality. Such is self surrender, which is the essence of Islam: complete trust,
obedience, certainty, acceptance, submission and action. Both father and son
experience nothing other than pure faith.

The point here is not one of bravery, courage, enthusiasm or heroic action which a
warrior might feel in battle. A committed fighter may undertake a task knowing that
his chance of survival is negligible. However, this is totally different from what
Abraham and Ishmael were doing: for them, there is no boiling situation, no rush of
enthusiasm prompting hasty action before weakness or hesitation can creep in.
Theirs is a rational self surrender, with full knowledge of what they want, and
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complete reassurance about what will take place. More than that, they coolly
appreciate the pleasure of obeying God’s orders.

At this stage, Abraham and Ishmael have done all that is required of them. They
have submitted themselves and carried out the order. All that remained was the
actual shedding of Ishmael’s blood and his death, which, in God’s scales, counted for
little, compared with the energy, feelings and determination both father and son put
into what was bidden of them. By this time, the test had reached its climax, its results
were known and its objectives fulfilled. What remained was physical pain and a
dead body, but God does not want His servants to endure suffering. He does not
require them to torment or kill themselves. Once they have submitted themselves
and shown their true willingness to do what He bids, then they have fulfilled what is
required and passed the test successfully.

Deliverance

God witnessed the sincerity shown by both Abraham and Ishmael, and He
considered them to have fulfilled all that was required of them:

We called to him: Abraham! You have already fulfilled the dream.” Thus do We reward
those who do good. All this was indeed a momentous trial. We ransomed [Ishmael]
with a noble sacrifice. (Verses 104-107)

You have indeed fulfilled all you needed to fulfil. God wants nothing from His
servants other than that they submit themselves to Him totally, so that they have
nothing which they consider too dear or too precious to give up, not even an only
son, or their own lives. You, Abraham, have done this, offering everything dear, with
certainty and acceptance. What was left was flesh and blood, which could be
substituted by any type of flesh and blood. Thus, God ransomed this young man
who had submitted himself to His will by a great and noble sacrifice. It is reported
that the sacrifice was a ram which Abraham found ready by God’s will and that he
sacrificed this ram in place of Ishmael.

Abraham was then told: “Thus do We reward those who do good.” (Verse 105) We
reward them by choosing them for such a test, directing their minds and hearts to
rise to the necessary level, helping them in such fulfilment and then giving them the
reward they deserve.

It is to commemorate this great event which serves as a symbol of true faith and
submission to God that Muslims celebrate the ‘Id of Sacrifice, or al-Adhd. This event
serves as a reference point for the Muslim community to know their first father,
Abraham, whose faith it follows and to whom it traces its ancestry. It thus
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understands the nature of its faith, based on submission to God’s will with perfect
acceptance and reassurance. It will never need to ask God why. It will never hesitate
to do His bidding, once it realizes what He wants of it. It gives its all, withholding
nothing, and choosing no particular way or form of offering. It simply does what He
bids it to do. The Muslim community also knows that God does not wish to
overburden it with the test, nor put it to hardship. All He needs is that Muslims
should be ready to give whatever they are required to give, in full obedience and
commitment, without hesitation. Once they prove such complete dedication, He will
remove the need for their sacrifice and pain. He will consider that they have fulfilled
their duty and reward them for that, replacing their sacrifice and honouring them as
He honoured their father, Abraham.

“We caused him to be praised by later generations.” (Verse 108) He is remembered by
one generation after another. He is the father of all prophets, and the founding father
of the Muslim community which inherits his faith. God has assigned to the Muslim
community the task of leading humanity on the basis of Abraham’s faith. In so
doing, God has made the Muslim community Abraham’s descendants for the rest of
human life.

“Peace be upon Abraham.” (Verse 109) It is a greeting of peace by his Lord, recorded
in His hook and engraved in the book of the universe. “Thus do We reward those who
do good.” (Verse 110) We reward them after testing them, and We fulfil Our promise
to them and honour them. “He was truly one of our believing servants.” (Verse 111) Such
is the reward of faith, and such is its nature as revealed by the momentous test.

God’s grace is bestowed once more on Abraham, as He gave him Isaac in his old
age. He further blesses him and his son, making Isaac a prophet: “We gave Abraham
the happy news of Isaac, a prophet and a righteous man; and We blessed him and Isaac.”
(Verses 112-113) Their offspring goes on through generations, but its main criterion is
not the relation of blood, but the relation of faith and a code of living: whoever
follows in their footsteps does-good, and whoever deviates wrongs himself and
cannot benefit from this blood relation: “Among their offspring there were those who do
good and others who would glaringly sin against their souls.” (Verse 113)

Abraham’s Descendants

The descendants of Abraham and Isaac included Moses and Aaron:

We also bestowed Our favour on Moses and Aaron; We saved them and their people
from great distress; We gave them support, so that it was they who achieved victory.
We gave them the Scripture which made things clear; We guided them to the right
path; We caused them to be praised by later generations: Peace be upon Moses and
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Aaron! Thus do We reward those who do good. Both were among Our believing
servants. (Verses 114-122)

Here we only have a glimpse of the story of Moses and Aaron, highlighting God’s
favours bestowed on them first in being chosen to deliver His message, then in
saving them and their people from great distress, which is recounted in detail in
other surahs. God’s favours on them also included their victory over their enemies,
Pharaoh and his people, as also giving them the Scriptures and guiding them to the
right path. It should be clear that God guides to this right path only those who
believe in Him. He further ensured that they would be praised by future generations.
This glimpse concludes with a greeting and blessing of peace from God to Moses and
Aaron. Again the type of reward given to those who do good and the great value of
faith, for which believers are held in honour, is repeated here.

A similar glimpse of the story of Elijah, a prophet mentioned in the Old
Testament, is given here. Elijah was a messenger to people in Syria who worshipped
a statue called Baal. The ruins of the city of Baalbek in Lebanon retain traces of such
worship:

Elijah too was one of Our messengers. He said to his people: ‘Have you no fear of
God? How can you invoke Baal and forsake the best of creators, God, your Lord and
the Lord of your forefathers?” But they accused him of lying. Therefore, they will
certainly be brought [for punishment]. Not so God’s true servants. We caused him to
be praised by later generations: Peace be upon Elijah! Thus do We reward those who
do good. He was truly one of Our believing servants. (Verses 123-132)

Elijah called on his people to believe in God’s oneness, denouncing their practice
of worshipping Baal in preference to God, the best of creators. Thus, he followed the
same line as Abraham when he denounced his people’s idolatrous worship. The
same stance was taken by every messenger when they encountered idol worship.
The wrongdoers’ response was to accuse Elijah of lying and to reject his message.
God confirms here that they too will be brought before Him for punishment, except
for those of them who believed in the message of the truth. This snippet ends in the
same way as other historical accounts in this sirah by emphasizing the honour God
grants to His messengers: this by giving them the greeting and blessing of peace,
outlining the reward of people who do good and the great value of faith. This is the
only occasion that an account of Elijah is given in the Qur’an.

Then we take a brief look at Lot, whose story occurs after Abraham’s story in other
surahs:

Lot was also one of Our messengers. We saved him and all his household, except for an
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old woman who stayed behind. Then We utterly destroyed the others. Surely you pass
by their ruins at morning-time, as also by night. Will you not, then, use your reason?
(Verses 133-138)

The depiction here is similar to that given of Noah. It refers to the fact that Lot was
God’s messenger, and that he was saved with his family, except his wife, while the
hardened unbelievers were destroyed. This is followed by a reminder to the Arabs
who used to pass by the area where Lot’s people lived without heeding the lesson
their ruins told, and without fearing that they would be destroyed in similar fashion.

Jonah and the Whale

The last of these glimpses from the history of earlier messengers concerns Jonah:

Jonah too was one of Our messengers. He deserted, going on the laden ship. They cast
lots, and he was the one who lost. The whale swallowed him, for he was to blame. Had
he not been of those who truly glorified God, he would have remained in the whale’s
belly till Resurrection Day. We caused him to be cast out, sick, on a barren shore, and
caused a gourd tree to grow over him. Then We sent him to la community of] one
hundred thousand or more. They believed, so We let them enjoy life for a while.
(Verses 139-148)

The Qur’an does not mention where Jonah’s people lived, but it is understood that
they were not far from the sea. Reports tell us that Jonah was frustrated by his
people’s continued denial of his message and the truth it made clear. He warned
them against God’s impending punishment, and then abandoned them in anger. His
anger led him to the sea-shore, where he boarded a laden ship. When the ship was in
the middle of the sea, it was hit by a raging storm. It was widely believed at that time
that such a disaster signalled that among the passengers there must be someone who
had incurred God’s anger. For the ship to withstand the storm that person had to be
thrown overboard. They, thus, drew lots and Jonah was the one who lost. Although
they knew him to be a virtuous and God-fearing man, the drawing of his lot was
confirmed. Therefore, they threw him into the sea, or he might have jumped himself.
Nonetheless, he was swallowed by the whale, deserving of blame, because he had
abandoned the assignment God had given him, leaving his people in anger before
seeking God’s permission. When he felt acute distress inside the whale’s belly, he
glorified God and prayed for His forgiveness, stating that he had wronged himself.
He said in his prayer: “There is no deity other than You! Limitless are You in Your glory! I
have done wrong indeed!” (21: 87) God answered his prayer, and the whale cast him
out.

The siirah makes it clear that “had he not been of those who truly glorified God, he would
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have remained in the whale’s belly till Resurrection Day.” (Verses 143-144) When he was
cast out, he was both sick and naked. Therefore God “caused a gourd tree to grow over
him,” its broad leaves covering him. It also protected him against flies, which are said
not to come near this plant. This was part of the favour God bestowed on him. When
he had recovered, God returned him to the people whom he had left in anger. In
turn, they feared that his warnings would come true, and they believed, praying for
God’s forgiveness. God thus accepted them, sparing them the punishment He inflicts
on people who deny His message: “They believed, so We let them enjoy life for a while.”
(Verse 148) They numbered a hundred thousand or more, and all of them became
believers.!!

This brief account of Jonah's story explains the fate of those who believe, so
contrasting the fate of the unbelievers in the other stories. Let the Arabs, who
received Muhammad’s message, choose which fate they prefer.

"' Other references to Jonah’s story are discussed in Vol. 9, pp. 117-118, and Vol. 12, pp. 52-54. —
Editor’s note.
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1t is they who will be helped, (172)

and it is Our forces who will surely be victorious.
(173)
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Overview

This last part of the siurah builds on the main themes already discussed,
particularly the historical accounts given in the second part which explain the true
nature of the relation between God and His servants to refute the superstitions
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circulated among the Arabs. In one such superstition the Arabs claimed that the
angels were God’s daughters, and in another they alleged that a marriage relation
existed between God and the jinn. The surah now puts before them what they said
before God’s message was delivered to them. This was when they expressed dear
hopes that God would send them a messenger and when they emphasized that they
would follow the guidance such a messenger provided. Yet when God sent them the
Messenger they asked for they resorted to disbelief. The surah concludes by stating
God’s promise to His messengers that they will end victorious, disassociating God
from all the unbelievers’ claims, and praising God, the Lord of all the worlds.

Superstitious Beliefs

Now ask the unbelievers if it be true that your Lord has daughters, while they would
have sons? Or is it that We have created the angels female in their presence? Out of
their falsehood they say: ‘God has begotten children.” They are lying indeed. Would He
then choose daughters in preference to sons? What is the matter with you? How do
you make your judgement? Do you not reflect? Or do you, perhaps, have a clear
authority? Bring your scriptures, if you are speaking the truth! (Verses 149-157)

The surah uses every means to refute the unbelievers’ claims; it shows their false
superstition for what it is, draws its argument on the basis of their own logic and
how it works in their own environment. They used to prefer boys to girls,
considering the birth of a girl something of a tragedy. Yet they allege at the same
time that the angels were female and that they were God’s daughters. Therefore, the
surah takes up the argument, using their own standards to show how stupid their
claims were: “Now ask the unbelievers if it be true that your Lord has daughters, while they
would have sons?” If females are of a lesser rank, how could they assign daughters to
their Lord and keep sons for themselves? Or was it that He chose for Himself
daughters and gave them sons? Neither possibility stands to reason. The Prophet is
instructed to question them about this worthless claim. He is also to ask them about
the source of the superstition and how it came about. In other words, where did they
get the idea that the angels were females? Did they witness their creation in order to
know their sex? “Or is it that We have created the angels female in their presence?” (Verse
150)

The suirah gives the exact wording of their fabricated lies about God: “Out of their
falsehood they say: ‘God has begotten children.” They are lying indeed.” (Verses 151-152)
They are liars even according to their own tradition which prefers sons to daughters.
How could it be, then, that God would choose daughters for Himself? “Would He then
choose daughters in preference to sons?” (Verse 153) It wonders at their judgement
which ignores their own logic: “What is the matter with you? How do you make your
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judgement? Do you not reflect?” (Verses 154-155) Where do you get the evidence on
which you base your judgement? “Or do you, perhaps, have a clear authority? Bring your
scriptures, if you are speaking the truth!” (Verses 156-157)

The sirah moves on to refute the other superstition which alleged that some
relationship existed between God and the jinn: “They claim that He has kinship with the
jinn; yet the jinn themselves know that they will be brought [before God] for judgement.”
(Verse 158) The allegation being that the angels were God’s daughters born to Him
by the jinn! The unbelievers claimed that this is how the relation started. The jinn,
however, know for certain that they are created by God, like all other creation, and
they also know that they will be brought before Him for judgement. Had they been
related to Him, they would be due different treatment.

God places Himself far above this worthless fabrication: “Limitless is God in His
glory, above all what people attribute to Him.” (Verse 159) He also makes clear that the
believers among the jinn would not be driven to suffer their punishment. “Not so
God'’s true servants.” (Verse 160)

The siirah then quotes an address made to the idolaters, their alleged deities and
their deviant beliefs. Apparently, the address is made by the angels:

Neither you nor what you worship can lure away from God any except one who is
destined for hell. Every single one of us has his appointed place: we are ranged in
ranks, and we too extol His limitless glory. (Verses 161-166)

What this address means is that neither the unbelievers, nor the deities they
worship could turn anyone away from God’s path except one who is considered to
belong to the people of hell and destined for it. They cannot lead astray a believer
who is God’s obedient servant. Hell has its own people who are of a known type.
These respond to temptations and listen to those who try to lead them astray.

The angels also refute this superstition, making it clear that each one of them has
his own position which he does not exceed. They are a type of God’s creation who
worship Him alone. They are assigned certain tasks and they fulfil them, ranging
themselves in rows for prayer and extolling God’s glory.

An Unfailing Promise

The surah then speaks about the idolaters who circulate such superstitions,
mentioning the promises they made when they envied the people of earlier
revelations for receiving such messages. They used to say that had they had some
sort of traditional beliefs inherited from Abraham or later prophets, they would have
had a degree of faith that would have enhanced their position with God: “They have
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long been saying: If only we had before us a tradition from those of old, we would certainly he
true servants of God.” (Verses 167-169) Yet when they received the best revelations
ever bestowed from on high, they turned away and forgot their promises: “Yet they
reject it. In time, they will come to know.” (Verse 170) The verse carries an implicit
threat, which is suitable for those who persist in disbelief, going back on expressed
wishes and promises: “They will come to know.”

At this point the siirah states God’s promise to His messengers of His assured help.
In this way victory is assured them: “Our word has already been given to Our servants
the messengers: it is they who will be helped, and it is Our forces who will surely be
victorious.” (Verses 171-173)

The promise is a true promise, and God’s word is fulfilled. The roots of true faith
have been firmly established on earth and its structure is raised despite the
unbelievers’ rejection, the persecution to which believers are subjected as well as
many other obstacles and barriers. The beliefs of idolaters and unbelievers have
disappeared, their power has dwindled while the faith preached by God’s
messengers appeals to people’s minds and hearts. In fact, its appeal remains strong
in spite of all the opposing factors. All the attempts to suppress divine faith in favour
of any other philosophy or ideology have failed, even in those areas where these
started. God’s promise to His messengers has come true. This is a universal
phenomenon that has remained true throughout the world and in all generations.

It is also true for every movement that aims to revive the divine message,
provided that its advocates are sincere and dedicated. It will be triumphant no
matter what obstacles are put in its way. Falsehood may mobilize all its powers of
persecution, torture, open warfare as well as propaganda that relies on fabricated
lies, but all to no avail. The removal of such calumny may entail fighting a few
battles, perhaps with different results, but eventually God’s promise to His
messengers will be fulfilled. This is a promise of ultimate victory that will see them
established on earth and having power. This promise will be fulfilled even though all
the powers on earth are ranged to stop it.

This promise is one of God’s universal laws which operates just like the stars and
planets follow their cycles, the night and day alternate, and like a dead land coming
to life when rain falls on it. However, this law follows God’s will and works
according to His planning. It may appear slow in relation to people’s limited life
spans, but it will never fail. In fact it may be fulfilled in a way that people do not
appreciate, because they always look for the form of victory they know. Indeed, they
may not readily appreciate that victory comes in a new form and they may need time
to appreciate this.

People may want to see a particular form of victory for the advocates of the divine
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faith who follow His messengers, but God wishes to accomplish a different form
which is greater and longer lasting. What takes place, then, is what God wants, even
if this means that these advocates will have to endure greater troubles, exert more
effort and strive for much longer than they expected. Before the Battle of Badr, the
Prophet’s Companions hoped to take the Quraysh’s trade caravan, but God wanted
that they miss it and instead engage their enemy, with its superior forces, in battle.
What God wanted ensured a much better outcome for them and for Islam. That was
the victory God wanted to give His Messenger, a victory for His message with lasting
effects.

The advocates of God’s faith may lose a battle, and may even suffer very hard
times, but this is because God is preparing them to achieve victory in a greater battle.
He thus brings about circumstances that make their victory yield fruit on a wider
scale and for a longer period.

God’s word has gone forth, and His promise has been given by His will. His law
will take effect without fail: “Our word has already been given to Our servants the
messengers: it is they who will be helped, and it is Our forces who will surely be victorious.”
(Verses 171-173)

When this true promise has been declared, God orders His Messenger to turn
away from unbelievers, leaving them to God’s word and promise to take effect. He
should, however, watch them as the word proves true, for they will see with their
own eyes how this comes about:

So, turn away from them for a while, and watch them; in time, they too will come to
see. Do they really wish to hasten Our punishment? When it strikes in their midst,
terrible will be the morning of those who were already warned. And again, turn away
from them for a while, and watch them; in time, they too will come to see. (Verses 174-
179)

The Prophet is told to leave them alone and not care for them. He is further told to
wait for the day when he and they will see what God’s promise means for him and
them. If they hasten His punishment, they will suffer greatly when it falls upon them.
Should this strike a community, they will have got what is certain to grieve them.
Again, the Prophet is told to abandon them to their fate. This order implies further
warning to them, and again the siirah advises that the outcome will be terrible: “And
again, turn away from them for a while, and watch them; in time, they too will come to see.”
(Verses 178-179) What will happen is left unspecified, implying great terror.

The siirah concludes with extolling God’s glory, stating that all might belongs to
Him alone. It adds the blessing and greeting of peace to God’s messengers, and
declares that all praise is due to God, the Lord of all, who has no partners
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whatsoever:

Limitless in His glory is your Lord, the Lord of almightiness, above all what people
attribute to Him. And peace be upon all His messengers. All praise is due to God, the
Lord of all the worlds. (Verses 180-182)

It is indeed a fitting ending that sums up the main issues discussed in the siirah as
a whole.
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SURAH 38
Sad

Prologue

Revealed in Makkah, this sirah addresses three issues: God’s oneness, revelation,
and the reckoning on the Day of Judgement. These three issues are discussed in its
tirst part comprising 16 verses. Here the Makkan elders” amazement at the Prophet’s
call on them to believe in God’s oneness and that he was chosen by God to be His
Messenger is described. “They deem it strange that one from among them has come to warn
them. The unbelievers say: “This is a sorcerer telling lies. Does he make all the gods into one
God? This is indeed most strange!” Their leaders go about saying: ‘Walk away, and hold
steadfastly to your deities: this is the only thing to do. Never did we hear of a claim like this in
any faith of latter days! It is all an invention. Was the message given to him alone out of all of
us?”” (Verses 4-8) In these verses we are also told how they met God’s warnings of
punishment in the life to come: “They say: Our Lord! Hasten to us our share of
punishment even before the Day of Reckoning.” (Verse 16)

Basically, they found it impossible to believe that God would choose one of their
own number to deliver His message and moreover that this person should be
Muhammad ibn Abdullah who had not held a position of authority among them.
Therefore, in reply to their question about His choice, God too questions them: “Or
do they own the treasures of your Lord’s grace, the Almighty, the Munificent? Or do they
have control over the heavens and the earth and all that is between them? Let them, then, try
to ascend by all conceivable means.” (Verses 9-10) This tells them that when God wishes
to open the gates of His mercy to anyone, nothing can withhold it. They are further
told that human beings own nothing in the heavens and earth; it is a matter of God’s
sustenance and mercy, which He bestows on whomever He wishes. It is He who
chooses those He knows to deserve His bounty and bestows on them whatever He
will, without limit or restriction.
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Within this context the surah gives an account of David and Solomon and the
tavours God blessed them with, including prophethood, kingdom, and the fact that
the mountains, birds, jinn and wind were subjected to them. Yet they were ordinary
human beings afflicted by the same type of human weakness as anyone else. They
too then needed God’s mercy and care to overcome such weaknesses. In this respect,
their repentance is accepted and they are set on the way to God’s pleasure.

By means of both stories the Prophet is instructed to persevere in the face of all the
opposition the unbelievers put up against him. He should look to God’s grace and
care as demonstrated to David and Solomon: “Bear with patience whatever they say, and
remember Our servant David who was endowed with strength. He always turned to Us.”
(Verse 17)

The sturah also gives a brief account of the Prophet Job, describing how God may
test His true servants with hardship and affliction. The patience Job showed in
adversity provides a splendid example of how to remain steadfast. The account also
describes the good end Job experienced as God bestowed His mercy on him,
dispelling all his pain. The Muslims in Makkah are thus shown how to find solace
amidst the constant hardship the unbelievers try to inflict on them. They are
reminded that such hardship invariably opens the way to God’s mercy, which is
inexhaustible.

These stories form the second and major part of the sirah. It also includes a reply
to the unbelievers’ hastening of God’s punishment, presenting a scene from the Day
of Judgement, describing the happiness that awaits the God-fearing and the blazing
tire that awaits those who reject the truth. The values of truth are well established in
the life to come, providing the criterion for judgement. The arrogant Makkan chiefs
will realize this when they see their fate and compare it with that of the weak
elements on whom they poured their derision, claiming that God’s mercy would
never he shown to those so weak. The scene so described provides contrasting
images: “The God-fearing will certainly have a good place to return to: gardens of perpetual
bliss, with gates wide open to them. They will he comfortably seated there, and they will call
for abundant fruit and drink, having beside them well-matched mates of modest gaze.”
(Verses 49-52) On the other hand, “those who transgress the bounds of what is right will
have the most evil place to return to: hell will they have to endure; and how evil a resting
place. Let them, then, taste this: a scalding fluid and a dark, disgusting food, and coupled with
it, further [suffering! of a similar nature.” (Verses 55-58) They will argue, quarrel and
curse one another in hell, and they will remember how they used to ridicule the
believers: “They will say: How is it that we do not see here men whom we considered to be
wicked, and whom we made the target of our derision? Or is it that our eyes have missed
them?” (Verses 62-63) They cannot find such people in hell, because they are the ones
who belong to heaven. This then is the answer to both their hastening of God’s
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punishment and their ridicule of the believers. This scene forms the third part of the
surah.

In reply to their disbelieving reaction to what the Prophet had told them of the
revelations he received from on high, he tells them about Adam and what happened
on high. The Prophet was not present when this took place; he was only told about it
by God. Indeed no human being, other than Adam, was present. From this account
we learn about Iblis” condemnation and that it was his envy at God’s preference for
Adam that brought about his expulsion from heaven. Since the unbelievers thought
it was too big a favour for God to choose Muhammad from among them, their
attitude is not dissimilar to that of Iblis. This last part of the sirah concludes with a
clear statement from the Prophet: “Say: No reward do I ask of you for this, and I am not
one to claim what I am not. This is no less than a reminder to all the worlds, and in time you
will certainly come to know its truth.” (Verses 86-88)

The siirah, in all its four parts, depicts the destruction of earlier communities when
they resorted to arrogance, accusing God’s messengers of lying and holding the
believers in contempt. In short, they themselves sealed their own defeat and
humiliation: “Whatever hosts, of any affiliation, may be raised will suffer defeat. Before their
time, the truth was rejected by Noah's people, the Ad, Pharaoh of the tent-pegs, the Thamud,
Lot’s people and the dwellers of the wooded dales: these were different groupings; yet each one
of them accused God’s messengers of lying. Therefore, My retribution fell due.” (Verses 11-
14) The surah contrasts this with the favours God bestows on His chosen servants,
giving them power and taking good care of them. This is made abundantly clear in
the stories about David, Solomon and Job.

The surah also takes us on a round in which we see what lies in store beyond the
Day of Judgement, giving us images of happiness and bliss on the one hand, and
torment on the other. The last round in the siirah gives the story of the first human
being and the hostility shown by his first enemy, the one who deliberately leads
people astray, and who they follow unaware of his designs.

The siirah also includes a special touch that is meant to alert hearts to the truth
reflected in the creation of the heavens and earth. This is the truth that God wants to
establish on earth through the messengers He sends. The two are interrelated: “IVe
have not created heaven and earth and all that is between them without a purpose.” (Verse
27)
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Unjustifiable Reaction

Sad. By the Quran, full of adponition. (1)

But the unbelievers are stegped in arrogance and

hostility. (2)

How many a generation have We destroyed
before their tinre? They all cried out [for meryy),
but 1t was too late fo escape. (3)

They deem it strange that one from among them
has come to wam them. The unbelievers say:
“Dhis is a sorverer telling lies. (4)

Does he matke all the gods into one God? This is
indeed most strange!” (5)

Their leaders go about saying: Walk away, and
hold steadfastly to your deities: this is an intended
aesign. (6)

Never did we hear of a dlaim like this in any
Jaith of latter days! 1t is all an invention. (7)

Was the message given to him alone out of all of
us?’ In fact they are in doubt concerning My
reminder;  they  have not et tasted My
punishment. (8)
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Or do they own the treasures of your Lord's grace,
the Alprighty, the Munaficent? (9)

Or do they have dominion over the heavens and
the earth and all that is between them:? 1 et them,
then, try to ascend by all conceivable means. (10)

W hatever hosts, of any affiliation, may be raised

will suffer defeat. (11)

Before their tinze, the truth was rejected by Noah’s
peaple, the “Ad, Pharaoh of the tent-pegs, (12)

the Thanid, Lot's pegple and the dwellers of the
wooded dales: these were different groupings; (13)

et each one of them accused God's messengers of
Diing. Therefore, My retribution fell due. (14)

These, too, have but to wait for one single blast;
and it shall not be delayed. (15)

They say: Our Lord! Hasten to us onr share of
punishment even before the Day of Reckoning.’
(16)
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Arrogance and Hostility

Sad. By the Qur’an, full of admonition. The unbelievers are steeped in arrogance and
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hostility. How many a generation have We destroyed before their time? They all cried
out [for mercy], but it was too late to escape. (Verses 1-3)

God states an oath by an Arabic letter of the alphabet, Sid,’2 as well as by the
Qur’an, which He describes here as lull of admonition.” This letter is made by God,
who created it as a sound when it is spoken by people. It is also one letter of the
alphabet that makes up the Qur’anic style and address. The complete alphabet has
always been available to people, but the Qur’an has never been within their ability to
produce, because it is God’s book, which He made. Humans are incapable of
producing anything like that which God makes, be that with regard to the Qur’an or
to anything else. The sound symbolized by the letter Sad is vocalized by people
without effort, but it is also by God’s will. For it is He who made the larynx tract and
all the sounds it voices. If people only contemplated this one small but miraculous
aspect of their own creation they would realize there is nothing unusual in God
choosing one of their own number to receive His revelations. To reveal a message
from on high is no more amazing than giving them such miracles as are contained
within themselves.

“Sad. By the Qur’an, full of admonition.” The Qur’an includes admonition as well as
other things, such as legal provisions, stories, and instruction on how to refine
manners. Admonition as well as reminding people of their need to turn to God and
seek His favours are the primary purposes of the Qur'an. Indeed, the stories and
legal provisions are part of the admonition and the remembrance of God. It should
be said that the Arabic text uses the word dhikr, which is rendered in the translation
as ‘full of admonition’. However, the word also means ‘to be well known’. The verse
could then be rendered as “Sad By the Qur’an, a widely known divine Book.” This is also
a true description of the Qur’an.

“But the unbelievers are steeped in arrogance and hostility.” (Verse 2) The verse begins
with the word, ‘but’, which suggests that there is a move away from the initial subject
matter: the oath by the letter Sad and the Qur’an. The oath sounds incomplete
because what it intends to affirm is not mentioned. The siirah simply states the oath
and talks about the idolaters and their profound hostility. Yet this very departure
from the initial issue heightens our interest in the next. The very fact that an oath by
the letter Sad and the Qur’an is made indicates the intention to discuss something of
great importance, one that merits an oath by God Almighty. Yet next to this, the
siurah mentions the idolaters” arrogance and hostility to the Qur’an, indicating that
the issue remains the same both before and after the conjunction, ‘but’. This
departure in the mode of address focuses our attention on the great gulf that lies

"> This letter is pronounced as a velarized variation of ‘s’, sharing its other features of friction and
voicelessness, and having the same place of articulation. — Editor’s note.
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between the immense status God attaches to the Qur’an and the idolaters” arrogance
and hostility to it.

Mention of the fate of those before them who held a similar attitude then follows.
It shows such people appealing for help, but none was forthcoming. Their cries mark
a radical change in their attitude, but it is all too late to be of any significance: “How
many a generation have We destroyed before their time? They all cried out [for mercy, but it
was too late to escape.” (Verse 3) Their end is shown to the new unbelievers so that
they may change their attitude of hostility and arrogance while there is still time for
them to do so. Otherwise, they will end up in the same position: appealing for mercy,
but none will be shown.

A Strange Amazement

This initial shock is intended to awaken their hearts. Details of their arrogance
then follow:

They deem it strange that one from among them has come to warn them. The
unbelievers say: ‘This is a sorcerer telling lies. Does he make all the gods into one
God? This is indeed most strange!” Their leaders go about saying: ‘Walk away, and
hold steadfastly to your deities: this is the only thing to do. Never did we hear of a
claim like this in any faith of latter days! It is all an invention. Was the message given
to him alone out of all of us?” (Verses 4-8)

Such is the arrogance: “Was the message given to him alone out of all of us?” And such
is the hostility: “Does he make all the gods into one God?... Never did we hear of a claim like
this in any faith of latter days!... This is a sorcerer telling lies. .. It is all an invention.”
Amazement that God’s messenger should be human is an oft-repeated story. Since
the beginning of divine messages every community took the same stance. Every new
messenger was human, yet their fellow men continued to express amazement at this.

“They deem it strange that one from among them has come to warn them.” (Verse 4) Yet
the most natural and logical thing is that the messenger who warns them should be
human who thinks and feels like them: a man who appreciates what thoughts they
may harbour, their weaknesses, desires, abilities and what obstacles they may
encounter or influences they may fall under. When a man is given the message to
warn them, he lives among them, setting a practical example for them to follow. They
know that he is one of them and that they are required to follow the life system he
endorses. It is not difficult for them to do so, since a man like them has set the
example. Moreover, he is of their own generation, speaking their language, knowing
their traditions and the way they go about their affairs. Mutual response is easily
established between them. There is no thought of him being alien to them or to their
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lives.

Yet this most natural and logical situation was always the cause of amazement
and the basis for levelling accusations at God’s messengers. The unbelievers simply
did not appreciate the purpose behind such a choice, nor did they understand the
nature of the divine message. To them, it should not provide practical leadership on
the way to God; rather, it should be mysterious, full of secret, an enigma. They
wanted it to be engulfed in obscurity, removed from practical life. Then they could
treat it as just another legend or superstition that formed the basis of their unsound
beliefs.

God, however, wanted something different for humanity, especially in the case of
His last message, Islam. He wanted it to be the norm for human society: for it to
provide a clean, pure and sublime way of life that is practical, free of mystery as also
one that is easy to implement.

“The unbelievers say: This is a sorcerer telling lies.” They said this, discounting the
possibility that God might have sent His revelations to one of them. In saying so,
they hoped to turn ordinary people away from the Prophet, to cause confusion and
mar the clear truth that was being stated by the man who was known for his honesty,
integrity and truthfulness.

The plain fact is that the Quraysh elders did not for an instant believe that
Muhammad, whom they knew very well, was a sorcerer or a liar, as they alleged.
Their allegations were simply propaganda tools aimed at misleading people. The
Quraysh elders recognized that the truth Muhammad preached would do away with
all their privileges; privileges that relied on deception and false values. On one
occasion the Quraysh elders held a conference on how to counter the effects of what
the Prophet said to people, and how to turn pilgrims from other tribes away from
him. It is useful to quote this again here. Al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, a distinguished
tigure among the Quraysh chaired that conference:

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 a powerful style. The description they would attach to Muhammad should also
account for his persuasive, eloquent argument.
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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
he 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.13

Such was the scheming of the Quraysh elders and such was their agreed strategy
whereby they would accuse the Prophet of sorcery and lying. They said this
deliberately even though they knew it was all a lie. They were fully aware that
Muhammad, (peace be upon him), was neither a sorcerer nor a liar.

They were also amazed at him calling on them to worship God alone, which is the
most truthful statement anyone can make: “Does he make all the gods into one God? This
is indeed most strange! Their leaders go about saying: Walk away, and hold steadfastly to
your deities: this is the only thing to do. Never did we hear of a claim like this in any faith of
latter days! It is all an invention.” (Verses 5-7)

The Qur’an describes their great surprise at this basic truth: “Does he make all the
gods into one God?” (Verse 5) The question is asked in such a way that makes it sound
as if no one could have ever thought it possible. “This is indeed most strange!” (Verse
5) In Arabic, the sirah uses the word ‘ujab, which is an unusual derivative of ajib,
meaning strange, to emphasize the peculiarity of the claim. The siirah also describes
the method they employed to neutralize the effects of the divine message among
their people seeking to ensure that they would stick to their traditional beliefs. They
implied that the new message contained something highly suspicious, and that in
their high positions, they knew this and were intent on countering it: “Their leaders go
about saying: Walk away, and hold steadfastly to your deities: this is an intended design.”
(Verse 6) This is not a question of religion and faith, although there is something
different about it. Hence, ordinary people should attend to their business, maintain
their traditions and let the leaders uncover this new plot, because it is only they who
can establish what is concealed behind outward appearances. Basically, then, they
sought to reassure people that they would look after their interests.

" The translated text differs slightly from the one quoted by the author as I preferred to quote it from
my own rendering of the report of this misrepresentation conference. See my book, Muhammad: Man
and Prophet, Leicester, 2002, pp. 119-120. — Editor’s Note.
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This is a well known device that those in power use to divert peoples’ interest in
public affairs or their searching for the truth. To allow the public to search for the
truth by themselves would represent a serious threat to authority, as ultimately it
leads to the exposure of false leadership.

The Quraysh elders also tried to deceive people by pointing to the faiths of the
people of earlier revelations who had allowed superstitions to creep into their faith,
diverting it from the pure concept of God’s oneness: “Never did we hear of a claim like
this in any faith of latter days! It is all an invention.” (Verse 7) By that time, the concept
of trinity had spread among the Christians while the legend of Ezra being God’s son
had infiltrated Judaism. Hence the elders specifically referred to these, saying: “Never
did we hear of a claim like this in any faith of latter days!” They claimed to have never
before heard anyone advocate God’s absolute oneness as did Muhammad. Hence, it
could only be fabrication.

Islam has always sought to purge the monotheistic faith from all traces of legend,
alien elements and the deviation that affected earlier religions, because monotheism
is the fundamental truth that forms the basis of all existence. Indeed, the whole
universe confirms this truth, providing evidence in support of it. Moreover, unless
human life is based on monotheism it cannot be sound either in its fundamentals or
its details. As we consider the resistance of the Quraysh, as well as earlier
communities of unbelievers, to the monotheistic principle, it is fitting that we should
briefly outline its importance.

The unity of the general laws that operate in this universe which we behold is
clear, testifying to the fact that the will that set these laws in operation must by
necessity be a single will. Wherever we look around us in this universe we find this
fact staring us in the face. Everything in the universe is in constant and regular
movement. The atom, which is the basic unit of everything in the universe, animate
or inanimate, is in motion, as it consists of electrons that move around the nucleus
composed of protons just as the planets move in orbit around the sun in our own
solar system, and like the galaxy composed of numerous solar systems and celestial
mass rotate. All planets, the sun, and the larger galaxy move in one anticlockwise
direction, from west to east. The elements which make up the earth, other planets
and the stars are the same, and they are all made of atoms composed of electrons,
protons and neutrons. Indeed, these are the bricks that make up all these planets and
stars.

While all matter is made of three bricks, scientists believe that all powers:
light, heat, x-rays, wireless waves, gamma rays and all types of radiation are
in fact different forms of electromagnetic power. They all travel at the same
speed, but the difference between them is the difference in wavelength.
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Matter, then, is made of three bricks, and power is in essence waves. In his
special relativity theory, Einstein equates matter with energy. Experiments
endorsed his claims. In recent times, an experiment endorsed it in the loudest
sound ever heard in this world, produced by nuclear fission in an atom
bomb.14

Such is the unity in the make-up of the universe, as man has come to learn
through physical experiment. We also know how this unity is reflected in the law of
continuous motion common to all things in a coherent and balanced way so that no
object interferes or collides with another. The clearest example is the countless
number of planets, stars and galaxies floating in space. “Each floats in its own orbit.”
(36: 40) They all testify to the truth that they are set in their respective positions in
space and given their movements, dimensions and coordinates by One who is fully
aware of their nature, determining all this in His overall design of this wonderful
universe.

This brief word here about the overall unity of the universe is sufficient for it
testifies that human life can only be set right on this basis. When this fact is clearly
understood, people formulate a sound concept of the universe around them, their
position in it, their interrelation with other beings, as also their relation with the One
God and with everything else in the universe. This is exceedingly important in
shaping people’s emotions and understanding of all that life entails.

A person who believes in God’s oneness and understands the meaning of His
oneness, sets his relation with his Lord on this basis, and puts his relations with
everyone and everything other than God in their respective positions. Thus, his
energy and feelings are not manipulated by a host of other different deities nor are
other people able to impose themselves on him.

A believer who knows that God, the One, is the originator of this universe deals
with the universe and all that exists in it on the basis of cooperation and friendship.
This gives life a taste and vitality that are totally different from that which is felt by
those who do not believe in any of this.

Anyone who believes in the unity of the system God has set for the universe will
receive His orders and legislation in a special way, knowing that the implementation
of God’s law in human life will provide harmony between all that exists. This truth
necessarily sets human conscience on a sound footing, giving it consistency and
enlightenment. It also clarifies the bonds between man and his Creator on the one
hand and between man and the universe on the other. This then has clear effects on
the practical, moral, social and behavioural aspects of human life.

'* Ahmad Zaki, Ma'a Allah fi al-Sama’, Cairo, 1965
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The Qur'an places much emphasis on the concept of God’s oneness, and
persistently clarifies this and what it entails. This is particularly true in Makkan
surahs, but it is also true in siurahs revealed in Madinah, although the way it is
presented in the latter changes so as to fit the subject matter of these stirahs.

Yet this is the truth the unbelievers were most amazed at, endlessly debating this
with the Prophet, and wondering at his insistence on it. They also called on people to
express amazement at it, doing their utmost to turn them away from it. Indeed, they
went even further, expressing amazement that the Prophet was chosen to be
entrusted with God’s message to mankind: “Was the message given to him alone out of
all of us?” (Verse 8) This is nothing but plain envy, a trait that motivated their
hostility to his message despite their awareness that this was the truth.

The Qur’an had its attraction even to the most outspoken enemies of Islam.
They realized that Muhammad spent some time every night in worship
reading the Qur’an in prayer. Therefore, protected by the cover of darkness,
some of them sat just outside his house, listening to the Qur’an being recited
inside. Every one of them was on his own, thinking that no one would know
about his action. One can only assume that the motivation was either to try to
judge the message of Muhammad objectively, or to learn the truth about it, or
to listen to the superb literary style of the Qur’an. As the day began to break,
each one of them went back so that no one could find out about his action.
Soon, the three of them: Abu Jahl himself, Abt Sufyan and al-Akhnas ibn
Shariq met. There was no need to ask each other what they were doing. There
was only one reason for their presence there at that particular time. Therefore,
they counselled each other against such action: “Should some of your
followers see you,” one of them said, “you would stir doubts in their minds.”

The following night they did the same, and once again they met at the break
of day. Again they counselled each other against their ‘irresponsible” action.
Nevertheless, the third night each of them went to sit outside the Prophet’s
home and listen to the Qur’an. When they met in the morning, they felt
ashamed of themselves. One of them suggested that they should give each
other their word of honour not to come again. They did so before going
home.

Later that morning al-Akhnas ibn Shariq went to see Abti Sufyan in his home.
He asked him what he thought about what he heard Muhammad reciting.
Abt Sufyan said: “I heard things which I know and recognize to be true, but I
also heard things whose nature I cannot understand.” Al-Akhnas said that he
felt the same. He then left and went to Abu Jahl’'s home to put the same
question to him.
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Abu Jahl's answer was totally different. For once, he was candid and honest
with himself and his interlocuter: “I will tell you about what I heard! 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.”15

We see clearly that nothing stopped Abt Jahl from admitting the truth with which
he wrestled on three consecutive nights, being beaten every time, except his envy. He
was envious that Muhammad should have attained a position to which no one else
can aspire. This was indeed the secret motivation behind those who said: “IWas the
message given to him alone out of all of us?” (Verse 8) They were the ones who
repeatedly said: “Why was not this Qur’an bestowed from on high on some great man of the
two cities?” (43: 31) The two cities were Makkah and Ta’if where the Arab elders and
noblemen lived. Whenever they heard about a new prophet, such people sought to
gain power through religion. They were thus extremely shocked and envious when
God chose Muhammad (peace be upon him), bestowing on him of His grace what He
knew Muhammad alone deserved.

The answer the stirah gives to their question is laden with sarcasm and warning:
“In fact they are in doubt concerning My reminder; they have not yet tasted My
punishment.” (Verse 8) They had asked: “Was the message given to him alone out of all of
us.” This when they doubted the very message itself and were unable to accept that it
was from God, even though they realized no human being could have produced
anything like it.

The surah sets aside what they said about the Qur'an to issue them with a
warning: “they have not yet tasted My punishment.” (Verse 8) It is as if the surah is
stating that they say whatever they say because they are still safe, not having tasted
anything of God’s punishment. When they do experience this, they will say nothing
of it because then they will know.

The siirah then comments on their wonder at God’s choice of Muhammad to be
His Messenger. It asks them whether they control God’s mercy: “Or do they own the
treasures of your Lord’s grace, the Almighty, the Munificent?” (Verse 9) Do they seek to
interfere with what belongs to God to decide? It is God who gives whatever He
wishes to any of His servants and who withholds it from anyone He wishes. He is
the Almighty whose will applies to all and cannot be resisted, and whose grace is

% This report is quoted as in Adil Salahi, Muhanmad: Man and Prophet, Leicester, 2002, pp. 173-174. —
Editor’s note.
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limitless. If they find it hard to accept that God has chosen Muhammad (peace be
upon him) for his role, by what right and in what capacity can they decide how
God’s favours be granted when they do not own the treasures of His grace?

“Or do they have dominion over the heavens and the earth and all that is between them?”
(Verse 10) This is something that they do not dare to claim. It is the One who owns
and controls the heavens and the earth who decides who should receive what and
who should he assigned to what role. If they do not have dominion over the heavens
and the earth and all that is between them, how come they interfere with the
decisions of the One who has this dominion? A sarcastic and reproachful comment
then follows: “Let them, then, try to ascend by all conceivable means.” (Verse 10) If that is
the case, let them take control of the universe and administer the treasures of God’s
grace. Let them decide who should receive such favours and who should be

deprived.

This sarcastic remark is followed by a statement of fact describing their real status:
“Whatever hosts, of any affiliation, may be raised will suffer defeat.” (Verse 11) They are no
more than the remnants of a defeated army left aside. They have no ability to change
or object to God’s will. The phraseology of this verse makes it hard to capture its
sense in translation. The subject, “whatever hosts’, refers to something insignificant that
no identity can be assigned to. The verbal phrase, “will suffer defeat’, is expressed in
the Arabic original in one adjectival word, mahziim, which suggests that defeat is an
essential characteristic of such hosts and that they cannot get rid of it. This is a very
true description. God’s enemies can never be in any position other than the one
indicated by this Qur’anic expression which connotes powerlessness and absolute
lack of control, no matter how mighty they may appear or when they appear.

The surah gives examples of former communities who treaded the same course,
and we discover that they all faced utter defeat: “Before their time, the truth was rejected
by Noah'’s people, the Ad, Pharaoh of the tent-pegs, the Thamzuid, Lot’s people and the dwellers
of the wooded dales: these were different groupings, yet each one of them accused God'’s
messengers of lying. Therefore, My retribution fell due.” (Verses 12-14) These
communities were the Quraysh’s predecessors. All of them, including Pharaoh who
built the pyramids that stand firm like tent pegs, and Shu “ayb’s people who dwelled
in the wooded dales, rejected God’s messages. What eventually happened to these
tyrannical peoples?

God’s retribution fell due and they were all decimated. There is nothing left of
them except the ruins that tell of their defeat.

Such was the fate of past communities of unbelievers. As for the present ones, they
are, generally, left until a blast brings about the end of life on earth just before the
Day of Judgement: “These, too, have but to wait for one single blast; and it shall not be
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delayed.” (Verse 15) Once this blast falls due, it will not be delayed even for a short
moment. It occurs at its appointed time. God has willed that this community of the
last message will be given its time, and that He will not destroy it as He did past
communities. This is an act of grace, but they do not appreciate this or thank God for
it. On the contrary, they hasten their own punishment, asking God to give them their
lot now, before the day He has appointed: “They say: Our Lord! Hasten to us our share

77

of punishment even before the Day of Reckoning.” (Verse 16)

At this point the stirah ends its reference to the unbelievers and turns instead to the
Prophet. He is comforted and directed to remember what happened to earlier
messengers, the hard tests they went through and the grace God bestowed on them
when they proved themselves.
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Tests for Prophets

Bear with patience whatever they say, and
remeniber Our servant David who was endowed
with strength. He always turned to Us. (17)

We cansed the mwountains to join hint in extolling
Our lipitless glory in the evening and at sunrise,
(18)

and likewise the birds in flocks: they all would
echo bis praise. (19)

We strengthened his kingdorns; We endowed hine
with wisdom and decisive judgement. (20)

Have you heard the story of the litigants who
surmonnted the walls of the sanctnary? (21)

When they went in to David, he was alarmed.
They said: Have no fear. We are but fhwo
litigants: one of us has wronged the other; so jucge
between us with justice, and do not be unfair.
Show us the way to rectitude. (22)

This is mzy brother: be bas ninety-nine ewes and 1
have only one ewe. Yet he said: “1et me take
charge of her,” and has been hard on me in bis

speech.” (23)

i 355 blshr L Jo o
z i do £ - _
DS GNTI5 5,405

w . 37 P e /’T ./,f/ 4

=

Sy, S ‘¢T~:\jﬂ3 }Aﬁf/ i’/ @{ T/
S Sl AT 8) s bl

ST Ay &L G344
(2) Pt

J-=b)

15355 31wl 155 GAsl s @

-

P }:E - P /.//}/‘// ,}//.
MARYE e R .91 Jo 15155 3]
- bo
R sz il
i/ — - ,;‘ - w o 27 Py },,.o./
Laaly Llaad ¥y 3>JU Lo S&L

AR

288



Said [David): He has certainly wronged you by
dermanding that your ewe be added to his ewes!
Thus do many partners wrong one another,
exvept for those who beleve and do righteons
deeds, but how few are they!” Then David
realized that We were only testing him. He
prayed for his Lord’s forgiveness, fell down in
prostration and turned to God in repentance.
4

We forgave hin that, and in the life to come he is
10 be close to Us and will be well received. (25)

David! We have made you a vicegerent on earth:
Judge, then, between people with justice, and do
not follow vain desire, lest it leads you astray

the path of God. Those who go astray from the
path of God will have a severe punishment for
having ignored the Day of Reckoning. (26)

We have not created heaven and earth and all
that is between them without a purpose. 'That is
what the unbelievers assume. Woe betide the
unbelrevers when they are cast in the fire. (27)

Are We 1o equate those who believe and do
righteons deeds with those who spread corruption
n the land? Are We to equate the God-fearing
with the wicked? (28)

This is a blessed book which We have revealed o
You so that pegple may ponder over its message,
and that those endowed with insight may take it
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1o heart. (29)

To David We gave Solomon: how excellent a

servant of Ours; he would abyays tum to Us.
(30)

When, one evening, nobly-bred, swifi-footed steeds
were brought before hins, (31)

he kept saying: Ny love of good things is part of
my  remenibering  my  Lordl’  until  they
disappeared from sight. (32)

Bring then back to me!’ He then stroked their
legs and their necks. (33)

We had tried Solomon, and placed a body on his
throne. He then turmed o Us, (34)

and prayed: Ny Lord! Forgive me my sins, and
bestow upon e such power as shall belong to no
one afler me. Y ou are indeed the bountiful giver.”
(35)

We muade the wind subservient fo bhins, so that it

gently sped at his command wherever he wished,
(36)

and the jinn, including every kind of builder and
duver, (37)

and others bound together in fetters. (38)
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This is Our gifl; s0 give or withhold as you please,
without account. (39)

In the life to come be is o be dlose to Us and will
be well received. (40)

Rementber Our servant Job who cried out to bis
Lord: Satan has afflicted me with weariness and

suffering!’ (41)

Strike [the ground)] with your foot! Here is cool
water for you to wash with and o drink.” (42)

We restored bis fanily to him, and doubled their
nupiber as an act of grace from Us, and as a
reminder to those who are endowed with insight.

(43)

Tarke in_your hand a bunch of grass and strike
with 1, and you will not then break your oath.’
We found him patient in adversity. How
excellent a servant of Ours; he would always turn

to Us. (44)

Remsermber Our servants Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob: all 1men of strength and vision. (45)

We gave them a specially distinctive quality: the
rementbrance of the life to come. (40)

In Our sight, they were indeed anmong the elect,
the truly good. (47)

And resmentber Ishmael, Elisha and Dhu'-Kfl:
each belonged to the truly good. (48)
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Overview

This long passage is devoted to aspects of the histories of earlier messengers so
that the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) would remember them and
disregard all the rejections, accusations, amazement and fabrications the unbelievers
levelled at him. All this was certain to weigh hard on anyone, but the Prophet is told
to bear it all and remain patient in adversity.

At the same time, the stories present the effects of God’s grace as it was bestowed
on earlier messengers. It shows how God granted them favours of all sorts, including
power, authority, care and blessings. This contrasts with the amazement expressed
by the Quraysh at God’s favouring the Prophet (peace be upon him) with His
message. He was not a unique case among God’s messengers. To some of them God
granted a kingdom, in addition to their being His messengers. Among them one was
favoured with the mountains and birds echoing his glorification and praise of God,
and to another the wind and jinn were made subservient. Such were David and
Solomon. What is strange, then, for God to have chosen from among all the Quraysh,
Muhammad, the man of truth, upon whom to bestow His revelations?

These stories describe the care God always took of His messengers and how He
instructed them so that they became worthy of their mission. Like Muhammad, they
were ordinary human beings, experiencing the weaknesses all people do. God took
care of them so that their weaknesses did not get the better of them. He explained
things to them and gave them directives. He also tested them so that He would
forgive them their errors and grant them favours. This was bound to reassure the
Prophet that God would take care of him at every step.

David Ruling in a Dispute

Bear with patience whatever they say, and remember Our servant David who was
endowed with strength. He always turned to Us. We caused the mountains to join
him in extolling Our limitless glory in the evening and at sunrise, and likewise the
birds in flocks: they all would echo his praise. We strengthened his kingdom; We
endowed him with wisdom and decisive judgement. (Verses 17-20)

‘Bear with patience...” This is a reference to the road taken by all God’s messengers.
It groups them together. Everyone of them took it: everyone suffered, was tested and
remained patient in adversity; each at his own step in the lofty ladder of
prophethood. The life of each one of them was a series of tests, each bearing much
pain. Even when things were pleasant and comfortable, this represented a different
form of test so as to ensure that they remained patient when life was easy in the same
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way as they were patient in adversity. Both situations require endurance. When we
contemplate the lives of all God’s messengers, as told to us in the Qur’an, we realize
that patience was the most prominent element. In essence, their lives were a long
series of trials and tests.

The lives of God’s messengers were in fact an open book for all humanity to read,
with every page speaking about trials, afflictions and patience. The records show
how the human soul triumphs over pain and necessity. How it rises above all that to
which the present world attaches value, and how it discards desires and temptations,
so as to achieve full dedication to God, and in so doing passes the test He has set. It
shows the meaning of choosing Him over everything else so as to say to mankind:
‘This is the way to rise; it is the only way leading to God’s acceptance.’

“Bear with patience whatever they say.” (Verse 17) They said much, such as: “This is a
sorcerer telling lies.” (Verse 4) “Does he make all the gods into one God? This is indeed most
strange.” (Verse 5) “Was the message given to him alone out of all of us?” (Verse 8) Indeed
they said much more. God directs the Prophet to bear their statements with patience,
and tells him that in his mind and heart he should live with a different type of
people: the select few, God’s messengers with whom he has a strong affinity and
close relationship. Indeed, he used to refer to them as though they were his
immediate relatives, saying: ‘May God have mercy on my brother Joseph,” and ‘I
have a stronger bond with my brother Moses,’ etc.

“Bear with patience whatever they say, and remember Our servant David who was
endowed with strength. He always turned to Us.” (Verse 17) David is referred to here as a
strong person who turned to God. The siirah earlier mentioned (Verses 12-13) the
peoples of Noah, the *Ad, Thamiid, Pharaoh, Lot’s people and the community that
lived in the wooded dale near Madyan. All of these were tyrannical, and it was such
tyranny that gave them the impression of power. David, on the other hand, was a
man of strength, but he always turned to God, repenting of his sins, glorifying God
and worshipping Him. He did so when he was truly powerful, with a kingdom to
rule.

In Surah 2, The Cow, we have an account of David in his youth, when he was a
soldier in Saul’s army. At the time, which was long after Moses. The Israelites asked
one of their prophets to assign one of them as king and they promised that they
would fight for God’s cause under his leadership. God appointed Saul as their king
and he marshalled them to face Goliath’s mighty army. It was David who killed
Goliath. From that day, his standing was enhanced, such that, in turn, he became
king. Yet having a throne did not lead him astray. He continued to turn to God in
repentance, glorifying and worshipping Him.

Apart from prophethood and a kingdom, God also blessed David with an alert
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heart and a melodious voice, which he used to good effect as he sang his psalms and
hymns. He would be so absorbed in his devotion that barriers between him and the
universe would disappear and the mountains would echo his glorification, while
birds gathered around him, all glorifying the Lord Creator. “We caused the mountains
to join him in extolling Our limitless glory in the evening and at sunrise, and likewise the
birds in flocks: they all would echo his praise.” (Verses 18-19) People may be speechless
when they hear that the mountains, inanimate entities, should join David in his
constant glorification of God as he chants his songs of praise. Not only that but the
birds also flock to him, listen and join in with the chorus to his hymns. Their surprise
results from the fact that it runs counter to everything they have been used to. They
only know that man, birds and mountains belong to totally separate realms.

Yet, why should anyone be surprised? All these creatures, different as their races,
shapes, forms and characteristics are, share in one fundamental fact: they turn to the
Lord who created the whole universe with all its animate and inanimate objects.
When man’s relation with his Lord attains sublime purity, barriers between different
elements are removed. The whole matter is simple: God gave His servant David this
unique characteristic, and caused the mountains to join him in extolling His glory
morning and evening, and gathered the birds around him to echo his praises. This
was simply an additional gift by virtue of God’s grace.

“We strengthened his kingdom; We endowed him with wisdom and decisive judgement.”
(Verse 20) Thus, his kingdom was strong and well established. He administered his
government with wisdom and clear, decisive vision. The phrase “decisive judgement’
means that his views were clear, not subject to hesitation. When this is coupled with
wisdom, it makes for perfect government within man’s world. However, this did not
spare David from being subjected to tests and trials. Nevertheless, God continued to
take care of him and guided his footsteps:

Have you heard the story of the litigants who surmounted the walls of the sanctuary?
When they went in to David, he was alarmed. They said: Have no fear. We are but two
litigants: one of us has wronged the other; so judge between us with justice, and do not
be unfair. Show us the way to rectitude. This is my brother: he has ninety-nine ewes
and I have only one ewe. Yet he said: “Let me take charge of her,” and has been hard
on me in his speech.” Said [David]: Re has certainly wronged you by demanding that
your ewe be added to his ewes! Thus do many partners wrong one another, except for
those who believe and do righteous deeds, but how few are they!” Then David realized
that We were only testing him. He prayed for his Lord’s forgiveness, fill down in
prostration and turned to God in repentance. (Verses 21-24)

These verses tell of a test to which David was subjected. David used to devote

some of his time to conducting the affairs of his kingdom and to judge in people’s
disputes. The rest of his time he devoted to his worship, preferring seclusion when
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he sang his psalms. When he went into the sanctuary, no one was allowed in.

One day, David was surprised when he saw two people climbing over the wall
into the sanctuary. He was alarmed. No good believer or trustworthy person would
enter in this way. Therefore, they immediately tried to reassure him, saying that they
were in dispute and wanted him to judge between them in fairness, showing them
the way to justice. One of them immediately started putting his case forward, saying
that the other man, his brother, had 99 ewes while he only had one. Yet he insisted
on taking charge of his single ewe, placing it with his 99.

As stated by one of the disputants, the case is one of gross injustice that cannot be
condoned. Hence, David immediately started to give his judgement without
speaking to the other man or asking him to give his side of the story. Instead, he told
the first man that the other had been unfair in his demands, and that many people
behave in this way, except those who are good believers and do righteous deeds.
These, however, are few in number.

It seems that at this stage the two men disappeared. In fact, they were two angels
who had come to test David, the prophet God had placed in a position of authority to
judge between people in fairness, making sure who is right before passing
judgement. They had put the case to him in a very sentimental way, one that invited
immediate sympathy. However, a judge must not allow sentiment to take charge. He
must not be hasty. Above all, he must not rely on the statement of one party, without
allowing the other party to present his case and submit his evidence. Some aspects of
the case, if not all of it, may then be seen in a different light. In other words,
appearances can often be deceptive or incomplete.

At this point David realized that this was a test: “Then David realized that WWe were
only testing him.” (Verse 24) His good nature surfaced again, because he was a man
always ready to accept what is right: “He prayed for his Lord’s forgiveness, fell down in

4

prostration and turned to God in repentance.” (Verse 24)

God’s response was to accept his repentance: “We forgave him that, and in the life to
come he is to he close to Us and will be well received.” (Verse 25) Some commentators on
the Qur’an picked up some Israelite reports and made much of these which cannot
he acceptable because they are incompatible and irreconcilable with the nature of
prophethood. Even the reports that tried to moderate these legends accept certain
parts of them. The fact is that these legends do not merit consideration, because they
cannot fit with God’s assertion in reference to David: “He is to be close to Us and will he
well received.” (Verse 25)

The Qur’anic comments given after the story explain the nature of the test and
specify the line God wants His servant to whom He assigned judgement between
people to take:
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David! We have made you a vicegerent on earth: judge, then, between people with
justice, and do not follow vain desire, lest it leads you astray from the path of God.
Those who go astray from the path of God will have a severe punishment for having
ignored the Day of Reckoning. (Verse 26)

It is then a case of David being given the position of vicegerent on earth, one
whereby he is required to judge between people in all fairness. He is told not to
follow vain desires, which means in the case of a prophet, not to be hasty in one’s
tirst reaction. For this can easily lead to going astray from God’s path. Rather, he
must make sure of all the facts before passing judgement. The concluding sentence in
the verse gives a general rule that applies to all cases of going astray from God’s
path. It exposes the person concerned to severe punishment on the Day of
Reckoning.

One aspect of the care God took of His servant David is that He drew his attention
at the first hurdle, and put him back on the right track at the first rash move, warning
him of the ultimate result, when he had not even made one step towards it. Such is
God’s favour that He bestows on His chosen servants. Since they are human, they
may slip when they travel an uneven patch of the road, but God takes them by the
hand putting them back on course and teaching them how to repent. Then He
forgives them and bestows even greater favours on them.

A Reminder to Grasp

Having stated the main principle in conducting the position of vicegerent on earth
and in judging people’s disputes, the context of the truth on which the whole system
that sustains the universe is based is then stated. Broader as it is than man’s whole
world and role, this basic truth deals with the very existence of the universe and with
the life to come. Furthermore, the last divine message to mankind is based on this
truth. Indeed, the Qur’an is the book that explains this great truth:

We have not created heaven and earth and all that is between them without a purpose.
That is what the unbelievers assume. Woe betide the unbelievers when they are cast in
the fire. Are We to equate those who believe and do righteous deeds with those who
spread corruption in the land? Are We to equate the God-fearing with the wicked?
This is a blessed book which We have revealed to you so that people may ponder over
its message, and that those endowed with insight may take it to heart. (Verses 27-29)

These three verses set this great truth, one that is profound and accurate. For
certain, the creation of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them was
not without purpose. Their creation is based on the truth and for a definite intent. It
is from this great truth that all else stems whether it be man’s vicegerency on earth,
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the right to judge between people, or setting feelings and actions on the right course
so that those who do good deeds are not equated with those who spread corruption
on earth, and that the God-fearing are not grouped together with the wicked. The
truth embodied in God’s blessed book is given to people with insight and
understanding so that they can study its verses and reflect on the essential facts of
existence. Such truth and facts cannot even be imagined by unbelievers, because they
do not relate to the great truth on which the universe is based. Hence, they entertain
ill thoughts about their Lord and will not understand the truth: “That is what the
unbelievers assume. Woe betide the unbelievers when they are cast in the fire.” (Verse 27)

The law God has laid down for human life is part of His law for the universe. His
revealed book, the Qur’an, explains the truth on which His universal law is based.
The justice required of those who are in authority, i.e. vicegerents, and those who
judge between people are part of the total truth. People’s lives cannot be properly
established unless this part is in harmony with the rest of the parts. This means that
deviation from the divine law, the truth in discharging the responsibilities of man’s
vicegerency on earth and from fairness when judging disputes is in effect a deviation
from the universal law that sustains the universe. It is, therefore, a very serious and
grave matter, one that leads to a collision with the immense universal forces. Anyone
heading for such a collision will end in ruin. No wrongdoing tyrant can withstand
such crushing forces. This must always be remembered and reflected upon by people
endowed with insight.

A Test for Solomon

The surah picks up the thread of the story to show us the favour God granted
David as He gave him Solomon for a son. It also speaks of the great favours He
bestowed on Solomon, the test he was subjected to, the care God took of him and the
blessings showered on him when the test was over:

To David We gave Solomon: how excellent a servant of Ours; he would always turn to
Us. When, one evening, nobly-bred, swift- footed steeds were brought before him, he
kept saying: My love of good things is part of my remembering my Lord!” until they
disappeared from sight. ‘Bring them back to me!” He then stroked their legs and their
necks. We had tried Solomon, and placed a body on his throne. He then turned to Us,
and prayed: My Lord! Forgive me my sins, and bestow upon me such power as shall
belong to no one after me. You are indeed the bountiful giver’” We made the wind
subservient to him, so that it gently sped at his command wherever he wished, and the
jinn, including every kind of builder and diver, and others bound together in fetters.
This is Our gift; so give or withhold as you please, without account. In the life to come
he is to he close to Us and will be well received. (Verses 30-40)
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The references in the story to nobly-bred steeds and the body placed on his throne
have been interpreted in a variety of ways. However, I do not feel comfortable with
any such interpretation considering them either unfounded reports from Israelite
sources or else lacking any supporting evidence. I cannot visualize the two incidents
in any satisfactory way so as to explain them to my reader. Nor can I find any
authentic report to rely upon in interpreting them. The only authentic fadith T have
found may or may not relate to either event. This hadith, related by al-Bukhari on Abi
Hurayrah's authority, says: “Solomon said: ‘I will consort tonight with 70 women, so
that each one of them will give birth to a warrior who fights for God’s cause,” but he
did not add, ‘God willing.” He consorted with them, but only one of them became
pregnant, and then she gave birth to half a person. By Him who holds my soul in His
hand, had he said, ‘God willing,” they would have been warriors fighting for God’s
cause.” It is possible that this was the test which Solomon had to go through and to
which these verses refer. It is also possible that the body placed on his throne was
this half person. This, however, is only a possibility. As for the story about the
horses, it is said that Solomon reviewed some of his horses towards the end of the
day. This caused him to miss an evening prayer which he used to offer before sunset.
Upset, he asked for the horses to be brought back. When they were, he hit their necks
and legs as punishment for diverting his attention from worship. In a different
report, it is suggested that he rubbed their necks and legs because they were kept for
tighting for God’s cause. Neither version, however, has much to support it, and it is
thus impossible to ascertain the truth of either one.

Thus anyone who is careful about what he says cannot give any details of these
two incidents with any degree of certainty. All he can say is that Solomon underwent
some test concerning the way he conducted his kingdom’s affairs, just as God tests
prophets to guide them and keep them from error. We also learn that Solomon
turned to his Lord in submission and sought His forgiveness.

He then prayed with hope and dedication: “My Lord! Forgive me my sins, and bestow
upon me such power as shall belong to no one after me. You are indeed the bountiful giver.”
(Verse 35) The proper interpretation of Solomon’s request is that he did not ask for
something to show that he was the most favoured person, but that he asked instead
for a special thing, to distinguish him from any future king and master. It was to be
of a special nature, not repeated for others. It should also be something not normally
possessed by kings.

God answered his prayer: “We made the wind subservient to him, so that it gently sped
at his command wherever he wished, and the jinn, including every kind of builder and diver,
and others bound together in fetters.” (Verses 36-38) That God made the wind
subservient to one of His servants, is nothing extraordinary because the wind is
undoubtedly subservient to His will: it runs by His command in accordance with His
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laws. If at any time God facilitates one of His servants to express His will, in this case
allowing the wind to run with ease wherever Solomon wished, it is nothing strange
for God Almighty. Similar things occur in a variety of ways. God also said to the
Prophet Muhammad in the Qur'an: “If the hypocrites, those who are sick at heart and
those who spread lies in the city do not desist, We will rouse you against them, and then they
will not be your neighbours in this city except for a little while.” (33: 60) What does this
mean? It means that unless they change their ways, Our will is going to give you
power over them so as to drive them out of Madinah. This will take the form of
making you desirous to fight and drive them out. Thus, our will concerning them
will be made to take effect through you. This is one way of making God’s will and
the Prophet’s will identical, but it is through God’s will that it is done. We, however,
see it through what the Prophet wishes and does. In this way we can also understand
how the wind was made subservient to Solomon as this was identical with God’s
command.

God also made the jinn subservient to him. They built whatever he wished them to
build, and they also dived into the earth and the sea to bring him whatever he
wished. He further gave him the authority to punish anyone who disobeyed him or
who caused corruption and to chain them by their hands and feet, or every two or
more together, as he deemed fit or needed.

Solomon was then told that he had full authority over whatever favours God
granted him. He could give to anyone or withhold from anyone as he wished: “This
is Our gift; so give or withhold as you please, without account.” (Verse 39) This was a
further honour granted him by God. Added to all of this, Solomon is told that he has
been given closeness to God in this present life and that he will be granted a warm
welcome in the life to come: “In the life to come he is to be close to Us and will be well
received.” (Verse 40) Thus did God grant Solomon a very high standard of care,
blessing and favour.

The Symbol of Patience in Adversity

We are then given more of the story of tests, patience in adversity, followed by
favours bestowed from on high. This time, the prophet who is tested is Job:

Remember Our servant Job who cried out to his Lord: ‘Satan has afflicted me with
weariness and suffering!” “Strike [the ground! with your foot! Here is cool water for
you to wash with and to drink.” We restored his family to him, and doubled their
number as an act of grace from Us, and as a reminder to those who are endowed with
insight. “Take in your hand a bunch of grass and strike with it, and you will not then
break your oath.” We found him patient in adversity. How excellent a servant of Ours;
he would always turn to Us. (Verses 41-44)

299



Sad | TESTS FOR PROPHETS

The story of Job and his steadfastness in face of a severe test is well known, and
often cited as an example of patience in adversity. However, it is also coloured with
Israelite distortions. The part that sounds correct in the story is that Job was God’s
good servant who always turned to Him in humility and submission. God tested him
and he remained patient. It seems that the test he endured entailed the loss of his
wealth, family and health. Nevertheless, he maintained his bond with God, trusting
to Him, and was satisfied with what God had given him.

He had a few well-wishers who remained faithful to him, including his wife, but
Satan tried to convince these that had God loved Job, He would not have subjected
him to such a-severe situation. When they told him this, it was harder for him than
the test itself. His wife spoke to him repeating some such whispers, and Job was very
upset. He swore that should God restore his health, he would beat her up, specifying
the number of times he would hit her, which is said to be one hundred.

At this point Job complained to God about the trouble Satan’s schemes and
whispers were causing him: “Satan has afflicted me with weariness and suffering!” (Verse
41) When he had proved his sincerity beyond any doubt, and when he had rejected
all Satan’s attempts to weaken him, complaining that these were hard for him, God
bestowed His grace on him, ending his test, and restoring his health. He ordered him
to hit the ground with his leg, and a cool spring would gush forth. He was to wash
himself with its water and drink from it. This was enough for him to recover his
health: “Strike (the ground] with your foot! Here is cool water for you to wash with and to
drink.” (Verse 42)

The siurah states: “We restored his family to him, and doubled their number as an act of
grace from Us, and as a reminder to those who are endowed with insight.” (Verse 43) Some
reports suggest that God brought back to life his sons who had died earlier or that
He gave him a similar number of sons. However, there is nothing in the Qur’anic text
to suggest that He brought anyone back to life. It may actually be that the Qur’anic
statement means that when his health was restored, he regained his family that had
almost been lost to him. He also gave him more as additional favours. This serves as
a reminder to those who have insight and understanding.

What is important in the stories related in this surah is that they show how God
bestows favours and grace on His servants. Although He subjects them to tests they
remain patient in adversity, bearing their hardship with assured resignation,
knowing that whatever God decides is ultimately good.

God also bestowed His grace on Job and his wife with regard to the oath he had
made about beating her. She had looked after him during his days of hardship and
was also patient during their adversity. Therefore, God ordered Job to take in his
hand a bunch of dried sticks, in the number he had stated in his oath, and hit her
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with the bunch once only. In this way, he would fulfil his oath: “Take in your hand a
bunch of grass and strike with it, and you will not then break your oath.” (Verse 44) Such
care and blessings were in return for what God knew of Job’s patience in adversity,
his being a model of obedience, always turning to Him for support: “We found him
patient in adversity. How excellent a servant of Ours; he would always turn to Us.” (Verse
44)

Other Prophets

Having related these three stories in some detail, to remind the Prophet that he too
should remain steadfast in the face of opposition, the sirah makes a very brief
reference to other prophets. They too endured tests and remained patient; they also
received God’s favours as a result. Some of these lived earlier than David, Solomon
and Job, and we know the periods they lived in, while we do not know the others’
time of life, because the Qur’an and other sources available to us have not specified
it.

Remember Our servants Abraham, Isaac and Jacob: all men of strength and vision.
We gave them a specially distinctive quality: the remembrance of the life to come. In
Our sight, they were indeed among the elect, the truly good. And remember Ishmael,
Elisha and Dhu’l-Kifl: each belonged to the truly good. (Verses 45-48)

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, as well as Ishmael, undoubtedly lived earlier than David
and Solomon, but we do not know in what time relation they were to Job. Elisha and
Dhu’l-Kifl are mentioned only very briefly in the Qur’an. The Arabic name given to
the first of these two is Alyasa’, which is closer to the Hebrew version of Elisha. Most
probably they refer to the same person. As for Dhu’l-Kifl, we know nothing of him
apart from how he is described here: he “belonged to the truly good.”

God, limitless is He in His glory, describes Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as ‘men of
strength and vision’, which refers to their good actions, whether physical, done by
hand, or mental, relying on sound vision and good judgement. This implies that a
person who does not do good deeds is without a hand, and the one who does nor
think well is without a mind or a vision.

Another of their good characteristics is that God gave them a distinctive quality to
remember the life to come. This they did with complete disregard for everything else:
“We gave them a specially distinctive quality: the remembrance of the life to come.” (Verse
46) This is the quality that gave them their distinction and choice position: “In Our

sight, they were indeed among the elect, the truly good.” (Verse 47)
Similarly, God states that Ishmael, Elisha and Dhu'l-Kifl were truly good. He
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instructs His last messenger to remember them and to contemplate their patience in
adversity and the grace He bestowed on them. He too should remain patient in the
face of denial and rejection. Steadfastness and patience is the proper course for all
advocates of the divine message, particularly God’s messengers. God will not
abandon such servants. Instead, He will reward them for their patience. What He has
for them is certainly better than anything else. When compared with God’s grace and
care, the schemings and rejections of the unbelievers are of little significance.
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Contrasting Ends

Let all this be a reminder. "The God-fearing will
certainly have a good place to retum to: (49)

gardens of perpetnal biiss, with gates wide open to
them. (50)

They will be comfortably seated there, and they
will call for abundant fruit and drink, (51)

having beside them well-matohed mates of modest
gaze. (52)

This is what you are promused for the Day of
Reckoning: (53)

this, Our provision for you will never end. (54)

"This s so! Indeed those who transgress the bounds
of what is right will have the mwost evil place o
retum to: (55)

hell will they have to endure; and
how evil a resting place. (56)

Let them, then, taste this: a scalding fluid and a
dark, disgusting food, (57)
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A Quarrel in Hell

The previous passage presented a taste of the life of some of God’s chosen people,
as they were tested and endured hardship with patience and resignation. They were
then granted God’s favours and grace. In this way some of the most noble lives in
this present world were depicted. Now the surah continues its discourse, speaking
about God- fearing people in contrast to those who are tyrannical and commit
excesses. It shows them however in the next world, where life is everlasting. Thus it
paints a scene of the Day of Judgement.

First, a picture is drawn of two completely contrasting images, both in their
general outlook and detail. Thus, the God-fearing will have ‘a good place to return to,”
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while the transgressors will have ‘the most evil place to return to.” The former will be in
gardens of perpetual bliss, with gates wide open, where every comfort is available
and they are well seated, enjoying all the food and drink they desire, as also female
companions of the same age. Although they are still young women, they are ‘of
modest gaze,” which means that they are not looking around for anything or coveting
what others have. This is all part of what God will provide them with, and whatever
He provides will never be exhausted.

As for the others, they have a place where they will be stationed, but there is no
rest there, for it is hell, which is described as ‘how evil a resting place.” They have
scalding hot drinks, and food that fills them with disgust. It is what flows and seeps
through those who occupy hell. Or they have something else of the same type, which
is described here as ensuring similar suffering.

The scene is completed with a third image that comes alive with the dialogue it
reports. A group of transgressors who used to have close ties in this world are shown
to be exchanging accusations and insults. Some used to tempt others into further
error, while others behaved arrogantly towards believers, ridiculing their faith and
their belief in heaven. Indeed they were no different to those among the Quraysh
who used to refer to the Prophet and wonder: “Was the message given to him alone out

of all of us?” (Verse 8)

Now they are depicted as going straight to hell, one lot after another, with some
referring to others and saying: “Here is another crowd of people rushing headlong to join
you.” (Verse 59) What answer do they receive? It is an angry and rash one: “No
welcome to them! They too shall burn in the fire.” (Verse 59) Would those who heard this
insult take it in silence? Not they! Their response comes quickly: “No, but it is your No
welcome to you either! It is you who brought this on us! How vile a place to be in!” (Verse
60) This is a direct accusation, blaming them for bringing about such a fate. They
follow this accusation with a prayer that reveals how angry they are, wishing to
wreak revenge on the others: “They will say: Our Lord! Give double punishment in the
fire to whomever has brought this on us.” (Verse 61)

What happens next? They look around searching for the believers whom they
treated with arrogance in their first life, thinking ill of them and ridiculing their
claims. They do not see them rushing into the fire alongside them. Hence, they ask:
Where are they? Where have they gone? Or could it he that they are here but our
vision is impaired so we do not see them: “They will say: How is it that we do not see
here men whom we considered to be wicked, and whom we made the target of our derision?
Or is it that our eyes have missed them?” (Verses 62-63) Yet those who are missed by the
dwellers of hell are enjoying their abode in heaven.

The scene concludes with a statement about the actual situation of the people of
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hell: “This is in truth how it will be: the people of the fire will quarrel among themselves.”
(Verse 64) There is a wide gulf between their fate and that of the believers whom
they ridiculed and refused to believe would be God’s chosen ones. How miserable is
their own lot which they were once keen to hasten: “Our Lord! Hasten to us our share of
punishment even before the Day of Reckoning.” (Verse 16)
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Man’s First Creation

Say: T am but a warner; and there is no deity
ather than God, the One who conguers all, (65)

the Lord of the heaven and the earth and all that
is benween, the Alpughty, the Al-Forgiving’
66)

Say: This is a great message; (67)

yet you tum away from it. (68)

No knowledge would I have of what those on
high argue. (69)

It is only revealed to me that 1 am here to give
dlear warning.” (70)

Your Lord said to the angels: T am about to
create a human being out of day; (71)

when I have fashioned hine and breathed of My
sparit into bins, fkeneel down  before bim  in
prostration.” (72)

The angels prostrated themselves, all of them
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together. (73)

Not so Iblis. He gloried in his arrogance and was
one of those who reject the truth. (14)

Said |God]: Mils! What prevents you from
bowing down to one whom 1 have created with

My hands? Are you too proud, or do you deerm
yourself superior?’ (75)

Answered [Thlis]: T anme better than be: Y ou have
created e out of fire, but created hint from dlay.”

(76)

Said He: “Then get out from: it: you are accursed;
77

My rgection shall follow you until the Day of
Judgement.” (78)

Said [Tblis]: My Lord! Grant me a respite till
Resurrection Day.” (79)

Said He: Yon are one of those granted respite
(80)

1ill the day of the appointed timee.” (81)

[1blis] then said- T swear by Y our very nught: 1
shall certainly tengpt them all (82)

except Y onr true servants.” (83)

[And God)] said: ‘This, then, is the truth! And
the truth do 1 state: (84)

I ill maost certaindy fill hell with you and such of
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am not one 1o claim what 1 am not. (86) -

This is no less than a reminder to all the worlds,
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and in tine you will certainly come to know ifs
truth.” (88)
Overview

This last passage of the surah reaffirms the issues presented at its outset: God's
oneness, revelations and requital in the life to come. It mentions Adam’s story as
evidence of the truth of revelation, citing in support what took place on high and
what was determined then of accountability for man’s actions on the Day of
Reckoning. The story shows an aspect of Satan’s envy which caused his ruin and
expulsion from God’s mercy. This was when he envied Adam what God had
bestowed on him of His favours. The passage also depicts the ever- raging battle
between Satan and mankind. His aim is to tempt and seduce the largest number of
people possible so that they will join him in hell; this to avenge himself on Adam
whom he blamed for his expulsion. It is a battle with well defined objectives. Yet still
people surrender to their old enemy.

The siirah concludes by reconfirming the fact of revelation, and the great issue
behind it. Needless to say, the unbelievers remain oblivious to these facts.

A Plain Warning

Say: I am but a warner; and there is no deity other than God, the One who conquers
all the Lord of the heaven and the earth and all that is between, the Almighty, the All-
Forgiving! (Verses 65-66)

The Prophet is given instructions as to what to say to the idolaters who were
surprised and amazed at what he preached, wondering: “Does he make all the gods into
one God? This is indeed most strange!” (Verse 5) He is to say to them that this is the
plain truth: “There is no deity other than God, the One who conquers all.” He is to further
inform them that he himself has no say in all this, apart from giving warnings and
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leaving people to their Lord to judge. He is “the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all
that is between.” He has no partners. No one can find shelter against His will whether
it be in the heavens and the earth, or in between them. For He is “the Almighty, the
All-Forgiving.” He has all power and He forgives anyone seeking forgiveness and
who turns back to Him in repentance.

The Prophet’s instructions make it clear that what he has brought people is far
greater than what they think, and that it is a prelude to something they choose to
remain oblivious of: “Say: This is a great message; yet you turn away from it.” (Verses 67-
68) It is indeed far greater than it appears at first sight. It is part of God’s will that
applies to the entire universe and its system. It cannot be separated from the creation
of the heavens and the earth, or from the distant past and the far away future.

This message is addressed to people far beyond the Quraysh in Makkah, the Arabs
in their Peninsula and the generation that witnessed its revelation. It transcends the
boundaries of place and time to address humanity across all generations, shaping its
destiny, from the time of its revelation until God inherits the earth and all those

living on it. It came at its appropriate time to fulfil its mission in the time set for it by
God.

Mankind’s course has been changed with This great message: it is now set on a
path demarcated by God. This is true both with regard to those who accept it or
reject it, fight for or against it, and in its then current generation or subsequent ones.
Nothing and no event in the history of mankind has had greater influence on man
than this message. It laid down concepts, rules and systems and set values that apply
to the whole earth, for all times. The Arabs could not have imagined anything like
this to be possible, not even in their dreams. How could they have imagined that this
message, initially addressed to them, would change the face of the earth and the
course of history. How could they have thought that it would influence the
conscience and life of humanity, accomplish God’s will with regard to human
destiny and link all these to universal existence and to the truth inherent in the
creation of the heavens and the earth. Nor could they have thought for one moment
that it was a message that would remain valid for all time, fulfilling its role in
directing people’s lives.

Today, Muslims adopt the same attitude towards this message as the Arabs of old:
they do not understand its nature or its link with the whole universe. They do not
recognize the truth inherent in it as part of the truth inherent in the universe. Nor do
they look at its influence on human history in a realistic, objective way that is not
borrowed from the enemies of this faith who always try to belittle Islam and its
effects. This makes Muslims today totally unaware of their true role in the past,
present or future, or that they are required to play this role to the end of time.
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The Arabs of old thought that the matter concerned them and Muhammad, not
least the fact that it was he who was chosen to receive revelations. All their worry
focused on this question. Therefore, the Qur’an tells them that the matter is far
greater than this issue. It is greater than them and Muhammad who is no more than a
messenger delivering what was entrusted to him. He did not invent it, and he could
not have learnt what lies beyond it until God had taught him. He was not present
with those on high when it all began. It was God who told him of it: “No knowledge
would I have of what those on high argue. It is only revealed to me that I am here to give clear
warning.” (Verses 69-70)

How it All Started

At this point, the sirah tells us how the human story first began and what
happened on high. This defines its course as well as its fate and destination.
Muhammad was sent at the end of time to warn people of all this:

Your Lord said to the angels: I am about to create a human being out of clay; when 1
have fashioned him and breathed of My spirit into him, kneel down before him in
prostration. (Verses 71-72)

We do not know how God said this to the angels or how He speaks to them. Nor
do we know how the angels receive what God imparts to them. We do not know
anything of the angels’ nature except what God has told us about them in His
revealed hook. Therefore, it is useless to try to delve further into this. We should
instead consider the significance of the story as told in the Qur’an.

God created man out of clay, just like the rest of living things on earth. All the
elements in their constitutions are derived from clay, with the exception of the secret
of life, about which we do not know how or where it came from. Apart from this
secret and the breathing of a soul into man, all the constituents of his body stem from
mother earth. He will be transformed again into these constituents when the
unknown secret departs from his body together with the effects of the sublime breath
of soul which defined his course in life.

Again we do not know the nature of the sublime breathing of a soul into man, but
we know its effects which distinguished man from the rest of creation on earth. It
distinguished him with the quality of aspiring to the sublime, with mind and spirit,
which allowed him to look at past experiences and make future plans, and facilitated
his spirit to go beyond what is received by his senses and understood by his mind to
reach to what neither the senses nor the mind can comprehend. This quality of
aspiring to the sublime is unique to man, shared by no other living creature on earth.
It never happened in the long history of the earth that any species, or any individual
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from any species, made this leap even when we accept that physical evolution
occurs.

God breathed of His soul into man because His will wished to place him in charge
of the earth, managing its affairs within the limits He set, so that he would build
human life on it. God gave man the ability to gain higher knowledge. Ever since,
man has risen higher whenever he is in contact with the source of his soul, deriving
his values from there and maintaining a straight course. When he deviates from this
source, the knowledge within him will be in discordance, unable to follow a
coherent, progressive, and forward movement. In fact, these discordant trends will
threaten his course and may lead to a setback in his human quality, pulling him
down, even though his scientific knowledge and experience in some areas at least are
well advanced.

This creature of small stature, limited ability, short life duration and basic
knowledge could not have attained such honour except for this aspect of divine grace
bestowed on him. Otherwise, what is man? He is this small, weak creature living on
earth alongside millions of other species. The earth is only a small satellite of a mere
star of which there are millions and millions in the great space whose boundaries are
known only to God. Who is this creature, man, before whom the angels are required
to prostrate? It is because of this subtle, yet great secret that man deserves his
position of honour. When this is discarded, man goes back to his origin, the clay of
the earth.

The angels acted on God’s orders, as they naturally do: “The angels prostrated
themselves, all of them together.” (Verse 73) How, when and where? All this is part of
God’s knowledge. To know does not add significance to the story. Instead, the
significance is seen in the position and value given to man, a creature made of clay,
when he rose above his origin through this breath of God’s soul. The angels
prostrated themselves in compliance with God’s order, knowing that His wisdom is
infinite.

“Not so Iblis. He gloried in his arrogance and was one of those who reject the truth.”
(Verse 74) Was Iblis one of the angels? Most probably not, because if he were an
angel, he would not have disobeyed God. Angels do not disobey any order issued to
them by God, and they always do what they are bidden. It is mentioned in the
Qur’an that he was created of fire, while it is known that the angels were created
from light. Yet he was with the angels and the order to prostrate before Adam
included him. He is not specifically mentioned in connection with the order so as to
belittle his position. Yet we know that the order applied to him because of the
reproach he received as a result of his disobedience.

“Said [God]: Iblis! What prevents you from bowing down to one whom I have created with
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My hands? Are you too proud, or do you deem yourself superior?” (Verse 75) God is the
Creator of all. Therefore, the mention that He has created man is particularly
significant because it refers to the special care given to this creature who has been
given a breath of His soul.§ Are you too proud to obey My orders? Or do you deem
yourself superior like all others who refuse to submit?

“Answered [Iblis]: I am better than he: You have created me out of fire, but created him
from clay.” (Verse 76) The answer overflows with envy. It also ignores the noble
element that Adam has in addition to his creation from clay. Thus, it is a rude retort
stemming from a nature that had abandoned all goodness.

At this point, the divine order was issued expelling this rebellious creature: “Said
He: Then get out from it: you are accursed; My rejection shall follow you until the Day of
Judgement.” (Verses 77-78) We cannot define the referent of the pronoun ‘it’. It could
refer either to heaven, or to God’s grace. Both interpretations are possible. There need
be no argument over this. In both cases the meaning is clear: Iblis was expelled and
cursed as he incurred God’s displeasure by rebelling against His orders.

However, Iblis’s envy turned into a grudge and determination to avenge himself
on Adam and his progeny: “Said [Iblis]: My Lord! Grant me a respite till Resurrection
Day.” (Verse 79) For some purpose, God granted ‘Iblis his request, allowing him the
chance he wanted: “Said He: You are one of those granted respite till the day of the
appointed time.” (Verse 81) Satan then revealed his -goal which summed up his
grudge: “[Iblis] then said I swear by Your very might: I shall certainly tempt them all except
Your true servants.” (Verses 82-83) Thus Iblis defined his plan of action. He swore by
the Lord of power that he would tempt all human beings, except those over whom he
had no power. This was not a gesture of nobility on his part; but rather an
acknowledgement of the uselessness of his efforts. Thus he told us about the barrier
between him and those who are safe from, and immune to his temptation. It is their
worship of God that makes them safe. This is in accordance with God’s design and
will. God declares His will, defining the way ahead: “[And God] said: This, then, is the
truth! And the truth do I state: I will most certainly fill hell with you and such of them as
shall follow you.” (Verses 84-85)

God always states the truth. The Qur’an repeatedly states this fact and re-
emphasizes it in a variety of ways. In this surah there are several references to
different aspects of the truth, such as the demand of the disputants who climbed the
walls of David’s sanctuary that he should judge between them in fairness. The Arabic
text adds clear connotations that the judgement should be made on the basis of truth.
Similarly, the comments on David’s story refer to the creation of the heavens and the

¥ For further discussion on the Yad attribute, please refer to section 1.6 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of
the Qur’an.’
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earth on the basis of the truth. Now, God Almighty reaffirms the truth, saying: “This,
then, is the truth! And the truth do I state.” (Verse 84) Thus, these references emphasize
different aspects of the truth, but its nature is always the same. It includes this true
promise: “I will most certainly fill hell with you and such of them as shall follow you.”
(Verse 85)

It is, then, a battle between Satan and Adam’s children: they go into it with full
knowledge, aware of the consequences which are made clear in this true promise.
They bear responsibility for their choices. Yet in His mercy, God has decided not to
leave them without enlightenment. Therefore, he sent them His messengers to warn
them.

At the end of the surah, the Prophet is instructed to say his final word:

Say: No reward do I ask of you for this, and I am not one to claim what I am not. This
is no less than a reminder to all the worlds, and in time you will certainly come to
know its truth. (Verses 86-88)

It is a sincere call to them to save themselves when the warning has been given
and the fate has been shown. The caller, advocating the truth, plain and simple,
makes no false claims or pretensions, demanding no reward from anyone. He orders
nothing except what sound human nature readily endorses. He simply delivers a
reminder to all the worlds, since people may forget or choose to be oblivious. They
may ignore the great message that has been delivered to them, but they will
eventually come to know its truth. Indeed within a few years of receiving this
address, the Arabs knew the truth of this message, and they will come to know it on
Judgement Day, when God’s promise will be fulfilled: “I will most certainly fill hell
with you and such of them as shall follow you.” (Verse 85)

Thus, the ending of the siirah is in full harmony with its beginning as also with the
themes and issues it has tackled. It is given in a powerful note suggesting that what
is to come is grave indeed: “in time you will certainly come to know its truth.” (Verse 88)
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SURAH 39

Al-Zumar
(The Throngs)

Prologue

This surah deals almost exclusively with the issue of God’s oneness. It varies its
address to the human heart, striking the full range of tones on its instrument so as to
produce a sustained and profound effect. This it does to firmly establish the roots of
the principle of God’s oneness, purging the heart of anything that could mar its
image. Thus, from start to finish, the surah variously deals with just one subject.

From the very outset, this issue is given immediate prominence: “This book is
bestowed from on high by God, the Almighty, the Wise. It is We who have bestowed on you
this revelation from on high, stating the truth. Therefore, worship God alone, sincere in your
faith in Him. True devotion is due to God alone.” (Verses 1-3) It comes again with regular
frequency, either expressly stated or as a concept to contemplate. Examples of the
tirst type are: “Say: lam commanded to worship God, sincere in my faith in Him alone; and 1
am commanded to be the first to submit myself to Him.” Say: “Indeed I would dread, were I to
disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day.” Say: ‘God alone do I worship, sincere in
my faith in Him alone. You can worship whatever you please instead of Him.”” (Verses 11-
15) “Say: “You ignorant people! Would you bid me worship anyone other than God?’ It has
been revealed to you, and to those before you, that if you ever associate partners with God, all
your works shall certainly come to nothing, and you shall certainly be among the lost. You
shall worship God alone, and be one of those who give thanks Ito Him].” (Verses 64-66) Two
examples now follow of the second type: “God cites the case of a man who has for his
masters several partners at odds with each other, and a man belonging wholly to one person?
Can they be deemed equal? All praise is due to God alone, but most of them do not
understand” (Verse 29) “Is not God sufficient for His servant. Yet they would try to frighten
you with those [they worship] other than Him. He whom God lets go astray can never find
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any guide; whereas he whom God guides aright can never be led astray. Is God not mighty,
capable of inflicting retribution?” (Verses 36-37)

Alongside stating the truth of God’s oneness the siurah provides numerous
guidelines and inspiring touches to alert our hearts. This serves to fine tune our
responses so that we can make the right response to the divine address. For example:
“There is good news for those who shun the worship of false deities and turn to God, so give
good news to My servants, who listen carefully to what is said and follow the best of it. These
are the ones whom God has graced with His guidance, and these are the ones endowed with
insight.” (Verses 17-18) “God has bestowed from on high the best of all teachings: a book that
is consistent within itself repeating its statements [of the truth] in manifold forms. It causes
the skins of those who stand in awe of their Lord to shiver, but then their skins and hearts
soften at the mention of God. Such is God’s guidance.. He guides with it him that wills,
whereas the one whom God lets go astray can never find any guide.” (Verse 23) “When man
suffers affliction, he cries out to his Lord, turning to Him for help; but once He bestows upon
him a favour by His grace, he forgets what he cried and prayed for earlier, and claims that
others are equal to God, thus leading others astray from His path. Say [to him]: ‘Enjoy
yourself for a while in your disbelief for you are one of those destined to the fire.” (Verse 8)

A prominent feature of the whole siirah is the way in which the air of the life to
come spreads over it. Every short passage takes us there. Indeed, the hereafter is its
stage. Again, a few examples suffice by way of illustration: “How about one who
devoutly worships God during the hours of the night prostrating himself or standing in
prayer, ever mindful of the life to come, and hoping for his Lord’s mercy?’ (Verse 9) “Say:
Indeed I would dread, were I to disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day.” (Verse
13) “How about one on whom God'’s sentence of punishment has been passed? Can you
rescue those who are already in the fire?” (Verse 19) “How about one who shall have nothing
but his bare face to protect him from the awful suffering on Resurrection Day.” (Verse 24)
“Yet much greater will be the suffering of the life to come, if they but knew it.” (Verse 26) “Is
not there in hell a proper abode for the unbelievers?” (Verse 32) “If the wrongdoers possessed
all that is on earth, and twice as much, they would surely offer it all as ransom from the awful
suffering on the Day of Resurrection. For God will have made obvious to them something they
have never reckoned with.” (Verse 47) “Turn towards your Lord and submit to Him before
the suffering comes upon you, for then you cannot be helped. Follow the best that has been
revealed to you by your Lord before the suffering comes upon you of a sudden, without your
being aware of it, lest anyone should say: ‘Woe is me for having neglected what is due to God,
and for having been one of those who scoffed [at the truth]’; or lest he should say: If God had
but guided me, I would surely have been among the God-fearing; or lest he should say, when
faced by the suffering [that awaits him]: If only I could have a second chance in life, I will be
among those who do good.”” (Verses 54-58) Moreover, a large part of the siurah draws
complete scenes of the hereafter, thereby adding to its overall ambience.

Scenes of the universe which are varied and frequent in Makkan surahs are few
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here. We have one at the opening: “He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance
with the truth. He causes the night to flow into the day, and the day to flow into the night;
and He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws]: each running its course for
a set term. He is indeed the Almighty, the All-Forgiving.” (Verse 5) One more such scene
is given in the middle of the surah: “Have you not considered how God sends down water
from the skies, and then causes it to travel through the earth to form springs? He then brings
with it vegetation of different colours; and then it withers and you can see it turning yellow.
In the end He causes it to crumble to dust. In all this there is indeed a reminder for those
endowed with insight.” (Verse 21) Apart from these expressions we have a number of
other quick references to the creation of the heavens and the earth.

The stirah also includes references to practical life and human nature. Thus, early
in the siirah there is a reference to the origins of humanity: “He has created you all from
a single soul, and from it He fashioned its mate; and He has bestowed on you four kinds of
cattle in pairs; and He creates you in your mothers” wombs, one act of creation after another,
in threefold depths of darkness. Such is God, your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion. There is
no deity other than Him. How, then, can you lose sight of the truth?” (Verse 6) On the
nature of human reactions in situations of both adversity and pleasant ease there are
the following two examples: “When man suffers affliction, he cries out to his Lord, turning
to Him for help; but once He bestows upon him a favour by His grace, he forgets what he cried
and prayed for earlier.” (Verse 8) “When man suffers affliction, he cries out to Us; but once
We bestow upon him a favour by Our grace, he says: I have been given all this by virtue of my
knowledge.” By no means! It is but a test.” (Verse 49) The fact that people’s souls are
always in God’s grasp is also highlighted: “God takes away people’s souls upon their
death, and the souls of the living during their sleep. He keeps with. Him the souls of those
whose death He has ordained and sends back the others until their appointed time. In all this
there are signs for people who reflect.” (Verse 42)

However, the ambience of the siirah is derived from its discourse on the Day of
Judgement and the life to come. This permeates the siirah until its conclusion with a
scene of devoted worship giving us a clear impression of the atmosphere on that day:
“You will see the angels surrounding the Throne, extolling their Lord’s glory and praise.
Judgement will have been passed on all in justice, and it will be said: All praise is due to God,
the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 75)

This impression fits perfectly with the ambience of the siirah and the effect it has
on our hearts. It emphasizes feelings of awe, fear of God and apprehension over
one’s fate in the hereafter. Hence, the images it presents to us are those of a
trembling, anxious and apprehensive heart. Take for example the image in verse 9
painting a devout worshipper spending hours at night in prayer with his mind fixed
on his destiny in the life to come, hoping for God’s mercy. Or take the image in verse
23 depicting good believers listening to the Qur’an, yet they are shivering, though it
is not long before their hearts and skins soften at the mention of God. The surah is full
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of directives drawing people’s attentions to the need to fear God and to be fully
aware of what may happen to them on the Day of Resurrection: “You servants of Mine
who believe! Fear your Lord!” (Verse 10) “Say: Indeed I would dread, were I to disobey my
Lord, the suffering of an awesome day.” (Verse 13) “Above them there shall he layers of fire,
and layers of fire shall he beneath them. In this way God puts fear into His servants” hearts:
My servants! Fear Me!”” (Verse 16) Additionally there are scenes of the Day of
Judgement which emphasize our feelings of awe and apprehension.

The siurah deals with its main theme in quick, short rounds, each one of which
concludes with an image of the Day of Resurrection. We will discuss these
separately, as they are presented in the siirah, because it is difficult to break this
down into main passages. Indeed every few verses can he treated as a distinct entity
for all address one major truism, God’s oneness.
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Maintaining Sincerity in Faith

The surah begins with a clear, emphatic statement: “This book is bestowed from on
high by God, the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 1) As He is Almighty, He is able to bestow
it from on high, and as He is wise, He knows the purpose of bestowing it, ensuring
that it is all done in accordance with wise and elaborate planning.

The sirah, however, does not dwell on this fact. It is only a prelude to its main
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theme, which this book has been revealed to establish, namely, God’s oneness,
addressing all worship to Him alone, ensuring sincerity in faith, eliminating all traces
of any alleged partnership with God and establishing direct contact with Him
without any intermediary or need for intercession.

“It is We who have bestowed on you this revelation from on high, stating the truth.”
(Verse 2) The essence of the truth with which the book has been revealed is the
absolute oneness of God, which forms the foundation of all existence. In verse 5 the
surah states: “He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the truth.” It is
all the same truth that makes up the foundation of the universe and provides the
purpose for revealing the Qur’an. It is a single, consistent truth confirmed by the
unity of the system that controls the heavens and the earth, and expressed in human
language through this hook. It is the truth that puts the seal on everything made by
the only Creator.

“Therefore, worship God alone, sincere in your faith in Him.” (Verse 2) The address
here is to the Prophet, the recipient of the book as it is bestowed from on high. It
embodies the constitution which he advocates, calling on all mankind to adopt it: to
worship God alone, sincere in our devotion, and to conduct human life, in all
spheres, on this basis. These are not mere statements. It is a complete system, starting
with a firm belief that is translated into an all-embracing way of life for both the
individual and the community.

A believer in God’s oneness submits only to God, bowing his head to none other,
and asking nothing from others. For him only God is powerful and holds sway.
Indeed, all other creatures are weak, unable to do him, or themselves, either harm or
good. It is God alone who gives, bestows favours or withholds them. What is the use,
then, of turning to anyone other than God for help when all are weak and God alone
holds all power?

A true believer recognizes the unity of the system that conducts all affairs in the
universe, realizes that the code of living God has chosen for mankind is part of that
system, specially moulded to achieve harmony between human life and the universe.
Hence, a believer does not choose any system or legal code other than that which
God has laid down. A believer in God’s oneness also feels that there is a bond
between him and all that God has created in this universe, and that all creatures are
friendly towards him. He feels that all around him have been put in place by God’s
hand. Hence, he warms to everything that comes his way of God’s creation. He does
not hurt, destroy or waste anyone or anything, or use it in any way other than what
God has sanctioned.

Similarly, the effects of believing in God’s oneness are apparent in believers’
concepts and feelings just as they are reflected in their actions and behaviour. Thus,
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belief in God’s oneness is not merely a verbal utterance. Hence why it is given such
emphasis in God’s book, and hence why it is repeated and explained in a great
variety of ways. Each and everyone of us needs to study and reflect upon God'’s
oneness so that this truth is perfectly ingrained in our own essence.

“True devotion is due to God alone.” (Verse 3) In Arabic this statement has added
emphasis provided by certain characteristics of the sentence structure, which is
peculiar to Arabic and difficult to capture in translation. It gives the statement the
sense of a declaration producing a loud but clear echo. Thus sound, structure and
meaning combine to strongly emphasize this basic truth upon which all life,
throughout the universe, is based.

Who Deserves Guidance?

Then a refutation of the complex superstition the idolaters presented in opposition
to belief in God’s oneness follows: “Those who take others besides Him as their protectors
say: We worship them for no reason other than that they would bring us nearer to God.” God
will judge between them concerning all matters on which they differ. God will not grace with
guidance anyone who is an ungrateful liar.” (Verse 3)

Although they declared that God created them and the heavens and earth, they
would not carry this belief to its natural and logical consequence which required that
they devote all their worship and submission to Him alone. Instead they invented the
superstition that the angels were God’s daughters and even carved statues
representing angels so that they could worship these. They then claimed that their
worship of these statues, such as al-Lat, al-'Uzza and Manat, was not in essence
devotion to them. It was merely a gesture to bring them closer to God, in the hope

that these statues or what they represented would eventually intercede with God on
their behalf.

Thus, deviation from simple, natural logic landed them in such a medley of
falsehood: for the angels are not God’s daughters, nor do the idols represent angels.
God does not accept such deviation. He neither accepts intercession on people’s
behalf nor allows them to draw closer to Him in this way. Humanity deviates from
the logic of its own nature whenever it moves away from the simple faith of God’s
oneness, which is the essence of Islam, as it was the essence of divine religion,
preached by every messenger of God. Nowadays, we see in different parts of the
world worship of saints, which is similar in essence to the practice of the Arabs of old
who worshipped angels, or statues representing angels, to draw closer to God. God,
in His limitless glory, defines the way that brings people close to Him: this is belief in
God’s oneness without intermediaries or intercessors of any sort.

“God will not grace with guidance anyone who is an ungrateful liar.” (Verse 3) They lie
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to God when they allege that the angels are His daughters. They also lie to Him
when they claim that such worship of the angels will plead with Him on their behalf.
In fact this worship makes them unbelievers, disobedient of God’s express orders.
Needless to say, God does not give His guidance to one who lies to Him, let alone
disbelieves in Him. Guidance is granted as a reward for turning to Him, sincerity in
worship, and diligently seeking the right way.

The siirah then shows their belief to be erroneous, indeed otiose: “Had God wished
to take to Himself a son, He could have chosen anyone He wanted from whatever He creates.
Limitless is He in His glory: the One God who conquers all.” (Verse 4) This is a
supposition made for the sake of argument and to correct concepts. Had God wished
for a son, He could have chosen any of His creatures. His will is free, unrestricted.
However, He, in His limitless glory, has made Himself free of any such need. Hence,
no one can attribute to Him a son. Such is His will and determination: “Limitless is He
in His glory: the One God who conquers all.” (Verse 4)

Why would He need a son when He is the Creator and Originator of all who
controls everything. Indeed everything in the universe belongs it to Him and He can
do with it all whatever He wants: “He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance
with the truth. He causes the night ht to flow into the day, and the day to flow into the night;
and He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws] each running its course for
a set term. He is indeed the Almighty; the All-Forgiving.” (Verse 5) This reference to the
great universe and the phenomena of night and day, and the subjecting of the sun
and moon to God’s law, puts the truth of the One God clearer before human nature.
The One who creates all this from nothing does not need a son or a partner.

Clear evidence of God’s oneness is seen in the way the heavens and the earth are
created, and in the law controlling the universe. Indeed, to merely look at the skies
and the earth gives us a clear sense of the oneness of the will that has created all and
controls all. It has now become clear that the entire world known to man is composed
of atoms made of the same matter, consisting of rays that have the same nature. It is
also known that all atoms and the bodies composed of such atoms, including the
earth in which we live and all planets and stars, are in perpetual motion dictated by a
consistent law that operates without fail in the tiny atom as well as in the huge star.
Furthermore, it has now been clearly established that this perpetual motion is in
accordance with another constant law that further stresses the unity of creation and
the unity of control. Every day, man discovers something new testifying to the unity
of design throughout the universe.

“He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the truth.” (Verse 5)
Likewise, He bestowed His book from on high to state the truth. It is the same truth
in the universe and in this book, the Qur’an. Both originate from the same source,
and both are evidence of the oneness of their Maker, the Almighty, the Wise.
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“He causes the night to flow into the day, and the day to flow into the night.” (Verse 5)
This is indeed an amazing statement that forces anyone who carefully looks at it to
consider what has now been established of the earth’s nature and its circular shape.
Throughout this commentary on the Qur’an, I have been keen not to look at its verses
and statements from the angle of any theory science advances, because such theories
may be right or they may be wrong. They may be proven today to be true but
something may be discovered tomorrow to render them false. By contrast, the
Qur’an is the word of truth, and it carries its own proof. It needs no supporting
evidence from what human beings may or may not discover. Yet the statement
included in this verse forces me to relate it to the fact that the earth is circular,
because it describes a fact we all notice. As the earth rotates, the part of it facing the
sun receives its light and this is daytime. However, this part is not stationary because
the earth continues to rotate. As it does, the night begins to spread over the part that
had had the day. This part is in a rounded shape, and the day spreads over it in a
flowing movement, followed by the night also in a flowing movement.

After a while the day begins to flow again over the night from the other side, in
never-ceasing motion: “He causes the night to flow into the day, and the day to flow into
the night.” (Verse 5) The statement draws the design, defines the position and
specifies the nature of the earth and its movement. Its circular shape and rotation
give this statement its most accurate interpretation.

“He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws]: each running its course for
a set term.” (Verse 5) The sun and the moon run in their respective orbits. They are
under God’s control. No one claims to set them in motion. By natural logic, they
cannot run without someone setting them to do so, controlling them by a system that
does not deviate by a hair’s breadth across countless centuries. Yet both the sun and
the moon continue to run their courses ‘for a set term,” which is known only to God.

“He is indeed the Almighty, the All-Forgiving.” (Verse 5) His might and power are
coupled with His forgiveness of anyone who turns to Him. Thus, those who lie to
Him, disbelieve in His oneness, attribute partners to Him or allege that He has a son
are made aware that the way is open to them to return to the right way and to believe
in the One who is Almighty, Much-Forgiving.

Three Depths of Darkness

The siirah then seeks to touch people’s hearts. It refers them to the evidence of life
close by them, and in fact derived from their own creation and from the animals
made subservient to them:

He has created you all from a single soul, and from it He fashioned its mate; and He
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has bestowed on you four kinds of cattle in pairs; and He creates you in your mothers’
wombs, one act of creation after another, in threefold depths of darkness. Such is God,
your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion. There is no deity other than Him. How, then,
can you lose sight of the truth? (Verse 6)

Let man look at his own self. He has not created himself, nor does he know who
created the human entity except for what God has told him. Yet we all originate from
one soul, with one nature and the same characteristics that distinguish us from the
rest of creation. Moreover, every human individual shares in these characteristics,
because the human soul is one in the countless millions of humans across all
generations and all communities. Moreover, its mate or spouse is also made from the
same essence. Thus, despite all differences of detail between men and women, they
share all these characteristics. This again confirms the unity of the original design for
mankind, male and female, and the unity of the Will that created this single soul with
its two manifestations.

The reference to the fact of human spouses is coupled by a reference to the same
phenomenon in cattle, which in turn suggests that it applies to all living creatures:
“He has bestowed on you four kinds of cattle in pairs.” The Arabic phrase states ‘eight
‘zawj,” but this word means both ‘couple” and “spouse’. Hence, the way it is rendered
in translation. The eight are made up of a male and a female of sheep, goats, bovine
and camels. The verse mentions that they have been bestowed by God, which means
that it is God who has made them subservient to man. It is their subservience that is
bestowed from on high and effected in man’s world. Thus, man is given God’s
permission to use cattle for the benefit of human life.

The verse continues its discussion of man’s creation, referring to various growth
stages of the embryo: “He creates you in your mothers’ wombs, one act of creation after
another.” These stages of creation begin with the gamete, then a clinging cell mass,
then an embryo, then the bones, and then to a creation that indicates its human
status. “in threefold depths of darkness.” (Verse 6) There is the darkness of the placenta
in which the embryo grows, the darkness of the uterus, and the darkness inside the
mother’s body. It is God’s hand that takes the single cell through these stages of
creation, one after another, looking after it and giving it the ability to grow and
develop until it is formed in a complete human being as God has determined.

Anyone who looks carefully at this journey, which covers a huge gulf traversed in
a short period of time, and who reflects on these stages of development, and on how
this simple cell is guided along its remarkable journey in these depths of darkness,
beyond man’s knowledge, will inevitably recognize the Creator and His handiwork.
How, then, is man turned away from the true faith: “Such is God, your Lord: to Him
belongs all dominion. There is no deity other than Him. How, then, can you lose sight of the
truth?” (Verse 6)
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Having outlined this clear vision of the signs testifying to God’s absolute oneness
and all encompassing power, the siirah shows people’s positions at the parting of the
ways between belief and disbelief. It makes it clear that responsibility rests with each
individual. It tells them about the end of their lives” journey and the reckoning that
awaits them. It will be administered by the One who created them under three
depths of darkness and who knows their innermost thoughts and feelings:

If you disbelieve, God has no need of you; nor is He pleased with disbelief by His
servants. If you give thanks, He is pleased with you. No soul will bear the burden of
another. In time, to your Lord you all must return, and then He will tell you the truth
of all you did. He has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts. (Verse 7)

The journey inside the mother’s belly is merely one stage of a long journey. The
second stage is life in this world and the final stage is that of reckoning and reward.
All this takes place according to God’s design who knows all. He does not need any
of His servants. They are essentially weak and powerless, but He bestows on them an
abundance of His grace.

“If you disbelieve, God has no need of you.” (Verse 7) If you believe, you will not
increase His kingdom in any way. If you disbelieve, this too will not affect His
kingdom in any adverse way. He, however, does not like people to disbelieve: “nor is
He pleased with disbelief by His servants.” (Verse 7) By contrast, “If you give thanks, He is
pleased with you.” He will accept this from you and reward you generously for it.
Everyone is accountable for their own deeds, and none will be held responsible for
another, nor will he be allowed to take upon himself part of another’s burden: “No
soul will bear the burden of another.” (Verse 7) The ultimate end of the journey is to
God. There can be neither escape from Him nor refuge with anyone else: “In time, to
your Lord you all must return, and then He will tell you the truth of all you did.” (Verse 7)
You can hide nothing from Him: “He has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts.”
(Verse 7)
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As Comfort Replaces
Affliction

When man suffers affliction, be cries out to bis
Lord, turming to Him for help; but once He
bestows upon bimr a favour by His grace, he
Jorgets what he cried and prayed for earlier; and
claims that others are equal to God, thus leading
others astray from His path. Say [to him]:
Enjoy yourself for a while in_your disbelief, for
Yo are one of those destined 1o the fire.” (8)

How about one who devoutly worships God
during the hours of the night prostrating hinself or
standing in prayer, ever nindfirl of the life to come,
and haping for bis Lord’s mercy? Say: ‘Can those
who know and those who do not know be deemed

equal?’ Only those who are endowed with insight
will take heed. (9)

Say: [Thus speaks God:] Y ou servants of Mine
who belzeve! Fear your 1ord! Those who do good
wn this world will have a good reward. Wide is
Gods earth. Those who are patient in adversity
will be given their reward in full, beyond
reckoning.” (10)
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Overview

The first passage touched people’s hearts by telling them about their existence,
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how they are all created from a single soul and how its mate was also created from it.
It told them about the creation of animals in pairs, and how man is created in three
depths of darkness inside the mother’s belly. It touched on how God’s hand gave
them their human characteristics and their ability to grow and develop.

Now the siirah touches their hearts again as it shows them their conditions in times
of hardship and times of ease. It shows them how they boast and how, in their
weakness, they swing from one condition to another. They are consistent only when
they maintain their bond with God and humble themselves before Him. They will
then know the truth and know their way. They will also then be able to benefit from
their human characteristics.

Brief Enjoyment

When man suffers affliction, he cries out to his Lord, turning to Him for help; but once
He bestows upon him a favour by His grace, he forgets what he cried and prayed for
earlier, and claims that others are equal to God, thus leading others astray from His
path. Say [to him]: Enjoy yourself a while in your disbelief; for you are one of those
destined to the fire.” (Verse 8)

Human nature appears naked when man suffers affliction. Masks are torn off,
covers are removed and disillusionment disappears. At this point, human nature
turns to its Lord alone knowing that only He can remove affliction. It realizes that all
its claims about God having partners are false.

When affliction is gone and man finds himself enjoying an abundance of God’s
favours, he again burdens his nature with heaps of false influences. He forgets his
earnest pleas to God during the time of his affliction, choosing now to overlook his
acknowledgement of God’s oneness and that it is He alone who can relieve his
hardship. He forgets all this and begins to claim that others are equal to God. These
alleged equals may be deities man worships just like in the early days of jahiliyyah, or
they may be in the shape of values, persons, or situations to which he gives in his
consciousness a share of what belongs exclusively to God. We see this in many of the
jahiliyyah situations we encounter everywhere. Thus man may worship his desires,
inclinations, hopes, fears, wealth, children, rulers and chiefs in the same way as he
worships God or even in greater devotion. In fact, he may love them more than he
loves God. Polytheism can take different forms, some of which are subtle. People
may not think of these as polytheism because they do not take the familiar form of
acknowledging multiple deities; yet they are essentially polytheistic.

The result is to go astray, moving away from God’s way which has one form,
namely, acknowledging His oneness and addressing worship and love to Him alone.
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Believing in God does nor admit any partnership in man’s heart, be that a
partnership of wealth, children, home country, land, friend or relative. Should such a
partnership be found in man’s heart, it means acknowledging some beings as equal
to God. Thus it allows a brief enjoyment in this life and ends in the fire of hell: “Say
Ito him]: Enjoy yourself for a while in your disbelief for you are one of those destined to the
fire.” (Verse 8) Every enjoyment in this life is small no matter how long it endures.
Furthermore, anyone’s span of life is brief no matter to what old age he attains.
Indeed, the life of the entire human race on this earth is merely a brief enjoyment
when compared to God’s days.

Juxtaposed with this depressing picture of man is another showing him standing
in awe, remembering God in all situations, pleasant or distressing. He goes through
his life on earth without ever losing consciousness of the Day of Judgement. He
always looks up to his Lord, hoping for His grace. It is from such a bond with God
that true knowledge emerges, providing full awareness of the truth:

How about one who devoutly worships God during the hours of the night prostrating
himself or standing in prayer, ever mindful of the life to come, and hoping for his
Lord’s mercy? Say: ‘Can those who know and those who do not know be deemed
equal?” Only those who are endowed with insight will take heed. (Verse 9)

All the elements provided here, sincere devotion, the dread of what may happen
in the life to come, the hope for God’s grace, the purity of heart that opens the locks
that prevent understanding, giving our hearts the blessing of clear perception all
draw a bright picture which is the opposite of the one drawn in the previous verse.
Hence, it is necessary to draw the comparison: “Can those who know and those who do
not know he deemed equal?” (Verse 9) True knowledge is that which understands the
truth and opens one’s mind to the need to be in touch with the fundamental truths in
the universe. True knowledge is not a host of pieces of information that clutter the
mind without leading to any understanding of the fundamentals of existence.

The way to true knowledge and enlightened information then is devout worship,
a sensitive heart, being mindful of the life to come, entertaining strong hopes of
benefiting from God’s mercy and of being conscious of God. Those who limit
themselves to individual experiences and superficial vision are no more than
collectors of information. They will never attain the rank of people with knowledge.
“Only those who are endowed with insight will take heed.” (Verse 9)

I's a Wide Earth

The surah then addresses the believers, requiring them to remain God-fearing and
to ensure that they always do good. They should use their life on earth, short as it is,
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as a means to earn everlasting reward in the life to come:

Say: [Thus speaks God] You servants of Mine who believe! Fear your Lord! Those who
do good in this world will have a good reward. Wide is God’s earth. Those who are
patient in adversity will be given their reward in full, beyond reckoning. (10)

It is important to note here how the Arabic text is phrased. The words between
brackets, ‘thus speaks God’, are not in the text. They are added to remove confusion.
The text should originally read: “Say to My servants,” but the Prophet is made to
address them, because an address alerts the addressees and makes them more aware
of what is to come. When the Prophet addresses them, he does not call them as his
servants, because they are God’s servants, not his. This means that he is addressing
them in God’s name, making the address from God directly to them. The Prophet is
merely the means by which the address is given.

“Say: [Thus speaks God:] You servants of Mine who believe! Fear your Lord” (Verse 10)
To fear God means to have a sensitive heart and to look up to Him cautiously and
with apprehension, hope, wary lest one should incur His displeasure and keen to
earn His pleasure. It is seen in the bright picture drawn in the previous verse of a
devout worshipper, full of humility.

“Those who do good in this world will have a good reward.” (Verse 10) What a great
reward: a good deed in this present life, which is short and flimsy, is repaid with
something good in the life to come, which is everlasting. This is certainly an act of
God’s grace. He knows man’s weakness and small effort, so He repays him
generously and takes care of him.

“Wide is God’s earth.” (Verse 10) Your love of your land where you have relatives
and friends should not prevent you from seeking a different abode if your own area
is hostile to your faith and you cannot do well there. To stick to your place of habitat
in such a case could present an opening for Satan. It could become a form of
attributing equals to God, even though it might not be felt in this way. This is a fine
point indicating that polytheism can subtly creep into our hearts. It is given within
the context of belief in God’s oneness and fearing Him. It should he seen as evidence
of the source of the Qur’an. No one can deal in this way with the human heart except
the One who created it and knows what has an effect on it and how.

God, the Creator of mankind, knows that leaving one’s land is hard. It involves
abandoning one’s relatives and the people with whom one has close ties, leaving the
place where one can easily find work and earn a living, to go to a new place where
one is a stranger. This is not an easy thing for anyone. Hence, the siirah refers here to
patience in adversity and how it is generously rewarded by God: “Those who are
patient in adversity will be given their reward in full, beyond reckoning.” (Verse 10) Thus,
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God’s servants feel His care and are touched as they see that when they have to
undertake something hard God turns to them with care and grace. He opens for
them what compensates for land, country, family and relatives, giving them a reward
without count.

All praise is due to God who knows all that affects a human heart and is fully
aware of every thought that finds its way into his mind.
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The Losers

Say: T am commanded to worship God, sincere
n my) faith in Him alone; (11)

and 1 am commanded to be the first to submit
myself to Him.” (12)
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Lord, the suffering of an awesome day.” (13)

Say: ‘God alone do 1 worship, sincere in my faith
in Hipr alone. (14)

You can worship whatever you please instead of
Him.” Say: ‘True losers indeed are those who
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on Resurrection Day. Such is the ultimate
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Above them there shall be layers of fire, and layers
of fire shall be beneath them. In this way God
puts fear into His servants’ hearts: My servants!

Fear Me!’ (16)
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who listen carefully to what is said and follow the
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punishment has been passed? Can you rescue
these who are already in the fire? (19)
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beneath which running waters flow. his is God's
promuse. Never does God fail 1o fulfil His
pronise. (20)

Overview

This passage has the air of the hereafter stamped on it from start to finish: it
highlights the fear of its punishment and the hope for its reward. It begins by a
directive to the Prophet to declare God’s oneness fully and without a trace of
ambiguity. He further declares that he, a Prophet and a Messenger of God, dreads
the consequences of any deviation from it. He unequivocally states his determination
to follow his course, leaving the unbelievers to choose whatever method they want to
follow, outlining the results to which each of the two ways leads.

The First to Submit to God

Say: I am commanded to worship God, sincere in my faith in Him alone; and I am
commanded to be the first to submit myself to Him. Say: Indeed I would dread, were I
to disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day. (Verses 11-13)

This declaration by the Prophet outlining what he is commanded to do with
regard to worship, devotion and submission is very important in keeping the belief
in God’s oneness pure, as Islam wants it to be. In this respect, the Prophet is one of
God’s servants. He does not exceed that position. In their servitude to God, all people
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stand in one rank, while God has His sublime position over all creation.

Thus the two concepts of Godhead and servitude are well established and clearly
distinguished. There can be no confusion between the two. Oneness is clearly seen as
an attribute of God alone, in which no one else has any share. When Muhammad
(peace be upon him) stands in the position of God’s servant making this clear
declaration, fearing to commit any disobedience of God, there can be no room for
any claim of intercession by idols or angels granted through addressing worship to
them instead of God.

The declaration is made once more, with the Prophet’s announcement that he will
stick to his way, leaving the idolaters to their way and the painful end to which that
leads:

Say: God alone do I worship, sincere in my faith in Him alone. You can worship
whatever you please instead of Him. Say: True losers indeed are those who shall have
lost their own selves and their families on Resurrection Day. Such is the ultimate loss.
(Verses 14-15)

Once more the Prophet announces: I am unwavering in following my way,
addressing all worship to God and submitting myself to Him alone. As for you, you
can follow any way you want, worship whomever you wish, but this will lead you to
the worst imaginable loss: a loss of oneself as one goes to hell, and the loss of family
and kin, be they believers or unbelievers. If those relatives are believers, the idolaters
will have lost them as each group goes their separate ways, and if they are
unbelievers, the loss is the same as they all will have lost themselves in hell: “Such is
the ultimate loss.” (Verse 15)

We then have a picture showing the extent of the loss: “Above them there shall be
layers of fire, and layers of fire shall be beneath them. In this way God puts fear into His
servants’ hearts: My servants! Fear Me!”” (Verse 16) It is a scene that strikes real fear in
people’s hearts, showing the fire in layers that engulfs people from above and below.
They are seen within these layers as they close in on them from all sides. Yet these
layers are fire. God shows this picture to His servants while they are on earth and
still have the chance to change their ways: “In this way God puts fear into His servants’
hearts.” (Verse 16) He calls on them warning them so that they may choose the way to
safety: “My servants! Fear Met” (Verse 16)

On the other side stand those who are safe, having feared this fate and done what
is necessary to avoid it:

There is good news for those who shun the worship of false deities and turn to God, so
give good news to My servants, who listen carefully to what is said and follow the best
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of it. These are the ones whom God has graced with His guidance, and these are the
ones endowed with insight. (Verses 17-18)

‘False deities” are referred to here by the word taghut, which implies an exaggerated
sense of exceeding the bounds. Those who shun the worship of faghut are the ones
who reject the worship of anyone other than God in any form whatsoever. They are
the ones who turn to God, stand in front of Him and worship Him alone. These have
good news issued to them directly from on high. The Prophet is giving them this
good news by God’s order: “So give good news to My servants.” The fact that this news
comes from on high and is delivered by the noble Messenger is in itself a great
blessing.

One quality of such people is that they listen to whatever is being said, but their
hearts and minds pick up only the best of it and discard the rest. Thus, the only
words that they actually receive are the best words that improve and purify people’s
hearts and souls. A good soul is always ready to receive good words and respond to
them, while the one which is foul receives only what is foul. “These are the ones whom
God has graced with His guidance.” (Verse 18) He knows that they are genuinely good
in their hearts and souls and He, therefore, guided them to listen and respond to the
best of what is said. Guidance comes only from God.

“And these are the ones endowed with insight.” (Verse 18) It is a sound mind that
leads a person to self-purification and safety. Anyone who does not follow the way
that ensures such safety appears to be deprived of a sound mind and insight, which
are blessings given by God.

Before showing us the blessings these people enjoy in the life to come, the sirah
states that those who worshipped false deities have already reached hell. Who can
save them from its fire, then? “How about one on whom God’s sentence of punishment has
been passed? Can you rescue those who are already in the fire?” (Verse 19) This address is
made to the Prophet (peace be upon him). If he cannot save them from the fire, who
else can?

They are pictured here as if they are already in the fire, since the sentence of
punishment has been passed on them. Juxtaposed with this is the image of those who
truly feared God:

As against this, those who are God-fearing will have lofty mansions raised upon
mansions high, beneath which running waters flow. This is God’s promise. Never does
God fail to fulfil His promise. (Verse 20)

The scene depicts mansions raised upon high mansions, with streams flowing
below. All this contrasts with the image of layers of fire engulfing the other group
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from above and below. Drawing such contrasts is a characteristic of the Qur’anic
style. Such is God’s promise, which will always come true.

Those Muslims who were the first to receive the Qur’an interacted with these
scenes in their practical lives. To them, they were not mere promises or threats issued
from afar, speaking about a distant future; they were a reality they saw and felt.
Hence, they were truly influenced by them. Their lives on earth reflected the reality
of the Hereafter which they felt and almost experienced while still extant in this life.
It is in this way that a Muslim should receive God’s promise.
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The Best of All Discourses

Have yon not considered how God sends down
water from the skies, and then canses it to travel
through the earth to form springs? He then brings
with it vegetation of dyfferent colours; and then it
withers and you can see it turning yellow. In the
end He canses it to crumble to dust. In all this
there is indeed a reminder for those endowed with
wnsight. (21)

How about one whose heart God has opened to
Islan, and thus receives light from his Lord?
Woe, then, betide those whose hearts harden at

the mention of God. These are most obviously in
ervor. (22)

God has bestowed from on bigh the best of all
teachings: a book that is consistent within itself,
repeating its statements |of the truth] in manifold
Jorms. It causes the skins of those who stand in
ae of their Lord to shiver, but then their skins
and hearts soften at the mention of God. Such is
God's guidance: He guides with it him that wills,
whereas the one whom God lets go astray can
never find any guide. (23)

How about one who shall have nothing but lis
bare face to protect him: from the awful suffering
on Resurrection Day? It will be said to the
wrongdoers: Taste now what you have earned.’
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Overview

In this passage the suirah draws attention to the life of plants after rainfall, and then
how the water courses to its end. The Qur’an often draws a comparison between the
life of plants and this present life of ours, highlighting the fact that it is of short
duration. It urges people with insight to reflect on this comparison. In connection
with the water being poured from the skies, the sirah also refers to the Qur’an, the
book sent down from heaven to breathe life into people’s hearts and souls. It gives an
inspiring description of the response of those whose hearts are open to it, and how
they experience a mixture of awe, fear, comfort and reassurance. It then describes the
respective fates of those who respond to God’s message and those whose hearts are
hardened. At the end of the passage, the sirah cites examples of one who worships
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the One God, and the one who worships multiple deities. The two cannot be equal
and cannot hold the same position, in the same way as two slaves one serving one
master and the other having several masters, who are in dispute with one another
cannot be considered the same.

Rain Bringing Life

Have you not considered how God sends down water from the skies, and then causes it
to travel through the earth to form springs? He then brings with it vegetation of
different colours; and then it withers and you can see it turning yellow. In the end He
causes it to crumble to dust. In all this there is indeed a reminder for those endowed
with insight. (Verse 21)

The Qur’an draws attention to a phenomenon that takes place everywhere on
earth. Its familiarity, however, tends to make people overlook it. Yet it is remarkable
in every step. The Qur’an directs us to look at how God’s hand directs it step by step
to produce its desired effects. The water that comes down from the sky: what is it,
and how does it descend? This is a remarkable phenomenon, but we tend not to
reflect on it because it is so familiar. The very creation of water is indeed a miracle.
We know that it comes into existence when two hydrogen atoms combine with one
oxygen atom under certain conditions. Our knowledge, however, should alert us to
the fact that it is God’s hand that made the universe, allowing the hydrogen and the
oxygen to be available and to provide the conditions that allow them to combine and
produce water, which is essential for life to emerge. In fact, without water, no life
could have emerged. Thus we see how a series of measures culminated in the
existence of water and the emergence of life. All this is of God’s own making.
Moreover, the very fall of rain, after the creation of water, is in itself a miraculous
phenomenon, brought about by the system that operates the universe and the earth,
allowing the formation of water and its fall by God’s will.

That which follows such rainfall is described thus: God “causes it to travel through
the earth to form springs.” (Verse 21) This applies to the rivers running on the surface
of the earth as well as the rivers that run underneath its surface when water seeps
underground. It then forms springs or wells. It is God’s hand that prevents it from
going too far into the earth making it impossible to bring up again.

“He then brings with it vegetation of different colours.” (Verse 21) The emergence of
vegetation after rain is again a miraculous phenomenon that man can never emulate,
no matter how hard he tries. Look at the young shoot as it splits the earth and
removes the heavy layers above it, seeking space, light and fresh air, and growing
slowly and gradually. Looking at it invites contemplation and fills our hearts with
feelings of the greatness of God who “gives everything its distinctive nature and form,
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and further guides them.” (20: 50) Plants vary in colour at the same spot, on the same
plant, and indeed in just one such flower there is a great exhibition of marvellous
creation. Man stands in front of this with great awe, aware that he cannot produce
anything like it.

This growing, fresh plant that is full of life attains its full growth and completes its
life cycle, “then it withers and you can see it turning yellow.” (Verse 21) It has completed
its life as ordained in the system of the universe. It is now ripe for harvest. “In the end
He causes it to crumble to dust.” (Verse 21) Its role in life is now completed as it was
determined by the Giver of life. “In all this there is indeed a reminder for those endowed
with insight.” (Verse 21) These are the ones who reflect, making use of the insight God
has granted them.

Two Types of Heart

How about one whose heart God has opened to Islam, and thus receives light from his
Lord? Woe, then, betide those whose hearts harden at the mention of God. These are
most obviously in error. God has bestowed from on high the best of all teachings: a
book that is consistent within itself repeating its statements [of the truth] in manifold
forms. It causes the skins of those who stand in awe of their Lord to shiver, but then
their skins and hearts soften at the mention of God. Such is God’s guidance: He guides
with it him that wills, whereas the one whom God lets go astray can never find any
quide. (Verses 22-23)

Just like He sends water from the skies to cause vegetation of various colours and
forms to grow, God bestows from on high a reminder which is received by hearts
that are alive, and that open up and react to such life. By contrast, hardened hearts
receive it like a rock that cannot embrace life. God opens to Islam those hearts that
He knows to be good. These hearts receive the light of Islam and they shine and
radiate. The gulf between these hearts and the ones that are hardened is wide indeed:
“Woe, then, betide those whose hearts harden at the mention of God. These are most obviously
in error.” (Verse 22)

This verse depicts the nature of the hearts that receive Islam and warm to it,
becoming full of life-. It describes how they blossom, becoming fresh and radiant. It
also describes the other type of hearts which are hard, dark and lifeless. Needless to
say, the hearts that open up to Islam, receive and reflect its light are totally different
from those which are hardened at the mention of God’s name. The gap between the
two is enormous.

The next verse describes how the believers receive the Qur’an, a book that is fully
coherent in nature, direction, message and characteristics. Thus, it is ‘consistent within
itself’ and it ‘repeats its statements of the truth in manifold forms,’ giving consistent
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directives and varying the ways it presents its images and stories without causing
any contradiction. They are repeated at different places for a purpose that can be best
served through such repetition. Such repetition does not detract from the harmony
and consistency of the basic truth stated throughout the Qur’an.

Those who stand in awe of God maintain an attitude that mixes fear of God with
hope of His mercy. They are the ones who are very strongly influenced when they
receive God’s word to the extent that their skins shiver. They later soften and their
hearts find reassurance as they listen to God’s words. This is a very vivid image
giving in words a description that is full of movement and action.

“Such is God’s guidance: He guides with it him that wills.” (Verse 23) Hearts do not
shiver in this way unless God’s guidance prompts them to respond. God knows the
true feelings of these hearts and rewards them with either His guidance or by letting
them go astray: “whereas the one whom God lets go astray can never find any guide.”
(Verse 23) He allows such people to go astray because He knows that they have gone
so far into error that they will never respond to guidance.

The surah then shows what awaits those who chose to go astray on the Day of
Judgement. It paints a very depressing picture at the time when results are given:

How about one who shall have nothing but his hare face to protect him from the awful
suffering on Resurrection Day? It will be said to the wrongdoers: ‘“Taste now what
you have earned.” (Verse 24)

Normally a person uses his hands and body to protect his face from fire or
harmful objects. In this case, however, he cannot use his hands or legs to save himself
from the fire; instead, he uses his face for protection, which describes a case of great
confusion and hardship. In the midst of all this difficulty and suffering they are faced
with strong censure and given the results of their lives” actions. What a terrible result
they have to face: “It will be said to the wrongdoers: Taste now what you have earned.”
(Verse 24)

The surah then speaks about the unbelievers who stood in opposition to the
Prophet, showing them what happened to the unbelievers of earlier communities, so
that they may save themselves from a similar fate:

Those who lived before them also disbelieved, and so suffering befell them from where
they could not perceive. God gave them a taste of humiliation in this world. Yet much
greater will be the suffering of the life to come, if they but knew it! (Verses 25-26)

Such is the outcome faced by the unbelievers in both lives, in this world and the
next. In this life, God made them taste humiliation, and in the life to come they will
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face a greater suffering. God’s law will continue to operate, the fates of past
generations remain witnesses to the truth, God’s warnings concerning the Day of
Judgement remain in force, their chance to save themselves continues, and this
Qur’an remains available to those who will heed the warnings.

Unequal Situations

We have set for people in this Qur’an all sorts of illustrations, so that they may reflect.
It is an Arabic Qur’an, free from distortion, so that people may become conscious of
God. God cites the case of a man who has for his masters several partners at odds with
each other, and a man belonging wholly to one person. Can they be deemed equal? All
praise is due to God alone, but most of them do not understand. (Verses 27-29)

God draws an analogy citing the examples of two of His servants: one believes in
His Oneness and one ascribes divinity to others beside God. He compares them to
two slaves: one is owned by several people who are at odds with each other about
who owns him; he is caught between them, while each of them requires him to do
certain things. He is at a loss, not knowing which way to turn and cannot manage to
satisfy them all because of their contradictory orders. The other is owned by one
master, and he knows what his master wants and is clear about his desires and
requirements.

“Can they be deemed equal?” (Verse 29) They are definitely unequal. The one who
has one master enjoys consistency and knows what is expected of him. His energy is
spent in a consistent way and the road ahead of him is clear. The other, who has
several masters, is always suffering anxiety and worry. He does not feel settled. He is
unable to satisfy even one of his masters, let alone them all.

This comparison accurately describes the nature of believing in God’s oneness as
opposed to the nature of idolatry. The one who believes in God’s oneness goes along
his earth’s journey equipped with clear guidance, because his eyes are looking up to
one guiding star in the sky. Thus his way is straight. He knows one source for life,
strength and sustenance; harm and benefit; grace and deprivation. He sets on his
straight way to this source, strengthening his ties with it. He is assured of his single
goal and does not lose sight of it. Thus, his energy is streamlined, assured of his
work’s objective. His feet are set firm on the ground while his gaze looks to God in
heaven.

This telling analogy is followed by a comment praising God who has chosen for
His servants what gives them comfort, safety, security and contentment. Yet they
deviate from the truth, and most of them do not even know it.

This is but one of the numerous examples the Qur’an gives people so that they
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may reflect. It is a clear Qur’an in the Arabic tongue. It addresses human nature with
simple logic. In it there is no ambiguity, equivocation or deviation.
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Widely Different Rewards

Commenting on the preceding passage, the sirah stares that the dispute between

344



Al-Zumar (The Throngs) | THE PEOPLE OF THE TRUTH

the Prophet and his opponents is left to God for judgement, which will occur after
they have all died. He will requite the liars as they deserve and give generous reward
to the people of the truth.

Indeed you are bound to die, and they too are bound to die; and then on the Day of
Resurrection you all will dispute with one another in the presence of your Lord.
(Verses 30-31)

Death is the end of every living thing. Only God remains. In death all people share
the same end, including Muhammad, God’s last Messenger. Mention of this fact here
comes within the framework of the great truth the siirah emphasizes, namely, God’s
absolute oneness. This is followed by stating what comes after death, because death
is not the final end: it is a link in the chain of life that has been so ordained that no
part of it passes in vain. On the Day of Judgement people will stand in front of God
disputing with one another over what they used to claim, and how they reacted to
the guidance God sent them.

Who could be more wrong than one who invents a lie about God and rejects the truth
when it comes to him? Is not there in hell a proper abode for the unbelievers? (Verse
32)

These are facts stated in the form of questions. None is more wrong than the
person who makes false claims about God, alleging that He has daughters and
partners, and who then rejects the truth preached by God’s Messenger, refusing to
believe in God’s oneness. This is unbelief, and in hell there is a proper abode for all
unbelievers. The interrogative form given to these two statements makes them
clearer and more emphatic.

This is one party to the dispute. The other party is the one who brings the message
of truth given him by God, believes in it and delivers it fully convinced of its truth.
That is God’s Messenger. Sharing with him in this description are all earlier
messengers of God, as well as everyone who advocates this message, fully convinced
that it is true. These are indeed God-fearing.

The siirah speaks further about these people and the reward God has in store for
them: “They will have all that they wish for with their Lord: such is the reward of those who
do good.” (Verse 34) This is an all-embracing statement that includes all the desires
that a believing soul may entertain. The verse states that this is theirs, ready for them
with their Lord. This means that they have a rightful claim to it which will not be lost
or denied: “Such is the reward of those who do good.” (Verse 34)

Thus God gives them all that He wishes to give them of honour and blessing,

345



Al-Zumar (The Throngs) | THE PEOPLE OF THE TRUTH

which is in excess of their fair reward. Thus, He bestows on them an abundance of
His grace: “God will expunge the worst of their deeds and will give them their reward in
accordance with the best that they did.” (Verse 35) Fairness requires that good deeds are
set against bad ones and reward is determined on that basis. God’s grace, however, is
that which God grants to His servants who feared Him: He writes off the worst of
their deeds, so that they are not taken into account when their deeds are reckoned,
and then He rewards them on the basis of the best they ever did. Thus their good
deeds are made to grow and become preponderant.

Such is God’s grace which He bestows on whomever He wills. He has committed
Himself to do this, giving a promise to this effect. Thus, it is a fact of which the God-
fearing are certain.
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those who believe. (52)

Overview

This is the longest passage in the surah. It tackles the issue of God’s oneness from
several angles, starting with a statement about the attitude a believer adopts towards
all earthly powers, relying only on the one true power, caring little for anything else.
Therefore, he disregards all such imaginary forces, trusting to God’s judgement
between him and those who dispute with him. He goes along his way firm and
reassured about his destiny.

This is followed by a clear statement about the role and responsibility of God’s
Messenger, making it clear that he is not responsible for others, whether they choose
to follow divine guidance or go astray. It is God who has power over them in all
situations. They have no one to intercede with Him, for it is to God alone that all
intercession belongs. His is the kingdom of the heavens and earth, and with Him all
journeys end.

The siirah then describes how the idolaters feel depressed when God’s oneness is
mentioned, while they delight when idolatry is discussed. This is followed by an
invitation to the Prophet to declare God’s oneness in the clearest of terms, leaving the
idolaters to God. It describes how they will gladly give all that the earth contains,
and twice as much, if only it will he accepted from them. This is how they feel once
they realize how God may deal with them.

Such is the case, yet they still appeal to God alone when they are in a situation of
distress. Should God grant them a favour, they make all sorts of wild claims. Any of
them could say about God’s favours: “I have been given this through my
knowledge.” This echoes what was said by others in former times, but God Almighty
took them to task, and He is able to deal with these present unbelievers in the same
way. They cannot defy God. Whether God gives provisions in abundance or in
stinted measure in accordance with His wisdom and will: “In this there are signs to
those who believe.” (Verse 52)

To Do All in One’s Power

Is not God sufficient for His servant? Yet they would try to frighten you with those
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who are inferior to Him. He whom God lets go astray can never find any guide;
whereas he whom God guides aright can never be led astray. Is God not mighty,
capable of inflicting retribution? If you ask them who created the heavens and the
earth, they will answer: ‘God.” Say: ‘Consider these beings you invoke beside Him: if
God wills harm to befall me, could they remove the harm He has inflicted? Or, if He
wills that mercy should be bestowed on me, could they withhold His mercy?” Say:
‘God is enough for me: In Him place their trust those who have a trust to place.” Say:
My people! Do all that may be in your power, and I will do what I can. You shall come
to know who will be visited with humiliating suffering and who shall be smitten by
long-lasting suffering.” (Verses 36-40)

These five verses epitomize the logic of faith: simple, clear, forceful and profound.
Thus it was in the Prophet’s heart, and thus it should be in every heart that advocates
a cause. These verses represent the line that such a believer should follow. They
provide his light as he goes along his clear and straight way.

It is reported that these verses were revealed as a result of the unbelievers trying
to scare the Prophet, claiming that their deities, which he described in disrespectful
terms, would be sure to harm him. They warned him that unless he desisted, their
gods would cause him much trouble. However, the significance of these verses is far
broader than this. They describe the true nature of the battle between an advocate of
the truth and all the forces that line up against him. They show the confidence and
reassurance a believer feels as he gives these forces their true measure.

“Is not God sufficient for His servant?” (Verse 36) Yes, indeed. So, what can scare
him when God is with him? What can generate any feeling of fear in him after he has
taken the position of a servant of God and fulfilled the responsibilities that such a
position confers? Who can doubt God’s sufficiency for His servants when He is the
Almighty who holds sway over all His creation?

“Yet they would try to frighten you with those who are inferior to Him.” (Verse 36) How
could he be frightened when those inferiors do not frighten one who is protected by
God? Is there anyone on earth who is not inferior to God? It is a very simple issue. It
requires no argument or hard thinking. It is God opposed by some who are inferior
to Him. This leaves no room for doubt concerning the outcome.

God’s will is the one that is done. He determines everything for His servants,
including what takes place within them, their inner thoughts and feelings: “He whom
God lets go astray can never find any guide; whereas he whom God guides aright can never be
led astray.” (Verses 36-37) He knows who deserves to go astray and who deserves to
be guided. He lets them have what they deserve. When He has made His judgement,
no one can alter it.

“Is God not mighty, capable of inflicting retribution?” (Verse 37) Yes, indeed, He is. He
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requites everyone as they deserve, inflicting retribution on those who deserve it.
When anyone fulfils the duties incumbent on God’s servants, He extends His
protection to them. How can such a person, then, fear anyone?

The same truth is then re-emphasized in a different way, using their own logic and
what they, by their very nature, acknowledge of God’s attributes: “If you ask them who
created the heavens and the earth, they will answer: ‘God.” Say: ‘Consider these beings you
invoke beside Him: if God wills harm to befall me, could they remove the harm He has
inflicted? Or, if He wills that mercy should be bestowed on me, could they withhold His
mercy?’ Say: ‘God is enough for me: In Him place their trust those who have a trust to
place.”” (Verse 38)

Whenever they were asked, they would readily state that God is the Creator of the
heavens and the earth. No human nature could say anything else. No rational being
could explain the existence of the heavens and the earth except through a supreme
will. Therefore, the siirah uses this natural acceptance to ask every reasonable human
being: since God is the Creator of the heavens and the earth, can anyone anywhere in
the heavens and the earth remove harm from anyone if God wills that harm afflict
that person? By the same token, can anyone withhold mercy from anyone if God
wishes it to be bestowed on that person? The clear and decisive answer to these
questions is in the negative. So, why should an advocate of God’s cause fear
anything?

What can he fear, and what can he hope for, when no one can remove harm from
him or withhold grace?

When this notion is firmly planted in a believer’s heart, the matter is settled. There
is no more argument. The only fear or hope such a believer may have is centred on
what comes from God. It is He who is sufficient for His servants, and in Him all trust
is placed: “Say: God is enough for me: In Him place their trust those who have a trust to
place.” (Verse 38)

This gives believers all they need of trust and reassurance, leaving no room for
worry or fear of anything. They go along their way in full confidence as to the end
they will meet: “Say: My people! Do all that may be in your power, and I will do what I can.
You shall come to know who will be visited with humiliating suffering and who shall be
smitten by long-lasting suffering.” (Verses 39-40) Do what you can, the way you wish. I
am going my way entertaining no desire to change or deviate even slightly from it,
free from worry or anxiety. You will come to know who will suffer humiliation in
this life and everlasting punishment in the life to come.

Once this simple truth testified by both human nature and the universe at large
has been presented, confirming that God is the Creator of the heavens and earth, and
that the message advocated by prophets and their followers comes from Him, who in
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the whole universe can affect anything? Who can protect others from harm or
withhold mercy from them? Since no one has any power to do so, what would they
tfear, and what would they hope for?

What Intercession?

Such is the reality of the situation between God’s messengers and all earthly forces
opposing them. The question then is what is their message, and how should they
react towards those who deny them?

We have bestowed on you this book from on high, setting out the truth for mankind.
Whoever follows its guidance does so for his own good, and whoever goes astray shall
do so at his own peril. You are not responsible for them. God takes away people’s souls
upon their death, and the souls of the living during their sleep. He keeps with Him the
souls of those whose death He has ordained and sends back the others until their
appointed time. In all this there are signs for people who reflect. Have they chosen
others besides God to intercede for them? Say: ‘Why, even though they have no power
over anything and no understanding?’ Say: All intercession belongs to God alone. His
alone is the dominion over the heavens and the earth; and to Him you will all in the
end return.” (Verses 41-44)

“We have bestowed on you this book from on high, setting out the truth for mankind.”
(Verse 41) The truth is the nature of this book: it is clear in the law it sets out and in
its system: it is on the basis of this truth that the universe is sustained; the truth that
links the code of human life outlined in this book to the system of the universe. This
truth has now been bestowed on mankind giving them guidance on how to live by
its provisions. You, Prophet, are only the means to deliver it to them. It is up to them
to choose what they wish for and how to deal with it. Each one of them can choose
either guidance or error, and each will define his or her own fate. No responsibility
attaches to you for what they choose: “Whoever follows its guidance does so for his own
good, and whoever goes astray shall do so at his own peril. You are not responsible for them.”
(Verse 41)

It is God who has power over them. They are in His hands when they are asleep or
awake, or indeed in all situations and conditions. He determines what to do with
them: “God takes away people’s souls upon their death, and the souls of the living during
their sleep. He keeps with Him the souls of those whose death He has ordained and sends back
the others until their appointed time.” (Verse 42) God gathers the souls of those who die,
and He also takes away people’s souls when they are asleep, even though they are
not dead. During sleep, these souls are temporarily removed. If the term of some is
over, God will retain their souls and they cannot wake up. Those whose term of life
continues will have their souls returned and they will wake up. Thus, people’s souls
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are in God’s hands whether they are asleep or awake: “In all this there are signs for
people who reflect.” (Verse 42)

Such being the case, with the Prophet having no responsibility for others, it is up
to each of them individually: if they follow divine guidance, they benefit themselves;
and if they choose error, they bear the responsibility for their choice. They will have
to face the reckoning, for they will not be left unaccountable. What hope, then, do
they have for salvation? “Have they chosen others besides God to intercede for them? Say:
Why, even though they have no power over anything and no understanding? Say: All
intercession belongs to God alone. His alone is the dominion over the heavens and the earth;
and to Him you will all in the end return.” (Verses 43-44) The question here is sarcastic,
referring to their claims that they worship the statues of angels in order that these
bring them closer to God. They are asked: “Why, even though they have no power over
anything and no understanding?” The question is followed by an emphatic statement
that all intercession belongs to God: it is He who permits whomever He wishes to
intercede. Do they think that attributing partners to God is the way to achieve
intercession?

“His alone is the dominion over the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 44) No one can defy
His will in His kingdom, where all dominion belongs to Him alone. “And to Him you
will all in the end return.” (Verse 44) There is no escape, simple.

The siirah then describes how strongly they dislike any statement about God’s
oneness, while they delight in the attribution of partners with Him, when everything
around them in the universe rejects such polytheism:

Whenever God alone is mentioned, the hearts of those who will not believe in the life to
come shrink with aversion; but when others are mentioned side by side with Him, they
rejoice. (Verse 45)

The verse describes a real situation during the Prophet’s time, when the
unbelievers delighted at the mention of their false deities, but showed clear dislike
when God’s oneness was asserted. Yet the verse also describes a state of affairs that
takes place in all environments. Some people do express dislike when they are asked
to believe in God alone and to implement His law and code of living. When other
systems and laws are mentioned, they demonstrate happiness and delight. Only then
are they ready to discuss and argue. It is these very people that God is describing in
this verse: they are the ones, in all communities and generations, who trample over
sound human nature, choose deviation, go and lead others astray.

The reply to all such deviation is taught by God to His Messenger whereby the
latter says:
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Say: God! Originator of the heavens and the earth! You have knowledge of all that is
imperceptible and all that is present. It is You who will judge between Your servants
concerning all that over which they differ. (Verse 46)

It is a simple prayer that comes from sound human nature looking at the heavens
and the earth, that cannot find anyone other than God who could have created them,
that acknowledges His creation, and addresses Him by the quality that fits the
Originator of the universe, i.e. His knowledge of the imperceptible and all that
anyone witnesses. It is He who is fully aware of what is present and what is absent,
what is hidden and what is manifest. “It is You who will judge between Your servants
concerning all that over which they differ.” (Verse 46) He is the only judge and arbiter
when they all return to Him, as return they must.

As Man Suffers Affliction

The surah then shows their miserable state when they return for judgement:

If the wrongdoers possessed all that is on earth, and twice as much, they would surely
offer it all as ransom from the awful suffering on the Day of Resurrection. For God
will have made obvious to them something they have never reckoned with. Obvious to
them will have become the evil of what they had done; and they will be overwhelmed
by that which they used to deride. (Verses 47-48)

The verse makes an implicit threat within a statement that strikes fear into the
hearts of those described as ‘wrongdoers’, which refers to everyone who associates
partners, of any type, with God. If those people had in their possession ‘all that is on
earth,” including everything to which they attach high value and fear to lose should
they accept Islam, indeed, if they had ‘twice as much’, they would willingly offer it all
just to be spared the awful suffering they will see with their own eyes on the Day of
Resurrection. Added to this is another implicit threat that is equally fearful: “For God
will have made obvious to them something they have never reckoned with.” (Verse 47) The
sirah does not specify what will become obvious to them, but it is clearly understood
that it is terrible, to be feared. It comes from God, and He shows them what they
could never have expected.

“Obvious to them will have become the evil of what they had done; and they will be
overwhelmed by that which they used to deride.” (Verse 48) Again this aggravates their
position, because they will see for themselves how evil their deeds were, and they
will find themselves engulfed with the warnings that they used to deride and
ridicule.

Then follows a description of an ironic situation: they are outspoken in denying
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God’s oneness, yet when they suffer affliction they turn to none but Him, praying
earnestly for His help. When He bestows His grace on them and removes their
affliction they revert to their boastful claims and deny His favours:

When man suffers affliction, he cries out to Us; but once We bestow upon him a
favour by Our grace, he says: I have been given all this by virtue of my knowledge.” By
no means! It is but a test, yet most of them do not understand. (Verse 49)

This verse describes man if he does not accept the truth and turn back to his true
Lord, following the path leading to Him and remaining on that path in all situations
of strength or weakness. Affliction purges human nature of the desires and ambitions
that blur its vision. It removes from it all alien influences that place a barrier between
it and the truth. Therefore, when afflicted, it can easily recognize God and turn to
Him alone. Yet when the testing times are over, and human nature again finds itself
in easy and comfortable circumstances, man forgets what he said only a short while
earlier. His nature is again turned away from the truth under the influence of his
desires, and he looks at God’s favours and provisions only to say: “I have been given
all this by virtue of my knowledge.” (Verse 49) This was said by Qaran, or Korah, in
former times, and it is said by everyone who admires what he is able to obtain of
wealth or position through some sort of ability or knowledge, forgetting who grants
him these, namely the One who has made causes produce their effects and who
grants everyone their provisions.

“By no means! It is but a test, yet most of them do not understand.” (Verse 49) It is all
just a test. Man either proves himself, shows that he is grateful to God and sets
himself on the right way or he denies God’s favours, takes the wrong way and goes
astray.

By an act of God’s grace, the Qur’an reveals this secret to us. It alerts us to the
source of danger, warns us against failure in the test, and thus leaves us no excuse or
argument. It reminds us of the fates of those who lived long before us, which were
the result of something like the words spoken by many an unbeliever in the past: “I
have been given all this by virtue of my knowledge.” (Verse 49)

Those who lived before their time said the same, but of no avail to them was all that
they had ever done: for the very evil of their deeds recoiled upon them. Similarly, the
wrongdoers among these present people will have the evil of their deeds recoil upon
them. They will never be able to frustrate [Gods purpose]. (Verses 50-51)

They are the same deviant words spoken by earlier peoples and which led them to

ruin. Nothing of their knowledge, wealth or positions were of benefit to them. The
same rule will apply to the present unbelievers, because God’s law will never
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change. “They will never be able to frustrate God’s purpose.” (Verse 51) Indeed, God
cannot be defied by His creation who remain weak, despite any appearance of power
they may enjoy. As for what God has granted them of His favours and provisions, it
is all subject to His will. He gives all His creation whatever He may determine for
them, according to His wisdom, making it all a test for them which ensures that His
will is done: “Are they not aware that it is God who grants sustenance in abundance, or
gives it sparingly, to whomever He wills? In this there are signs to those who believe.” (Verse
52) God’s signs are given to people so that they will benefit by the guidance they
provide and will be led to faith. They must not turn them into causes of unbelief and
rejection of the truth.
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The Gates of Mercy

Say: [Thus speaks God]: You servants of Mine
who have transgressed against their own souls! Do
not despair of God's mercy: God forgives all sins;
He alone is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (53)

Turmn towards your 1ord and submit to Hipe
before the suffering comses upon you, for then you
cannot be helped. (54)

Follow the best that has been revealed to you by
your Lord before the suffering comes upon you of a
suicden, without your being aware of i, (55)

lest amyone should say: Woe is me for having
neglected what is due to God, and for having been
one of those who seoffed at the truth]; (56)

or lest he should say: If God had but guided e,
I would surely have been among the God-
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Overview

The previous passage included a description of the terrible situations in which the
wrongdoers find themselves on the Day of Judgement: “If the wrongdoers possessed all
that is on earth, and twice as much, they would surely offer it all as ransom from the awful
suffering on the Day of Resurrection. For God will have made obvious to them something they
have never reckoned with. Obvious to them will have become the evil of what they had done;
and they will be overwhelmed by that which they used to deride.” (Verses 47-48) Now the
surah shows the way back leaving the gates of God’s mercy wide open, requiring
nothing for admittance except sincere repentance. At this point, God shows the
prospect of His forgiveness and mercy available to all those who have transgressed
no matter how great the sins they have committed are. He invites them all to turn
back to Him with repentance, entertaining no feeling of despair. This invitation to
benefit by God’s grace is coupled with an image of what awaits them of suffering if
they do not take this opportunity to repent before it is too late.

Mercy Available to All

Say: [Thus speaks God]: You servants of Mine who have transgressed against their
own souls! Do not despair of God’s mercy: God forgives all sins; He alone is Much-
Forgiving, Merciful. (Verse 53)
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It is divine mercy that will erase every transgression, whatever it happens to be. It
is an invitation to all those who have gone far into error and led a life that has taken
them far astray, telling them hope still remains available and God’s mercy and
forgiveness are not far from them. God is most merciful to His servants. He knows
their weaknesses and the factors that work on them, whether these are within
themselves or in society. He is aware that Satan sets traps for them at every corner,
using a great variety of forces, never tiring of his attempt to seduce them. Moreover,
God knows that man can easily fall when he lets his bond to the truth weaken, and
that his desires and aspirations can easily disturb his equilibrium, pulling him this
way or that, leading him into error.

As God knows all this about man, He provides him with ample help, opening the
gates of His mercy. He does not take him to task for his sin until He has facilitated for
him all the ways and means to rectify his error and mend his ways. Nevertheless,
when man goes deep into sin, thinking that he is totally rejected by God and that all
is lost, he hears at this point of utter despair a fine address expressing the unlimited
mercy available to him: “Say: [Thus speaks God]: You servants of Mine who have
transgressed against their own souls! Do not despair of God’s mercy: God forgives all sins;
He alone is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 53)

This means that despite his repeated sins, going far into disobedience of God, all
he needs to receive God’s grace that revives all that is good in him is to repent. All he
needs to do is turn back to God through the gate that is left wide open, without a
guard, and with no need for any special permission:

Turn towards your Lord and submit to Him before the suffering comes upon you, for
then you cannot be helped. Follow the best that has been revealed to you by your Lord
before the suffering comes upon you of a sudden, without your being aware of it.
(Verses 54-55)

To turn to God in true submission and to surrender oneself once more to Him is
all that is needed. No rituals, no barriers, no intermediaries, no intercessors. It is a
direct link between servant and Master, creature and Creator: whoever wishes to
return, stop rebellion and approach in full submission may do so. What he will
receive is acceptance, a warm welcome and grace beyond measure.

Come on all of you, then! Come on “before re the suffering comes upon you, for then
you cannot be helped.” (Verse 54) Should the chance be missed, there can be no help.
The chance is open now, but its duration cannot be guaranteed. In fact, it can
terminate at any moment of the night and day. Therefore, come on and “Follow the
best that has been revealed to you by your Lord,” which is this Qur’an that you now have
at your fingertips, “before the suffering comes upon you of a sudden, without your being
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aware of it.” (Verse 55) Come on now before it is too late. Otherwise you will regret
missing the chance and ridiculing God’s promise: “lest anyone should say: Woe is me for
having neglected what is due to God, and for having been one of those who scoffed [at the
truth].” (Verse 56) Alternatively, someone may say that God condemned him to be in
error: had He decreed that he would follow divine guidance, he would have been a
God-fearing person: “or lest he should say: If God had but guided me, I would surely have
been among the God-fearing.” (Verse 57) This is a baseless excuse: the chance is offered
to everyone, the means are available to all, and the gates are wide open. Yet people
deliberately miss out: “Or lest he should say, when faced by the suffering [that awaits him]:
If only I could have a second chance in life, I will be among those who do good.” (Verse 58)
This is something that will never be given. Once this life is over, no return is allowed.
All people are now at the stage when they can do what they want. If they miss this
chance, all is lost. They will be held to account, and they will be rebuked: “Yes,
indeed.” My revelations did come to you, but you rejected them. You were filled with false
pride and had no faith at all.” (Verse 59)

At this point, when the siirah has brought our feelings and hearts to the Day of
Judgement, it shows us the two contrasting images of the unbelievers and the God-
fearing on that momentous day:

On the Day of Resurrection you will see those who invented lies about God with their
faces darkened. Is not there in hell a proper abode for the arrogant? But God will
deliver those who are God- fearing to their place of safety: no harm shall afflict them,
nor shall they grieve. (Verses 60-61)

This is the final end: one group have faces darkened by humiliation, sorrow and
the scorches of hell. These are the arrogant who, during their lives in this world, were
called to turn to God and believe in Him, and the chance was kept open for them
even after they went far into sin, but they refused to pay heed. Now, on the Day of
judgement, they are left in utter humiliation that shows in their faces. The other
group are the winners who will not be touched by grief or affliction. These are the
God-fearing who, during their lives on earth, paid heed to God’s warnings and
hoped for His mercy. They are the ones who will be safe: “no harm shall afflict them,
nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 61)

With all issues made abundantly clear, let everyone choose what they want. They
can either respond to the call and enjoy God’s grace they are certain to find just
behind the open gate of repentance, or they can persist in disobedience until the
suffering takes them unawares.
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Driven in Throngs

Gaod is the Creator of everything, and of all things
He is the Guardian. (62)

His are the keys of the heavens and the earrh.
Those who deny God's revelations will surely be
the losers. (03)

Say: You jgnorant pegple Wonld you bid me
worship anyone other than God?’ (64)

It has been revealed to you, and to those before
you, that if you ever associate partners with God,
all your works shall certainly come tfo nothing,
and you shall certainly be anmong the lost. (65)

You shall worship God alone, and be one of these
who give thanks [to Him). (66)

No true understanding of God have they: on the
Day of Resurrection, the whole earth will be a
mere handful to Him, and the heavens will be
rolled up in His right hand. Linutless is He in
His glory, and sublinely exalted above anything
which they associate as partmer with Him. (67)
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The trumpet will be sounded, and all creatures
that are in the heavens and the earth will fall
down senseless, except those God wills 1o be
spared. 1t will then be sounded a second time, and
they will rise and look aronnd them. (68)

The earth will shine bright with the light of its
Lord; the Record of Deeds will be laid open; all
the prophets and the witnesses will be brought in.
Judgement will be passed on them all in justice,
and they will not be wronged;; (69)

Jor every hunan being will be repaid in full for
whatever they have done. He is fully aware of all
that they do. (70)

The unbelievers will be led to hell in throngs.
When they reach it, its gates will be gpened, and
its keepers will ask them: Did there not come to
You messengers fronz anong yourselves, who recited
10 you your Lord’s revelations and forewarned you
of this day?” They will answer: Yes, indeed.” But
the sentence of suffering will have already been
passed against the unbelievers. (71)

They will be told: Enter the gates of helly there
you will abige.” How vile an abode for the
arrogant! (72)

And the believers will be led to paradise in
throngs. When they reach i, they shall find its
gates wide apeny and its keepers will say to them:
Peace he to you! Well have you done. Come in:
you are here to stay.” (73)
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Overview

This final part of the siirah presents its main theme, God’s oneness, from the angle
of the oneness of the Creator who created and controls everything. This serves to
show how singular the unbelievers’ offer to the Prophet was that he should join them
in worshipping their idols in return for them joining him in worshipping God. Since
God is the Creator and Controller of all, how could anyone be worshipped alongside
Him? “No true understanding of God have they,” when they associate partners with
Him when He has sway over all and everything, subjecting them all to His will: “on
the Day of Resurrection, the whole earth will be a mere handful to Him, and the heavens will
be rolled up in His right hand.” (Verse 67) As this image of the Day of Judgement is
shown here, the sirah presents a unique scene of that day, culminating with the
angels surrounding God’s throne, extolling their Lord’s glory and praise. The entire
universe joins them in their praises: “All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds.”
(Verse 75) This is, then, the decisive word on the issue of God’s oneness.

False Understanding

God is the Creator of everything, and of all things He is the Guardian. His are the keys
of the heavens and the earth. Those who deny God'’s revelations will surely be the
losers. (Verses 62-63)

This is the truth that everything in the universe confirms. No one can ever claim to

364



Al-Zumar (The Throngs) | DRIVEN IN THRONGS

create anything. No rational being can claim that this universe came into existence
without a creator, when everything in it testifies to elaborate planning and a clear
purpose behind creation. Nothing in it, from the very small to the very large, is left to
chance: “Of all things He is the Guardian.” (Verse 62) Into His control the heavens and
the earth are placed. He conducts their affairs the way He chooses. They operate in
accordance with the system He put in place for them. No will other than His
interferes with anything. This is acknowledged by human nature, confirmed by
practical fact and endorsed by reason and conscience.

“Those who deny God’s revelations will surely be the losers.” (Verse 63) They have lost
the understanding that makes their lives on earth consistent and harmonious with
the life of the universe. They have lost the comfort of divine guidance, the beauty of
faith, the reassurance of belief and the sweetness of certainty. On the Day of
Judgement they will lose their own souls and their families. Hence, the term ‘losers’
applies to them in all its shades and connotations.

In the light of this truth, testified to by the heavens, the earth and every creature in
the universe, the Prophet is instructed in how to reply to the idolaters” offer of both
parties joining together in the worship of their idols and God Almighty at the same
time. It is as if the whole question is a bargain to be struck by compromise: “Say: You
ignorant people! Would you bid me worship anyone other than God?” (Verse 64) This is the
natural reaction to such a stupid offer that betrays nothing but ignorance.

This is followed with a clear warning against associating partners with God,
beginning with the prophets and God’s messengers who would never entertain even
the slightest thought of such association. This, however, serves to alert all others to
the truth that in the question of who is to be worshipped, God stands alone without
partners, while in the question of offering worship, all mankind, including the
prophets and God’s messengers, are in the same position as God’s servants: “It has
been revealed to you, and to those before you, that if you ever associate partners with God, all
your works shall certainly come to nothing, and you shall certainly be among the lost.”
(Verse 65)

This warning against associating partners with God concludes with an order to
worship God alone. We are to show gratitude to Him for providing us with guidance
to the path to certainty. We should also thank Him for all His countless favours
which He bestows on us and which we all enjoy at every moment of our lives: “You
shall worship God alone, and be one of those who give thanks.” (Verse 66)

“No true understanding of God have they.” (Verse 67) Indeed, they have no clear or
true understanding of Him when they associate with Him some of His creatures. Nor
do they worship Him as He should be worshipped. They do not appreciate His
oneness, greatness, majesty and power. Therefore, the sirah reveals to us an aspect of
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God’s great power in the normal Qur’anic way of drawing images that place before
our eyes a fundamental truth: “On the Day of Resurrection, the whole earth will be a mere
handful to Him, and the heavens will be rolled up in His right hand. Limitless is He in His
glory, and sublimely exalted above anything which they associate as partner with Him.”
(Verse 67)

All that we read in the Qur’an or in Hadith of such images and scenes are given in
order to present fundamental truths that we would otherwise not comprehend. In
other words we need images we can visualize. Here we have an example of this
method, portraying for us an aspect of God’s absolute power that cannot be limited
to one form, placed within one area or confined within certain boundaries.$

A Majestic Scene

We now have a scene of the Day of Judgement that begins with the first blowing
of the trumpet and ends when the judgement is passed and people are being led to
their respective places, either heaven or hell. God Almighty stands in His greatness
while the entire universe repeats His glorification and praise. It is a unique scene
which is, as it starts, full of life and movement, but one which then slows down until
every movement ceases and all stand still. Thus, complete stillness covers the place
where all are brought for judgement, standing humbly before God Almighty.

The first blow on the trumpet is made, and all creatures who until that moment
remained alive on earth and in the heavens fall senseless, except those God spares.
We do not know how much time elapses before the second blow is sounded on the
trumpet: “The trumpet will be sounded, and all creatures that are in the heavens and the
earth will fall down senseless, except those God wills to be spared. It will then be sounded a
second time, and they will rise and look around them.” (Verse 68) The third blow of
gathering them all is not mentioned here. Nor is there mention of the bustling and
the crowding, because the scene here is a quiet one, where all move very gradually.

“The earth will shine bright with the light of its Lord.” (Verse 69) This is the earth
where all action will take place. Needless to say, there is no light other than the light
of its Lord Almighty. “The Record of Deeds will be laid open.” It is the book in which all
deeds by all creatures are entered. “All the prophets and the witnesses will be brought in.”
They will testify stating the truth they know. No argument or dispute is mentioned
here so as to maintain the atmosphere of majesty and humility before God that
permeates the entire scene. “Judgement will be passed on them all in justice, and they will
not be wronged, for every human being will be repaid in full for whatever they have done. He
is filly aware of all that they do.” (Verses 69-70) There is no need for a word to be said or

¥ For further discussion on the Yad attribute, please refer to section 1.6 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of
the Qur’an.’
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a voice to be raised. The whole picture of reckoning, questions asked and answers
given, is folded without mention because it does not fit with the ambience of majesty
expressed.

The Ultimate Destination

“The unbelievers will be led to hell in throngs. When they reach it, its gates will be
opened.” (Verse 71) The angels keeping guard will receive them there with a
statement that they deserve their lot, reminding them of the reasons why they have
ended up there: “its keepers will ask them: ‘Did there not come to you messengers from
among yourselves, who recited to you your Lord’s revelations and forewarned you of this
day? They will answer: “Yes, indeed.” But the sentence of suffering will have already been
passed against the unbelievers.” (Verse 71) The position is one of submission, without
any argument or dispute. They accept their lot and submit to their fate: “They will be
told: ‘Enter the gates of hell; there you will abide.” How vile an abode for the arrogant!”
(Verse 72)

Such is the fate of the arrogant party, destined for hell. How about the other party,
the God-fearing who are destined for heaven?

And the believers will be led to paradise in throngs. When they reach it, they shall find
its gates wide open; and its keepers will say to them: Peace be to you! Well have you
done. Come in: you are here to stay. (Verse 73)

It is a warm welcome, coupled with pleasant praise of the recipients and an
outline of the reasons for which they deserved their reward: Well have you done.” You
purified yourselves of sin, lived a pure life and came here with such purity. None but
the pure enter heaven. Therefore, you are to remain here forever.

At this point, the voices of the people of heaven are raised high in glorifying and
praising God: “They will say: All praise is due to God who has made His promise to us come
true and given us this land as our own.” (Verse 74) This is the land worth inheriting.
They live in it wherever they wish, taking from it whatever they want. “How excellent
is the reward of those who worked hard.” (Verse 74)

The scene is given a finale that fills our hearts with awe and majesty. It too is in
complete harmony with the ambience of the whole sirah devoted to the theme of
God’s oneness. The entire universe is in complete submission to God Almighty, and
praises of God are uttered by every living soul and all existence:

You will see the angels surrounding the Throne, extolling their Lord’s glory and
praise. Judgement will have been passed on all in justice, and it will be said: All praise
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is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds. (Verse 75)
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