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SURAH 78

Al-Naba’
(The Tiding)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

About what are they asking? (1)
About the fateful tiding (2)

on which they dispute. (3)

No indeed; they shall certainly know! (4)

Again, no indeed; they shall certainly
know! (5)

Have We not spread and levelled the earth,
©)

and made the mountains as pegs? (7)
We created you in pairs, (8)

and made your sleep a cessation of activity.

©)

We made the night a mantle, (10)
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and appointed the day for gaining a
livelibood. (11)

We built above you seven mighty ones, (12)
and placed therein a blazing lamp. (13)

We send down out of the rain- clonds water
in abundance, (14)

by which We bring forth grain and varied
plants, (15)

and gardens thick with trees. (16)
Fixed is the Day of Decision. (17)

On that day the Trumpet is blown and you
shall come in crowds, (18)

and heaven is opened, and becomes gates,

(19)

and the mountains are made to move away,
and seem to have been a mirage. (20)

Hell stands as a vigilant watch guard,
(21)

a home for the tyrants and the
transgressors. (22)

Therein they shall abide for ages, (23)
tasting neither coolness nor any drink, (24)

except boiling fluid and decaying filth: (25)
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a fitting recompense. (20)

They did not expect to be faced with a
reckoning, (27)

and roundly denied Our revelations. (28)

But We have placed on record every single
thing, (29)

Jand We shall say]: ‘Laste this, then; the
only increase you shall have is increase of
torment.” (30)

The God-fearing shall have a place of
security, (31)

gardens and vineyards, (32)

and high-bosomed maidens, of equal age,
Sfor companions, (33)

and a cup overflowing. (34)

There they shall hear no idle talk, nor any
falsehood. (35)

Such is the recompense of your Lord, a
truly sufficient gift. (36)

Lord of the heavens and earth and all that
lies between them, the Most Gracious, with
whom they have no power to speak. (37)

On the day when the Spirit and the angels
stand in ranks, they shall not speak,
except those to whom the Most Gracious
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has given leave, and who shall say what is )

right. (38)

That day is a certainty. Let hinm who will
seek a way back to his Lord. (39) 3 - e o i A T/.f

We have forewarned yon of an imminent

sconrge, on the day when man will look on @) [:,52 - .5} ~5’:‘:
what bis hands bave forwarded and the -
unbeliever will cry: ‘Would that 1 were
dust!’ (40)

Overview

This volume contains 37 sirahs forming what is traditionally known as the
thirtieth part of the Qur’an, on the basis that divides the Qur’an into 30 parts of equal
length, so as to make it easy to read the whole book once a month. Yet this part has a
special, distinctive colour. All the surahs it includes are Makkan, except two, The
Clear Proof and Divine Help, which take numbers 98 and 110 respectively. Although
they vary in length, they are all short. More significant, however, is the fact that they
form a single group with more or less the same theme. They enjoy the same
characteristics of rhythm, images, connotations and overall style. They are, indeed,
like a persistent and strong knocking on a door, or a series of loud shouts seeking to
awaken those who are fast asleep, or those who are drunk and have lost
consciousness, or are in a night club, completely absorbed in their dancing or
entertainment. The knocks and the shouts come one after the other: Wake up! Look
around you! Think! Reflect! There is a God! There is planning, trial, liability,
reckoning, reward, severe punishment and lasting bliss. The same warning is
repeated time after time. A strong hand shakes them violently. They seem to open
their eyes, look around for a second and return to unconsciousness. The strong hand
shakes them again. The shouts and knocks are repeated even more loudly. They may
wake up once or twice to say obstinately, “No!” They may stone the person warning
them or insult him and then resume their position of inattention. He shakes them
anew.

This is how I feel when I read this part of the Qur’an. It places much emphasis on
a small number of significant facts and strikes certain notes which touch people’s
hearts. It concentrates on certain scenes in the universe and in the world of the
human soul, as well as certain events which take place on the Day of Decision. I note



Al-Naba’ (The Tiding)

how they are repeated in different ways, which suggests that the repetition is
intended.

This is how one feels when one reads: “Let man reflect on the food he eats.” (80: 24)
Or: “Let man then reflect of what he is created.” (86: 5) Or: “Let them reflect on the camels,
how they were created; and heaven, how it is raised aloft; and the mountains, how they are
hoisted; and the earth, how it is spread out.” (88: 17-20) Or: “Which is stronger in
constitution: you or the heaven He has built? He raised it high and gave it its perfect shape,
and gave darkness to its night, and brought out its daylight. After that He spread out the
earth. He brought out water from it, and brought forth its pastures; and the mountains He set
firm, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (79: 2733) Or: “Have We not spread and levelled
the earth, and made the mountains as pegs? We created you in pairs, and made your sleep a
cessation of activity. We made the night a mantle, and appointed the day for gaining a
livelihood. We built above you seven mighty ones, and placed therein a blazing lamp. We send
down out of the rain- clouds water in abundance, by which We bring forth grain and varied
plants, and gardens thick with trees.” (78: 6-16)

We entertain similar feelings when we read: “Let man reflect on the food he eats: how
We pour down the rain in torrents, and cleave the earth in fissures; how We bring forth the
corn, the grapes and the fresh vegetation, the olive and the palm, the dense-treed gardens, the
fruit-trees and the green pastures, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (80: 24-32) Or: “O
man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and
gave you an upright form. He can give you whatever shape He wills.” (82: 6-8) Or: “Extol
the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High, who creates and proportions well,
who determines and guides, who brings forth the pasturage, then turns it to withered grass.”
(87: 1-5) Or: “We indeed have created man in the finest form, then We brought him down to
the lowest of the low, except for those who believe and do good deeds; for theirs shall be an
unfailing recompense. Who, then, can henceforth cause you to deny the Last Judgement? Is
not God the most just of judges?” (95: 4-8) Or: “When the sun is darkened, when the stars
fall and disperse, when the mountains are made to move away, when the camels, ten months
pregnant, are left untended, when the wild beasts are brought together, when the seas are set
alight, when people’s souls are paired (like with like), when the infant girl, buried alive, is
asked for what crime she was slain, when the records are laid open, when the sky is stripped
bare; when hell is made to burn fiercely, when paradise is brought near, every soul shall know
what it has put forward.” (81: 1-14) Or: “When the sky is cleft asunder, when the stars are
scattered, when the oceans are made to explode, when the graves are hurled about, each soul
shall know its earlier actions and its later ones.” (82: 1-5) Or: “When the sky is rent asunder,
obeying her Lord in true submission; when the earth is stretched out and casts forth all that is
within her and becomes empty, obeying her Lord in true submission.” (84: 1-5) Or: “When
the earth is rocked by her [final] earthquake, when the earth shakes off her burdens, and man
asks: ‘What is the matter with her?” On that day she will tell her news, for your Lord will
have inspired her.” (99: 1-5)
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We experience the same feeling as we meditate on the scenes of the universe
portrayed at the beginning or in the middle of some of the siirahs in this part of the
Qur’an: “I swear by the turning stars, which move swiftly and hide themselves away, and by
the night as it comes darkening on, and by the dawn as it starts to breathe.” (81: 1518) Or: “I
swear by the twilight, and by the night and what it envelops, and by the moon in her full
perfection.” (84: 16-18) Or: “By the dawn, by the ten nights, by that which is even and that
which is odd, by the night as it journeys on!” (89: 1-4) Or: “By the sun and his morning
brightness, by the moon as she follows him, by the day, which reveals his splendour, by the
night, which veils him. By the heaven and its construction, by the earth and its spreading, by
the soul and its moulding and inspiration with knowledge of wickedness and righteousness.”
(91: 1-8) Or: “By the night when she lets fall her darkness, by the day in full splendour, by
Him who created the male and the female.” (92: 1-3) Or: “By the bright morning hours, and
the night when it grows still and dark.” (93: 1-2)

Strong emphasis is laid, throughout this part of the Qur’an, on the origin of man
as well as on the origin of life, in both its vegetable and animal forms. Emphasis is
also given to various scenes in the universe, such as the Day of Resurrection, which is
described in different places as the Greatest Catastrophe, the Stunning Blast, the
Enveloper, etc. Scenes of the reckoning, fine reward and severe retribution are also
given prominence. They are drawn with images which leave a stunning effect. All
these are given as a proof of the reality of creation and the elaborate planning of the
universe by God, as well as evidence confirming the reality of the life to come, and its
decisive reckoning. These scenes are, at times, combined with scenes of the fate of
some of the communities which rejected the divine messages. The whole of this part
exemplifies all this. We will make, however, a brief reference in this introduction to
some examples.

The present siirah, The Tiding, lays its emphasis on the realities of creation and
resurrection, and on scenes of the universe and the hereafter. The same applies to the
next surah, The Pluckers. The third siirah in this part, The Frowning, begins with a
reference to a certain incident during the early days of Islam. The rest of the sirah is
devoted to a discussion of the origins of man and plants before it tackles what it
terms the ‘Stunning Blast”:

On that day everyone will forsake his brother, his mother and his father, his wife and
his children: for each one of them will on that day have enough preoccupations of his
own. Some faces on that day shall be beaming, smiling and joyful. Some other faces on
that day shall be covered with dust, veiled with darkness. (80: 34-41)

Surah 81, The Darkening, portrays scenes of the great upheaval which envelops
the whole universe on the Day of Resurrection. It also draws some fine and inspiring
scenes of the universe in the context of affirming the reality of revelation and the
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Prophet’s honesty. The next sirah, Cleaving Asunder, also contains scenes of
universal upheaval, coupled with scenes of perfect happiness and eternal suffering in
the hereafter. As it portrays these it aims to shake and awaken people’s hearts: “0
man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord?” (82: 6) Scenes of both types are
also portrayed in Sirah 84, The Rending. Siirah 85, The Constellations, touches very
briefly on aspects of the universe and the hereafter by way of introduction to its main
theme. The siirah then tackles the history of a group of believers who were subjected
to extreme fire torture by the unbelievers. It also states how God will inflict greater
and more severe torture with fire on those unbelievers.

The next surah, The Night Visitor, draws some scenes of the universe and speaks
of the origins of man and plants prior to an oath, by all these, affirming that “This is
surely a decisive word; it is no idle talk.” (86: 13-14) Surah 87, The Most High, speaks of
creation, planning, divine guidance and the various stages of the growth of pastures.
All this is given by way of introduction to the theme of the hereafter, reckoning,
reward and retribution. The next sirah, The Enveloper, provides some images of the
believers’ happiness in the hereafter, and the unbelievers’” misery. It also draws
attention to the creation of camels, heaven, earth and the mountains. The same
applies right through to the end of this part, with the exception of a few siirahs which
are devoted to the exposition of the fundamental principles of faith, such as those
surahs entitled Purity of Faith, The Unbelievers, Small Kindness, The Declining Day,
Power, and Divine Help. Also excepted are a few siirahs which give encouragement
and solace to the Prophet and direct him to seek refuge with his Lord against all evil,
such as those entitled, The Morning Hours, Solace, Abundance, The Daybreak, and
Mankind.

Another aspect of this part is its artistic use of fine expressions, images, rhythm,
meter and rhyme to touch upon areas of exceptional beauty in the human soul and in
the universe at large. It does this in order to achieve better results as it addresses
those who have lost sight of the truth, trying to attract their attention and awaken
their feelings. This is clearly evident, for example, in its portrait of the stars as they
turn in their orbits, rise and set, in the image of deer disappearing in their dens then
appearing again, its image of the night as a living being walking quietly in the dark,
and the dawn breathing with the first rays of light: “I swear by the turning stars, which
move swiftly and hide themselves away, and by the night as it comes darkening on, and by the
dawn as it starts to breathe.” (81: 15-18)

It is also clear in the description of sunset, the night and the moon: “I swear by the
twilight, and by the night and what it envelops, and by the moon in her full perfection.” (84:
16-18) And in the scenes of dawn and the travelling night: “By the dawn, by the ten
nights, by that which is even and that which is odd, by the night as it journeys on!” (89: 1-4)
Or: “By the bright morning hours, and the night when it grows still and dark.” (93: 1-2)
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Again it is markedly evident in the inspiring address to the human heart: “O man,
what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, Who created and moulded you and gave
you an upright form? He can give you whatever shape He wills.” (82: 6-8) The same
applies to scenes from heaven: “Other faces on that day are jocund, well pleased with their
striving, in a sublime garden, where they hear no babble.”(88: 8-11) And in a similar
fashion it applies to scenes from hell: “But he whose weight is light in the balance, shall
have the abyss for his home. Would that you knew what that is like! It is a scorching fire.”
(101: 8-11)

Allegory is often employed and an unusual derivation is sometimes preferred in
order to obtain the intended musical effect. All this shows the artistry which so
entirely pervades this part of the Qur’an.

The present sirah is a good example of the general bent of this part, its themes, the
fundamental principles it seeks to establish, the scenes and images it portrays, its
inferences, its music and its fine touches, as well as its artistic selection and
manipulation of terms and expressions to enhance its effect. It opens with a form of
question imparting a sense of gravity to the matter in dispute, yet it is something that
admits of no dispute. This is followed by an immediate warning of what will happen
on the day when they will realize its nature: “About what are they asking? About the
fateful tiding on which they dispute. No indeed, they shall certainly know! Again, no indeed;
they shall certainly know!” (Verses 1-5) Discussion of this fateful tiding is then
temporarily dropped. The surah draws attention to what we see around us in the
universe and what we feel in our souls which give an unmistakable indication of
what will follow: “Have We not spread and levelled the earth, and made the mountains as
pegs? We created you in pairs, and made your sleep a cessation of activity. We made the night
a mantle, and appointed the day for gaining a livelihood. We built above you seven mighty
ones, and placed therein a blazing lamp. We send down out of the rain- clouds water in
abundance, by which We bring forth grain and varied plants, and gardens thick with trees.”
(Verses 6-16)

After this multitude of images taken from actual life the siirah takes up the issue of
the event of which they have been warned. It explains to them its nature and how it
takes place: “Fixed is the Day of Decision. On that day the Trumpet is blown and you shall
come in crowds, and heaven is opened, and becomes gates, and the mountains are made to
move away, and seem to have been a mirage.” (Verses 17-20)

Then follows a scene of misery, that is at once both violent and infinitely powerful:
“Hell stands as a vigilant watch guard, a home for the tyrants and the transgressors. Therein
they shall abide for ages, tasting neither coolness nor any drink, except boiling fluid and
decaying filth, a fitting recompense. They did not expect to be faced with a reckoning, and
roundly denied Our revelations. But We have placed on record every single thing, [and We

shall say]: “Taste this, then; the only increase you shall have is increase of torment.”” (Verses
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21-30) The scene of happiness, on the other hand, overflows with beauty: “The God-
fearing shall have a place of security, gardens and vineyards and high-bosomed maidens, of
equal age, for companions, and a cup overflowing. There they shall hear no idle talk, nor any
falsehood. Such is the recompense of your Lord, a truly sufficient gift.” (Verses 31-36)

The surah closes with a distinctive note which accompanies a majestic scene of the
day when all this takes place: “Lord of the heavens and earth and all that lies between
them, the Most Gracious, with whom they have no power to speak. On the day when the
Spirit and the angels stand in ranks, they shall not speak, except those to whom the Most
Gracious has given leave, and who shall say what is right. That day is a certainty. Let him
who will seek a way back to his Lord. We have forewarned you of an imminent scourge, on the
day when man will look on what his hands have forwarded and the unbeliever will cry:
‘Would that I were dust!” (Verses 37-40)

This is the fateful tiding about which they ask, and this is what will happen on the
day when they realize the true nature of this great event.

Needless Enquiry

About what are they asking? About the fateful tiding on which they dispute. No
indeed; they shall certainly know! Again, no indeed; they shall certainly know!
(Verses 1-5)

The sirah opens by shunning the enquirers and the enquiry. It wonders that
anyone should raise doubts about resurrection and judgement, which were central
points of bitter controversy. For the unbelievers could hardly imagine that
resurrection were possible, despite the fact that it is most logical. The surah asks what
they are talking about: “About what are they asking?” (Verse 1) We are then given the
answer. The question is not meant to solicit information but rather draws attention to
the subject of their questions and stating its nature: “About the fateful tiding on which
they dispute.” (Verses 2-3) The answer does not name the event but describes it to
enhance the feeling of wonder and amazement at such people. The dispute was
between those who believed in resurrection and those who denied it, but the
questions were raised by the latter only.

The suirah does not provide any more details about the event in question. It simply
describes it as great before adding an implicit threat which is much more frightening
than a direct answer. “No indeed, they shall certainly know! Again, no indeed, they shall
certainly know!” (Verses 4-5) The phrase, no indeed,” is used here as the nearest
possible rendering of the Arabic term, kalla, which denotes strong shunning. The
whole sentence is repeated to add force to the threat implied.
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Around Man’s World

The sirah then puts aside, apparently, that great event which is at the centre of
controversy, only to pick it up later on. We are then taken on a quick round of the
universe in which we see a multitude of scenes, creatures and phenomena.
Contemplation of which strongly shakes any human heart: “Have We not spread and
levelled the earth, and made the mountains as pegs? We created you in pairs, and made your
sleep a cessation of activity. We made the night a mantle, and appointed the day for gaining a
livelihood. We built above you seven mighty ones, and placed therein a blazing lamp. We send
down out of the rain-clouds water in abundance, by which We bring forth grain and varied
plants, and gardens thick with trees.” (Verses 6-16)

In this round we traverse the vast universe, observing a great multitude of scenes
and phenomena, which are sketched out with great economy of words. This helps
make the rhythm sharp and penetrating, like an incessant hammering. The form of
questioning implying a statement is also used here deliberately. It may be likened to
a strong hand shaking those who are still unaware. It draws their attention to all
these creatures and phenomena which provide strong evidence of the deliberate
planning and designing which go into their creation, the ability to create and re-
create, and the wisdom behind creation, which dictates that no creature will be left
out of the great reckoning. Hence we come back to the fateful tiding, the subject of
the argument.

The first leg in this round takes us across the earth and the mountains: “Have We
not spread and levelled the earth, and made the mountains as pegs?” (Verses 6-7) Both facts
mentioned here can be easily recognized and appreciated by everyone. Indeed, even
primitive man can be affected by them once his attention is drawn to them.

As human knowledge advances and man acquires better insight into the nature of
the universe and its varied phenomena, his appreciation of these two aspects is
enhanced. He recognizes more fully God’s elaborate planning of the universe, the
accurate balance maintained between the individual kinds of creation and their
respective needs, the preparation of the earth for human existence and man’s
adaptability to his environment. That the earth has been specially prepared as a
comfortable home for human life in particular is irrefutable evidence of the careful
designing of this existence. It is sufficient to break one relation in the conditions
available on earth or in the conditions and proportions required for life and the earth
would no longer be that comfortable home for mankind to tread on.

Man recognizes easily, by eyesight, that the mountains are very much like the
pegs of a tent. From the Qur'an we learn that they steady the earth and keep its
balance. This may be because the height of the mountains offsets the depth of the
seas and oceans. An alternative explanation is that mountains balance out the inner
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with the outer movements of our planet. Or probably they merely increase the
weight of the earth at certain spots to prevent its violent shaking with earthquakes,
volcanoes or internal tremors. There may be another explanation not yet known to
man. In the Qur’an we find numerous references to natural laws the essence of which
was completely unknown to man at the time of revelation, but knowledge of which
was acquired a few centuries later.

In its second leg, this round touches upon various aspects of human existence:
“We created you in pairs.” (Verse 8) Again, this is a well established phenomenon,
easily recognized by every human being. God has made the survival and continuity
of mankind conditional on each of the two different sexes, male and female, playing
its role in life fully. Not much knowledge is required to appreciate what this involves
of comfort, pleasure and recreation. Hence the Qur’anic statement stands to be
appreciated by every generation in every society according to its abilities and
knowledge.

Beyond the primitive importance of this fact there is the wider scope of
contemplation as man’s knowledge increases and his feelings become more refined.
We may contemplate how one sperm produces a male child while another,
absolutely similar to the first, produces a female one. Our contemplation, however
penetrating, is bound to lead us to the inescapable conclusion that it is God’s perfect
planning which gives each sperm its distinctive characteristics, so that we may
eventually have a male and a female, for life to continue.

“And made your sleep a cessation of activity. We made the night a mantle, and appointed
the day for gaining a livelihood.” (Verses 9-11) God has willed that sleep should
overpower man and make him lose consciousness and activity. When asleep, man is
in a state which is unlike life and unlike death. It ensures rest for his body and mind
and compensates both for whatever effort they have exerted during wakefulness. All
this happens in a way the true nature of which man cannot conceive. His will plays
no part in it and it is impossible for him to discover how it happens. When awake,
man does not know his condition while he is asleep. He is also unable, when asleep,
to observe his condition and how sleep affects him. It is one of the secrets of man’s
constitution and of all living creatures, unknown except to the Creator Who has
made sleep essential for life. For there is no living creature who can stay without
sleep except for a limited period. If he were forced, by external means, to stay awake,
he would certainly die.

Sleep does not merely satisfy some of man’s physical and mental needs. It is,
indeed, a truce for the human soul from the fierce struggle of life. It is a respite which
allows man to lay down his armour, willingly or unwillingly, and enjoy a period of
perfect peace which he needs no less than he needs food and drink. Sometimes, when
one is low-spirited, mentally exhausted, possessed by fear and alarm, sleep may
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overpower one, for a few minutes perhaps, and bring about a total change in one’s
condition. Sleep does not merely renew one’s strength, but it may revive one in such
a way as to wake up a new person altogether. This is miraculous, yet very true. It
happened on a large scale to the early Muslims who fought in the Battles of Badr and
Uhud. God mentions both occasions in the Qur’an, reminding the Muslims of His
tavours. “He made slumber fall upon you, as an assurance from Him.” (8: 11) “Then, after
sorrow, He let peace fall upon you, in the shape of a slumber which overtook some of you.” (3:
154) Many other people have had the same experience in similar conditions.

Cessation of activity and consciousness through sleep is a prerequisite for the
continuity of life. Yet it can be given only by God. It is mentioned here by way of
inviting man to contemplate his own creation and constitution.

God’s perfection of creation has provided a correspondence between the
movement of the universe and that of living creatures. As man requires sleep after
his day’s work, so God has provided the night as a covering mantle for man to enjoy
his slumber. Day is also provided as a period of activity for man to pursue his
livelihood. Thus perfect harmony is established. The world is perfectly suited to the
creatures who live in it, and God’s creation is endowed with those characteristics
which fit in easily and gently with the universe. What perfect planning by a
scrupulous Designer!

The final leg of this round touches on the creation of heaven: “We built above you
seven mighty ones, and placed therein a blazing lamp. We send down out of the rain-clouds
water in abundance, by which We bring forth grain and varied plants, and gardens thick with
trees.” (Verses 12-16) The seven mighty ones God has built above the earth are the
seven heavens or skies, the precise nature of which is known only to God. They may
be seven galaxies which have a bearing on our planet or on our solar system. The
phrase may also refer to something else that is unknown to us. What we know for
certain, however, is that these seven have a strong constitution and do not easily
disintegrate. This much we know about the stars and we observe in what we call “the
sky’. The surah also points out that the construction of the seven mighty ones is in
perfect harmony with the creation of the earth and the world of man. This is implied
in the following verses: “And placed therein a blazing lamp.” (Verse 13) This is a
reference to the sun which shines and gives the heat necessary for the earth and its
living creatures. It also plays an important part in forming the clouds by evaporating
sea water: “We send down out of the rain-clouds water in abundance.” (Verse 14) The
Arabic text refers to these clouds as something squeezable. But who squeezes them to
extract their juice? The winds, maybe, or perhaps some kind of electric charge in the
atmosphere! Beyond both types, however, there is the hand of the Designer, who has
assigned to everything in the universe its respective qualities.

The use of the word ‘lamp” to refer to the sun is very apt, for a lamp gives heat and
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light. It also shines as if it is ablaze. The heat and the light provided by the sun
combine with the water flowing in abundance, time after time, from the ‘squeezable’
clouds to help the seeds send out their shoots. This is how grains, vegetables, bushes
and wide-branching trees grow. This consonance in the design of the universe could
not have been achieved without God'’s careful planning. Any man can appreciate this
if his attention is drawn to it. If he acquires advanced knowledge, he finds even more
consonance and congruity in the universe, which leaves him wondering in complete
amazement. He then finds completely insupportable the argument that all this is the
result of coincidence. He considers those who evade admitting the fact of elaborate
and conscious planning pigheaded and unworthy of respect.

Reckoning and Reward

All this has been for work and pleasure, but there are reckoning and reward to
follow, on the appointed day: “Fixed is the Day of Decision. On that day the Trumpet is
blown and you shall come in crowds, and heaven is opened and becomes gates, and the
mountains are made to move away, and seem to have been a mirage.” (Verses 17-20)
Creation is not without purpose. The Creator, who has accurately measured human
life and carefully provided perfect harmony between it and the universe, will not let
people just live and die in vain. Reason cannot accept that those who do good and
the evildoers should both end in dust. The rightly-guided and the straying folk, the
just and the tyrants cannot all share the same fate. There must be a day when
everything is judged and evaluated. The day is appointed by God: “Fixed is the Day of
Decision.” (Verse 17)

It is a day when upheaval overtakes the universe and destroys its systems. “On
that day the Trumpet is blown and you shall come in crowds, and heaven is opened and
becomes gates, and the mountains are made to move away, and seem to have been a mirage.”
(Verses 18-20) The ‘Trumpet’ is a kind of horn of which we know nothing except its
name and that it will be blown. We need not waste our time trying to discover how,
for such discovery will not strengthen our faith.

God has revealed to us what we need to know of the secrets of the universe so that
we may not waste our energy in the futile pursuit of useless knowledge. We can
imagine, however, a blast on a Trumpet which people answer by arriving in droves.
We can visualize the scene whereby all the generations of mankind rise up, walking
in their multitudes, from all directions, to attend the great reckoning. We can imagine
the fearful sight of people rising from their graves and the great, huge, endless crowd
they form. We can feel the horror of the day, people’s helplessness and fear. We do
not know where all this will happen, nor when, for the universe is full of great
events: “And heaven is opened and becomes gates, and the mountains are made to move
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away, and seem to have been a mirage.” (Verses 19-20)

Heaven, the mighty heaven, is opened up so that it becomes gates. It is, as
described elsewhere in the Qur’an, rent asunder. So, it will look very unfamiliar to
us. The firmly dug-in pegs, i.e. the mountains, are made to move away. They are
hammered, scattered, turned into dust, blown by the wind, as other Qur’anic verses
describe. Hence, they become non-existent, like a mirage which has no reality. Or,
probably, different rays are reflected against them after they have been turned into
dust and they look like a mirage.

All in all, horror is apparent in the upheaval which envelops the universe as well
as in men’s resurrection after the Trumpet is blown. Such is the Day of Decision
carefully and wisely fixed.

The Fateful Day

The surah takes another step, beyond resurrection, to describe the fate of the tyrant
unbelievers and also that of the righteous. It begins with the former group who raise
doubts about the fateful tiding: “Hell stands as a vigilant watch guard, a home for the
tyrants and the transgressors. Therein they shall abide for ages, tasting neither coolness nor
any drink, except boiling fluid and decaying filth: a fitting recompense. They did not expect to
be faced with a reckoning, and roundly denied Our revelations. But We have placed on record
every single thing, [and We shall say]: ‘Taste this, then; the only increase you shall have is
increase of torment.”” (Verses 21-30)

Hell has been created so that it may watch the tyrants and transgressors and await
their arrival. They find it well prepared to receive them, as if they are returning to
their natural home after having sojourned on earth a while. It is a home in which
they stay endlessly. But they taste “neither coolness nor any drink.” (Verse 24) The next
verse provides an exception to this, but the exception is even worse: “except boiling
fluid and decaying filth.” (Verse 25) Their throats and stomachs burn as they drink the
boiling fluid, which is the only ‘coolness’ they have, while their other drink is the filth
of the burning bodies, decaying in the enormous heat. The Qur’an comments that
this is “a fitting recompense’. It is in keeping with what they have done in their lives.
For they thought they would never return to God: “They did not expect to be faced with
a reckoning, and roundly denied Our revelations.” (Verses 27-28) Their denial, as the
Arabic verse suggests, is strongly emphatic and stubbornly upheld. But God keeps a
meticulous record which does not leave out anything they do or say: “But We have
placed on record every single thing.” (Verse 29) Then follows a reproach coupled with
the tiding that they can hope for no change in their condition and no abatement of its

intensity: “Taste this, then; the only increase you shall have is increase of torment.” (Verse
30)
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We then have the corresponding scene of the righteous in complete bliss. “The
God-fearing shall have a place of security, gardens and vineyards, and high-bosomed maidens,
of equal age, for companions, and a cup overflowing. There they shall hear no idle talk, nor
any falsehood. Such is the recompense of your Lord, a truly sufficient gift.” (Verses 31-36) If
hell is a vigilant watch guard which the tyrants cannot escape, the righteous, the
God-fearing will end in a place of security. What a place it is: “gardens and vineyards.”
(Verse 32) The vine tree is specifically mentioned because it is well known to the
addressees. The God-fearing will also have companions who are described here as
high-bosomed and of equal age. They also drink from a cup overflowing with
refreshing beverage.

These luxuries are given a physical description so that we may better appreciate
them. The precise nature of these luxuries and how they may be enjoyed remain
unknown to us as our understanding is restricted by our limited world. But the
enjoyment provided to the righteous is not purely physical. “There they shall hear no
idle talk, nor any falsehood.” (Verse 35) So it is a pure life there, free of the idle chatting
and falsehood which give rise to controversy. The reality is known to everyone,
which means that there is no room for futile argument. It is a sublime state of affairs
suitable for eternal life. Then follows the Qur’anic comment: “Such is the recompense of
your Lord, a truly sufficient gift.” (Verse 36)

In God’s Presence

The suirah closes with the final scene of the day when all this happens. It is a scene
in which we see the angel Gabriel, who is the Holy Spirit, and all the angels standing
in ranks before God, their Most Merciful Lord. They stand in awe of Him; no one
dares utter a word without prior permission from Him. “Lord of the heavens and earth
and all that lies between them, the Most Gracious, with whom they have no power to speak.
On the day when the Spirit and the angels stand in ranks, they shall not speak, except those to
whom the Most Gracious has given leave, and who shall say what is right.” (Verses 37-38)

The recompense given to the righteous and to the tyrant transgressors, which was
detailed in the previous section, is from your Lord. “Lord of the heavens and earth and
all that lies between them, the Most Gracious.” (Verse 37) What a befitting context to
reaffirm the eternal truth of Godhead. God is the Supreme Lord of man, the heavens
and earth, this life and the next, who metes out reward for righteousness and
punishment for transgression and tyranny. But above all He is the Most Gracious.
The reward He assigns to each group is a manifestation of His mercy. Even the
torment endured by the transgressors originates from God’s mercy. For it is indeed
part of mercy that evil should be punished and that it should not have the same end
as good.
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The other divine attribute implied here is majesty: “with whom they have no power to
speak.” (Verse 37) In this awesome situation neither man nor angel can speak without
permission from the Most Gracious. Whatever is said will be right because He does
not permit anyone to speak whom He knows will not be saying what is right.

When we think that the angels, who are favoured by God, and absolutely pure
from sin, stand silent in front of God and dare not speak without His permission, we
are bound to feel how awesome the atmosphere is. Having motivated such a feeling,
the siirah delivers a warning to those who have chosen not to hear or see: “That day is
a certainty. Let him who will seek a way back to his Lord. We have forewarned you of an
imminent scourge, on the day when man will look on what his hands have forwarded and the
unbeliever will cry: ‘Would that I were dust!” (Verses 39-40)

Those who raise doubts and question the reality of the Day of Resurrection are
here shaken violently: “That day is a certainty.” (Verse 39) There is no room left for
doubt and controversy. Yet there is time for mending one’s erring ways before the
tearful watch guard, i.e. hell, becomes a permanent home: “Let him who will seek a way
back to his Lord.” (Verse 39) The warning is stern enough to make the drunken awake:
“We have forewarned you of an imminent scourge.” (Verse 40) It will not be long coming,
for man’s life is but a short period. The scourge is so fearful that the unbelievers,
when faced with it, will send up that great cry expressing the wish that they had
never lived: “On the day when man will look on what his hands have forwarded and the
unbeliever will cry: ‘Would that I were dust!” (Verse 40)

This is the cry of one who is in great distress, who feels ashamed for what he has
been and what he has done. He feels that it is better not to be, or to be something as
worthless as dust, than to witness such a fearful occasion. The terrible position of the
unbelievers is the subject of the questions and doubts they raise concerning that
fateful tiding.
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SURAH 79
Al-Nazi at
(The Pluckers)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

By those that pluck out vehemently, (1)

and those that move forward rapidpy; (2)

by those that float along at ease, (3)

and those that outstrip swifty, (4)

and those that conduct matters. (5)

On the day when a violent convulsion will [be
overwhelpring), (6)

to be soon followed by a further [convulsion], (7)

all hearts shall be filled with terror, (8)

and all eyes shall be downcast. (9)
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They say, What! Are we being restored to onr
Sformer state, (10)

even though we have becomse [no more than|
hollow bones?’ (11)

They say, “That will be a return with loss.” (12)
But with just one blast (13)

they shall be alive on earth. (14)

Have you heard the story of Moses? (15)

His Lord called ont to hinz in the sacred valley of
Twuwa, (16)

saying: ‘Go to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all
bounds, (17)

and say to him. “Would you like to reform
yourself? (18)

I il guide you to your 1 ord, so that you may be
n awe of Him.”” (19)

He showed Pharaoh the nughtiest miracle, (20)

but Pharaoh cried lies and rebelled. (21)

He then turned away hastify. (22)

He  summmoned all his men and made a
proclamation to themr: (23)
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T anz your supreme Lord, he said. (24)

God smote hin with the scomge of both the life fo
comte and this life. (25)

Surely in this there is a lesson for the God-fearing,
(26)

Which is stronger in constitution: you or the
heaven He has built? (27)

He raised it high and gave it its perfect shape,
28)

and gave darkness 1o its night, and brought out
its daylight. (29)

Alffer that Fle spread out the earrh. (30)

He brought out water from i, and brought forth
s pastures; (31)

and the mountains He set firm, (32)

for you and your cattle to delight in. (33)

Then, when the great, overwhelnzing event conmses

10 pass— (34)

on that day man will dearly rementber what he
has done, (35)

when bell is brought in sight of all who are
looking ony (30)

then, he who transgressed the bounds of what is
vight, (37
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and chose this present life (38) =3 1 LT s
will have hell for bis dwelling place. (39)

But he who feared that he will stand before his

Lord and forbade his soul its base desire (40) - 300 Lsé': 5 <) %L/E.; Ol ;; L:Tj
will dhvell in paradise. (41) e UTE I
They question you about the L ast Hour, when @ s ji;jT b ﬁT :3!-;
will it come 1o pass? (42) i

N A R A A K
But why should you be concerned with its exact (D) e 0Ll ALl g‘c skl
timing? (43)

The final word concerning it belongs o your 1 ord,
(44)

Your mission is merely to warmn those who fear i.

(45) D) pai L s Col L)
On the day when they see that hour, it will seemr P S PR ,%
Lo ",‘:.c ~:.| > “. oy A
to them that their life on earth had spanned only sl Y,l ek M Gy e
one evening, or one moming. (40) @ Lé.‘Z;-"
S
Overview

This surah is just one example of many in this part of the Qur’an which shares a
common objective; namely, to drive home to man the reality of the hereafter, its
inevitability and its awesome nature, and to stress its importance to the divine
planning of man’s life in this world. Such planning culminates in man’s death and
subsequent resurrection in a new life. As it sets out to drive this idea home to man,
the siirah touches upon our emotions in a variety of ways that are directly relevant to
its central theme.

First we have an ambiguous opening which creates an air of fear and worried
expectation. The rhythm here is quick and throbbing; it helps evoke feelings of fear,
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surprise and wonder: “By those that pluck out vehemently, and those that move forward
rapidly; by those that float along at ease, and those that outstrip swiftly, and those that
conduct matters.” (Verses 1-5)

This equivocal, shaking opening is followed by the first of those scenes which deal
with the hereafter. The style and tempo of the opening is here maintained and thus
serves as a framework for the overall scene: “On the day when a violent convulsion will
[be overwhelming], to be soon followed by a further [convulsion], all hearts shall be filled with
terror, and all eyes shall be downcast. They say, “What! Are we being restored to our former
state, even though we have become [no more than] hollow bones?” They say, “That will be a
return with loss.” But with just one blast they shall be alive on earth.” (Verses 6-14)

Having cast an air of awe, the siirah then provides an account of the end met by
some of the unbelievers during the time of Moses and Pharaoh. Here the rhythm is
quieter and more relaxed to suit the narrative style: “Have you heard the story of
Moses? His Lord called out to him in the sacred valley of Tuwa, saying: ‘Go to Pharaoh: he
has transgressed all bounds, and say to him: “Would you like to reform yourself? I will guide
you to your Lord, so that you may be in awe of Him.”" He showed Pharaoh the mightiest
miracle, but Pharaoh cried lies and rebelled. He then turned away hastily. He summoned all
his men and made a proclamation to them: I am your supreme Lord’, he said. God smote him
with the scourge of both the life to come and this life. Surely in this there is a lesson for the
God-fearing.” (Verses 1526) This account serves as an introduction to the great
principle the sirah aims to establish.

Leaving history aside, the surah then takes up the open book of the universe. It
paints great scenes of the universe which testify to the limitless power and careful
planning of God, the Creator of the universe who controls its destiny both in this life
and in the life to come. These scenes are drawn in a powerful style and contain a
strong rhythm in harmony with the opening of the siirah and its general cadence.
“Which is stronger in constitution: you or the heaven He has built? He raised it high and
gave it its perfect shape, and gave darkness to its night, and brought out its daylight. After
that He spread out the earth. He brought out water from it, and brought forth its pastures;
and the mountains He set firm, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verses 27-33)

Then comes a statement about the great and overwhelming event, which will be
accompanied by the distribution of rewards for actions done in this life. The rewards
are portrayed in such a way as to fit in harmoniously with the event itself: “Then,
when the great, overwhelming event comes to pass — on that day man will clearly remember
what he has done, when hell is brought in sight of all who are looking on; then, he who
transgressed the bounds of what is right, and chose this present life will have hell for his
dwelling place. But he who feared that he will stand before his Lord and forbade his soul its
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base desire will dwell in paradise.” (Verses 34-41)

At this point, when we are overwhelmed by the respective fates of the
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transgressors who prefer this life to the next, and the God-fearing who restrain
themselves, the sirah turns to those who deny resurrection, yet ask the Prophet to fix
its time. The rhythm here is superb. It further contributes to the awe produced by the
account of the Last Hour. “They question you about the Last Hour, when will it come to
pass? But why should you be concerned with its exact timing? The final word concerning it
belongs to your Lord. Your mission is merely to warn those who fear it. On the day when they
see that hour, it will seem to them that their life on earth had spanned only one evening, or
one morning.” (Verses 42-46) Perhaps we should note that these verses end with the
sound ‘aha’, which adds length to the metre, intensifying the effect of majesty and
awe.

The Pluckers and the Event

By those that pluck out vehemently, and those that move forward rapidly; by those
that float along at ease, and those that outstrip swiftly, and those that conduct
matters. (Verses 1-5)

Some commentators say of these verses that they refer to the angels who pluck out
souls vehemently, move along with ease and speed, float along as they move in the
outer world, outstrip other creatures to embrace the faith and carry out God’s
commands and conduct whatever affairs they are charged with. Other commentators
maintain that they refer to the stars which come on as they traverse their orbits, move
rapidly in phases, float in space, outstrip others as they run fast and bring about
certain phenomena and results which are entrusted to them by God and which affect
life on earth. A third group of commentators are of the view that the pluckers,
runners, floaters and outstrippers refer to the stars while the conductors of affairs are
the angels. Another group believe that the first three are the stars while the
outstrippers and conductors of affairs are the angels.

Whatever the referents of these terms are, their mention in this particular way
produces a shock and a feeling of expectation of something fearful. Thus, they
contribute, right at the outset, to preparing our minds for the frightening account of
the first and second quakes and of the overwhelming event mentioned later in the
surah.

Perhaps it is better not to go into great detail in trying to explain and discuss these
verses. It is perhaps more fruitful to let these verses produce their effect naturally.
The Qur’an seeks to achieve its objective of awakening people’s hearts in different
ways. If we do this we simply follow the example of “Umar ibn al-Khattab. He once
read Sirah 80, The Frowning. When he reached the verse which reads ‘wa fakihatan
wa abba’, he wondered, “we know the fruit trees, fakihatan, but what is abba?” But
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then he reproached himself, saying: “You, Ibn al-Khattab, are being really fussy
today! What harm is there in your not knowing the meaning of a word used in God’s
book?” He then said to the people around: “Follow what you understand of this
book; what you do not understand you may leave alone.” His statement, aimed at
discouraging people from trying to explain what may be equivocal to them, without
the backing of perfectly sound authority, represents an attitude of veneration
towards God’s words. Indeed, some words and phrases may deliberately have been
left equivocal so as to fulfil a certain objective.

The opening of the sirah takes the form of an oath, to confirm the event related in
verses that immediately follow: “On the day when a wviolent convulsion will [be
overwhelming, to be soon followed by a further [convulsion], all hearts shall be filled with
terror, and all eyes shall be downcast. They say, “What! Are we being restored to our former
state, even though we have become [no more than] hollow bones?” They say, "That will be a
return with loss.” But with just one blast they shall be alive on earth.” (Verses 6-14) It has
been suggested that the convulsion refers to the earth being overwhelmed by a
violent quake. This is based on what the Qur’an says in another surah: “On the day
when the earth and the mountains will be convulsed.” (73: 14) It has also been suggested
that the convulsion that follows affects the sky, as it follows the earth in witnessing
its own upheaval causing it to split and the stars to scatter. An alternative suggestion
claims that the first convulsion refers to the first blast on the Trumpet which causes
the earth, the mountains and all creation to quake and tremble, and makes all who
are in heaven and on earth fall down fainting, except those who are spared by God.
The follower, it is claimed, refers to the second blast on the Trumpet which brings all
creation back to life as stated in verse 68 of Surah 39.

Whichever suggestion is correct, these verses make men’s hearts feel the
convulsion and shake with fear and worry. They prepare us for the terror that will
till people’s hearts on the Day of Judgement: “All hearts shall be filled with terror and all
eyes shall be downcast.” (Verses 8-9) Thus, it is a combination of worry, fear,
humiliation and breakdown. This is what happens on that day, and it is this fact
which the oath at the opening of the siirah seeks to establish. In both sense and
rhythm, the scene portrayed by these verses fits in perfectly with the opening.

The surah goes on to speak of people’s surprise and wonder when they are
resurrected: “They say: ‘What! Are we being restored to our former state, even though we
have become [no more than] hollow bones?’” (Verses 10-11) They wonder whether they
are being returned to life again. Amazed, they ask how this can be done after they
have been dead for so long that their bones are hollow. Then they realize that their
awakening does not take them back to their life on earth, but to their second life. At
this point they feel their great loss and cry: “That will be a return with loss.” (Verse 12)
They have not banked on such a return, and have not prepared for it, so they have
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everything to lose by it. The Qur’anic comment is to state what will actually happen:
“But with just one blast they shall be alive on earth.” (Verses 13-14)

The ‘blast’ is a shout, but it is described here as a blast to emphasize its force, and
to strike a note of perfect harmony between this scene and others drawn in the sirah.
The term used for ‘the earth” here refers to a bright white earth which is the land of
resurrection. We do not know its exact location. All we know of it is that which the
Qur’an or the authentic traditions of the Prophet relate. We have no intention of
adding anything unauthoritative to their account. Other Qur’anic statements lead us
to the conclusion that this one blast is most probably the second blow on the
Trumpet, i.e. the blow of resurrection. The expression used here gives a sense of
speed. The blast itself is associated with speed, and the general rhythm of the surah is
a rapid one. Terrified hearts also beat fast. Hence the perfect harmony between the
sense, the rhythm, the scenes and the surah as a whole.

Instructions Given to Moses

The rhythm then slows down a little in order to suit the style of narration. For next
we have an account of what took place between Moses and Pharaoh, and the end
which Pharaoh met after he had tyrannized and transgressed all bounds: “Have you
heard the story of Moses? His Lord called out to him in the sacred valley of Tuwa, saying: ‘Go
to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all bounds, and say to him: “Would you like to reform
yourself? I will guide you to your Lord, so that you may be in awe of Him.”" He showed
Pharaoh the mightiest miracle, but Pharaoh cried lies and rebelled. He then turned away
hastily. He summoned all his men and made a proclamation to them: “I am your supreme
Lord’, he said. God smote him with the scourge of both the life to come and this life. Surely in
this there is a lesson for the God-fearing.” (Verses 15-26)

The story of Moses is the most frequent and detailed of Qur’anic historical
accounts. It is mentioned in many other surahs, in different ways and with varying
emphasis. At times, certain episodes are given greater prominence than others. This
variation of style and emphasis aims at striking harmony between the historical
account and the sirah in which it occurs. Thus, the story helps to make the message
of the surah clearer. This method is characteristic of the Qur’an. Here the historical
account is given in quick successive scenes which open with the call Moses receives
in the sacred valley and end with the destruction of Pharaoh in this life and perdition
in the life to come. Thus, it fits very well with the main theme of the surah, namely
the hereafter. The part given here of Moses’s history spans a long period, yet it is
conveyed by only a few short verses that fit in well with the rhythm and message of
the sirah as whole.

They start with an introductory question addressed to the Prophet: “Have you
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heard the story of Moses?” (Verse 15) The question serves to prepare us to listen to the
history and contemplate its lessons. Moses’s story is described here as history to
emphasize that it actually happened. It starts with Moses being called by God: “His
Lord called out to him in the sacred valley of Tuwa.” (Verse 16) Tuwa is probably the
name of the valley which lies to the right of Mount Tar in Sinai, as one comes up
from Madyan in North Hijaz.

The moment this call was made was an awesome one. The call from God to one of
His servants is beyond description, yet it embodies a secret of divinity, and a secret
of how God has made man susceptible to His call. No one can comprehend what is
involved here without inspiration from God Himself.

The communication between God and Moses is discussed in more detail
elsewhere in the Qur’an. However, with the brevity and rapid rhythm that
characterize this siirah, it is touched upon here only very briefly, before God’s
command to Moses is stated: “Go to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all bounds, and say to
him: ‘Would you like to reform yourself I will guide you to your Lord, so that you may be in
awe of Him.” (Verses 17-19)

“Go to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all bounds.” (Verse 17) The Arabic term for
‘transgress’, which is fagha, also suggests tyranny. Neither tyranny nor transgression
should be allowed to take place or be left unchecked. They lead to corruption and to
what displeases God. So God [limitless is He in His glory] selects one of His noble
servants and charges him with the task of trying to put an end to them. The
instructions given to this noble servant require him to go to a tyrant in an attempt to
turn him away from his erring ways, so that he has no excuse should God decide to
exact His retribution.

“Go to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all bounds.” God teaches Moses how to address
this tyrant in the most persuasive manner: “Say to him: ‘Would you like to reform
yourself?” (Verse 18) The first question then is whether or not the tyrant would like to
purify himself of the stains of tyranny and abominable disobedience to God. Would
he like to know the path of the pious, the blessed?: “I will guide you to your Lord, so
that you may be in awe of Him.” (Verse 19) The offer here is for Pharaoh to be shown
the way acceptable to God. Once he knows it, he will feel the fear of God in his heart.
Man does not transgress and tyrannize unless he loses his way and finds himself
taking a road which does not lead to God. His heart hardens as a result, and he rebels
and resorts to tyranny.

Moses was told all this when God called to him. He of course puts these questions
to Pharaoh when he encounters him. The siirah, however, does not repeat them when
it describes the encounter. It skips over what happens after God’s call to Moses and
deletes what Moses says when he conveys his message. It is as if the curtain falls
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after the call to repentance. When it is lifted again, we are presented with the end of
the encounter: “He showed Pharaoh the mightiest miracle, but Pharaoh cried lies and
rebelled.” (Verses 20-21)

Unrivalled Insolence

Thus, Moses conveys the message with which he has been entrusted in the manner
God has taught him. This warm, friendly attitude, however, cannot win over a heart
that has been hardened by tyranny and ignorance of the Lord of the universe. So
Moses shows him the great miracles of the stick turning into a snake and Moses’s
own hand becoming a brilliant white, as they are described in other surahs, “but he
cried lies and rebelled.” (Verse 21) The scene ends with Pharaoh’s rejection and
rebellion against God.

Pharaoh then turns away to mobilize his forces and bring forward his sorcerers for
an encounter between magic and the truth. Essentially, Pharaoh was determined not
to accept the truth or submit to right. “He then turned away hastily. He summoned all his
men and made a proclamation to them: I am your supreme Lord’, he said.” (Verses 2224)
The siirah does not give any details of Pharaoh’s efforts to muster his magicians,
sorcerers and men. It simply says that he went away to do so, and then uttered his
impertinent proclamation: “I am your supreme Lord”. (Verse 24)

Pharaoh’s declaration betrays the fact that he was deceived by his people’s
ignorance and their submission to his authority. Nothing deceives tyrants more than
the ignorance and abject submission of the masses. A tyrant is in fact an individual
who has no real power or authority. The ignorant and the submissive simply bend
their backs for him to ride, stretch out their necks for him to harness with reins, hang
down their heads to give him a chance to show his conceit, and forego their rights to
be respected and honoured. In this way they allow themselves to be tyrannized. The
masses do all this because they are deceived and afraid at the same time. Their fear
has no real basis except in their imagination. The tyrant, an individual, can never be
stronger than thousands or millions, should they attach proper value to their
humanity, dignity, self-respect and freedom. Every individual in the nation is a
match for the tyrant in terms of power. No one can tyrannize a nation which is sane,
or knows its true Lord, believes in Him and refuses to submit to any creature who
has no power over its destiny.

Pharaoh, however, found his people so ignorant, submissive and devoid of faith
that he was able to make his insolent, blasphemous declaration, “I am your supreme
Lord!” (Verse 24) He would never have dared to make it had his nation possessed the
qualities of general awareness, self-respect and faith in God.

Against such intolerable insolence, the Supreme Power moved in: “God smote him
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with the scourge of both the life to come and this life.” (Verse 25) The scourge of the life to
come is mentioned first because it is much more severe and perpetual. It is indeed
the real punishment for tyrants and transgressors. It is also appropriate to give it
prominence since the life to come is the main theme of the surah. Besides, it fits in
perfectly with the general rhythm of the siirah.

Nevertheless, the scourge that engulfed Pharaoh in this life was fearful and severe,
but that of the life to come will be much more so. Pharaoh had power, authority and
glory, yet none of this will be of any use to him. One can only imagine what the fate
that will be faced by unbelievers who do not have similar power, authority or glory
but who still resist God’s message and try to suppress it.

“Surely in this there is a lesson for the God-fearing.” (Verse 26) Only those who know
their true Lord and fear Him will benefit from the lessons of Pharaoh’s history. Those
who do not fear God will continue in their erring ways until they reach their
appointed end, when they shall suffer the scourge of both this life and the life to
come.

Having mentioned the end met by tyrants who thought themselves very powerful,
the siirah turns to the present unbelievers who also depend on their own power. It
directs their attention to some manifestations of the work of the Supreme Power in
the universe. Their power holds no sway against God’s: “Which is stronger in
constitution: you or the heaven He has built? He raised it high and gave it its perfect shape,
and gave darkness to its night, and brought out its daylight. After that He spread out the
earth. He brought out water from it, and brought forth its pastures; and the mountains He set
firm, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verses 27-33)

The question these verses start with, “Which is stronger in constitution: you or the
heaven He has built?” admits of one answer only: heaven. So the question seems to
infer another: “Why should you think so highly of your own power when heaven is
much stronger in constitution than you and the Lord who created it is much stronger
than it?” The question may also be carried forward in a different direction: “Why do
you think resurrection is impossible, when God has created heaven, the creation of
which requires more power than your own creation?” Resurrection is merely a
repetition of creation. It follows that He who has built heaven will find your
resurrection an easier proposition.

It is He who has ‘built’ heaven. The term ‘build” suggests strength and firm
constitution. Heaven is indeed so. Its planets are held together in perfect harmony.
They neither scatter, nor fall out of their orbits.

Conducive to Life
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“He raised it high and gave it its perfect shape.” (Verse 28) We need no more than a
glance in order to recognize the perfect coherence and harmony in the building of
heaven. Knowledge of the laws which govern the existence of the creatures in the sky
above us and provide a perfect balance between their actions, movements and
mutual effects helps us to understand the full meaning of this verse. It intensifies our
feeling of the limitlessness of their very real world, of which human knowledge has
uncovered only a tiny part. It overwhelms us with wonder and astonishment. We
stand speechless at the infinite beauty of the universe. We can give no explanation
for it except that a superhuman power has planned and governs it. This explanation
is now accepted even by most of those who profess not to believe in any religion.

“And gave darkness to its night, and brought out its daylight.” (Verse 29) The Arabic
words used in this verse add to the strength of the general tone. They also have
stronger connotations than the translation suggests. They are used here because they
are more fitting with the general context. The succession of darkness and light, at
night and in the morning, is a phenomenon recognized by all, but it may be
overlooked because we are so familiar with it. Here, the Qur’an reminds us of its
permanent novelty. For it is repeated anew every day, producing the same effects
and reactions. The natural laws governing this phenomenon are so precise and
miraculous that they continue to impress and astonish man as his knowledge
increases.

“After that He spread out the earth. He brought out water from it, and brought forth its
pastures; and the mountains He set firm.” (Verses 30-32) Spreading out the earth is a
reference to the levelling of its surface so that it becomes easy to walk on, and to the
formation of a layer of soil suitable for cultivation. Setting the mountains firm is a
result of the final shaping of the surface of the earth and its cooling down to a level
suitable for the emergence of living organisms. God also brought out water from the
earth. This applies to springs that allow deep waters to flow out onto the surface of
the earth. It also applies to rain water, since it comes originally from the earth. He
also brought forth the pastures, which is, in this context, a reference to all plants
upon which man and animals feed, and which directly and indirectly sustain life.

All this happened after heaven was built, the night darkened and the earth spread.
Recent astronomical theories support this Qur’anic statement, for they assume that
the earth was moving in its orbit, with day and night succeeding each other for
hundreds of millions of years before it was levelled and spread out, becoming
suitable for vegetation, and before its surface took its final, present shape of plains,
valleys, mountains and oceans.

The Qur’an declares that all this is “for you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verse 33)
This is a reminder to man of what God has made for him, and of His perfect and
elaborate planning. It is not by chance that heaven was built in this fashion and the
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earth spread out to take its present shape. Man’s existence, as God’s vicegerent, was
taken into account. Indeed, human life and progress depend on so many factors
which operate in the universe generally, and in the solar system in particular, and
even more particularly on the earth itself. All these factors must be made to function
in absolute harmony.

Following the Qur’anic method of delivering a short statement which embodies
the basic fact, yet is rich with hints and inferences, the siirah names just a few of these
harmonized factors — the building of heaven, the darkening of the night, the
bringing forth of daylight, the spreading of the earth, the manipulation of its waters
and pastures and the setting firm of mountains — for man and his cattle to delight in.
This statement ensures the elaborate planning of the universe is understood by
everybody, regardless of education standard. It addresses all mankind, throughout
all ages and societies, whether primitive or advanced. The reality of such meticulous
and elaborate planning, however, goes far beyond the level mentioned here. The
very nature of this universe rules out any possibility of its formation by chance, for
no chance construct could result in such perfect and absolute harmony on such an
immeasurable scale. The harmony starts with the fact that our solar system is unique
among millions and millions of planetary systems, and our earth is also a unique
planet with regard to its location in the solar system. It is this uniqueness that makes
life on earth possible.

Life may appear on a certain planet if certain conditions are met: the planet must
be of suitable size, at a medium distance from the sun, and it has to be of a
composition which mixes the elements in the right proportion to permit the
emergence of life. The suitable size is necessary because the atmosphere of the planet
is conditioned by the force of its gravity. The medium distance is also a necessary
condition because the planets which are near to the sun are so hot that nothing can
solidify on them, and those that are far from the sun are so cold that nothing on them
can have any measure of elasticity. The right composition of elements is necessary
because such a composition in the right proportion is a must for the growth of
vegetation which is, in turn, essential for the sustenance of life. The Earth has the
ideal location to satisfy all these conditions which are conducive to the emergence of
life in the only form which we now know.1

Establishing the fact of elaborate planning of the grand universe, and giving man a
special place in it prepares man’s heart and mind to receive and accept the statement
about the reality of the hereafter and its final judgement. If the origins of the universe
and of man are such, then the cycle must be completed, and everyone must have

LAM. Al-Aqqad, "Aqa’id al-Mufakkirin fi al-Qarn al-"Ishrin, Beliefs of Twentieth Century Thinkers,
Maktabat al-Anglo—al-Masriyyah, Cairo, n.d., p. 36.
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their reward. It is inconceivable that the final end comes with the end of man’s short
life in this world, or that evil and tyranny can get away without retribution, or that
good, justice and right can be left to suffer whatever hardship is visited on them in
this life, without there being a chance to put matters right. Such an assumption is, in
its very essence, contrary to the fact of elaborate planning so apparent everywhere in
the universe. Hence the reality touched upon in this part of the surah serves as an
introduction to the reality of the hereafter, which is the main theme of the whole
surah.

Different Dwellings

Then, when the great, overwhelming event comes to pass — on that day man will
clearly remember what he has done, when hell is brought in sight of all who are
looking on; then, he who transgressed the bounds of what is right, and chose this
present life will have hell for his dwelling place. But he who feared that he will stand
before his Lord and forbade his soul its base desire will dwell in paradise. (Verses 34-
41)

This present life is a period of comfort and enjoyment which are given in precise
and accurate measure. Its duration is determined according to the overall planning of
the universe and human life. Its comfort and enjoyment will end at the time
appointed for their expiry. When the great event takes place, it ravages all and
overwhelms all. The fleeting comfort of this life is extinguished. The whole universe,
its built heaven, spread out earth and firm mountains are overturned and all living
creatures are overwhelmed. At that moment “man will clearly remember what he has
done.” (Verse 35) He might have been distracted by the events and comforts of this
life and he might have overlooked what he has done. But he will recall it all then,
when remembrance brings him nothing but sadness and grief as he realizes what a
miserable end he faces. “When hell is brought in sight of all who are looking on.” (Verse
36) The term ‘bringing in sight’ is particularly powerful. It is rich in connotations and
further strengthens the rhythm. The result is an image so vivid we almost see it in
front of us now.

Then, people will have different destinies and the aim of earlier planning in the
tirst life is revealed: “Then, he who transgressed the bounds of what is right, and chose this
present life will have hell for his dwelling place.” (Verses 37-39) The Arabic term, fagha,
rendered here as ‘transgress the bounds of what is right’ means literally “tyrannize’,
but this term is used here, as elsewhere in the Qur’an, in a much wider sense than the
strict despotism of rulers and dictators. “Tyranny’ is used here as being synonymous
with exceeding the limits of right and truth. Hence these three verses refer to all
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those who transgress the boundaries of right, prefer this life to the future life, taking
no heed of the latter. Since consciousness of the hereafter defines the values and
standards to be applied, he who prefers this present life suffers a breakdown of
values and standards resulting in his adoption of faulty standards of behaviour. This
puts him in the category of despots and transgressors. Thus, hell which is brought in
sight of everybody on that great day will be his dwelling place.

“But he who feared that he will stand before his Lord and forbade his soul its base desire
will dwell in paradise.” (Verses 40-41) The one who fears to stand in front of God does
not indulge in sin. If he slips and commits a sin, in a moment of weakness, his fear of
God will lead him to repent and pray for forgiveness. Thus, he remains within the
area of obedience, the central point of which is the control of one’s caprice and
desires. Indulgence of desire and caprice is essentially the cause of all forms of
tyranny and transgression. It is the spring of evil. Man hardly ever falls for any
reason other than succumbing to caprice and desire. Ignorance is easy to cure. Desire,
once ignorance has been cured, is a plague which requires a long and hard struggle
to overcome. Yet fear of God is the only solid defence against violent attacks of
desire. Indeed, there is hardly any other defence which can withstand such attacks.
Hence, the surah mentions fear of God and control of desire together in one verse.
This fact is here stressed by God, the Creator of man and the only One who knows
the human soul, its weaknesses and their effective cure.

God does not ask man to suppress his desires, because He knows that it is not
possible for him to do so. He simply asks man to control his desires and not to let
them control him. He tells him that fear of standing before his Lord, the Almighty,
should be of great assistance. He has fixed his reward for this hard struggle: paradise
as a dwelling place. For God knows perfectly well the hardships involved in this
struggle and the high standards to which man is elevated by the same. This struggle,
self-control and elevation help man fulfil his humanity. Such fulfilment cannot be
achieved by giving way to all desires, and following caprice wherever it leads, on the
pretext that desire and caprice are part of human nature. God, who made man
sensitive to certain urges, also gave him self discipline. He also gives him paradise as
a reward when he elevates himself to a high standard of humanity.

There are two types of freedom. The first is achieved through scoring a victory
over one’s desires and releasing oneself from the chains of caprice. When man
achieves such a victory he finds himself able to fulfil these desires and caprices in a
controlled and balanced way which emphasizes his freedom of choice. This type of
freedom is human, one which suits the honour God has bestowed on man. The other
type is animal freedom, represented in man’s defeat, his enslavement by his desires,
and his loss of control over himself. This type of freedom is advocated only by those
who have lost their humanity, so they try to cover their slavery with a dress of
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deceptive freedom.

The Timing of the Last Hour

The last part of the surah is expressed in a rhythm which evokes awe. “They
question you about the Last Hour, when will it come to pass? But why should you be
concerned with its exact timing? The final word concerning it belongs to your Lord. Your
mission is merely to warn those who fear it. On the day when they see that hour, it will seem
to them that their life on earth had spanned only one evening, or one morning.” (Verses 42-
46)

Every time the diehards among the pagan Arabs heard a description of the fearful
events of the Day of Judgement, and the reckoning which then takes place, they used
to ask the Prophet (peace be upon him) to specify its time: “When will it come to pass?”
The answer given here to such questions takes the form of a rhetorical question, “But
why should you be concerned with its exact timing?” (Verse 43) It is an answer which
suggests that the Last Hour, or the Day of Judgement, is so great and majestic that
the questions put by the unbelievers concerning it sound stupid and pitiful.
Moreover, such questions are only put forward by the impudent. The great Prophet
himself is asked, “Why should you be concerned with its exact timing?” It is so great that
neither you nor anyone else should ask to be informed of its exact time. This
knowledge belongs to God alone, not to anybody else. “The final word concerning it
belongs to your Lord.” (Verse 44) He is the Master of everything which relates to it. The
Prophet’s own duties, and the limits he should not, and need not exceed are well
defined: “Your mission is merely to warn those who fear it.” (Verse 45) He is to warn
those who will benefit by such warnings. Such people will then live according to
their firm belief that it will arrive at the time appointed by God.

The majesty and awe of the Last Hour is explained through the description of its
effects on men’s feelings and the comparison that is drawn between its duration and
the length of this present life.

“On the day when they see that hour, it will seem to them that their life on earth had
spanned only one evening, or one morning.” (Verse 46) It so grips the soul that our
present life with all its epics, events and luxuries will seem to those who lived them
shorter than a single day, just one evening or one morning. So, the whole world, its
centuries and generations will shrink to nothing longer than a morning or an evening
in the sight of the very people who quarrel and fight for it, preferring it to their share
in the life to come. Yet for such passing enjoyment they abandon the hereafter and
forego the certain prospect of dwelling in paradise. This is definitely the greatest
stupidity of all, which no man who has ears to hear and eyes to see can ever
perpetrate.
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He fromwned and turned away (1)

when the biind man came to hin. (2)

SURAH 80
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In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

How could you tell? He ght have sought to
purify bimself. (3) e 5T
jﬁ M\L!.]

He might have been reminded and the renzinder
n2ight have profited him. (4)

But 1o the one who considered hinself self-

suffcient (5 o)

you were all attention. (6)

Yet the fault would not be yours if he remained
uncleansed. (7)

As to hin who comes to you with zeal, (8)

and with a feeling of fear in his heart, (9)
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loinz you ggnore. (10)

No indeed! 'This is an admonition. (11)

Let hine who will, bear it in mind. (12)

It s written on honoured pages, (13)

excalted, purified, (14)

by the hands of noble and devout scribes. (15-16)

Perish man! How ungrateful be is! (17)

Of what did God create him? (18)

Of a drp of sperm. He created him and
proportioned hine. (19)

He mafkes lis path smwoth for bine. (20)

He then canses him to die and puts him in his

grave. (21)

He will surely bring him back to life when He
Pleases. (22)

But by no means has nan_fulfilled His bidding.
23)
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Let 1man reflect on the food he eats: (24)

how We pour down the rain in torrents, (25)

and cleave the earth in fissures; (26)

how We bring forth the com, (27)

the grapes, and the fresh vegetation, (28)

the olive and the palns, (29)

the dense-treed gardens, (30)

the fruit-trees and the green pastures, (31)

for you and your cattle to delight in. (32)

But when the stunning blast is sounded, (33)

on that day everyone will forsake his brother, (34)

bois mother and his father, (35)

his wife and his children: (36)

for each one of them will on that day have enough
preoccpations of bis own. (37)
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Overview

This surah discusses certain principles of grave importance. It is unique in its
images and the impressions it leaves. Furthermore, it combines its marked spiritual
effect with superb musical rhythm.

Its first part treats a certain incident which took place in the early days of Islam.
The Prophet (peace be upon him) was busy with a few Quraysh dignitaries,
explaining to them the Islamic message, when Ibn Umm Makttm, a poor blind man,
interrupted him. Unaware that the Prophet was busy, the blind man asked him
repeatedly to teach him some verses from the Qur’an. The Prophet (peace be upon
him) was not very pleased at this interruption. He frowned and turned away from
Ibn Umm Maktam. This siirah opens by criticizing the Prophet’s behaviour in this
incident. It lays down clearly the values and principles upon which Islamic society is
founded and states the true nature of the message of Islam. “He frowned and turned
away when the blind man came to him. How could you tell? He might have sought to purify
himself. He might have been reminded and the reminder might have profited him. But to the
one who considered himself self-sufficient you were all attention. Yet the fault would not be
yours if he remained uncleansed. As to him who comes to you with zeal, and with a feeling of
fear in his heart, him you ignore. No indeed! This is an admonition. Let him who will, bear it
in mind. It is written on honoured pages, exalted, purified, by the hands of noble and devout
scribes.” (Verses 1-16)

Man’s ungrateful attitude towards God and his denial of Him come up for
discussion in the second part. Here man is reminded of his origin; how his life is
made easy; how God determines his death and resurrection; and how, after all this,
he fails to carry out His orders: “Perish man! How ungrateful he is! Of what did God
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create him? Of a drop of sperm. He created him and proportioned him. He makes his path
smooth for him. He then causes him to die and puts him in his grave. He will surely bring
him to life when He pleases. But by no means has man fulfilled His bidding.” (Verses 17-23)

The third part directs man to reflect upon things of immediate concern to him,
namely, his food. Absolute perfection of creation is obvious in the provision of food
for man as it is obvious in the creation, proportioning and development of man
himself: “Let man reflect on the food he eats: how We pour down the rain in torrents, and
cleave the earth in fissures; how We bring forth the corn, the grapes, and the fresh vegetation,
the olive and the palm, the dense- treed gardens, the fruit-trees and the green pastures, for you
and your cattle to delight in.” (Verses 24-32)

The final part touches upon “the stunning blast” and its fearful effects. The very
sound of the words gives the impression of horror. It makes people unaware of
anything around them. Their faces, however, provide a lucid account of what is
happening to them. “But when the stunning blast is sounded, on that day everyone will
forsake his brother, his mother and his father, his wife and his children: for each one of them
will on that day have enough preoccupations of his own. Some faces on that day shall be
beaming, smiling and joyful. Some other faces on that day shall be covered with dust, veiled
with darkness. These shall be the faces of the unbelievers, the hardened in sin.” (Verses 33-
42)

A quick preview of the siirah leaves a profound effect on the reader. Its message
and its implications are so powerful that no human heart can avoid being deeply
touched, even by a quick perusal of it. In the following pages we will attempt to
illustrate some of the far-reaching effects certain parts of the sirah have and which
may not be immediately apparent.

The Basis of Social Values

He frowned and turned away when the blind man came to him. How could you tell?
He might have sought to purify himself. He might have been reminded and the
reminder might have profited him. But to the one who considered himself self-
sufficient you were all attention. Yet the fault would not be yours if he remained
uncleansed. As to him who comes to you with zeal and with a feeling of fear in his
heart, him you ignore. No indeed! This is an admonition. Let him who will, bear it in
mind. It is written on honoured pages, exalted, purified, by the hands of noble and
devout scribes. (Verses 1-16)

The divine instructions which followed this incident are much more far reaching
than appears at first sight. They are indeed a miracle. These instructions, the
principles they seek to establish and the change they aim to accomplish in human
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society are, perhaps, the most important miracle of Islam. But the instructions are
made here as a direct comment on a single incident. It is part of the Qur’anic method
to make use of isolated incidents in order to lay down fundamental and permanent
principles. The principles established here and their practical effects, as seen in the
early Islamic society, are indeed the essence of Islam. They constitute the truth which
Islam, and all divine religions that preceded it, seek to plant in human life.

The point at issue here is not merely how an individual or a class of people should
be treated. This is indeed the significance of the Qur’anic comment on the incident
itself, taken in isolation. The heart of the matter is, however, something far more
important. It is: how should people evaluate everything in their lives? From where
should they derive the values and standards necessary for such an evaluation?

What the divine instructions contained in the opening part of the surah seek to
establish is that people must base their values and standards on divine
considerations, laid down by God. No social circumstances, traditions or practices,
nor any concept of life derived from them should be allowed either to encumber or
determine these values and standards. There is no denying the difficulties involved
in conducting human life on the basis of values and standards laid down by the
Divine Being, free from the pressure of all worldly considerations.

If we consider the pressure of society on the individual’s feelings and attitudes,
and the weight of considerations to be taken into account such as traditional values,
family and social ties, as well as the values that prevail in one’s own environment,
we can appreciate the difficulty of carrying out these divine instructions. Our
appreciation of such difficulty is even greater when we remember that in order to
convey it to people, Muhammad himself (peace be upon him) needed this special
directive, or rather censure. Reference to this is sufficient to convey the gravity of the
matter. For Muhammad (peace be upon him) attained greater heights of sublimity
and greatness than any man can aspire to. Yet the fact that special instructions were
required for him to convey a certain principle makes that principle greater than
greatness, subliminally unique.

This is, indeed, a true description of the principle established here, namely that
mankind should derive their values and standards from the Divine Being, after they
have freed themselves from the pressure of their social set-up with all its values and
standards.

The basic standard God has, through His prophets, commanded mankind to adopt
is: “The noblest of you in God’s sight is he who fears Him most.” (49: 13) This is the
standard by which all values, traditions and practices should be evaluated. It
establishes a purely divine criterion which has nothing to do with any worldly
considerations. But people live on earth and establish a multitude of ties, each having
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its own weight and gravity. They have considerations of family relations, power and
wealth. The distribution or concentration of these creates certain practical and
economic results which determine the position of every man, woman or class of
people in relation to others. Thus some acquire a position superior to that of others,
in worldly standards.

When Islam declares, “The noblest of you in God'’s sight is he who fears Him most,” it
simply indicates that all these values and considerations are void, however
important they seem to us. It substitutes for them a single value derived directly
from God. Moreover, it is the only value acceptable to Him. The incident depicted
here serves to establish this value in an actual situation. Thus the essential principle
is established: the scales recognized are those of God; the supreme value which
should govern human life is the divine one. Hence, the Muslim community must
abandon all human values, standards, traditions and concepts.

Who Takes Priority?

Let us now consider the incident itself. Ibn Umm Maktim, a poor blind man,
comes to the Prophet (peace be upon him) at a time when he is busy with a group of
the most powerful and influential personalities in Makkah, including ‘Utbah and
Shaybah, sons of Rabi‘ah, Abu Jahl, "Amr ibn Hisham, Umayyah ibn Khalaf, al-
Walid ibn al-Mughirah. Also present is al-"Abbas ibn *Abd al-Muttalib, the Prophet’s
uncle. It is a crucial meeting. The Prophet explains the message of Islam to them and
hopes for a favourable response. He feels that the cause of Islam stands to gain much
by such a response. Islam is facing a hard time in Makkah. Those very people have
been using all their wealth, power and influence to check its advancement, and stop
people from accepting it. They have managed to freeze Islam in Makkah and hinder
its progress elsewhere. Outside Makkah, the other tribes have adopted an attitude of
wait and see. For they feel this to be their best stand in a society which gives
paramount importance to the tribe’s attitude. They are aware that against
Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, stand his own kinsmen, who, theoretically
speaking, should be his most ardent supporters.

It must be emphasized that when we say that the Prophet is busy with these
people, he has no personal interest in them. He is simply working for Islam.
Acceptance of Islam by these influential and powerful people means the removal of
all impediments from the path of Islam in Makkah. It also ensures for Islam the
freedom to progress in the rest of Arabia.

While this crucial meeting is in progress, a poor man comes and interrupts the
Prophet (peace be upon him) saying: ‘Messenger of God! Teach me some verses of
what God has taught you.” Although he could sense that the Prophet is busy, he
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repeats his request several times. The Prophet dislikes this interruption. His face,
which remains unseen by the blind man, expresses his aversion. He frowns and looks
away from the poor man. Indeed, the Prophet’s motive has been his great enthusiasm
to win badly needed support for Islam.

Here, heaven intervenes to say the final word in this matter and to put landmarks
along the whole length of the road the Islamic message should take. Thus we are
given the scales by which to weigh our values regardless of all other considerations,
including those which may appear to serve the interests of Islam, as seen by human
beings, including Muhammad, the greatest of all mankind. This is why the Prophet
who has been described elsewhere in the Qur’an as having “great and sublime nature”,
(68: 4) is strongly censured by God, the Most High. It is the only point in the Qur’an
where the Prophet, who is very dear to God, is addressed by the term kallg,
[inadequately translated as “no indeed”]. Kalla is a term of censure and an order to
desist. This is because the contravened principle is central to this religion.

The reproof is made in a unique style, which defies translation into ordinary
language. Written language has to apply certain rules and observe some well defined
norms. These would dampen the effects of the very vivid style which is characterized
in this instance by its rapid touches and short phrases which are more like reflex
actions and instant pictures.

“He frowned and turned away when the blind man came to him.” (Verses 1-2) The use of
the third person here is significant. It suggests that the subject matter is so distasteful
to God that He does not like to confront His beloved Messenger with it. This in itself
is a gesture of mercy and kindness to the Prophet. Thus, the action which
necessitated the reproof has been disguised with great subtlety. The reproof then
takes the form of direct address, starting somewhat mildly: “How could you tell? He
might have sought to purify himself. He might have been reminded and the reminder might
have profited him.”
been made? That is to say that the poor, blind man who came to you seeking light

(Verses 3-4) How could you tell but that a great gain might have

might have profited by God’s reminder and set about purifying himself. His heart
might have been brightened by God’s light and he might have become like a
lighthouse, guiding people to safety. This is exactly what happens every time a
human being genuinely accepts the faith. It is, indeed, what carries real weight on
God'’s scales.

The reproof then takes a stronger tone. It wonders at the action in question: “But to
the one who considered himself self-sufficient you were all attention. Yet the fault would not
be yours if he remained uncleansed. As to him who comes to you with zeal and with a feeling
of fear in his heart, him you ignore.” (Verses 5-10) The one who pretends that he can do
without you and your religion, light, goodness and purity is the one who receives
your attention! You go to him yourself when he turns away, and you are at pains to
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try to persuade him to accept the faith. “Yet the fault would not be yours if he remained
uncleansed.” (Verse 7) What is it to you if he chooses to remain in filth? You are not
answerable for his sins. He will not secure your victory. “As to him who comes to you
with zeal,” out of his own free will, “and with a feeling of fear in his heart,” groping his
way with outstretched hands, fearful of pitfalls, “him you ignore.” What a strong
description of not paying due attention to the man who came to seek right guidance.

The tone becomes even stronger and the reproof then takes the form of outright
censure: kalla or “no indeed”, this must never be the case.

Then follows a statement affirming that Islam is an honourable and noble call. It
has no need for anybody’s support. It cares only for the one who accepts it on its
merits, regardless of his position in human society! “This is an admonition. Let him who
will, bear it in mind. It is written on honoured pages, exalted, purified, by the hands of noble
and devout scribes.” (Verses 11-16) It is a noble and honoured message in every
respect. Its pages are purified and exalted, entrusted to ‘noble and devout’ angel
ambassadors who convey it to those human beings selected to convey it to their
people. It is also dignified. No one who pretends that he is self-sufficient need be
approached about accepting this message of Islam. It is only for those who know its
value and seek to be purified by it.

So this is the divine standard by which all values and considerations should be
evaluated, and all people should be judged. This is also God’s word, which is the
final judgement in all situations.

But where and when was this laid down? The answer is in Makkah when the
Muslims were few in number, and Islam was the weaker side in an unequal battle.
The attempt to win a group of powerful and influential men was not motivated by
any personal interest. Ignoring the poor blind man was not occasioned by any
personal consideration. All was for the sake of the new message. But the message
itself calls for the adoption and application of this very standard and these very
values. For Islam can never acquire any real power or achieve any true victory except
through the establishment of these values and standards.

As stated earlier, the essential principle involved is far greater and wider in scope
than this single incident. It is that humanity should derive its values and standards
from God, not from any worldly source. “The noblest of you in God’s sight is he who
fears Him most.” (49: 13) Indeed, the one whom God considers noble is the one who
deserves to be attended to and looked after, even if he is completely lacking in family
relations, power and wealth, assets highly valued by worldly standards. These and
all other worldly values are worthless when they part ways with faith and fear of
God. This is the great issue which divine instruction in this sirah seeks to settle.
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A Reproach and a Principle

The Prophet was deeply touched by these divine instructions and by God’s
reproof. Throughout his life, he worked tirelessly for the establishment of this great
principle in Islamic society.

The first action he took was to announce these instructions and the reproof in
public. This in itself is something very great. Taken from any point of view, no
person other than a messenger from God would have announced in public that he
had been censured so strongly for his slip. It would have been enough for any other
great man to recognize his mistake and to avoid any repetition in the future. With
God’s Messenger however, things acquire different proportions. No person other
than God’s Messenger could have had the courage, in such circumstances as Islam
was facing, to make this declaration, challenging with it the masters of the Quraysh,
who were very proud of their lineage, power and wealth.

These were, at the time, the only considerations of any importance in Makkan
society, where people wondered: “Why was this Qur’an not revealed to some great man
from the two towns?” (43: 31) They were, of course, aware of Muhammad’s lineage,
and that he was a descendant of the noblest family in Arabia. His ancestors were
masters of Makkah. They nonetheless asked the question because Muhammad
himself did not occupy a position of power in Makkah before his prophethood.

In such a society, at that particular time, such a great principle could never have
been the product of any earthly factor, or factors. It could only have had one source:
God. No power could have ensured it other than divine will. Islamic society received
it directly from the Prophet. Thereafter it became well established acquiring depth
and momentum, which helped it to continue its operation in the Islamic community
over the centuries.

The establishment of this principle was, indeed, a rebirth of humanity. It was
greater in importance than the birth of the first man. Man was able to free himself
from all worldly bonds and standards, and substitute for them a set of heavenly
values independent of all earthly considerations. These new values were soon
understood and accepted by everybody. Soon the grave matter which had required a
special directive to be issued to Muhammad, God’s Messenger, and an order to him
to deliver it in detail, became the operative principle of the Islamic conscience and
the basic code of Islamic society. It remained so for a very long time.

Perhaps we cannot fully appreciate the true nature of this rebirth of humanity,
because we cannot conceive the practical significance of our release from the
pressures of social environment, values, standards, traditions and practices. In order
to appreciate the magnitude of these pressures we have only to remember that
advocates of a materialistic view of history consider that the economic condition of a
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certain society determines its beliefs, arts, literature, laws and customs, as well as its
view of life and its destiny. What a narrow and mistaken view of man’s true nature!
It was with this basic principle that Islam accomplished the miracle of the rebirth of
man.

Instilling a New Value

Since then the values attached to this great principle have become supreme. Their
ascendancy, however, was by no means easy, neither in the Arabian society, nor in
the minds of the Muslims themselves. Through his actions and directives, coloured
by the profound effect the divine instructions in this surah left on him, the Prophet
was able to implant this basic Islamic principle into his Companions’ consciences and
into the life of the Islamic society he had established. He looked after his new plant
with unfailing care until it had established deep roots and spread its branches wide.
Hence why this principle remained for centuries the guiding principle of the Muslim
community.

After this incident the Prophet always welcomed Ibn Umm Maktim warmly.
Whenever he met him, he said: “Welcome to the man for whose sake my Lord
reproved me.” Twice, he appointed him as his deputy governor in Madinah when he
himself had to be away.

The Prophet married his own cousin Zaynab bint Jahsh of the Asad clan to his
former slave Zayd ibn Harithah. Marriage has always been a very delicate issue, and
it was particularly so in the Arabian Peninsula at that time. The Prophet’s motive
was to deal a deadly blow to all the social values and standards based on worldly
considerations.

Soon after the Makkan Muslims settled in Madinah the Prophet established a
bond of brotherhood between every two Muslims. He made his own uncle, Hamzah,
a brother to his former slave, Zayd; and Khalid ibn Ruwayhah of the Khatham tribe
and Bilal, the former slave, were made brothers.

He appointed Zayd as Commander-in-Chief of the Muslim army which fought the
Battle of Mu'tah. Zayd’s first deputy was the Prophet’s own cousin Ja'far ibn Abi
Talib. The second deputy was “Abdullah ibn Rawahah of the Ansar. A number of
well-known personalities from Makkah and Madinah were in that army of three
thousand men, including the most famous Muslim commander of all time, Khalid
ibn al-Walid. The Prophet himself went out to bid them farewell. It is also worth
mentioning that Zayd and his two deputies were killed during that battle.

The Prophet’s last action was to appoint Usamah ibn Zayd, a young man, as
commander of an army he had raised to fight the Byzantines. A large number of
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early Muslims, from both the Muhajirin (Makkans) and the Amnsar (Madinans),
including his two most distinguished Companions and immediate successors, Abu
Bakr and “Umar, as well as his own relative Sa ‘d ibn Abi Waqqas, one of the very
earliest people to embrace Islam, were in that army. Some people, however,
grumbled about the fact that Usamah had been made commander, young as he was.
"Abdullah ibn “Umar takes up the story: “When some people complained about
giving the army command to Usamah, the Prophet said: “You are deprecating his
appointment as commander in the same way as you previously deprecated his
father’s appointment. By God, his father was a worthy commander, and one of the
dearest people to me. Usamabh is also one of the dearest people to me.” [Related by
al-Bukhari, Muslim and al-Tirmidhi.]

Some people spoke in derogatory terms about the Prophet’s Companion, Salman,
the Persian. They took a narrow nationalistic view and spoke of the inferiority of the
Persians in relation to the Arabs. The Prophet took a decisive step to eradicate such
narrow tendencies. He declared: “Salman belongs to the Prophet’s family.” [Related
by al-Tabarani and al-FHakim.] This statement transcends all lineage, tribal and
national considerations, which carried immense weight in Arabia.

Furthermore a disagreement occurred between Abt Dharr and Bilal, two of the
Prophet’s highly esteemed Companions. In a fit of temper, Abti Dharr called Bilal
“the son of a black woman”. The Prophet was extremely upset at this. He rebuked
Abt Dharr saying: “That is too much, Aba Dharr. He who has a white mother has no
advantage which makes him better than the son of a black mother.” [Related by Ibn
al-Mubarak with slightly different wording.] Thus the Prophet put the dispute into
its proper perspective. What distinguishes people is their faith, not their colour. This
is the Islamic criterion, which is so unlike the worldly criteria of jahiliyyah societies.
The Prophet’s rebuke had a profound effect on Aba Dharr, who was very sensitive.
He wanted to atone for his mistake, so he put his head on the ground swearing that
he would not raise it until Bilal had put his foot over it.

Bilal achieved a position of great distinction in Islamic society. What made his
achievement possible was the application of heaven’s values. Abt Hurayrah related
that the Prophet once said to Bilal: “Tell me, which of your actions do you hope to be
the most rewarding for you, for last night I heard your footsteps as you drew near to
me in heaven?” Bill answered: “I do not think that since becoming a Muslim I have
ever done anything which I hope to be more rewarding than that every time I
perform ablution at any time of the day or night I pray whatever I can.” [Related by
al-Bukhari and Muslim.]

Once "Ammar ibn Yasir asked for permission to see the Prophet. The Prophet said:
“Let him come in. Welcome to the cleansed, good man.” [Related by al-Tirmidhi.] He
also said of him: “Ammar is full of faith to the top of his head.” [Related by al-
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Nasa'1.] Hudhayfah related that the Prophet said: “I do not know how long I shall be
with you, so accept the leadership of the two who will follow me [and he pointed to
Abu Bakr and “Umar], and follow “Ammar’s guidance. Believe whatever Ibn Mas'ad
tells you.” [Related by al-Tirmidhi.]

Ibn Mas td was so close to the Prophet that any stranger in Madinah would have
thought him a member of the Prophet’s household. Abt Misa said: “I came to
Madinah from the Yemen with my brother. For quite some time we were under the
impression that Ibn Mas'tid and his mother belonged to the Prophet’s household, an
impression we had formed because of the frequency of their comings and goings
from the Prophet’s homes, and their long companionship with him.” [Related by al-
Bukhari and Muslim and al-Tirmidhi.]

The Prophet himself sought the hand of an Ansari woman in marriage for Julaybib,
a former slave. “Her parents were reluctant to sanction such a marriage. She,
however, said to them: ‘Do you mean to reject the Prophet’s suit? If the Prophet
thinks that this man is suitable for us, then let this marriage go through.” So they
gave their consent.” [Related by Ahmad.]

Soon after his marriage, Julaybib took part in an armed expedition. After the
battle, which resulted in a victory for the Muslims, the Prophet asked his
Companions: “Is anybody missing?” They named a few people. He repeated the
question and they named a few others. He asked the same question for the third time
and they answered in the negative. He said: “I think Julaybib is missing.” They
looked for him and found his body next to seven enemy soldiers whom he had
killed. The Prophet went over, stood near him, and said: “He killed seven before he
himself was slain. This man belongs to me and I belong to him.” He lifted him into
his arms until a grave had been dug. He then put him in his grave. The tradition does
not say whether Julaybib was given a death wash or not. [Related by Muslim.]

The Principle in Practice

With this divine instruction and the Prophet’s guidance, the rebirth of humanity
was accomplished in a unique manner. Thus a new society came into existence,
which imported its values and standards from heaven, and lived on earth,
unhampered by earthly restrictions. This is the greatest miracle of Islam; a miracle
which could not have happened except by God’s will, and through the Prophet’s
actions. This miracle is, in itself, proof that Islam is a religion revealed by God, and
that the man who conveyed it to us was His Messenger.

It was divine will that leadership of the Islamic society, after the Prophet’s death,
should be assigned successively to Abti Bakr and “Umar, the two who were most
keenly aware of the true nature of Islam and most vividly impressed by the Prophet’s
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guidance. Indeed, Abti Bakr and “Umar surpassed everyone else in their love for the
Prophet and determination to follow very closely in his footsteps.

Abu Bakr was well aware of the Prophet’s object in assigning the army’s
command to Usamah. His first action after he became Caliph was to send the army
raised by the Prophet and commanded by Usamah on its original mission. Aba Bakr,
the Caliph, went along with the army to the outskirts of Madinah to bid it farewell. It
was a strange scene: ‘Usamah on his horse while Abt Bakr walked. Usamah, the
young commander, felt embarrassed that he should ride while the Caliph, an old
man, should walk. He begged Abu Bakr to ride, or else he would walk alongside
him. Abt Bakr refused, saying: “You shall not walk and I shall not ride. It will do me
no harm to walk for an hour if my walking is for God’s cause.”

Abu Bakr felt that he needed “Umar to help him shoulder the responsibilities of
government. “Umar, however, was a soldier in Usamah’s army, so he had to ask
Usamah’s permission to discharge him. Hence, the Caliph, the Head of State, said to
his army commander: “If you think you can spare "Umar to help me, then please do
so!” What a request! It is the height of magnanimity, attainable only with God’s will,
by individuals well taught by God’s Messenger.

A few years later "Umar assumed the leadership of the Muslim community, as its
second Caliph. One of his actions was to appoint Ammar ibn Yasir, who formerly
belonged to the lower classes of Makkah, as governor of the Kufah region in Iraq.

One day a number of dignitaries from the Quraysh, including Suhayl ibn *Amr
and Abu Sufyan, sought to see "Umar. He let them wait and admitted first Suhayb
and Bilal, two former slaves, on the grounds of their early acceptance of Islam and
their taking part at the Battle of Badr. Abti Sufyan was angry and said: “I have never
seen a day like this. These slaves are admitted and we are kept waiting!” Suhayl,
who was more keenly aware of the true nature of Islam, said: “Gentlemen! I see in
your faces an expression of what you feel, but I say to you that if you are angry you
should be angry with yourselves. Both they and you were called upon to accept
Islam at the same time. They were quick to respond but you were slow. What will
you do if on the Day of Judgement you find that they are included among the chosen
and you are left behind?”

“Umar allotted Usamah ibn Zayd a larger share of the spoils of war than he
allotted his own son Abdullah. When *Abdullah queried his father’s decision “Umar
said: “Son, the Prophet used to love Zayd more than he loved your father, and he
loved Usamah more than he loved you. What I did was simply to attach to the
Prophet’s love higher value than I attached to my own love.” As he said this “Umar
was, of course, fully aware that the Prophet measured his love by divine standards.
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“Umar sent Ammar to question Khalid ibn al-Walid, the victorious commander of
the Muslim army who belonged to a noble family, about certain charges. *Ammar
tied Khalid’s robes round his neck. Some reports add that he tied Khalid’s hands
throughout the interrogation with his own turban. When the investigation proved
Khalid’s innocence, "Ammar untied him and put Khalid’s turban back on his head
with his own hands. Khalid did not object to this treatment. He knew that *Ammar
was one of the Prophet’s early Companions. Khalid also knew what the Prophet used
to say about “Ammar, which we have already quoted.

It was “"Umar himself who used to say about Abt Bakr and Bilal: “Aba Bakr is our
master and he freed our master.” This refers to the days when Bilal was Umayyah
ibn Khalaf’s slave, who tortured him mercilessly in order to turn him away from
Islam. Abt Bakr bought Bilal from Umayyah and set him free. This former slave,
Bilal, is described by “Umar, the Caliph, as “our master”.

“Umar was the one who said, “Had Salim, the former slave of Abua I:Iudhayfah,
been alive I would have nominated him to succeed me.” This statement must be
taken against the background that "Umar did not nominate anyone to succeed him,
not even ‘Uthman, “Ali, Talhah or al-Zubayr. He only appointed a consultative
committee of six, so that the next Caliph should be chosen from among them.

“Ali ibn Abi Talib sent “"Ammar and al-Hasan, his own son, to Kafah to seek its
people’s support against *A’ishah [may God be pleased with her]. His message said,
“I know that she is your Prophet’s wife in this life and in the life to come. You are,
however, faced with a test which will prove whether you follow your Prophet or his
wife.” [Related by al-Bukhari.] The people of Kufah accepted his case against
*A’ishah, mother of the believers and Aba Bakr's daughter, [may God be pleased
with them all].

Bilal was asked by his brother in Islam, Aba Ruwayﬁah of Khatham, to speak on
his behalf to the family of a Yemeni woman he wished to marry. Bilal did so, saying:
“I am Bilal ibn Rabah and this is my brother, Aba Ruwayhah. He lacks good
manners and firm belief. You may please yourselves whether you give him your
daughter in marriage or not.” He did not deceive them by hiding the truth, nor did
he behave as a mediator, unmindful of his accountability to God. The family
concerned were pleased with such honesty. They married their daughter to Aba
Ruwayﬁah, the noble Arab whose advocate was Bilal, a former slave from Abyssinia.

This fundamental principle remained firmly entrenched throughout Islamic
society for centuries, despite the various factors working for a setback. *Abdullah ibn
“Abbas was always remembered with his slave ‘“lkrimah, while “Abdullah ibn “Umar
was remembered with his slave Nafi". Anas ibn Malik was always associated with
his slave Ibn Sirin, as was Abt Hurayrah with his slave “Abd al-Rahman ibn
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Hurmuz.? In the generation that followed, the most distinguished men of learning
were al-Hasan in Basrah, Mujahid ibn Jabr, *Ata’ ibn Rabah and Tawas ibn Kaysan.
In Egypt, Yazid ibn Abi Habib, a black slave from Dengla, was the grand Mufti
[holder of the highest position of religious authority] during the reign of “Umar ibn
"Abd al-"Aziz.3

This divine standard continued to win great respect for the pious and God-fearing,
even when they were deprived of all things to which worldly considerations
attached great value. It is only in comparatively recent times that this divine
standard has ceased to operate. For now the whole world is overwhelmed by a tide
of jahiliyyah, wherein there is a total disregard for divine values. In the United States,
the leading Western country, a man is valued according to the size of his bank
balance. In the Soviet Union,* where Communism, the ruling philosophy, looks at life
as no more than matter, and a man is worth less than a machine. The land of Islam,
on the other hand, has sunk back into jahiliyyah. The creeds of jahiliyyah, which Islam
had rooted out, have now been revived. The divine standard has been abandoned in
tavour of materialistic values which are completely alien to Islam.

The only hope that remains is that the Islamic revivalist movement will rescue
mankind once again from the clutches of jahiliyyah and bring about humanity’s
second rebirth, similar to the one announced by the decisive verses at the opening of
this sirah.

Man’s Arrogant Attitude

The second part of the siirah wonders at man’s conceit as he turns his back on the
true faith. It wonders at how man forgets his humble origins, and how he remains
totally oblivious of the care God has taken of him and His complete power over
every stage of his existence, both in this life and in the hereafter. In his ingratitude
man fulfils nothing of his duties towards his Lord, who has created and sustained
him and who will hold him to account for his actions: “Perish man! How ungrateful he
is! Of what did God create him? Of a drop of sperm. He created him and proportioned him.
He makes his path smooth for him. He then causes him to die and puts him in his grave. He
will surely bring him back to life when He pleases. But by no means has man fulfilled His
bidding.” (Verses 17-23)

“Perish man!” He deserves to die. The mode of expression employed also adds to

2 All these were scholars of the highest calibre, with the four mentioned first being Companions of the
Prophet. The others passed on their scholarship to the succeeding generations. — Editor’s note.

3 These details are based on information given by A.H. al-Guindi in his book Abii Hanifah, Cairo.

4 The author is referring here to the former Soviet Union, which was one of the two superpowers in his
own time. — Editor’s note.
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the sense of horror excited by this abominable attitude. “How ungrateful he is!” He
strongly denies the claims of his creation. Had he been mindful of these claims he
would have been humbly grateful to his Lord who created him. He would not have
shown such conceit and he would have remembered the end he is certain to meet.

Indeed, how can man be so arrogant and conceited? What are his origins: “Of what
did God create him?” (Verse 18) His is a very humble origin, worthless indeed except
for God’s grace. “Of a drop of sperm. He created him and proportioned him.” (Verse 19) A
drop of sperm of no significance; that is man’s beginning. God, the Creator, then
proportioned him. The Arabic verb used here qaddara denotes precise and meticulous
proportioning. It also denotes bestowing weight and value. This is how man has
been created, honoured and raised from his humble origins to a high position in
which the whole world has been put at his disposal.

“He makes his path smooth for him.” (Verse 20) The path of life has been smoothed
for him. He has also been given the ability to recognize and follow the right path.

When the journey of life is over, when every living being meets its inevitable end,
“He then causes him to die and puts him in his grave.” (Verse 21) So in the end the case is
just the same as in the beginning: man submits to his Lord who brings him to life
when He wills and ends his life when He wills. He honours him by making the earth
his last abode, rather than leaving him as food for wild animals. He has made it part
of human nature to bury the dead. When the time He has appointed arrives, He
brings him back to life for the reckoning: “He will surely bring him back to life when He
pleases.” (Verse 22) So man will not be left without reward or retribution.

But has man prepared himself for this reckoning? It would seem that “by no means
has man fulfilled His bidding.” (Verse 23) Mankind as a whole, from the very first to the
very last, will not have fulfilled God’s bidding. This is the inference of the Arabic
expression used here, lamma Yaqdi ma amarah. Man will always remain negligent of
his duties. He will never remember his origins and creation as he should, nor will he
thank and praise his Creator who has guided and looked after him as He should be
thanked and praised. Man does not prepare himself in this life for the day of reward
and retribution. This applies to humanity as a whole. In addition, the great majority
of people arrogantly turn their backs on divine guidance.

Useful Reflection

Next, the suirah invites man to reflect upon his food and that of his cattle, which is
one of the great many things God has provided for him: “Let man reflect on the food he
eats: how We pour down the rain in torrents, and cleave the earth in fissures; how We bring
forth the corn, the grapes, and the fresh vegetation, the olive and the palm, the dense-treed
gardens, the fruit trees and the green pastures, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verses
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24-32)

This is the full story of man’s food, related here stage by stage. Let man reflect:
does he play any significant role in it? Can he determine or change its course?
Indeed, the same hand which has brought him to life has brought forth the food
which sustains him.

“Let man reflect on the food he eats.” (Verse 24) Food, the first necessity of human life,
deserves a few thoughts. It is made readily available day after day. But behind all
this is a simple and wonderful story. Yet such simplicity makes man forget its
wonder. Nevertheless, it is as miraculous as man’s own creation. Every step is
determined by the Supreme Will that creates man.

“How we pour down the rain in torrents.” (Verse 25) The pouring rain is a fact known
to every human being, wherever he lives, regardless of his level of experience or
knowledge. It is, therefore, taken up in this address to all human beings. As man’s
knowledge has increased, he is now able to appreciate the meaning of this verse
more fully. He knows that something happened a long time before the daily
phenomenon of rain came to be established. Perhaps the theory closest to the truth
concerning the formation of the oceans, whose water evaporates and then returns is
rain, claims that they were formed somewhere above the earth and were then poured
down in torrents. A contemporary scientist says on this subject:

If it is true that the temperature of the earth at the time of its separation from
the sun was about 12,000 degrees, or that of the surface of the sun, then all the
elements were free and, therefore, no chemical combination of importance
could exist. Gradually, as the earth, or the earth-forming fragments, cooled,
combinations would take place and a nucleus of the world as we know it is
formed. Oxygen and hydrogen could not combine until the temperature was
reduced to 4,000 degrees Fahrenheit. At this point these elements would rush
together and form water. What we know as the atmosphere must have been
enormous at that time. All the oceans were in the sky and all those elements
not combined were in the air as gases. Water, having formed in the outer
atmosphere, fell towards the earth but could not reach it, as the temperature
near the earth was higher than it was thousands of miles out. Of course, the
time came when the deluge would reach the earth only to fly up again as
steam. With whole oceans in the air, floods that would result as cooling
progressed are beyond calculation.?

Although we do not claim any definite link between this theory and this particular
Qur’anic statement, we acknowledge that the theory gives us a better understanding

® A. Cressy Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, London, 1962, pp. 25-26.
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of what it means and the period of history it refers to, i.e., the period of water
pouring down in torrents. The theory may be proved right. On the other hand, other
theories may be put forward to explain the origins of water. The Qur’anic statement,
however, remains valid for all ages and societies.

This is how the production of food starts: “IWe pour down the rain in torrents.”
(Verse 25) No one can claim either to have produced water, at any stage of its
formation, or to have caused it to be poured, so that the process of food production
could be set in motion.

“And cleave the earth in fissures.” (Verse 26) Primitive man sees the rain falling and
realizes that he has no power over it. He sees the water splitting the earth and
penetrating the soil. He also sees the plants cleaving the earth with the Creator’s will
and growing over its surface. He notices that the plants are thin and the earth heavy
yet the Creator’s hand enables the plants to split the earth and move through it.
Anyone who contemplates how plants grow can recognize the miracle involved here.

As human knowledge expands, a new understanding of this statement may be
developed. The cleaving of the earth so that it became suitable for vegetation may
have taken place a long time ago. The Qur’anic statement may refer to the multiple
break up of the earth’s surface rocks caused by the great floods and by the various
climatic factors which, according to modern scientists, contributed to the formation
of a soil layer where vegetation could grow. This interpretation fits more closely with
the sequence of events as it is reported here.

In either case, the third stage is that of the growth of all kinds of vegetation. The
kind mentioned here is the best known to the people immediately addressed by the
Qur’an. “How We bring forth the corn.” (Verse 27) ‘“The corn’ refers to all cereals and
grains used for human or animal food. “The grapes, and the fresh vegetation.” (Verse 28)
The reference here is to the well-known vine fruits and to all vegetables which can be
eaten raw and picked time after time. “The olive and the palm, the dense-treed gardens,
the fruit trees and the green pastures.” (Verses 29-31) The olive and the palm fruits are
well-known to all Arabs. ‘The gardens’ refer to the fenced fields of fruit trees. They are
described here as being dense with trees. The Arabic term ‘abb’, translated here as
green pastures, refers in all probability to the herbage used for cattle. As mentioned
in the commentary on the preceding surah, “Umar asked what ‘abb” meant and then
blamed himself for asking. So we follow “Umar’s suit and add nothing to what has
already been mentioned.

This is the story of food, the provision of which is carefully planned by the hand
which created man. Man plays no role in any of its stages. Even the seeds and grains
he casts on the earth are not of his making. The miraculous aspect here lies in the
original production of these seeds and grains, which is beyond man’s
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comprehension. Various seeds may be planted on the same piece of land, irrigated by
one kind of water; yet each produces its own fruit. It is the hand of the Creator which
makes this infinite collection of plants and their fruits, and preserves in the little seed
the characteristics of its mother plant so that they may reappear in the plant which
issues from it. Man remains ignorant of the secrets of this process. He has no power
over it. It is God’s own production: “For you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verse 32)
This delight is, however, for a limited period. There follows something totally
different which needs to be carefully considered by man before it actually arrives.

A Signal for Resurrection

But when the stunning blast is sounded, on that day everyone will forsake his brother,
his mother and his father, his wife and his children: for each one of them will on that
day have enough preoccupations of his own. Some faces on that day shall be beaming,
smiling and joyful. Some other faces on that day shall be covered with dust, veiled
with darkness. These shall be the faces of the unbelievers, the hardened in sin. (Verses
33-42)

This is the end of all delight and enjoyment. It fits perfectly with the planning and
designing which included every stage of man’s development. The end portrayed
here fits perfectly with the scene at the beginning of the siirah which shows someone
coming forward with zeal and with a feeling of fear in his heart, and another
considers himself self-sufficient and turns away from divine guidance. Here we have
an exposition of their standing in God’s view.

"The stunning blast’ is the nearest translation of an Arabic term, al-sakhkhah, which
carries a very sharp tone; it almost pierces the ears. This effect simply prepares us for
the following scene in which we see “everyone will forsake his brother, his mother and his
father, his wife and his children.” (Verses 34-36) Such ties between a person and his
nearest relations cannot be severed in the normal course of events. Yet the stunning
blast destroys these very links and throws them up into the air.

The fearfulness depicted in this scene is purely psychological. It strikes the soul,
isolates it and holds it in its grip. The result is that each of us will think only of
ourselves. None shall have any time or power to think of others: “For each one of them
will on that day have enough preoccupations of his own.” (Verse 37) The description is
vivid; yet there can be no shorter and yet more comprehensive statement to describe
the general condition of worried minds and souls.

When the stunning blast takes place the condition is universal. Then follows a
description of the conditions of the believers and the unbelievers after the two
groups have been assigned their values by divine standards and given their
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respective positions: “Some faces on that day shall be beaming, smiling and joyful.”
(Verses 38-39) These faces beam with a happiness overflowing with delight. They are
hopeful and reassured because they feel that their Lord is pleased with them. These
people are spared the terror of the stunning blast, so they can afford to smile and
demonstrate their joy. Or probably the smiles and manifestations of happiness are
seen after these people have realized the good end awaiting them.

“Some other faces on that day shall be covered with dust, veiled with darkness. These shall
be the faces of the unbelievers, the hardened in sin.” (Verses 40-42) Such faces are covered
with the dust of sadness and misery, darkened with humiliation and depression.
They know what they have done in this life and they await their inevitable
punishment. “These shall be the faces of the unbelievers, the hardened in sin.” (Verse 42)
These people are devoid of faith. They do not believe in God or in the divine
message. Moreover, they are hardened in their erring and sinful ways. They
persistently violate divine commandments.

The destiny of each group is portrayed in their faces. It is a vivid portrait drawn
with words and expressions — a fact which testifies to the immense power
characteristic of the Qur’anic style. The opening and the close of the sirah are in
perfect harmony. The opening lays down a fundamental principle and a general
standard, and the close shows us the results of applying this standard. The siirah is a
short one; yet it states a number of major facts and principles, portraying a large
number of scenes, utilizing different rhythms. Furthermore the style brings out these
images in full relief.
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SURAH 81

Al-Takwir
(The Darkening)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

When the sun is darkened, (1)

when the stars fall and disperse, (2)

when the mountains are made to move away, (3)

when the camels, ten months pregnant, are left
untended, (4)

when the wild beasts are brought together, (5)

when the seas are set alight, (6)

when peaple’s souls are paired [like with like),
)

when the infant girl, buried alive, is asked (8)
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for what crimse she was slain, (9)

when the records are laid gpen, (10)

when the sky is stripped bare, (11)

when bell is made to burm fiercely, (12)

when paradise is bronght near, (13)

every soul shall know what it has put forward.
(14)

I swear by the turming stars, (15)

which move swiftly and hide themselves anway,
(16)

and by the night as it comes darkening on, (17)

and by the dawn as it starts to breathe, (18)

this is truly the word of a noble and mighty

messenger, (19)

who enjoys a secure position with the Lord of the
Throne. (20)

He is obeyed in heaven, faithfil to bis trust. (21)
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Your old friend is not mad. (22) (@ s 20T u/l:c 3; W

He saw hinz on the clear horizon. (23)

He does not grudge the secrets of the unseen. (24)

11 s not the word of an accursed devil. (25)

W hither then are you going? (20)

This is only a reminder to all mankind, (27)
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to those of you whose will 7s to be upright. (28) @ \/_JE;“'['-’U ‘

Yet, you cannot will except by the will of God,
Lord of all the worlds. (29)

Overview

This surah may be divided into two parts, each of them treating one major
principle of faith. The first is the principle of resurrection accompanied by a great
upheaval in the universe, which affects the sun and the stars, the mountains and
seas, heaven and earth, wild and domestic animals, as well as man. The second
principle is that of revelation. The surah has something to say about the angel
carrying the divine revelation, the Prophet receiving it, the people addressed by it,
and the Supreme Will which has shaped their nature and bestowed this revelation.

The rhythm of the siirah is one of violent movement which leaves nothing in its
place. Everything is thrown away, smashed or scattered. The movement is so violent
that it excites and frightens. It alters every familiar situation and shakes people’s
hearts violently so that they feel deprived of both shelter and reassurance. In such a
violent destructive storm the human heart is no more than a little feather, blown in
every direction. No protection and, indeed, no safety can be found except what is
granted by God, the Eternal. Thus, the rhythm of the siirah has, on its own, the effect
of pulling man’s heart and soul away from everything associated with safety and
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security, in order to seek peace, safety and protection with God.

The surah is also a gem of striking images drawn from the universe in both its
present beautiful condition, which is familiar to us, and its condition on the Day of
Resurrection when every familiar thing is changed beyond recognition. The siirah is,
moreover, rich in fine expressions which add colour to the images portrayed. As the
surah is so short, the rhythm, images and expressions combine together to produce a
very strong and lasting effect. Had it not been for the fact that the sirah contains
some words which are no longer familiar to us today, I would have preferred not to
comment on it. Its rhythm and images leave a far stronger effect than any human
interpretation can aspire to achieve.

Upheaval in the Universe

When the sun is darkened, when the stars fall and disperse, when the mountains are
made to move away, when the camels, ten months pregnant, are left untended, when
the wild beasts are brought together, when the seas are set alight, when people’s souls
are paired [like with like], when the infant girl, buried alive, is asked for what crime
she was slain, when the records are laid open, when the sky is stripped bare, when hell
is made to burn fiercely, when paradise is brought near, every soul shall know what it
has put forward. (Verses 1-14)

These verses sketch a scene of great upheaval which envelops the whole universe.
It is an event which reveals every guarded secret and leaves nothing hidden away.
Every human being faces what he has put forward for the day of reckoning and
judgement. The great events mentioned indicate that the present familiar state of the
universe, with its perfect harmony, measured movement, controlled relations,
perfected by the Maker whose work is flawless, will suffer a complete break down.
Its role will be finished. Along with all creation, it will move into a new
predetermined phase of life, unlike anything known to us in this world.

The siurah aims to get this idea of the inevitable upheaval well established in
people’s hearts and minds so that they may attach little or no importance to the
values and riches of this world, though these may seem to be of lasting consequence.
People should establish a firm bond with the everlasting truth, i.e. the truth of God,
the Eternal, who never changes when everything else changes and disappears. They
should break the chains of what is familiar in this life in order to recognize the
absolute truth which admits no restrictions of time, place, finite faculties or temporal
standards.

As one goes through the events of this universal upheaval, one cannot fail to
observe an inner feeling for this affirmation.
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As to what exactly happens to all these creations during the resurrection we can
only say that it is known to God alone. We can only comprehend what we have
experienced. When we think of a great upheaval in the world, our imagination
cannot stretch beyond a violent earthquake or volcano, or, perhaps, the fall of a
comet or a small celestial body. Floods are perhaps the most destructive
manifestation of the power of water known to us. The most powerful events in the
universe we have monitored were some limited explosions in the sun, which is
millions of miles away from us. All these events, great as they may be, seem so small
when they are compared to the universal upheaval which will take place on the Day
of Resurrection that they may be considered akin to child’s play. If we really want to
know what will happen then, we can do no more than attempt to draw some sort of
comparison with what we have experienced in this life.

The darkening of the sun probably means that it will cool down and its flames
which stretch out for thousands of miles in space will dwindle and die. As the sun is
now in gaseous form because of its intense heat, which reaches a maximum of 12,000
degrees, its darkening probably means its transformation by freezing to a form
similar to that of the surface of the earth. It may adopt a circular shape without
becoming stretched out. This is probably the meaning of the opening verse, but it
could also mean something different. As to how it will happen, or its causes, we can
only say that this is known only to God.

The falling of the stars probably means that they will break away from the system
which holds them together and lose their light and brightness. Only God knows
which stars will be affected by this event: will it affect only a small group of stars,
say, our own solar system, or our galaxy, which comprises hundreds of millions of
stars, or will it affect all the stars in their millions of millions? The universe, as
everyone knows, comprises an almost infinite number of galaxies, each with its own
space.

Forcing the mountains to move away probably means that they will be crushed
and blown away as indicated in other siurahs: “They ask you about the mountains. Say:
My Lord will crush them to fine dust and leave them a desolate waste.” (20: 105) “When the
mountains crumble away and scatter into fine dust.” (56: 5) “And the mountains are made to
move away, and seem to have been a mirage.” (78: 20) All these verses refer to a certain
event which will affect the mountains and do away with their firm foundations and
stability. This may be the beginning of the quake which will shake the earth
violently, and which is mentioned in Siurah 99, The Earthquake: “When the earth is
rocked with her final earthquake, when the earth shakes off her burdens.” (99: 1-2) All these
events will take place on that very long day.

“When the camels, ten months pregnant, are left untended.” (Verse 4) The Arabic
description of the camel here specifies that she is in her tenth month of pregnancy.
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When in this state, she is to the Arab his most valuable possession because she is
about to add to his wealth a highly valued young camel, and to give him a lot of milk
which he and his family will share with the new-born animal. However, on that day,
which will witness such overwhelming events, such priceless camels will be left
without care, completely untended. The Arabs who were the first to be addressed by
this verse never left such camels untended, except for the gravest of dangers.

“When the wild beasts are brought together.” (Verse 5) The great terror which
overwhelms the wild beasts in their jungles is the cause of their coming together.
They forget their mutual enmities, and move together, unaware of their direction.
They neither seek their homes nor chase their prey as they usually do. The
overwhelming terror changes the character of even the wildest of beasts. What then
will it do to man?

“When the seas are set alight.” (Verse 6) The Arabic term, sujjirat, used here may
mean that the seas will be overfilled with water, from floods similar to those which
characterized the early stages of life on earth. On the other hand, earthquakes and
volcanoes may remove the barriers now separating the seas so that the water of one
will flow into the other. The Arabic expression may also mean that the seas will
experience explosions which set them ablaze, as mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’an:
“When the oceans are made to explode.” (82: 3) Such explosions may result from
separating oxygen and hydrogen which make sea water. They could also be atomic
explosions of some sort. If the explosion of a limited number of atoms in a hydrogen
or atom bomb produces such dreadful consequences as we have seen, then the
atomic explosion of the waters of the oceans, in whatever manner it may occur, will
produce something much too fearful for our minds to visualize. Similarly, we cannot
conceive the reality of hell, which stands beyond these vast oceans.

“When people’s souls are paired.” (Verse 7) The pairing of souls may mean the
reunion of body and soul at the time of resurrection. It may also mean their
grouping, like with like, as mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’an: “You will be divided
into three groups.” (56: 7) These are the chosen elite, the people of the right, and the
people of the left. It may also mean some other way of grouping.

Girls Buried Alive

“When the infant girl, buried alive, is asked for what crime she was slain.” (Verses 8-9)
The value of human life must have sunk very low in pre-Islamic Arabian society.
There existed a convention of burying young girls alive, for fear of shame or poverty.
The Qur’an describes this practice in order to portray its horror and denounce it as a
practice of ignorance or jahiliyyah. Its condemnation fits in perfectly with the declared
aim of Islam, to destroy jahiliyyah and save mankind from sinking to its depths. In
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Stirah 16, The Bee, we read in translation: “When the birth of a girl is announced to one of
them, his face grows dark and he is filled with rage and inward gloom. Because of the bad
news he hides himself from everybody: should he keep her with disgrace or bury her under the
dust? How ill they judge.”(16:58-9) And in Siirah 17, The Night Journey: “You shall not
kill your children for fear of want. We will provide for them and for you.”(17:31)

Girls were killed in an extremely cruel way. They were buried alive! The Arabs
used different ways of doing so. Some would leave the girl until she was six years of
age. The father would then say to his wife to dress the girl in her best clothes and
make her presentable because she would be visiting her prospective in-laws. He
would have already dug a hole for her in the desert. When the girl got there, he
would tell her that the hole is a well and then tell her to look down it. As she stood at
the edge, he would push her into the hole and as she fell, he would throw sand over
her and bury her. In certain tribes when a pregnant woman was about to give birth,
she would sit over a hole in the ground. When the baby was born she would first
establish its sex. If it was a boy, she would take him home, and if it was a girl, she
would throw her in the hole and bury her. If a father decided not to bury his
daughter alive, he would bring her up in a condition of deprivation until she was old
enough to tend sheep or cattle, giving her only an overall made of rough wool to
dress and making her do this type of work.

Those Arabs who did not kill their young daughters or send them to mind cattle,
had different methods of ill-treating women. If a man died, the head of the clan
would throw his gown over the widow. This was a gesture of acquisition which
meant that the widow could not marry anyone except the owner of the gown. If he
was attracted to her, he would marry her, paying absolutely no regard to her
feelings. If he did not marry her, he would keep her until she died so as to inherit any
money or property she might leave behind.

Such was the attitude of jahiliyyah society in Arabia to women. Islam condemns
this attitude and spurns all these practices. It forbids the murder of young girls and
shows its abhorrent and horrifying nature. It is listed as one of the subjects of
reckoning on the Day of Judgement. Here, the sirah mentions it as one of the great
events which overwhelms the universe in total upheaval. We are told that the
murdered girl will be questioned about her murder. The sirah leaves us to imagine
how the murderer will be brought to account.

The jahiliyyah social order of the pre-Islamic period would never have helped
women to gain a respectable, dignified position. That had to be decreed by God. The
way of life God has chosen for mankind secures a dignified position for both men
and women who share the honour of having a measure of the divine spirit breathed
into them. Women owe their respectable position to Islam, not to any environmental
factor or social set-up.
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When the new man with heavenly values came into being, women became
respected and honoured. The woman’s weakness of being a financial burden to her
family was no longer of any consequence in determining her position and the respect
she enjoyed. Such considerations have no weight on the scales of heaven. Real weight
belongs to the noble human soul when it maintains its relationship with God. In this
men and women are equal.

When one puts forward arguments in support of the fact that Islam is a divine
religion, and that it has been conveyed to us by God’s Messenger who received His
revelations, one should state the change made by Islam in the social status of women
as being irrefutable. Nothing in the social set-up of Arabia at the time pointed to such
elevation for women. No social or economic consideration made it necessary or
desirable. It was a deliberate move made by Islam for reasons which are totally
different from those of this world and from those of jahiliyyah society in particular.

“When the records are laid open.” (Verse 10) This is a reference to the records of
people’s deeds. They are laid open in order that they may be known to everybody.
This, in itself, is hard to bear. Many a breast has a closely hidden secret, the
remembrance of which brings shame and a shudder to its owner. Yet all secrets are
made public on that eventful day. This publicity, representative of the great upheaval
which envelops the whole universe, is part of the fearful events which fill men’s
hearts with horror on the day.

“When the sky is stripped bare.” (Verse 11) This image corresponds closely to
throwing open people’s secrets. When the word ‘sky’ is used, our first thoughts reach
to the blue cover hoisted over our heads. Its stripping means the removal of that
cover. How this happens remains a matter of conjecture. It is enough to say that
when we look up we will no longer see our familiar blue dome.

The last scene of that fearful day is portrayed by the next two verses: “When hell is
made to burn fiercely, when paradise is brought near.” (Verses 12-13) Where is hell? How
does it burn? What fuel is used in lighting and feeding its fire? The only thing we
know of it is that it “has the fuel of men and stones.” (66: 6) This is, of course, after they
have been thrown in it. Its true nature and its fuel prior to that is part of God’s
knowledge. Heaven, on the other hand, is brought near to those who have been
promised admission. They see it to be of easy access. Indeed, the expression here
shows it ready to receive its dwellers.

When all these great events take place throughout the universe, changing the
status of all life, no one can entertain any doubt about what they have done in this
present life, or what they have carried with them to the next life: “Every soul shall
know what it has put forward.” (Verse 14) In the midst of all these overwhelming
events, every soul shall know for certain what sort of deeds it has brought and that it
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cannot change, omit from or add to what it has done.

People will find themselves completely separated from all that has been familiar to
them, and from their world as a whole. Everything will have undergone a total
change except God. If man turns to God, he will find that His support is forthcoming
when the whole universe is overwhelmed by change. Thus ends the first part of this
surah, leaving us with a vivid impression of the universal upheaval on the Day of
Resurrection.

A Splendid Universal Scene

The second part of the surah opens with a form of oath using some very beautiful
scenes of the universe. Essentially, this oath is made to assert the nature of revelation,
the angel carrying it, and the Messenger receiving and delivering it to us, as well as
people’s attitudes to it, all in accordance with God’s will: “I swear by the turning stars,
which move swiftly and hide themselves away, and by the night as it comes darkening on, and
by the dawn as it starts to breathe, this is truly the word of a noble and mighty messenger,
who enjoys a secure position with the Lord of the Throne. He is obeyed in heaven, faithful to
his trust. Your old friend is not mad. He saw him on the clear horizon. He does not grudge
the secrets of the unseen. It is not the word of an accursed devil. Whither then are you going?
This is only a reminder to all mankind, to those of you whose will is to be upright. Yet, you
cannot will except by the will of God, Lord of all the worlds.” (Verses 15-29)

The stars referred to here are those which turn in their orbit, and are characterized
by their swift movement and temporary disappearance. In translating the text we
have to forego the metaphor used in Arabic which draws an analogy between these
stars and the deer as they run at great speed towards their homes, disappear for a
while and then reappear at a different point. This metaphor adds considerable
liveliness and beauty to the description of the movement of the stars, which echoes
the fine rhythm of the expression.

Again, the rhythm of the Arabic verse translated as “and by the night as it comes
darkening on” gives a feeling of life, depicting the night as a living being. The beauty
of the Arabic expression is of surpassing excellence. The same applies to the next
verse: “and by the dawn as it starts to breathe”. This verse is indeed more effective in
portraying dawn as alive, breathing. Its breath is the spreading light and the life that
begins to stir in everything. I doubt whether the Arabic language, with its
inexhaustible wealth of imagery and vivid expression, can produce an image
portraying dawn which can be considered equal to this Qur’anic image in aesthetic
effect. After a fine night, one can almost feel that dawn is breathing.

Any aesthete will readily perceive that the divine words of the first four verses of
this second part of the siirah constitute a gem of expression and description: “I swear
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by the turning stars, which move swiftly and hide themselves away, and by the night as it
comes darkening on, and by the dawn as it starts to breathe.” (Verses 15-18) This
descriptive wealth adds power to man’s feelings as he responds to the natural
phenomena to which the verses refer.

The Two Messengers

As the Qur’an makes this brief, full-of-life description of these phenomena it
establishes a spiritual link between them and man, with the result that, as we read,
we feel the power which created these phenomena, and the truth which we are called
upon to believe. This truth is then stated in a manner which fits in superbly with the
general theme of the surah: “This is truly the word of a noble and mighty messenger, who
enjoys a secure position with the Lord of the Throne. He is obeyed in heaven, faithful to his
trust.” (Verses 19-21) This Qur’an with its description of the Day of Judgement is the
word of a noble and mighty messenger, i.e. Jibril or Gabriel, the angel who carried
and delivered it to Muhammad (peace be upon him).

The surah then gives a description of this chosen messenger. He is “noble’,
honoured by God who says that he is ‘mighty’, which suggests that considerable
strength is required to carry and convey the Qur’an. “Who enjoys a secure position with
the Lord of the Throne.” (Verse 20) What a great honour for Jibril to enjoy such a
position with the Lord of the universe. “He is obeyed in heaven”, i.e. by the other
angels. He is also “faithful to his trust”, carrying and discharging the message.

These qualities add up to a definite conclusion: that the Qur’an is a noble, mighty
and exalted message and that God takes special care of man. It is a manifestation of
this care that He has chosen an angel of Jibril’s calibre to bring His revelations to the
man He has chosen as His Messenger. As man reflects on this divine care he should
feel humble. For he himself is worth very little in the kingdom of God, were it not for
the care God takes of him and the honour He bestows on him.

There follows a description of the Prophet who conveys this revelation to
mankind. The siirah seems to say to them: You have known Muhammad very well
over a considerable length of time. He is your old, honest, trusted friend. Why, then,
are you fabricating tales about him, when he has been telling you the simple truth
which he has been entrusted to deliver to you: “Your old friend is not mad. He saw him
on the clear horizon. He does not grudge the secrets of the unseen. It is not the word of an
accursed devil. Whither then are you going? This is only a reminder to all mankind.” (Verses
22-27)

They knew the Prophet perfectly well. They knew that he was a man of steady
character, great sagacity and complete honesty. But in spite of all this they claimed
that he was mad, and that he received his revelations from the devil. Some of them
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took this view as the basis for their sustained attack on the Prophet and his Islamic
message. Others did so out of amazement and wonder at the words revealed to him,
which are unlike anything said or written by man. Their claim confirmed the
traditional belief that each poet had a devil writing his poems, and each monk had a
devil uncovering for him the secrets of the unknown world. They also believed that
the devil might come into contact with people causing them to say some very strange
things. They ignored the only valid explanation, that the Qur’an was revealed by
God, the Lord of all the worlds.

The surah counters this attitude by a reference to the surpassing beauty of God’s
creation, noticeable everywhere in the universe, and by portraying some universal
scenes, as they appear, full of life. This method of reply suggests that the Qur’an
comes from the same creative power which has endowed the universe with
matchless beauty. It also tells them about the two messengers entrusted with the
Qur’an, the one who brought it down and the one who delivered it to them, i.e. their
own friend whom they knew to be sane, not mad. The surah tells them that he has
indeed seen the other noble and mighty messenger, Gabriel, with his own eyes, on a
clear horizon where no confusion is possible. He is faithful to his trust and cannot be
suspected of telling anything but the truth. After all, they have never associated him
with anything dishonest. “It is not the word of an accursed devil”. (Verse 25) Devils, by
nature, cannot provide such a straightforward and consistent code of conduct. Hence
the surah asks disapprovingly: “Whither then are you going?” (Verse 26) How far can
you err in your judgement. And where can you go away from the truth which stares
you in the face wherever you go?

“This is only a reminder to all mankind.” (Verse 27) It reminds them of the nature of
their existence, their origin and the nature of the universe around them. The
reminder is to all men and women.

Islam here declares the universal nature of its call right from the start, in Makkah,
where it was subjected to sustained and unabating persecution.

Free Choice

The surah then reminds us that it is up to every individual to choose whether to
follow the right path or not. Since God has granted everyone his or her free will, then
every human being is responsible for himself: “To those of you whose will is to be
upright”, (Verse 28) that is to say, to follow God’s guidance. All doubts have been
dispelled, all excuses answered by this clear statement of all the relevant facts. The
right path has been indicated for everyone who wishes to be upright. Anyone who
follows a different path shall, therefore, bear the responsibility for his actions.

There are, in the human soul and in the universe at large, numerous signs which
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beckon every man and woman to follow the path of faith. These are so clearly visible
and so powerful in their effect that one needs to make a determined effort to turn
one’s back on them, especially when one’s attention is drawn to them in the stirring,
persuasive manner of the Qur’an. It is, therefore, man’s own will which leads him
away from God’s guidance. He has no other excuse or justification.

The suirah concludes by stating that the operative will behind everything is the will
of God: “You cannot will except by the will of God, Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 29) We
notice that the Qur’an makes statements of this type whenever the will of human
beings or creatures generally is mentioned. The reason for this is that the Qur'an
wants to keep the fundamental concepts of faith absolutely clear. These include the
fact that everything in the universe is subject to God’s will. No one has a will which
is independent from that of God. That He grants man free will is part of His own
divine will, like everything else. The same applies to His granting the angels the
ability to show complete and absolute obedience to Him and to carry out all His
commandments.

This fundamental fact must be clearly understood by believers, so that they have a
clear concept of absolute truth. When they acquire this concept they will turn to
divine will for guidance and support, and regulate their affairs according to this will.
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SURAH 82

Al-Infitar
(Cleaving Asunder)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

When the sky is cleft asunder, (1)

when the stars are scattered, (2)

when the oceans are made to explode, (3)

when the graves are hurled about, (4)

each soul shall know its earlier actions and s

later ones. (5)

O man, what bas lured yon away from your
gracious 1 ord (6)

who created and moulded you and gave you an

upright form? (7)

He can give you whatever shape Fe wills. (8)
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Shun it But you deny the Last Judgement. (9) o AL 5 )j =< gt 3/15/

Yet there are guardians watching over you, (10) ] A&
noble recorders, (11)

who know all that you do. (12)

Surely the righteous shall be in bliss, (13)
while the wicked shall be in a blazing fire, (14)

which they shall enter on the Day of Judgement;
(15) L

nor shall they ever be absent from it. (16)

Would that yon fknew what the Day of

Judemsent is! (17) AT A5 G EL53I Ly
Ob, would that you fnew what the Day of AR AL
) ol o L Elgsl L
Judgement is! (18) = ~

A T P I
11 is the day when no soul can be of any help to 31 li?‘//w-"*i o é’l;l'“:’ Y (3
any other soul; for on that day all sovereignty is © 5 3;

Gods alone. (19)

Overview

This short siirah refers to the great upheaval discussed in the previous sirah The
Darkening, but gives it a special colour. It has a different rhythm, deep and calm. It
adds a touch of expostulation coupled with an implicit threat. Hence, it does not
detail the scenes of the great upheaval as in the previous surah, where these scenes
predominate. Instead the scenes here are shorter, in order to suit its quieter
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atmosphere and slower rhythm.

At the opening the siirah mentions the cleaving of the sky, the scattering of the
stars, the bursting of the oceans and the hurling of the graves as simultaneous with
every soul’s knowledge of its earlier and later actions, on that momentous day.

The second part starts with a remonstration combined with an implicit threat to
man who is the recipient of abundant grace but who shows no gratitude for it. “O
man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and
gave you an upright form? He can give you whatever shape He wills.” (Verses 6-8)

The third part provides the reason for man’s ungrateful attitude. Denial of
reckoning and judgement, the siirah tells us, is the source of every evil. The reality of
meting out reward and punishment at the Last Judgement is re-emphasized; “Shun
it! But you deny the Last Judgement. Yet there are guardians watching over you, noble
recorders, who know all that you do. Surely the righteous shall be in bliss, while the wicked
shall be in a blazing fire, which they shall enter on the Day of Judgement, nor shall they ever
be absent from it.” (Verses 9-16)

The final part gives an idea of how fearful the Day of Judgement is, how everyone
is absolutely helpless and how all power belongs to God: “Would that you knew what
the Day of Judgement is! Oh, would that you knew what the Day of Judgement is! It is the
day when no soul can be of any help to any other soul; for on that day all sovereignty is God'’s
alone.” (Verses 17-19) Thus, the sirah represents yet another way of portraying the
same basic principles stressed in this thirtieth part of the Qur’an in various methods
and styles.

The Great Upheaval

When the sky is cleft asunder, when the stars are scattered, when the oceans are made
to explode, when the graves are hurled about, each soul shall know its earlier actions
and its later ones. (Verses 1-5)

In the commentary on the previous siurah we described the feelings generated in
people when they visualize the universe undergoing a change so violent that it
leaves nothing in its familiar shape and condition. We also said that such feelings
tend to pull man away from anything which gives him a sense of security, with the
exception of God, the Creator of the universe, the One who lives on after everything
has died and withered away. Man’s heart is thus made to turn to the only true being
who neither changes nor dies, to seek His support and security in the face of the
general upheaval which destroys everything that might once have seemed so
permanent. For nothing lives forever except the Creator who is the only one worthy
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of worship.

The first aspect mentioned here of the universal upheaval is the cleaving or
rending of the sky, which is mentioned in other surahs: “When the sky is split asunder
and becomes rose red, like freshly tanned leather.” (55: 37) “When the sky will be rent
asunder, for on that day it is frail and tottering.” (69: 16) “When the sky is rent asunder.”
(84: 1) That the sky will be split or rent asunder on that hectic day is certain. What is
meant exactly by such rending, and how the sky will look after it has been rent are
difficult to say. All that we are left with is a feeling of violent change which
overwhelms the universe, as we see it, and a realization that its perfect system will
no longer be in operation.

The violent upheaval in the universe causes the stars to scatter after they have
been held together by a system which makes every star stick to its orbit, even though
its movement is exceedingly fast. If this system is broken, as will happen when the
life of the stars comes to its end, they will just disappear in the wide space, as does a
particle of dust running loose.

The explosion of the oceans may refer to their being overfull to the extent that they
swallow all dry land and rivers. It may, alternatively, mean an explosion which
separates oxygen from hydrogen, the two gases which form water. Thus water
returns to its original gas condition. The verse may also be taken to refer to a nuclear
explosion of the atoms of the two gases. If this is the case, then the explosion would
be so fearful that our nuclear devices of today would seem, in comparison, like
child’s toys. The explosion may also take a different form, totally unknown to us.
One thing, however, we know for certain is that there will be a horror far greater
than any man could ever have experienced.

The hurling about of the graves may be a result of one of the events mentioned
above. It may also be a separate event which occurs on that eventful day. As these
graves are hurled about people are resurrected so as to face the reckoning and
receive their reward or punishment. This is complemented by the verse which
follows: “Each soul shall know its earlier actions and its later ones.” (Verse 5) That is, each
soul shall come face to face with what it has done and what it has left behind of the
consequences of its actions; or, what it has enjoyed in this present life and what it has
saved for the hereafter. Such knowledge, however, will accompany these horrific
events. It will indeed be part of them, for it terrifies the soul no less than any of the
other events.

The Arabic expression used here, “alimat nafsun, may be translated literally as “a
soul shall know...” It is, however, in Arabic a neater and more effective denotation of
“each soul shall know...” Furthermore, such knowledge by every soul is not the end of
the matter. It has consequences which are as violent as the scenes portrayed here of
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the great upheaval. These consequences are merely implied, not stated, and this is
even more effective.

Grace Without Limits

After this opening which alerts men’s senses and consciences, the sirah, by means
of gentle remonstrance coupled with an implicit threat, touches the hearts of men
who busy themselves with trivialities. It reminds man of God’s very first act of grace
towards him, namely, his moulding in such an upright, perfectly proportioned form.
God could have easily given him any form He wished. Yet man is ungrateful: “O
man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and
gave you an upright form? He can give you whatever shape He wills.” (Verses 6-8) The
address appeals to man’s most noble quality, his humanity, which distinguishes him
from all other creatures and assigns to him the highest position among them. This
quality represents God’s gracious blessing to man and His abundant generosity.

This appeal is immediately followed by a gentle remonstrance: “What has lured you
away from your gracious Lord?” (Verse 6) What makes you neglect your duties to your
Lord and behave impudently towards Him when He has given you your humanity
which raises you above all His creation and provides you with the ability to
distinguish between right and wrong. A few details of God’s generosity are then
added: “man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded
you and gave you an upright form.” (Verses 6-7) It is an address which appeals straight
to man’s heart. He listens to God’s remonstrance as He reminds him of His grace
while he continues with his erring ways and impudent behaviour towards Him.

Indeed, man should reflect deeply over his creation, and the fact that he has been
given a physically and physiologically perfect constitution. Reflection should prompt
him to show his real love, deep respect and genuine gratitude towards God, his
gracious Lord, who has blessed him with such constitution: perfect, upright and
handsome. The miraculous aspects of man’s constitution are far greater than what he
sees all around him and what he can imagine. Perfection and right balance are easily
evident in man’s physical, mental and spiritual constitution. Full volumes have been
written on the perfection of creation as evidenced by man. It is perhaps useful to
include here one or two quotations from such works.

The human body is composed of a number of specialized systems: the skeleton,
muscular system, skin, digestive system, blood circulation, respiratory system,
procreative system, lymphatic system, nervous system, the urinal system and the
senses of taste, smell, hearing and sight. Every one of these systems is miraculous
and far more wonderful than any scientific achievement. Yet man tends to overlook
the wonders of his own constitution! A contributor to the British Scientific Journal
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Man’s hand is one of the most remarkable wonders of nature. It is extremely
difficult, indeed impossible, to invent a device which can match the human
hand for simplicity, efficiency, ability and instant adaptability. When you
read a book you take it in your hand, then you hold it in the position most
suitable for your reading. The same hand will automatically correct the
position of your book whenever a correction of position is necessary. When
you turn a page you place your finger underneath the paper and apply the
amount of pressure needed for turning the page. When the page is turned no
more pressure is applied. You also use your hand to hold a pen and to write.
With your hand you use all the tools you need such as a spoon, a knife or a
pen. You use it to open or close the window and to carry anything you wish
to carry. Each hand has 27 pieces of bone in addition to 19 groups of
muscles.”

A part of the human ear is a series of some four thousand minute but
complex arches graduated with exquisite regularity in size and shape. These
may be said to resemble a musical instrument, and they seem adjusted to
catch, and transmit in some manner to the brain, every cadence of sound or
noise, from the thunderclap to the whisper of the pines and the exquisite
blending of the tones and harmonies of every instrument in the orchestra. If
in forming the ear the cells were impelled to evolve strict efficiency only that
man might survive, why did they not extend the range and develop a
superacutness? Perhaps the power behind these cells’ activities anticipated
man’s coming need of intellectual enjoyment, or did they by accident build
better than they knew?8

The visual functions are carried out mainly by the eye with its 130 million
retinal light receptors. The eyelids with the eyelashes at their tips protect the
eyes day and night. Their movement, which is involuntary, keeps out dust
particles and other alien bodies. The eyelashes throw their shades over the
eye to lessen the intensity of light. Furthermore, by their movement the
eyelids prevent the eyes from becoming dry. The fluid around the eye, which
we call tears, is a highly effective, most powerful disinfectant ...

In human beings, the taste function is carried out by the tongue, through

® The original passages of this journal could not be traced by the translators, so a re-translation is given
to put back into English the two passages quoted here. The author quotes them from “Abd al-Razzaq
Nawfal, Allah wal-"Ilm al-Hadith, or ‘God and Modern Science’, Cairo, 1957. Nawfal, however, does not
specify the name and number of the Journal he quotes from. — Editor’s note.

7 Ibid.

® A.C. Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, London, 1962, pp. 63-64.
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groups of the taste cells which are located in the taste buds of the mucosal
surface of the tongue. These buds are of different shapes: some are
filamentary, some mushroom-shaped and others are lenticular. They are
supplied by fine branches of the glosso-pharangeal nerve as well as the nerve
which carries the taste sense. When we eat, these fine branches of the taste
nerve are stimulated and convey the impulses of the taste sensation to the
brain. This system is located at the front of the tongue, so that we may reject
what we sense to be harmful. It is this system which helps us sense whether
what we eat is bitter or sweet, hot or cold, sour or salty, etc. The tongue
contains nine thousand of these fine taste buds, each of which is linked with
the brain by more than one nerve. Hence we may wonder: How many nerves
have we? What are their sizes? How do they function individually and how
do they combine to give the brain their various types of sensation?

The nervous system, which effectively controls the body, is composed of fine
neurons which cover every part of the body. The neurons are linked to larger
nerves which are, in turn, linked to the central nervous system. Whenever
any part of the body feels any sensation, even the slightest change of
temperature, the neurons convey this sensation to the peripheral nerves
which, in turn, convey it to the brain so that it may order the necessary action.
The signals are carried through the nerves at the speed of 100 metres per
second.’

If we think of digestion as a process in a chemical laboratory and of the food
that we eat as raw materials, we immediately discover that it is a wonderful
process which will digest anything edible except the stomach itself.

First into this laboratory we put a variety of food as a raw material without
the slightest regard for the laboratory or how the chemistry of digestion will
handle it. We eat steak, cabbage, corn and fried fish, wash it down with any
quantity of water, and top it off with alcohol, bread, and beans. We may add
sulfur and molasses as spring medicine. Out of this mixture the stomach
selects those things which are useful by breaking down into its chemical
molecules every item of food, discarding the waste, and reconstructs the
residue into new proteins, which become the food of the various cells. The
digestive tract selects calcium, sulphur, iodine, iron and any other substances
which are necessary, takes care that the essential molecules are not lost, that
the hormones can be produced and that all of the valid necessities of life are
on hand in regulated quantities, ready to meet every necessity. It stores fat
and other reserves to meet such an emergency as starvation, and does all this
in spite of human thought or reason. We pour this infinite variety of

°® A. Nawfal, op. cit.
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substances into this chemical laboratory with almost total disregard of what
we take in, depending on what we consider the automatic process to keep us
alive. When these foods have been broken down and are again prepared, they
are delivered constantly to each of our billions of cells, a greater number than
all the human beings on earth. The delivery to each individual cell must be
constant, and only those substances which the particular cell needs to
transform them into bones, nails, flesh, hair, eyes, and teeth are taken up by
the proper cell. Here is a chemical laboratory producing more substances
than any laboratory which human ingenuity has devised. Here is a delivery
system greater than any method of transportation or distribution the world
has ever known, all being conducted in perfect order.1

Man’s Unique Qualities

A lot may be said about every other system of the human body. But wonderful as
these systems are, man may have them in common with animals. He, however, is
privileged to possess his unique mental and spiritual qualities, regarded in this sirah
as a special favour from God. After the sirah has dealt with man’s humanity, it
mentions the perfection of his creation and the right proportioning of his mould: “O
man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and
gave you an upright form.” (Verses 6-7)

Let us reflect on our powers of comprehension, the nature of which is unknown to
us. The mind is the medium of comprehension but the working of our minds and
how they function remain to us incomprehensible. If we suppose that what we grasp
is transmitted to the brain through the nerves, where and how does the brain store its
information? If we compare the brain to a magnetic recording tape, every man needs
in his average lifetime of sixty years!! a great many billion metres on which to record
such a huge multitude of pictures, words, meanings, feelings and responses so that
he may, as he actually does, remember them several decades later. Furthermore, how
does man sort out individual words, meanings, events and pictures to mould them
together in a sort of coherent education? How does he transform information and
experiences into knowledge?

Yet this is by no means the most significant of man’s distinctive qualities. There is
that wonderful ray of God’s spirit which provides a link between man and the
beauty of the universe and its Creator. As this link is established, man can experience
at clear, bright moments a sense of communion with the infinite, the absolute, which

1% A.C. Morrison, op. cit., pp. 88-89.

I Average life expectancy has considerably risen since the author’s time, but the idea is still correct. If
anything the tape required for storing all what human memory stores would today be far greater in
length, and its efficiency much more enhanced. — Editor’s note.
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prepares him for a blissful eternal life in God’s paradise. Yet man has no power to
comprehend the nature of his spirit, which is God’s greatest favour to him and which
makes him a man. Hence God addresses him by this quality “O man!” He then
remonstrates with him directly: “What has lured you away from your gracious Lord?”
Thus man is reminded of God’s greatest favour, but he stands impudent, negligent of
his duties, unashamed and ungrateful. But man does not need more than to realize
the source of this remonstrance and what attitude he adopts when he stands before
his Lord to be absolutely overwhelmed by shame: “O man, what has lured you away
from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and gave you an upright form? He
can give you whatever shape He wills. “(Verses 6-8)

The siirah moves on to explain the reason for man’s impudence and negligence,
namely, denial of the Last Judgement. It emphatically confirms the reality of
reckoning, reward and punishment: “Shun it! But you deny the Last Judgement. Yet
there are guardians watching over you, noble recorders, who know all that you do. Surely the
righteous shall be in bliss, while the wicked shall be in a blazing fire, which they shall enter on
the Day of Judgement; nor shall they ever be absent from it.” (Verses 9-16) The English
expression, ‘shun it’, is used here to render the meaning of the Arabic word, kallg,
which is a command to desist and an indication of a change of subject and style.
Hence the following verses are in the form of a statement.

“Shun it! But you deny the Last Judgement.” (Verse 9) You think that reckoning and
accountability are falsehoods, and this is precisely the cause of your impudence and
negligence of duties. How can any person disbelieve in the judgement and still lead a
life based on goodness and right guidance? Some people may achieve a higher
degree of faith: they worship God because they love Him, neither out of fear of
punishment nor in hope of reward. But these people continue to believe in the Last
Judgement. They fear it and look forward to it at the same time, because they hope to
be with their beloved Lord. When man, however, flatly rejects the Day of Judgement
he will be devoid of politeness and light; his heart and conscience are dead.

You deny the Day of Judgement when you will certainly face it. Everything you
do in this life will be counted for or against you. Nothing is lost, nothing forgotten:
“Yet there are guardians watching over you, noble recorders, who know all that you do.”
(Verses 10-12) These recorders are the angels charged with accompanying people,
watching them and recording all what they do and say. We do not know, and are not
required to know, how this takes place. God knows that we are neither given the
ability to understand it nor are we going to benefit by understanding it because it
does not affect the purpose of our existence. Hence it is useless to attempt to explain
by our means what God has chosen not to reveal to us of the world of imperceptibles.
It is sufficient for us to feel that we do not live in vain and that there are noble
recorders who note what we do, in order to be so that we are always alert and
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prudent.

Since the atmosphere of the sirah is one of benevolence and nobility, the
description of those recorders is that they are “noble”, so that we are shy and polite in
their presence. It is only natural for people to exercise extra care not to say or do
anything impolite or disgraceful when they are in the presence of people whose
character reflects nobility. How careful would they be if they realized they were
always in the presence of angels? The siirah then arouses the most noble feelings of
our upright nature by portraying this fact in such a familiar way.

Different Destinies

We are then told of the destinies of the righteous and the wicked, which are
determined by the reckoning based on the recordings of the noble angels: “Surely the
righteous shall be in bliss, while the wicked shall be in a blazing fire, which they shall enter on
the Day of Judgement; nor shall they ever be absent from it.” (Verses 13-16) The end is
certain. That the righteous shall dwell in blissful happiness and the wicked shall end
in hell is already determined. A righteous person is the one who consistently does
right actions, i.e. good deeds, until doing them becomes his intrinsic quality. The
adjective ‘righteous’ has connotations which fit in well with nobility and humanity.
The contrasting quality, ‘wickedness’, carries connotations of insolence and
impudence as the wicked indulge in sinful actions. Hell is a proper recompense for
wickedness. The siirah emphasizes the certainty of this punishment: “which they shall
enter on the Day of Judgement.” Then it re-emphasizes it: “nor shall they ever be absent
from it.” They cannot escape it in the first place, nor will they be allowed to leave it,
not even for a short while.

Having stated what happens on the Day of Judgement, the siirah emphasizes again
the certainty of that day, since it is denied by some. The emphasis provided here is in
the form of a rhetorical question which enhances the mystery surrounding the object
of the question. The surah then states the complete helplessness of everyone, the
absolute impossibility of giving or receiving support and that God is the absolute
sovereign on that awesome day: “Would that you knew what the Day of Judgement is!
Oh, would that you knew what the Day of Judgement is! It is the day when no soul can be of
any help to any other soul; for on that day all sovereignty is God’s alone.” (Verses 17-19)

The form “would that you knew...” is a form of rhetorical question often used in the
Qur’an. It suggests that the matter under discussion is far beyond our imagining and
understanding. This is stressed here by repetition of the question before details about
conditions on the day concerned are given: “It is the day when no soul can be of any help
to any other soul.” (Verse 19) It is a state of total helplessness when everyone stands
alone, busy with their own problems, unable to think of anyone else, relative or
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friend. “For on that day all sovereignty is God’s alone.” (Verse 19) He indeed reigns
supreme in this life and the next. This fact, however, becomes so clear on that day
that no one can overlook it, as the ignorant and the conceited do in this life.

The siurah closes with an air of fear and speechless expectation which contrasts
with the opening air of violent horror. In between the two man is addressed with that
remonstrance which overwhelms him with shame.
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SURAH 83

Al-Mutaffifin
(The Stinters)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

Woe to the stinters (1)

who, when others measure for them, exact in ful,

@

but who, when they measure or weigh for others,

defrand thenr. (3)

Do such pegple not think. that they will be raised
ol (4)

on a great day, (5)

the day when all mankind shall stand before the
Lord of all the worlds? (6)

No indeed! "The record of the transgressors is in
Syjin. (7)

W ould that you knew what Sgjin is! (8).
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¢35 a record inseribed. (9)

Woe on that day to the unbelievers (10)

who deny the Day of Judgement. (11)

None denies it but the guilty aggressors, the
evildoers, (12)

who, when Our revelations are recited to thems,

ery: Fables of the ancients!” (13)

No indeed! Their own deeds have cast a layer of
rust over their hearts. (14)

No indeed! On that day they shall be shut out
from their Lord. (15)

They shall enter the blazing fire, (16)

and will be told: “Uhis is [the reality] which you
denied!” (17)

But the record of the righteous is in “Illzyin. (18)

Wounld that you knew what “Hlyin is! (19)

11 s a record inseribed, (20)
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witnessed by those who are closest to God. (21)

The righteous will surely be in biiss. (22)

[Reclning] on couches, they will ook around
them. (23)

In their faces you shall mark the glow of biiss.
24)

They will be given to drink of a pure-drink,
Secrirely sealed, (25)

with a seal of musk, for this let the strivers
enmnlonsly strive. (20)

It is a drink mixced with the waters of Tasnim,

27)

a fountain at which those who are dosest to God
will drink. (28)

Those who are given to sinful practices seoff at the

faithfiul (29)

and wink at one another as they pass by then.
30)

When they go back to their folk they speak of
them with jests, (31)

and when they see them they say: ‘Ihese have
indeed gone astray!” (32)
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Yet they have not been assigned the nuission of
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Overview

The suirah describes the conditions the Islamic message faced in Makkah. Its other
objective is to awaken people’s hearts and draw their attention to the new event
which would help the Arabs, and mankind in general, to take a new turn in their
lives. The event in question is the arrival of the divine message to earth.

A particular aspect of Arabian society is portrayed at the outset, as the surah
threatens the stinters with what will befall them on the great day, “the day when all
mankind shall stand before the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 6) The reason for such a
threat is revealed at the end, when the siurah sketches the manners of the evildoers,
their attitude towards the believers, their scoffing at them, winking to one another as
they pass by and their assertion that the believers have gone astray. Moreover, the
surah shows the reality of the righteous on the one hand and the transgressors on the
other.

The siirah can be divided into four parts The first opens with a declaration of war
against the stinters: “IWoe to the stinters who, when others measure for them, exact in full,
but who, when they measure or weigh for others, defraud them. Do such people not think that
they will be raised to life on a great day, the day when all mankind shall stand before the Lord
of all worlds?” (Verses 1-6)

The second part warns the transgressors and denounces them in strong terms. It
threatens them with woe and ruin and establishes their guilt and aggression. It
explains the reasons for their blindness and describes the punishment awaiting them
on the Day of Judgement. “No indeed! The record of the transgressors is in Sijjin. Would
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that you knew what Sijjin is! It is a record inscribed. Woe on that day to the unbelievers who
deny the Day of Judgement. None denies it but the guilty aggressors, the evildoers, who,
when Our revelations are recited to them, cry: ‘Fables of the ancients! No indeed! Their own
deeds have cast a layer of rust over their hearts. No indeed! On that day they shall be shut out
from their Lord. They shall enter the blazing fire, and will be told: “This is [the reality) which
you denied!” (Verses 7-17)

The third part gives an account of the righteous. It describes their high rank, the
bliss they will enjoy, the delight on their faces, and the pure drink they will have
while they recline on soft couches, and look all around them. It is an image of
happiness: “But the record of the righteous is in llliyun. Would that you knew what
lliyun is! It is a record inscribed, witnessed by those who are closest to God. The righteous
will surely be in bliss. [Reclining] on couches, they will look around them. In their faces you
shall mark the glow of bliss. They will be given to drink of a pure-drink, securely sealed, with
a seal of musk, for this let the strivers emulously strive. It is a drink mixed with the waters of
Tasnim, a fountain at which those who are closest to God will drink.” (Verses 18-28)

The last part of the siurah describes what the transgressors mete out to the
righteous in this world of conceit and hollow vanity, harsh treatment, ridicule and
bad manners. Juxtaposed are descriptions of the ultimate situation of each group, the
transgressors and the righteous, in the world of truth and immortality: “Those who are
given to sinful practices scoff at the faithful and wink at one another as they pass by them.
When they go back to their folk they speak of them with jests, and when they see them they
say: ‘These have indeed gone astray!” Yet they have not been assigned the mission of being
their guardians. So on this Day [of Judgement] the faithful will laugh at the unbelievers, as
they recline upon their couches and look around them. Shall the unbelievers be requited for
what they were wont to do?” (Verses 29-36)

The siirah depicts a social environment. It also provides an account of the Islamic
way of dealing with the world as it exists and with the human mind. This is what we
shall attempt to explain as we consider the sirah in detail.

Giving a Raw Deal

Woe to the stinters who, when others measure for them, exact in full, but who, when
they measure or weigh for others, defraud them. Do such people not think that they
will be raised to life on a great day, the day when all mankind shall stand before the
Lord of all the worlds? (Verses 1-6)

The surah opens with God’s declaration of war against the stinters: “IWoe to the
stinters”. The Arabic term, way, used for ‘woe” implies destruction and ruin. The
implication is the same whether we consider this verse as a statement of a future
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eventuality or a curse, for a curse made by God has the same effect as that of a
statement about what is going to happen. The next two verses explain the meaning of
the “stinters’ or defrauders as intended in the surah. They are those “who, when others
measure for them, exact in full, but who, when they measure or weigh for others, defraud
them.” (Verses 2-3) They are those who want their merchandise complete and intact
when they buy, but who do not give the right amount when they sell. The following
three verses wonder at the defrauders, who behave as if they will not have to account
for what they gain in this life. “Do such people not think that they will be raised to life on a
great day, the day when all mankind shall stand before the Lord of all the worlds?”

The fact that the defrauders’ behaviour is tackled in this manner in a Makkan
revelation is very interesting. Makkan sirahs generally concentrate on the
fundamentals, such as the assertion of God’s unity, the supremacy of His will and
His dominion over the universe and mankind, and with assertions about the truth of
revelation and prophethood, the truth of the Day of Judgement, reckoning and
reward. The Makkan revelations also endeavour to form and develop the moral
sense and relate it to the fundamentals of faith. The tackling of a specific issue of
morality, such as the stinting of weights and measures, or business dealings in
general, is a later concern; it is more characteristic of Madinan revelations, which
regulate the life of the community in an Islamic state. The fact that this Makkan szrah
makes the issue of stinting its focal point therefore deserves careful consideration.

The first point to note is that in Makkah the nobility were very rich, but totally
unscrupulous. They exercised a complete monopoly of trade in their business
concerns. They organized the export and import trade using caravans which
travelled to Yemen in winter and to Syria in summer. They had their seasonal trade
fairs such as the ‘Ukaz fair which was held during the pilgrimage season. The fairs
were for business dealings as well as literary activities.

The text suggests that the defrauders against whom war was declared belonged to
the nobility and wielded much power and influence, enabling them to force others to
succumb to their wishes. Several features of the Arabic wording used here connote
that for some unspecified reason they were able to impose their will and exact in full.
The meaning implied is not that they exacted their full due; for this would not justify
a declaration of war against them. What is meant is that they obtained by sheer force
what they had no right to demand. But when it was their turn to weigh or measure
for others, they exercised their power by giving less than what was due.

Indeed this warning, coming so early in the Makkan period, gives an idea of the
nature of the religion of Islam. It demonstrates that Islam embraces all sides of life
and aims to establish a firm moral code which accords with the basic principles of
divine teachings. At the time when this surah was revealed the Muslim community
was still weak. The followers of Islam had not yet won power in order to organize
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society and the life of the community according to Islamic principles. Yet Islam
demonstrated its opposition to those acts of flagrant injustice and unethical dealings.
It declared war against stinters and threatened them with woe and destruction at a
time when they were the powerful rulers of Makkah. It declared its uncompromising
stand against the injustices suffered by the masses whom it has never sought to lull
into a state of lethargy and apathy.

This gives us an insight into the real motives behind the stubborn opposition to
Islam by the masters of Makkah. They were undoubtedly keenly aware that what
Muhammad (peace be upon him) was calling for was not merely a matter of personal
conviction which demanded no more than a verbal assertion of God’s oneness and
Muhammad’s prophethood, and a form of prayer addressed to God and not idols.
They realized that the new faith would establish a way of life which would cause the
very basis of their positions and interests to crumble. They were fully aware that the
new religion, by its very nature, did not admit any partnership or compromise with
any worldly concepts alien to its divine basis, and that it posed a mighty threat to all
jahiliyyah values. This is why they launched their offensive, which continued in full
force both before and after the Muslims’” migration to Madinah. It was an offensive
launched to defend their way of life in its entirety, not only a set of concepts which
have no effect beyond individual acceptance and personal conviction.

Those, in any age or land, who attempt to prevent Islam from organizing and
ruling human life also recognize these essential facts. They know very well that the
pure and straightforward Islamic way of life endangers their unjust order, interests,
hollow structure and deviant practices. Indeed the tyrannical stinters — whatever
form their stinting takes and wherever it is, in money and finance, or in rights and
duties — are those who fear most the ascendancy of Islam and the implementation of
its just methods.

The representatives of the two Arabian tribes of Madinah, the Aws and the
Khazraj, who pledged their support and loyalty to the Prophet were also aware of all
this. Ibn Ishaq, the Prophet’s biographer, wrote: *Asim ibn “Umar ibn Qatadah told
me that when the Madinan Muslims came to give their pledge to the Prophet, al-
“Abbas ibn “Ubadah al-Ansari, who belonged to the clan of Salim ibn “Awf, said to
them: “You Khazraj! Do you know what your pledge to this man really means?”
They answered “Yes, we do.” His rejoinder was: “You are pledging to fight the rest
of mankind, white and black alike! So it would be better to leave him alone now if
you think you would give him up to his enemies in the event of your sustaining
material losses or losing your leaders. If you do such a thing you will bring upon
yourselves great humiliation both in this life and in the life hereafter. But if you feel
that you will honour your pledges despite any sacrifice in money and men, then go
ahead, because this will be best for you here and in the hereafter!” They said: “We
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offer our loyalty and support and declare our readiness to sustain any sacrifice,
material or personal!” Turning to the Prophet, they asked him: “What will be our
reward if we honour our pledges?” He said: “Heaven.” They said: “Stretch out your
hand.” He did and they gave him their pledges of support.

These supporters, like the Makkan tyrants, were keenly aware of the nature of
Islam. They realized that it stands for absolute justice and fairness in the social order
it seeks to create. It accepts no tyranny, oppression, conceit, injustice or exploitation.
Hence it faces the combined forces of all forms of despotism, arrogance and
exploitation.

“Do such people not think that they will be raised to life on a great day, the day when all
mankind shall stand before the Lord of all the worlds?” (Verses 4-6) Their attitude is
singularly strange. The mere idea of being raised to life again on that great day, when
all mankind shall stand as ordinary individuals in front of the Lord of the universe,
awaiting His just judgement, without support from any quarter, should be enough to
make them change course. But they persist, as if the thought of being raised to life
after death has never crossed their minds.

The Inevitable Reckoning

They are called stinters in the first part of the surah; but in the second they are
described as transgressors. The sirah proceeds to describe the standing of this group
with God, their situation in this life, and what awaits them on the great day. “No
indeed! The record of the transgressors is in Sijjin. Would that you knew what Sijjin is! It is a
record inscribed. Woe on that day to the unbelievers who deny the Day of Judgement. None
denies it but the guilty aggqressors, the evildoers, who, when Our revelations are recited to
them, cry: ‘Fables of the ancients!” No indeed! Their own deeds have cast a layer of rust over
their hearts. No indeed! On that day they shall be shut out from their Lord. They shall enter
the blazing fire, and will be told: “This is (the reality) which you denied!” (Verses 7-17) They
think they will not be raised to life after death, so the Qur'an rebukes them and
affirms that a record of their actions is kept.

The location of that record is specified as an additional confirmation of the fact,
albeit a location unknown to man. They are threatened with woe and ruin on that
day when their record shall be reviewed: “No indeed! The record of the transgressors is
in Sijjin. Would that you knew what Sijjin is! It is a record inscribed. Woe on that day to the
unbelievers.” (Verses 7-10)

The transgressors, as the Arabic term, fujjar, here connotes, are those who indulge
excessively in sin. Their book is the record of their deeds. We do not know the nature
of this book and nor are we required to know. The whole matter belongs to that
realm of which we know nothing except what we are told by God. The statement that
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there is a record in Sijjin of the transgressors’ deeds, is followed by the familiar
Qur’anic form of expression associated with connotations of greatness: “Would that
you knew what Sijjin is!” (Verse 8) Thus, the addressee is made to feel that the whole
matter is too great to be fully understood.

The surah then gives a further account of the transgressors’ book: “It is a record
inscribed.” (Verse 9) There is no possibility of addition or omission until it is thrown
open on that great day. When this takes place, “woe on that day to the unbelievers.”
(Verse 10) Then we are given information about the subject of unbelief, and the true
character of the unbelievers who deny the Day of Judgement. “None denies it but the
quilty aggressors, the evildoers, who, when Our revelations are recited to them, cry: Fables of
the ancients!” (Verses 12-13) So, aggression and bad deeds lead the perpetrators to
deny the Day of Judgement and to take a rude and ill-mannered attitude towards the
Qur’an, describing it as “Fables of the ancients!” This description by the unbelievers is,
of course, based on the fact that the Qur’an contains some historical accounts of
former nations. These accounts are related as a lesson for later generations as they
demonstrate with much clarity the working of the divine rules to which all nations
and generations are subject.

They are strongly rebuked and reprobated for their rudeness and rejection of the
truth. These connotations, carried by the Arabic term kalla, translated here as ‘No
indeed’, are coupled with an assertion that their allegations are unfounded. We are
then given an insight into the motives of their insolent disbelief and the reasons for
their inability to see the obvious truth or respond to it: “Their own deeds have cast a
layer of rust over their hearts.” (Verse 14) Indeed the hearts of those who indulge in sin
become dull, as if they are veiled by a thick curtain which keeps them in total
darkness, unable to see the light. Thus they gradually lose their sensitivity and
become lifeless.

The Prophet says: “When a man commits a sin, it throws a black spot over his
heart. If he repents, his heart is polished; but if he persists in his practice, the stains
increase.” [Related by Ibn Jarir, al-Tirmidhi, al-Nasa’i and Ibn Majah.] Al-Tirmidhi
describes this hadith as authentic. Al-Nasa'T’s version differs in wording but not in
import. His version may be translated as follows: “When a man commits a sin, a
black spot is formed on his heart. If he desists, prays for forgiveness and repents, his
heart will be polished; but if he persists, the spot grows bigger until it has covered his
whole heart. This is what God refers to when He says: ‘No indeed! Their own deeds have
cast a layer of rust over their hearts.””” (Verse 14) Explaining this verse, Imam al-Fasan
al-Basri said: “It is a case of one sin on top of another until the heart is blinded and
dies.”

Thus we have learnt the situation of transgressing unbelievers, as well as their
motives for transgression and rejection of the truth. Then we are told what will
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happen to them on that great day, a destiny which befits their evil deeds and denial
of the truth: “On that day they shall be shut out from their Lord. They shall enter the blazing
fire, and will be told: “This is [the reality] which you denied!” (Verses 15-17) Because their
sins have cast a thick veil over their hearts, they are unable in this life to feel God’s
presence, and it is only appropriate that they not be allowed to see His glorious face.
They will be deprived of this great happiness, which is bestowed only on those
whose hearts and souls are so clean and transparent that they deserve to be with
their Lord, without any form of separation or isolation. Such people are described in
Surah 75, The Resurrection: “On that day there shall be joyous faces, looking towards their
Lord.” (75: 22-23)

This separation from their Lord is the greatest and most agonizing punishment
and deprivation. It is a miserable end of a man whose very humanity is derived from
only one source, namely his contact with God, his benevolent Lord. When man is
torn away from this source of nobleness he loses all his humanity and sinks to a level
which ensures hell is his just reward: “They shall enter the blazing fire.” (Verse 16) On
top of this, there is something much worse and much more agonizing, namely,
rebuke. “And will be told: “This is [the reality] which you denied!” (Verse 17)

Faces Radiant with Joy

Then follows an account of the other group, the righteous. This is given in the
customary Qur’anic manner of providing two elaborately contrasting images, so that
a detailed comparison may be drawn: “But the record of the righteous is in ‘Illiyun.
Would that you knew what “Illiyun is! It is a record inscribed, witnessed by those who are
closest to God. The righteous will surely be in bliss. [Reclining] on couches, they will look
around them. In their faces you shall mark the glow of bliss. They will be given to drink of a
pure-drink, securely sealed, with a seal of musk, for this let the strivers emulously strive. It is
a drink mixed with the waters of Tasnim, a fountain at which those who are closest to God
will drink.”(Verses 18-28)

This section of the surah starts with the Arabic term, kallad, which connotes strong
reproach and a firm command to the transgressors to desist from their rejection of
the truth. It then proceeds to speak about the righteous. Since the record of the
transgressors is in Sijjin, that of the righteous is in ‘Illiyin. The term ‘righteous’ refers
to the obedient who do good. They are the exact opposite of the transgressors, who
indulge in every excess. The name ‘Illiytin connotes elevation and sublimity, which
suggests that Sijjin is associated with baseness and ignominy. The name is followed
by the form of exclamation often used in the Qur’an to cast notions of mystery and
grandeur: “Would that you knew what ‘Illiyun is!” (Verse 19)

The siirah then states that the book of the righteous is “a record inscribed, witnessed
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by those who are closest to God.” (Verses 20-21) We have already stated what is meant
by ‘a record inscribed.” We are told here that the angels closest to God see this book and
witness it. This statement gives the feeling that the record of the righteous is
associated with nobility, purity and sublimity. The angels closest to God look at it
and enjoy its description of noble deeds and glorious characteristics. The whole
image provides evidence of the honour the righteous receive.

There follows an account of the situation in which the righteous find themselves.
We are told of the bliss they enjoy on that great day: “The righteous will surely be in
bliss.” (Verse 22) This contrasts with hell, in which the transgressors dwell.
“[Reclining! on couches they will look around them.” (Verse 23) This means that they are
given a place of honour. They look wherever they wish. They do not have to look
down, out of humility; and they suffer nothing which distracts their attention. The
description here represents to the Arabs, who were the first to be addressed by the
Qur’an, the highest form of comfort and luxury.

In their bliss, the righteous live in mental and physical comfort. Their faces are
radiant with unmistakable joy: “In their faces you shall mark the glow of bliss. They will be
given to drink of a pure- drink, securely sealed, with a seal of musk.” (Verses 24-26) Their
drink is absolutely pure without any unwanted additions or particles of dust.
Describing it as securely sealed with musk indicates, perhaps, that it is ready made in
secured containers to be opened when refreshment is needed. All this adds to the
impression of meticulous care being taken. The fact that the seal is of musk also adds
an element of elegance and luxury. The whole picture, however, is understood only
within the limits of human experience in this world.

In the life to come people will have different concepts, tastes and standards which
will be free from all the bonds of this limited world.

The description is carried further in the following two verses: “It is a drink mixed
with the waters of Tasnim, a fountain at which those who are closest to God will drink.”
(Verses 27-28) o, this pure, securely sealed drink is opened and mixed with a
measure of the water from a fountain called Tasnim and described as the one from
which the favoured who are close to God drink. Before this last part of the
description is given we are also given a significant instruction: “For this let the strivers
emulously strive.” (Verse 26)

Those stinters who defraud their fellow men pay no regard to the Day of
Judgement, and, worse still, deny that such a Day of Reckoning will come. Hardened
by their sins and excesses, they strive endlessly for the petty riches of this world.
Each of them tries to outdo the others and gain as much as possible. Hence, he
indulges in all types of injustice and vice for the sake of ephemeral luxuries. It is the
other type of luxury and honour which deserves emulous striving: “For this let the
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strivers emulously strive.” (Verse 26)

Those who strive for an object of this world, no matter how superb, grand or
honourable it is, are in reality striving for something hollow, cheap and temporary.
This world, in its totality, is not worth, in God’s view, one mosquito’s wing. It is the
hereafter which carries real weight with Him. So, it should be the goal for strenuous
competition and zealous striving.

It is remarkable that striving for the hereafter elevates the souls of all strivers,
while competition for worldly objects sinks the competitors” souls to the lowest
depths. As man works continuously to achieve the happiness of the hereafter, his
work makes this world a happy and pure one for everybody. On the other hand,
efforts made for the achievement of worldly ends turn this world into a filthy marsh,
where animals devour one another and insects bite the flesh of the righteous.

Striving for the hereafter does not turn the earth into a barren desert, as some
transgressors imagine. Islam considers this world a farm, and the hereafter its fruits.
It defines the role of the true believer as the building of this world while following
the path of piety and righteousness. Islam stipulates that man must look on his task
as an act of worship which fulfils the purpose of his existence as defined by God: “I
have not created the jinn and mankind to any end other than that they may worship Me.” (51:
56) The statement, “For this let the strivers emulously strive,” inspires man to look far
beyond this finite, little world, as he sets out to fulfil his mission as God’s vicegerent
on earth. Thus as they work on purifying the filthy marsh of this world their souls
are elevated to new heights.

Man’s life on earth is limited while his future life is of limitless duration. The
luxuries of this world are also limited while the happiness of paradise is much too
great for us to conceive. The elements of happiness in this life are well known to
everyone, but in the next world they are on a level befitting a life everlasting.

What comparison can then hold between the two spheres of competition or the
two goals, even when we apply the human method of balancing losses against
profits? It is, indeed, one race and a single competition: “For this let the strivers
emulously strive.” (Verse 26)

Stark Contrast

The beatitude enjoyed by the righteous is discussed at length in order to give a
detailed account of the hardships, humiliation and insolence they are made to suffer
at the hands of the transgressors. The final comment of the surah taunts the
unbelievers as they behold the righteous enjoying heavenly bliss: “Those who are given
to sinful practices scoff at the faithful and wink at one another as they pass by them. When
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they go back to their folk they speak of them with jests, and when they see them they say:
"These have indeed gone astray!” Yet they have not been assigned the mission of being their
guardians. So on this Day [of Judgement] the faithful will laugh at the unbelievers, as they
recline upon their couches and look around them. Shall the unbelievers be requited for what
they were wont to do?” (Verses 29-36)

The images portrayed by the Qur’an of the evildoers” derision of the faithful, their
rudeness and insolence, and their description of the faithful, as having ‘gone astray’
are taken directly from Makkan life at the time. But the same actions happen over
and over again in all ages and places. Many people in our own age have witnessed
similar actions, and it is as if the surah was revealed to describe what they see with
their own eyes. This proves that the attitude of the transgressors and the evildoers to
the believers hardly ever changes from one country to another or from one period of
time to another.

“Those who are given to sinful practices scoff at the faithful.” (Verse 29) In the Arabic
original, the past tense is used here so as to take us away from this world to the
hereafter to see the righteous in their bliss while we also hear what happened to
them in this world. The believers were made to suffer ridicule and derision by the
transgressors, either because they were poor or weak or because their self-respect
would not allow them to return the abuse of base evildoers. What a contrast: the
evildoers persecute the believers and laugh at them shamelessly while the believers
stick to dignified self respect and perseverance.

“And wink at one another as they pass by them.” (Verse 30) They wink at one another
or make certain actions intended as mockery and derision. Such behaviour betrays
their baseness and bad manners. They try to make the believers feel embarrassed and
helpless. “When they go back to their folk they speak of them with jests.” When they have
nourished their evil, little minds with such mockery and injurious actions they go
back to their own folk to continue their laughter and derision. They are satisfied with
what they have done. Although they have sunk to the lowest depths, they cannot
imagine how contemptible they are.

“And when they see them they say: “These have indeed gone astray!” (Verse 32) This is
even more singular! Nothing is more absurd than that those transgressors should
speak about right and error, or that they should say that the believers have gone
astray. Transgression knows no limits. The transgressors never feel ashamed of what
they do or say. Their description of the believers as having gone astray is a clear
manifestation of this fact. The Qur’an does not try to defend the believers or refute
the evil accusation levelled at them, because it is not worth refuting. It laughs loudly,
however, at those who involve themselves impudently in something which does not
concern them, “Yet they have not been assigned the mission of being their guardians!”
(Verse 33) No one has asked them to look after the believers, or to watch over them,
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or to assess their situation. So why do they give their unsolicited opinion?

This sarcasm concludes the narration of what the transgressors do in this life. The
surah relates it as if it is something of the past, and gives an image of the present, i.e.
in the hereafter, when the believers rejoice in their heavenly bliss: “So on this Day [of
Judgement] the faithful will laugh at the unbelievers, as they recline upon their couches and
look around them.” (Verses 34-35) On that day the unbelievers will be shut out from
their Lord, suffering isolation combined with the torture of hell when they are told:
“This is [the reality] which you denied!” (Verse 17) At the other end of the scale, the
believers recline on couches, in total beatitude, partaking of a pure drink which is
secured with a seal of musk and mixed with the waters of Tasnim. As the surah draws
the two images, it shows how the tables are turned; for then it is the believers who
laugh at the unbelievers.

The surah concludes with another loud, ironic question: “Shall the unbelievers be
requited for what they were wont to do.” (Verse 36) Their requital is not a good one, as
the term used here connotes. For we have just been given an image of their doom,
which is described here sarcastically, as their reward.

Who Laughs at Whom?

The scene of the evildoers’ ridicule of the believers merits further discussion. It is
portrayed in considerable detail, in the same way as the earlier scene of the righteous
in heavenly bliss. This detailed description is highly artistic. It also has a marked
psychological effect which is at once soothing, comforting and reassuring. The
Muslim minority in Makkah was facing a sustained, demoralizing onslaught by the
unbelievers, but God did not leave the Muslims on their own: He comforted them
and urged them to persevere.

They are comforted by the very fact that their sufferings are outlined by God in
detail. He sees what the believers suffer and does not ignore what He sees, although
He may let the unbelievers do as they wish, if only for a while. He also sees how the
transgressors laugh unrepentantly at the sufferings of the faithful. Since He describes
all this in the Qur’an then He must take it into account. This, in itself, is enough
consolation for the believers.

There are also those scornful remarks about the evildoers. They may go unnoticed
by the unbelievers because their indulgence in their sinful practices have made them
insensitive. The highly sensitive hearts of the believers, however, are touched and
comforted by them.

It must be noted that the only consolation offered by God to the believers who
were subjected to harsh treatment and painful ridicule was heaven for the believers
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and hell for the unbelievers. This, again, was the only promise the Prophet (peace be
upon him) made to the believers when they pledged all their property as well as their
lives for the cause of Islam. Victory in this life was never mentioned in the Makkan
Qur’anic revelations as a consolation or as an incentive to persevere. The Qur’an was
instead cultivating the hearts of the believers, and preparing them to fulfil the task
with which they were entrusted. It was necessary that such hearts attain a high
standard of strength and self-denial so that they would give everything and suffer all
hardship without looking for anything in this life. They were to seek only the reward
of the hereafter and to win God’s pleasure. They were prepared to go through life
suffering all sorts of hardship and deprivation with no promise of reward in this life,
not even victory for the cause of Islam.

Such a group of people must be first established. When this happens and God
knows that they are sincere and determined in what they have pledged themselves to
do, then He will give them victory in this life. Victory will not be theirs as a personal
reward. They will be given power as trustees appointed for the implementation of
the Islamic way of life. They will be worthy trustees because neither were they
promised nor did they look for any worldly gain. They pledged themselves truly to
God at a time when they were unaware of any worldly benefit that may befall them
except that they would win God’s pleasure.

All the Qur’anic verses which speak of victory were revealed later in Madinah
when this was no longer an issue. Victory was given because God willed that
successive human generations should have an actual, definite and practical example
of the Islamic way of life. It was not a reward for sacrifices made or hardships
suffered.
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SURAH 84

Al-Inshiqaq
(The Rending)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

When the sky is rent asunder, (1)

obeying her Lord in true subuission; (2)

when the earth is stretched out (3)

and casts forth all that is within her and beconmes
enph) (4)

obeying her Lord in true submussion! (5)
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and return rejoicing fo bis people. (9)

But he who is given his record bebind his back
(10)

will in time call down destruction upon hinmself

(11)

and will enter the fire of bell. (12)

He lwed joyfully antong bis pegple. (13)

He surely thought e would never return. (14)

Yes, indeed; his 1ord was watching over him.
15

I swear by the nwilight, (16)

and by the night and what it envelgps, (17)

and by the moon in her full perfection, (18)

that you shall certainly move omyard, stage after
stage. (19)

Why then do they not accept the faith? (20)

Or, when the Qur'an is read to them, they do not
fall down in prostration? (21)
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But the unbelievers persist in rejecting [the truth), N A R .\,ﬁ -
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yet God knows very well what they are hiding. = \f))}‘)-; L;-j ;.:ET f)fj
23)
So give them the tidings of a grievous suffering, ;"‘"I/‘ ?J‘ S A
@4

except for those who believe and do good deeds; for 3
theirs is an unfatling reward. (25) @ N

Overview

The siirah opens by sketching a few images of the universal upheaval portrayed in
greater detail in Sirahs 81, 82 and earlier in Siirah 78, The Darkening, Cleaving
Asunder and The Tiding, respectively. These scenes, however, are now given a
special tone by means of the emphasis placed on the complete submission to God by
both heaven and earth: “When the sky is rent asunder, obeying her Lord in true
submission; when the earth is stretched out and casts forth all that is within her and becomes
empty, obeying her Lord in true submission.” (Verses 1-5)

This powerful opening, with its emphasis on submission to God, is a foreword to
the subsequent address encouraging man towards humbleness before his Lord. Man
is reminded of his position and his ultimate destiny when he returns to God: “O man!
You have been toiling towards your Lord, and you shall meet Him. He who is given his record
in his right hand will in time have a lenient reckoning, and return rejoicing to his people. But
he who is given his record behind his back will in time call down destruction upon himself
and will enter the fire of hell. He lived joyfully among his people. He surely thought he would
never return. Yes, indeed; his Lord was watching over him.” (Verses 6-15)

The third part of the siirah paints a picture of life on earth which is well known to
man. Such images point to God’s planning, which is both elaborate and faultless. An
oath is made to assert that men must live through deliberately planned stages which
they cannot escape from: “I swear by the twilight, and by the night and what it envelops,
and by the moon in her full perfection, that you shall certainly move onward, stage after
stage.” (Verses 16-19)

The last part of the siirah wonders at those who deny the faith when their position
is as described in the previous two parts, and the end of their world is as described at
the beginning of the surah: “Why then do they not accept the faith? Or, when the Qur’an is
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read to them, they do not fall down in prostration? But the unbelievers persist in rejecting
[the truth], yet God knows very well what they are hiding. So give them the tidings of a
grievous suffering, except for those who believe and do good deeds; for theirs is an unfailing
reward.” (Verses 20-25)

Two main qualities are evident in this surah: its quiet rhythm and its earnest
message. Both are clearly felt, even in the images of universal upheaval the sirah
sketches. Scenes of this upheaval are portrayed with much more violence elsewhere,
as in Surah 81, The Darkening. Here an attitude of sympathetic and compassionate
cautioning is adopted. The cautioning is gradual, presented in a quiet, inspiring
statement beginning with the words “O man”. This awakens people’s consciences.

The various parts of the siirah are ordered according to a special plan. This carries
the reader through a variety of scenes, some relating to the universe, others to man
himself. The scenes are sketched one after the other in a thoughtful order starting
with universal submission to God, which leaves a gentle but real impression on the
reader’s heart. Then we are given an image of the reckoning, reward and retribution,
followed by a contemporary scene of life on earth and its phenomena. Then follows a
statement of wonder at those who, after all this, still refuse to accept the faith. This
statement combines with a warning of severe punishment, and a promise of
unfailing reward to the believers.

All this is embodied in the few lines which compose this short sirah. Such
succinctness is just one aspect of the unique nature of the Qur’an . The ideas the surah
sets out to explain could not normally be tackled with such power and to such effect,
even if entire books were devoted to the task. But the Qur’an achieves its purpose
because it addresses our hearts directly. No wonder! It is the word of God.

Complete Universal Submission

“When the sky is rent asunder, obeying her Lord in true submission;, when the earth is
stretched out and casts forth all that is within her and becomes empty, obeying her Lord in
true submission.” (Verses 1-5) The splitting of the sky has been dwelt upon in the
commentary on other sirahs. One new element here is the submission and complete
obedience of the sky to her Lord: “obeying her Lord in true submission.” (Verse 2)
Another new element is the stretching of the earth: “IWhen the earth is stretched out.”
(Verse 3) This means perhaps an expansion of her size or shape as a result of a
disruption of the laws of nature which govern her and preserve her in her present
shape. The statement, made in the passive, suggests that this will be carried out
through the intervention of an outside force. “And casts forth all that is within her and
becomes empty.” (Verse 4) This image portrays the earth as a living entity casting out
what is within her and getting rid of it.
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There are indeed a great many things within the earth, countless types of creation
that have lived, died and been buried over a long period of time, the span of which is
known to no one but God. It also includes an abundant resource of metals, water and
other secrets unknown except to the Creator. The earth carries all this load one
generation after another until that final day when it casts forth all that is within her.
“Obeying her Lord in true submission,”
obedience and complete submission to God.

she follows the sky’s suit and declares total

These short verses vividly demonstrate how both the living sky and earth receive
their orders and instantly comply with them. Their obedience is a manifestation of
their conscious and dutiful submission. The image drawn here has shades of
humility, solemnity and tranquillity that are brought out in full relief. The
impression it leaves is one of humble and obedient submission to God.

Man’s Hard Labour

In such an atmosphere of conscious obedience, man is addressed from on high: “O
man! You have been toiling towards your Lord, and you shall meet Him.” (Verse 6) “O
man!” your Lord has made you in a perfect way. He has given you your humanity
which distinguishes you from the rest of creation. Your humanity endows you with
certain characteristics which should have made you more conscious of your Lord,
and more obedient and submissive to Him than both the sky and the earth. He has
given man of His own spirit and endowed him with the ability to communicate with
Him, receive His light, ennoble himself with God’s grace in order to achieve the
highest degree of perfection attainable by man. This is no little distinction.

“O man! You have been toiling towards your Lord and you shall meet Him.” (Verse 6)
Man certainly labours hard in this life, shouldering his responsibilities and exerting
himself. All this he does in order to return, in the end, like all the rest of creation, to
God. Man labours even for what he enjoys! Nothing in this life comes easily or
without effort: if sometimes no physical labour is needed, then surely some mental
and emotional effort is required. In this the rich and poor are alike, although the
labour exerted may differ in kind and form. This address reminds man that
labouring hard is the lot of all in this life on earth. But when we meet our Lord, we
will fall into two groups: one will suffer hardship incomparable to that suffered on
earth; and the other, consisting of those who have demonstrated their obedience and
true submission, will enjoy a rest in which the suffering of this life will be forgotten.

“He who is given his record in his right hand will in time have a lenient reckoning, and
return rejoicing to his people.” (Verses 7-9) He who is given his book in his right hand is
the happy one who was true to his faith. God is pleased with him and rewards him
well. He will have a lenient reckoning, that is to say that he will not be called to
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account for what he did in this life. This is abundantly clear in the traditions of the
Prophet. “A’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, quotes him as saying: “He who is called to
account will suffer affliction.” Continuing her report, she pointed out that God says,
‘He... shall have a lenient reckoning.” God’s Messenger answered: “That is not what is
meant by reckoning and accountability. Lenient reckoning signifies no more than
showing him his record. He who is called to account on the Day of Judgement will
suffer affliction.”” [Related by al-Bukhari, Muslim, al-Tirmidhi and al-Nasa'i.]

*A’ishah also related: “I heard God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) saying in his
prayers ‘My Lord, make my reckoning a lenient one’. When he had finished his
prayers I asked him, “What is the lenient reckoning?” He answered: ‘He who receives
lenient reckoning will have his record looked into and will be forgiven, but he who is
called to account on that day will perish.” [Related by Ahmad.]

This is, then, the lenient reckoning accorded to him who receives his record in his
right hand. He shall win “and return rejoicing to his people,” who will also have won
and arrived in heaven ahead of him. We deduce from this statement that those who
accept the faith in this life and adhere to the right path will gather together in
heaven. Everyone ends up with those whom he loves. We also have an image of the
winner’s all-important test: he returns with his face overflowing with happiness.

This image is the opposite of what happens to the afflicted one who has to account
for his evil deeds and receives his record with reluctance. “But he who is given his
record behind his back will in time call down destruction upon himself and will enter the fire
of hell.” (Verses 10-12)

The Qur’an usually makes a distinction between receiving one’s record with one’s
right or left hand. Here we have a new image: the record is given from behind one’s
back. There is no reason to prevent anyone being given his record in his left hand
and from behind his back at the same time. It is an image of one who feels great
shame and hates to be confronted with what he has done. We have no real
knowledge of the nature of this record or how it is given in one’s right or left hand or
behind one’s back. But we can comprehend from the first expression the reality of
being a winner, and from the second the reality of doom. This is indeed what we are
meant to appreciate. These various forms of expression are used mainly to drive the
point home to us and to enhance its effects. For exact knowledge of what will happen
and how it will happen belongs only to God.

So, the unfortunate one who lived his life on earth labouring hard but disobeying
God and indulging in what is forbidden will know his destiny. He realizes that what
lies in front of him is more suffering and hard labour with the only difference being
that this time the suffering is greater, uninterrupted and endless. So, he calls
destruction upon himself, for he sees his own destruction as the only means of
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salvation from what will befall him. When man seeks refuge in his own destruction,
then he is certainly in a helpless position. His own non-existence becomes his
strongest desire. His hopelessness is beyond description. This is the meaning implied
by the Arab poet al-Mutanabbi in his poem which starts with what may be rendered
in English as: “Suffice it a malady that you should think death a cure. It says much
that doom should be eagerly desired.” It is certainly a case of indescribable distress
and misery. “And [he] will enter the fire of hell.” (Verse 12) This is the end from which
he wishes to escape by means of his own destruction; but there is no way out.

Having portrayed this miserable scene, the sirah gives us a glimpse of the
sufferer’s past which led him to this endless misery: “He lived joyfully among his people.
He surely thought he would never return.” (Verses 13-14) The past tense is used here
because we feel that the Day of Judgement has arrived, after this life has ended. The
indulgence and the joy had taken place in this life. “He lived joyfully among his people.”
He cared for nothing beyond the moment he was in, and made no preparation for the
hereafter. “He surely thought he would never return,” to his Lord. Had he thought about
the return at the end of his journey through life, he would have carried provisions to
sustain him. “Yes, indeed; his Lord was watching over him.” (Verse 15) Indeed God has
always been aware of man’s thoughts, actions and feelings. God knows that, contrary
to what man may think, there will be a return to Him to receive the reward merited
by actions on earth. This is indeed what happens when all return to God to meet
their appointed destiny, when what God has ordained will take place.

“He lived joyfully among his people. He surely thought he would never return. Yes,
indeed; his Lord was watching over him.” (Verses 13-15) This image of the misery of the
one who was joyful among his people during his short life on earth has a counterpart
in the image of the happy one who returns rejoicing to his people to live with them
an eternal happy life, free from hardship: “He who is given his record in his right hand
will in time have a lenient reckoning and return rejoicing to his people.” (Verses 7-9)

Suffering Through Life

The siirah then refers briefly to some worldly scenes. People, however, continue to
overlook the evidence such scenes provide of the deliberate planning that has gone
into the making of this world. Indeed, this planning includes the creation of man
himself, and his phases and transitions through life: “I swear by the twilight, and by the
night and what it envelops, and by the moon in her full perfection, that you shall certainly
move onward, stage after stage.” (Verses 16-19) The oath, which is indirect in the Arabic
text, serves to draw man’s attention to these universal scenes. The connotations here
are in perfect harmony with those of the opening of the surah and the scenes
portrayed there. The twilight refers to that period of stillness after sunset when the
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soul is overwhelmed by a deep feeling of awe. The heart feels, at such a time, the
significance of parting with a beloved companion, and the quiet sadness and deep
melancholy this involves. It also experiences fear of the approaching darkness.

“And by the night and what it envelops.” (Verse 17) What the night envelops is left
unspecified to enhance the effect. Imagination can travel far and wide as one thinks
of what the night may conceal of events and feelings. But the travels of the
imagination cannot capture all the images generated by the short Qur’anic verse,
“And by the night and what it envelops.” We are left with an overwhelming feeling of
reverence which is in perfect harmony with the stillness and awe associated with the
twilight.

“And by the moon in her full perfection.” (Verse 18) This is another quiet and
splendid scene, describing the full moon as her light descends over the earth. The full
moon is always associated with tranquillity. The general impression formed here is
closely associated with twilight, and the dark night as it conceals everything. The
feeling is one of a complementary stillness and reverence.

“That you shall certainly move onward, stage after stage.” (Verse 19) This means, you
will pass from one stage of suffering to another, as has been charted for you. The
Qur’an uses the term ‘ride’, although we use the expression ‘move onward’, to
denote the undergoing of various stages of suffering. ‘Ride’ is frequently used in
Arabic to signify the passage through risk and difficulty. This usage suggests that
difficulties and risks are like horses or mules to be ridden. Each one will take the
rider to the stage determined for them. Thus each one will deliver the rider to a new,
predetermined stage, in the same way as twilight, the night and perfect moon are
predetermined. They eventually end with their meeting with God, which was
mentioned in the preceding part. This coherent ordering of the parts of the sirah and
the smooth movement from one point to another is characteristic of the superb
Qur’anic style.

Unfailing Reward

There then follows an expression of wonder at those who persist in their denial of
the faith when they have all these signs and all this abundant evidence within
themselves and in the world at large which indicates the truth: “Why then do they not
accept the faith?” Or, “when the Qur’an is read to them, they do not fall down in
prostration?” (Verses 20-21) Indeed, why do they not accept the faith? There are
numerous indications in the universe and within the soul which point out that the
path of faith is the right path. They are at once numerous, profound and powerful, so
they besiege the heart if it tries to run away from them. But if someone listens to
them, then they address him in a friendly and affectionate way.
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The Qur’an addresses them in the language of pure human nature. It opens the
heart to the truth and points out its evidence both within themselves and over the
horizon. It kindles in people’s hearts God-consciousness, humbleness, obedience and
submission to the Creator of the universe. The expression, “fall down in prostration,”
refers to these feelings. The universe is splendid and inspiring: it offers a multitude
of signs, mental stimuli and moments of purity which combine to arouse in us a
ready response and a willing submission. The Qur’an is also superb and inspiring; it
links the human heart with the splendid universe and, consequently, with the
Creator who made it. It gives us a feeling of truth about the universe which also
demonstrates the truth of creation and the Creator. Hence the wonder: “Why then do
they not accept the faith? Or, when the Qur’an is read to them, they do not fall down in
prostration?” (Verses 20-21)

It is indeed amazing, but the Qur’an does not dwell on this for long. It proceeds to
describe the behaviour of the unbelievers and the end which awaits them. “But the
unbelievers persist in rejecting [the truth], yet God knows very well what they are hiding. So
give them the tidings of a grievous suffering.” (Verses 22-24) The unbelievers shout, ‘lies’,
but the object of their denunciation as lies is unspecified. In Arabic, omission of the
object serves to widen the scope of reference for the verb. Thus, here we understand
that the denunciation as lies is an entrenched habit and a characteristic of
unbelievers. But God is fully aware of the evil they conceal in their hearts and He
knows perfectly well their motives for denouncing the truth.

The siirah then halts its discussion of their state and addresses God’s Messenger:
“So give them the tidings of a grievous suffering,” an unpleasant tiding for anyone who is
awaiting news of his future.

At the same time the surah describes what awaits the believers who prepare for
their future by good deeds. This description is made in the form of an exception from
what awaits the unbelievers: “except for those who believe and do good deeds; for theirs is
an unfailing reward.” (Verse 25) This type of exception is known in Arabic linguistics
as “unrelated exception”. The believers, not originally among the recipients of the
gloomy news, are then excepted from it. This form of expression serves to draw
attention to what follows. The unfailing recompense is one which is continuous and
unceasing, and will be given in the hereafter, when people will be immortal.

On this decisive note the siirah ends. It is a surah of short yet immensely powerful
verses.
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Al-Buruj
(The Constellations)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

By the heaven with its constellations, (1)

by the promised day, (2)

by the witness and that which is witnessed, (3)

slain be the pegple of the pit (4)

of the fire abounding in fuel, (5)

when they sat around it, (6)

watching what they did to the believers. (7)

They took vengeance on them for no reason other
than that they believed in God, the Alnighty, to
whom all praise is due, (8)
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to whom the domiinion of the heavens and the
earth belongs. But God is witness of all hings.(9)

Those who persecute the believers, men  and
women, and do not repent shall suffer the
punishment of hell, and suffer the punishment of
burning. (10)

But these who believe and do righteous deeds shall

have gardens through which running waters flowy
that is the supremse trinmph. (11)

Stern indeed is your Lord's vengeance. (12)

It is He who brings into being, and then restores
1o life. (13)

He is Al-Forgiving, Compassionate, (14)

Lord of the Throne, Glorious, (15)

He does whatever He wills. (16)

Have you heard the story of the hosts, (17)

of Pharaoh and "Thanmid? (18)

Yet the unbelievers persist in their denial [of the
truth]. (19)
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But God surrounds them all. (20) = i : m;/j - 5 *3
This is indeed a glorions Qur'an, (21) & # X j; 3; 5
inscribed on an ingperishable tablet. (22) Loas ~2]
tagedt
Overview

This short sirah outlines the essentials of faith and the basics of belief as matters of
great importance. It sheds a powerful and searching light over these essentials in
order to reveal what lies beyond the elementary facts expressed in the text. Every
verse, and sometimes every word, in this sirah virtually opens a window
overlooking a limitless world of truth.

The immediate theme of the siirah is the pit incident, when a community of
believers who lived before the advent of Islam, said to be unitarian Christians, were
faced by ruthless and tyrannical enemies who sought to force them away from their
faith. The believers refused. The tyrants then lit a great fire in a pit they had dug, and
threw them into it. The believers were thus burnt to death in front of large crowds
that had gathered to witness this ghastly act of extermination. The tyrants sat by,
amused by the believers” sufferings: “They took vengeance on them for no reason other
than that they believed in God, the Almighty, to whom all praise is due.” (Verse 8)

The surah starts with an oath: “By the heaven with its constellations, by the promised
day, by the witness and that which is witnessed, slain be the people of the pit.” (Verses 1-4)
In this way the surah links heaven and its magnificent constellations, the promised
Day of Judgement and its great events, the multitudes which witness that day and
the events they witness with the pit incident and God’s anger with the aggressors
responsible for it. The siirah then proceeds to portray the tragic scene in a few, quick
flashes which demonstrate the horror without dwelling on detail.

It includes a reference to the greatness of faith which exalted itself over the
tyrants’ atrocious cruelty and triumphed over the fire, attaining a level of sublimity
which is an honour to all mankind. It also refers to the heinous crime and the evil
and injustice it involves in comparison with the sublimity, innocence and purity of
the believers: “Slain be the people of the pit of the fire abounding in fuel, when they sat
around it, watching what they did to the believers.” (Verses 4-7)

Then follows a series of short comments stating a number of principles which are
highly important to the Islamic faith, its outlook and advocacy. We have firstly a
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reference to the fact that all the heavens and earth are part of God’s kingdom and to
His witnessing of all that takes place in them. He is the Sovereign of the heavens and
the earth, who witnesses all.

Secondly, we have a reference to the burning in hell which awaits the tyrants, and
a reference to the perfect heavenly bliss which awaits the believers who choose faith
over life and exalt themselves despite their persecution. The believers’ action is
referred to as the great triumph: “Those who persecute the believers, men and women, and
do not repent shall suffer the punishment of hell, and suffer the punishment of burning. But
those who believe and do righteous deeds shall have gardens through which running waters
flow; that is the supreme triumph.” (Verses 10-11)

A further reference is made to the power with which God smites His enemies and
to the fact that He creates and brings back to life after death: “Stern indeed is your
Lord’s vengeance. It is He who brings into being, and then restores to life.” (Verses 12-13)
This relates directly to the lives blotted out in the pit incident.

The surah then mentions some of the divine attributes, each of which has a specific
relevance to the subject matter of the sirah: “He is All-Forgiving, Compassionate.”
(Verse 14) He forgives those who repent regardless of the enormity and horror of
their sins. He also loves His servants who choose Him. His love is the soothing
balsam which heals whatever injuries they may have suffered. “Lord of the Throne,
Glorious, He does whatever He wills.” (Verses 15-16) These attributes portray God’s
absolute will, dominance and power, all of which are relevant to the event discussed
in the surah.

Then follows a reference to examples of God’s punishment of tyrants even though
they were heavily armed. “Have you heard the story of the hosts, of Pharaoh and
Thamud?” (Verses 17-18) These were two very different instances of God’s
punishment with widely different effects. Along with the pit horror, they carry
numerous implications.

Finally, the siirah explains the situation of the unbelievers and that God surrounds
them though they may be unaware of the fact. “Yet the unbelievers persist in their denial
[of the truth]. But God surrounds them all.” (Verses 19-20) It concludes with a statement
of the truth of the Qur’an and its blessed origin: “This is indeed a glorious Qur’an,
inscribed on an imperishable tablet.”(Verses 21-22)

The Horrendous Event

“By the heaven with its constellations, by the promised day, by the witness and that which
is witnessed.” (Verses 1-3) Before making any reference to the pit event, the surah
opens with an oath by a heaven full of constellations. The Arabic term, buruj, used
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for ‘constellations” may be taken to mean the huge mass of planets which resemble
great towers or palaces built in the sky. In this sense the verse can be related to two
other verses: “We built heaven with Our might, and gave it a wide expanse.” (51: 47) and,
“Which is stronger in constitution: you or the heaven He has built?” (79: 27) The Arabic
term may, alternatively, be interpreted as meaning the positions between which
these planets move as they go round in orbit. These constitute the spheres within
which the planets remain as they move. This reference to the constellations however,
gives an impression of a huge creation. This is, indeed, the connotation intended at
the outset.

“By the promised day.” (Verse 2) That is the day when judgement is passed on all
the events of this life and when the accounts of this world are settled. It is a day God
has promised will come, and is a great day awaited by all creation. “By the witness
and that which is witnessed.” (Verse 3) On that day all deeds and creatures are exposed
and witnessed. Everybody becomes a witness. Everything becomes known as there is
no cover to hide anything from beholding eyes.

References to the heaven and the constellations, the promised day, the witness and
what is witnessed all combine to impart an aura of seriousness, concern, attention
and momentum to the manner in which the pit event is related. They also provide
the framework in which the event is viewed, judged and settled on the basis of its
true nature. It is a framework stretching far beyond the limits of this short life.

Having thus provided the desired atmosphere, the surah then refers to the event in
just a few brief strokes. “Slain be the people of the pit of the fire abounding in fuel, when
they sat around it, watching what they did to the believers. They took vengeance on them for
no reason other than that they believed in God, the Almighty, to whom all praise is due, to
whom the dominion of the heavens and the earth belongs. But God is witness of all things.”
(Verses 4-9)

Reference to the event starts with a declaration of anger with the tyrants: “Slain be
the people of the pit.” (Verse 4) It also gives an impression of the enormity of the crime
which has invoked the displeasure and anger of God, the All-Clement, and which
makes Him threaten the perpetrators. We then have a description of the pit: “The fire
abounding in fuel.” (Verse 5) The literal meaning of “pit’ is a hole in the ground, but
the surah defines it as “the fire” instead of using the term “trench’ or “hole” in order to
give an impression that the whole pit was turned into a blazing furnace.

The perpetrators aroused God’s wrath for the evil crime they committed: “IWhen
they sat around it, watching what they did to the believers.” (Verses 6-7) They sat over the
fire, in the actual vicinity of the horror, watching the various stages of torture, and
madly enjoying the burning of human flesh in order to perpetuate in their minds this
ghastly scene.
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The believers had not committed any crime or evil deed against them: “They took
vengeance on them for no reason other than that they believed in God, the Almighty, to whom
all praise is due, to whom the dominion of the heavens and the earth belongs. But God is
witness of all things.” (Verses 8-9) That was their only crime: they believed in God
Almighty who deserves praise for every situation even though ignorant people do
not do so. He is the Lord who deserves to be worshipped, the sole sovereign of the
kingdoms of the heavens and the earth. As He witnesses all things He has witnessed
what the tyrants did to the believers. This verse reassures the believers and delivers a
powerful threat to the tyrants. God has been a witness and He suffices for a witness.

The narration of the event is completed in a few short verses which charge our
hearts with a feeling of repugnance towards the terrible crime and its evil
perpetrators. They also invite us to contemplate what lies beyond the event, its
importance in the sight of God and what it has aroused of God’s wrath. It is a matter
which is not yet completed. Its conclusion lies with God.

As the narration of the event concludes we feel overwhelmed by the magnificence
of faith as it exalts the believers and attains its triumph over all hardships, and
indeed over life itself. We feel the elevation of the believers as they rid themselves of
the handicaps of human desire and worldly temptation. The believers could easily
have saved their lives by accepting the tyrants’ terms. But what a loss humanity as a
whole would have incurred! How great the loss would have been had they killed
that sublime concept of the worthlessness of life without faith, its ugliness without
freedom and its baseness when tyrants are left free to exercise their tyranny over
people’s souls after they have exercised it over their bodies. But they have won a
very noble and sublime concept while the fire burned their flesh. Their noble concept
has triumphed as it was purified by the fire. They will, later on, have their reward
from God and their tyrannical enemies will have their retribution. The sirah then
goes on to explain both.

Different Destinies

“Those who persecute the believers, men and women, and do not repent shall suffer the
punishment of hell, and suffer the punishment of burning. But those who believe and do
righteous deeds shall have gardens through which running waters flow; that is the supreme
triumph.” (Verses 10-11) What happens on earth in this first life is not the end of the
story. There remains an inevitable part which will follow later. There remains the
allocation of awards, which will restore the balance of justice and provide the final
settlement of what took place between the believers and the tyrants.

That it will come is certain and confirmed by God: “Those who persecute the
believers, men and women” and persist with their evil ways, careless, unrepentant, “and

106



Al-Burij (The Constellations)

do not repent shall suffer the punishment of hell, and suffer the punishment of burning.”
Burning is specified although it is also implied by the very mention of hell.

It earns its specific mention in order to serve as a counterpart to the burning in the
pit. Although the same word signifying the action is used, the two types of burning
are dissimilar in intensity and duration. The burning here is by fire lit by human
beings while the burning in the hereafter is by fire lit by the Creator. In this present
world, the burning is over in a few minutes while in the hereafter it goes on for ages
unknown except to God. The believers who suffer the burning here earn with it
God’s pleasure, and ensure the triumph of that noble human concept referred to
earlier. In the hereafter the burning is attended by God’s anger and man’s abject
degradation.

Paradise symbolizes God’s pleasure with righteous believers and His reward to
them. “But those who believe and do righteous deeds shall have gardens through which
running waters flow; that is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 11) The Arabic term, fawz,
used here for triumph also connotes escape and success. To escape the punishment of
the hereafter is to achieve success. How to describe, then, the reward of gardens with
running waters!

With this conclusion justice is restored and the whole question is finally resolved.
What has taken place on earth is no more than one part; the matter remains
unfinished here. This is the fact emphasized by this initial comment on the pit event,
so that it may be fully comprehended by the few believers who have accepted the
faith in Makkah, and by every group of believers subjected to trial and tyranny
during any period of history.

God’s Unique Attributes

Further comments follow: “Stern indeed is your Lord’s vengeance.” (Verse 12) This
comment suitably contrasts God’s punishment with the petty and trifling vengeance
exacted by tyrants, and thought by them and by people generally to be very
powerful. The real power is that levelled by the Almighty, to whom belongs the
heavens and the earth, not that levelled by insignificant people who impose their rule
over a limited piece of land for a limited period of time.

The statement also emphasizes the relationship between the addressee, namely,
God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) and the speaker, who is God Almighty. He
says to him, “stern indeed is your Lord’s vengeance.” He is your Lord, in whose
Godhead you believe, and on whose assistance you rely. This relationship is very
significant in situations where believers are afflicted by tyrants.

“It is He who brings into being, and then restores to life.” (Verse 13) In their wider
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connotations, origination and restoration refer to the first and second processes of
bringing into life. The two terms, however, signify two events which constantly take
place. In every moment there is origination as well as restoration of what has died
and decayed. The whole universe is in a state of continuous renovation, and constant
decay. Within the context of this ever-repeated cycle of origination and re-origination
the whole affair of the pit and its apparent results seem to be, in reality, no more than
a beginning of what can be created anew, or a re-creation of what has already been
originated. It is part of a continuous process.

“He is All-Forgiving, Compassionate.” (Verse 14) Forgiveness relates to the earlier
statement: “and do not repent”. Forgiveness is part of God’s mercy and grace which
have no limits or restrictions. It is an open door which is never closed in the face of
anyone who repents, no matter how grave his sins are. Compassion, however, relates
to the believers’ attitude who choose their Lord in preference to all things. It is a
generous touch of divine benevolence. God elevates His servants who love and
choose Him to a grade which one would hesitate to describe except for the fact that
God, out of His blessing, bestows it. It is the grade of friendship between Lord and
servant. It is a tie of love which exists between God and His favoured servants. How
insignificant the transitory life they have sacrificed and the momentary affliction they
have suffered appear when compared to only a small part of this splendid and
tender love. Some of those who live in servitude to another human being take fatal
risks in order to win a word of encouragement or receive a sign of pleasure from
their master. They do this although both master and servant are God's slaves. What,
then, should be the attitude of God’s servants who receive that compassionate love
and benevolence from the “Lord of the Throne, the Glorious”, the All- Powerful, the
Sublime. So petty becomes life, so paltry becomes all suffering, and so trifling
becomes every treasured object when the pleasure of the loving Lord of the Throne is
at stake.

“He does whatever He wills.” (Verse 16) This is His constantly realized, never failing
attribute. His will is absolute. He may choose, on a certain occasion, that believers
should, by His grace, win victory for a specific purpose He wants to accomplish. He
may choose, on other occasions, that faith should triumph over persecution and trial.
This may be manifested, at times, through the physical elimination of believers from
this transitory life, again to accomplish a specific purpose. He may decide to smite
tyrants in this life, or to delay their punishment to the promised day. Either course of
action fulfils a certain purpose behind which divine wisdom lies. Any action He
performs is part of His well-defined scheme and His ability to do what He wills. All
this fits very well with the account of the pit and with what comes later of reference
to the fates of Pharaoh and Thamuid and their respective hosts. Beyond all these
events and beyond life and the universe there exist the free will and absolute power
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of God.

Examples of this are given: “Have you heard the story of the hosts, of Pharaoh and
Thamud?” (Verses 17-18) This is a reference to two long stories well known to the
addressees as they have been mentioned several times in the Qur’an. The two nations
concerned are described here by the term “the hosts” in reference to their might and
equipment. Have you heard their stories and how God did with them as He pleased?
Theirs were two stories, different in nature and consequence. Pharaoh and his army
were eliminated when the Children of Israel were saved by God. He gave them
power to rule for a certain period in order to accomplish a certain scheme. As for the
Thamiid, God exterminated them and saved His prophet, Salih, along with his few
followers. The believers in this instance did not establish a state of their own; they
were merely saved from corrupt enemies.

Both stories are manifestations of the divine will and its performance. They
provide two examples of what may befall advocates of the Islamic faith. They are
mentioned along with a third possibility which distinguishes the pit event. The
Qur’an explains all three eventualities to the believers in Makkah and to all
generations of believers.

The surah concludes with two statements characterized by their sharp and decisive
rhythm. Each is a statement of fact and a final verdict. “Yet the unbelievers persist in
their denial [of the truth]. But God surrounds them all.” (Verses 19-20) The truth about
the unbelievers is that they are in a constant state of disbelief, crying “lies” morning
and evening “But God surrounds them all.” They are unaware that God’s might and
His knowledge engulf them, making them even more powerless than mice stranded
in a great flood.

“This is indeed a glorious Qur’an, inscribed on an imperishable tablet.” (Verses 21-22)
The term “glorious’ signifies nobility and sublimity. Indeed, there is nothing more
noble or more sublime or more glorious than God’s word. It is inscribed on an
imperishable tablet, the nature of which we cannot comprehend because it is part of
the knowledge God has reserved for Himself. We benefit, however, from the
connotations of the statement and the impression it leaves that the Qur’an is well
preserved and well-guarded. It is the final word in every matter it deals with.

The Qur’an states its judgement in the pit event and what lies behind it. This
judgement is final.
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Al-Tariq
(The Night Visitor)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

By the heaven and by the night visitor: (1)

Would that you kenew what the night visitor is!

@

11 s the star that puerces through darkness. (3)

For every soul there is a guardian who watches
over it (4)

Let rman then reflect: of what be is created. (5)

He is created of gushing water; (6)

he issues from benween the loins and the chest
bones. (7)

God is well able to bring hin back [to life]. (8)

On the day when consciences are tried, (9)
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man shall be belpless, with no supporter. (10) @ﬂo G {B 5;’3 o M
By the heaven with its returning rain, (11) ) C; j]T el J_;;JB
by the earth ever splitting with verdure, (12) @ t’, AR fﬁ";}
this is surely a decisive word; (13) @ i |28 5 }:j}_/ﬁj ff, |
2 ," 2 -

it s no idle talk. (14) = JAL 58 Lj
They devise nany an artful schemse, (15) |i\;§/ 39 :\& ;,.‘,’dl
but 1 too have My schemses. (16) @ |/:\.;§/ i‘-:,ﬁj
So give respite 1o the unbelievers; leave them: alone @ ‘E\-’gjj - . N “;J-'&jT J:@-;-;
or a white. (17)

Overview

It is stated in the introduction to the first surah in this volume, which forms the
thirtieth part of the Qur’an, that its siirahs are “like a persistent and strong knocking
on a door, or a series of loud shouts seeking to awaken those who are fast asleep, or
those who are drunk and have lost consciousness, or are in a night club, completely
absorbed in their dancing or entertainment. The knocks and the shouts come one
after the other: Wake up! Look around you! Think! Reflect! There is a God! There is
planning, trial, liability, reckoning, reward, severe punishment and lasting bliss.”

The present sirah is a typical example of these qualities. Its tone is sharp. The
scenes portrayed, the rhythm chosen, the sounds of the individual words and their
meanings — all contribute to this sharpness of tone. The scenes include the night
visitor, the star piercing with brightness, the gushing water, the returning rain and
the splitting earth. The meanings include watching over souls: “For every soul there is
a guardian who watches over it”; the lack of strength and help: “On the day when
consciences are tried, man shall be helpless, with no supporter”; the complete seriousness:
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“This is surely a decisive word, it is no idle talk.” The same characteristics apply to the
warnings given in this surah: “They devise many an artful scheme, but I too have My
schemes. So give respite to the unbelievers; leave them alone for a while.”

There is complete harmony between the scenes of the universe portrayed in the
surah and the facts it states. This harmony becomes abundantly clear when the sirah
is carefully considered.

A Special Type of Visitor

“By the heaven and by the night visitor. Would that you knew what the night visitor is! It
is the star that pierces through darkness. For every soul there is a guardian who watches over
it.” (Verses 1-4) This oath includes a scene of the universe and a fact of faith. It opens
by mentioning heaven and the night visitor and follows with a form of exclamation
made familiar in the Qur’an; “Would that you knew what the night visitor is!” (Verse 2)
This exclamation gives the impression that it is mysterious, beyond explanation.

The Qur’an then states its nature and form: “It is the star that pierces through
darkness.” (Verse 3) Its powerful, penetrating rays travel at speed through the
surrounding darkness. The description applies to all stars. There is no need to attach
it to a particular one. Generality is more useful in this kind of context. Thus, the
meaning sounds as follows: By heaven and its stars which pierce darkness and
penetrate through that veil covering all things. Thus, this reference sheds its own
light on the facts outlined in this sirah and the scenes it portrays.

God swears by heaven and its piercing stars that every soul has an observer
appointed by Him to watch over it: “For every soul there is a guardian who watches over
it.” (Verse 4) This implies a strong assertion that there is an agent appointed by God
to watch over every soul and keep a record of its actions and thoughts. The watch is
over the soul because it is there that thoughts and secrets which are responsible for
action and reward lie. Thus, people are not left to roam about the earth as they wish.
On the contrary, an accurate and immediate record is kept, on the basis of which
reckoning is made.

This awesome inference becomes clear as the soul feels that it is never alone even
when without company. There is always the watcher who remains nearby even
when one hides from all and is secure against any visitor or intruder. There is still the
watcher who penetrates all covers and has access to all things concealed, in the same
way as the piercing star tears through the night cover. For God’s method of creation
is the same with regard to human souls and the wide horizons.

Man’s Humble Origin
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This opening touch, which unites the human soul with the universe, is followed
by another which emphasizes the truth of organized creation and deliberate planning
to which God has sworn by the heaven and the night visitor. The early stages of
man’s creation constitute a proof of this fact and suggest that man is not forgotten as
something insignificant: “Let man then reflect: of what he is created. He is created of
qushing water; he issues from between the loins and the chest bones.” (Verses 5-7)

Let man consider his origins and what has become of him. It is a very wide gulf
which divides the origins from the final product, the gushing water from man the
intelligent, rational being with his highly sophisticated organic, neurological, mental
and psychological systems. The reference to this great gulf which the gushing water
crosses in order to be made into a communicating being suggests that there is a
power beyond the province of man which moves that shapeless and powerless fluid
along its remarkable and impressive journey until it is shaped into its magnificent
ultimate form. It implies that there is a guardian appointed by God to look after that
moist germ, and to guide it through its remarkable journey.

This one fertilizing cell, of which there are millions in every gush, is hardly visible
under the microscope. It is a creature without support, reason or will. But as soon as
it settles in the womb it proceeds to search for food. The guarding hand of God
equips it with a quality which enables it to convert the lining of the womb around it
into a pool of blood, thus supplying it with fresh nourishment. Once it is sure of the
availability of food it starts another process of continuous division to produce new
cells. This shapeless and powerless creature which has no reason or will, knows
exactly what it is doing and what it wants. The guarding hand watching over it
provides it with guidance, knowledge, power and will to enable it to know its way. It
is charged with the task of making every group of newly produced cells specialize in
building a part of the magnificent structure of the human body. One group proceeds
to produce the skeleton; another group forms the muscles; a third the nervous
system; a fourth the lymphatic system. The same applies to every major part of the
human structure. But the matter is not as simple as that: it involves a higher degree
of specialization; for every bone, every muscle and every nerve is unique and
dissimilar to every other. The structure is accurately planned, and has a wide range
of functions. Hence, as every group of cells proceeds to fulfil its appointed task in
building this structure, it learns to break up into specialized subdivisions, each
having its particular function in the general set up. Every little cell proceeds knowing
its way, destination and function. Those cells entrusted with the task of forming the
eye know that the eye must be in the face, and that it cannot be situated in the
abdomen or the foot or the arm, despite the fact that any of these localities is a
suitable place for forming an eye. If the first cell charged with making the eye was
taken off course and planted in any of these localities, it would have fulfilled its
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mission and made an eye there. But when it sets out on its mission it simply goes to
the exact spot specified for the eye. Who then has told this cell that this structure
needs its eye to be in that particular spot? It is God the watching Guardian who
guides it, looks after it and shows it its way.

All the cells work individually and collectively within a framework set for them
by certain elements functioning inside the cells. These elements are known as the
genes which preserve the general characteristics of the species and the distinctive
traits of the parents and forefathers. When the eye cell divides and proliferates in
order to form the eye, it endeavours at the same time to preserve its shape and
particular features so that it turns out to be a human eye and not the eye of an
animal. Furthermore, it endeavours to make it an eye of a human whose forefathers
had certain features and characteristics distinguishing their eyes. The slightest error
in designing that eye, whether in shape or qualities, forces the forming cell out of its
set course. So who has endowed power, ability and knowledge to this insignificant
cell which has no reason, will or power of its own? It is God who taught it to design
and produce what all mankind can never design or produce. For man cannot design
an eye or a part of it, even if charged with this task, while an insignificant cell or
group of cells in the body can accomplish this great mission.

This is merely a quick glance at parts of the remarkable journey which transforms
the gushing water into the communicative human being. But there is indeed a great
multitude of wonders in the physiological functions of the various organs and
systems. It is beyond the scope of this work to trace these wonders but they all
constitute evidence of elaborate planning and organization and bear the stamp of
God’s guarding, helping and guiding hand. They emphasize the first fact in the sirah
sworn to by the heaven and the night visitor, and prepare for the next fact, namely,
the resurrection, which was denied by the idolaters who were among the first to be
addressed by the Qur’an.

“God is well able to bring him back [to life]. On the day when consciences are tried, man
shall be helpless, with no supporter.” (Verses 8-10) God, who has created him and
looked after him, is well able to bring him back to life after death. The first creation is
evidence of His ability as well as His elaborate planning and organization. Unless
there is a return in order to accord everyone his or her fair reward then this highly
sophisticated and wise creation would be in vain. “On the day when consciences are
tried.” (Verse 9). The Arabic terms, tubla and sara’ir used by the Qur’an have much
wider connotations than conscience and trial. They suggest that that part of the
human soul where secrets are safely deposited will be thrown open, searched and
exposed in the same way as the night visitor penetrates the covering darkness of the
night. As the guarding watcher penetrates through the soul hidden under multiple
covers, secrets are examined and man finds himself powerless and without support:
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“Man shall be helpless, with no supporter.” (Verse 10) Standing bare without cover and
strength adds to the strains and hardships of the situation. This has a deep effect on
the reader’s perception, as it moves from talking of the universe and the human soul
to man’s creation and his remarkable journey, until he reaches the end when his
secrets are exposed and he stands alone, powerless, without support.

A Powerful Discourse

There may be some lingering doubts within some people’s minds that this could
happen. Therefore, the siirah gives an oath to its seriousness. It adds a link between
this assertion and the universe at large, as we saw at the opening of the surah: “By the
heaven with its returning rain, by the earth ever splitting with verdure, this is surely a
decisive word, it is no idle talk.” (Verses 11-14)

The rain which comes from the sky again and again and the vegetation which
splits the earth and springs forth are two images describing one of the many
manifestations of life, the life of plants and their origins. Water which pours down
from heaven and verdure which springs out from the earth, are akin to the infant
coming into the world, passing between the loins springing out from the darkness of
the womb. It is the same life, the same scene, the same movement. It is one system
pointing to the Maker who has no competitors.

The image of rain and verdure is not dissimilar to that of the night visitor, the
piercing star as it splits covers and curtains. It is also similar to the scene depicting
consciences being searched and all that is concealed being thrown open. It is again
the same sort of structure which tells of the Maker. God swears by these two
creations and their two events, the heaven of returning rains and the earth splitting
with verdure. The impact of the scene portrayed combines with the rhythm to strike
a strong note of finality and decisiveness. The oath is that this word, or the Qur’an
generally, which states that people will return to life so as to face a trial, is the
decisive word which admits of no frivolity. It puts an end to all argument, doubts
and uncertainties. It is a true and final word, to which both the heaven of the
returning rain and the earth splitting with verdure are witnesses

When this final statement of return and trial is made, there follows an address to
God’s Messenger. At the time of revelation he had only a few believers who
supported him in Makkah. They were suffering the brunt of the idolaters’ hostility
and their plots against the Islamic message. The idolaters were tirelessly trying to
smother the call. The address is made to the Prophet so as to encourage and reassure
him, and to disparage what the schemers devise. It states that their scheming is only
temporary; the battle is in God’s hands and under His command. So, let the Prophet
persevere and be patient, and let him and the believers be reassured: “They devise
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many an artful scheme, but I too have My schemes. So give respite to the unbelievers; leave
them alone for a while.” (Verses 15-17)

Those who were created from gushing water, then issued between the loins,
brought forth without any strength, ability or will of their own, guided along their
long journey by divine power and destined to that return when secrets are searched
and tried and where they have no strength or support — are devising a scheme
against the Prophet and the Muslims! I, the Creator who guides, preserves, directs,
brings back to life and puts to trial; the Almighty; the Victor who has made the sky,
the night visitor, the gushing water and man; the Maker of the heaven with its
returning rain and the earth splitting with verdure; I, God, am devising a scheme of
My own. So, there are the two schemes and the battle. It is, in truth, a one-sided
battle but described as being between two sides for the sake of sarcasm.

“So give respite to the unbelievers; leave them alone for a while.” (Verse 17) Do not be
impatient. Do not precipitate the end of the battle when you have seen its true
nature. There is wisdom behind this respite and delay which is short even though it
may take up the whole length of this first life; for how short this life appears when
compared with a life of limitless duration.

God’s benevolent and compassionate attitude to His Messenger is noticeable in the
tfinal verse: “So give respite to the unbelievers; leave them alone for a while.” He is
addressed here as if he were the final authority, or as if he were the one who decides
or approves that they may take a short respite. But the Prophet has no such
authority; it is merely an expression of kind and benevolent tenderness which
bestows compassion on his heart. It is divine kindness which suggests that God'’s
Messenger has a say in the whole matter as if he had a share or interest in it. It lifts all
barriers between the Prophet and the divine domain, where all matters are judged
and settled.
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SURAH 87

Al-A’la
(The Most High)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

Exctol the limitless glory of the name of your
Lord, the Most High, (1)

who creates and proportions well, (2)

who determiines and guides, (3)

who brings forth the pasturage, (4)

then tumns it to withered grass. (5)

We shall teach yon and you shall not forget, (0)

exvept what God wills. He fknows what is
manifest and what is kept bidden. (7)

And We shall smooth your way to perfect ease.
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Give warning, therefore, [regardless of] whether o’ ;gv\]T . ix ol ;;:L;

such warning is of use. (9)

He who fears God will beed i, (10) ) (% o S
but the most hapless wretch will turn aside from @ u""‘:“ 7 42 5%
i (1) i

who shall be cast into the great fire, (12) KNI Faz s A

in which he shall neither die nor remain alive. o Ls:;-" \/fj G2 & ).i.; N (:3

(13)

Successfil will be he who purifies himself, (14) = jf’ o* C‘b

and glorffies the name of bis Lord and prays. ) uL‘a-’ =) aal £33
(15
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Yet you prefer this present life, (16)

while the life to come is better and longer lasting, UL’ ‘j f} °f> Y 5
(17
) g, [Tadll 4 1ua &)
All this has indeed been stated in the earlier

revelations; (18) = ] 34
() or92d @2 Al

the seriptures of Abrabam and Moses. (19)

Overview

Imam Ahmad ibn Flanbal relates on the authority of “Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and
Companion, that the Prophet loved this siirah. The famous Hadith anthologist,
Muslim, also relates that the Prophet used to read this surah and Surah 88, The
Enveloper, in ‘Id prayers and also in Friday prayers. If one of the festivals fell on a
Friday, the Prophet would be sure to read these two siirahs in the prayers.
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The Prophet is right to love this siirah as it turns the whole universe into a temple
whose four corners echo the praises and glorification of God, the Sublime. “Extol the
limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High, who creates and proportions well,
who determines and guides, who brings forth the pasturage, then turns it to withered grass.”
(Verses 1-5) The rhythm of the siirah, characterized by the long vowels with which
each of its verses ends, imparts a feeling of the praises echoed everywhere in the
universe.

The Prophet is also right to love this sirah as it brings him good news. As God
charges him with the double task of delivering His message and warning people, He
promises him: “We shall teach you and you shall not forget, except what God wills. He
knows what is manifest and what is kept hidden. And We shall smooth your way to perfect
ease. Give warning, therefore, [regardless of] whether such warning is of use.” (Verses 6-9) o
God takes upon Himself the responsibility of making His Messenger not forget
anything of the Qur’an. He also promises that his path will be smoothed in all his
affairs, whether they are personal or concerned with his message. This is certainly a
great favour.

Again, the Prophet is right to love this siirah as it includes the basic ingredients of
the Islamic concept of life and existence: the oneness of the Creator; the reality of
divine revelation; and the certainty of the life to come with the reward and
punishment it involves. The siirah also affirms that these basic principles have well-
established roots in earlier divine messages. “All this has indeed been stated in the earlier
revelations; the scriptures of Abraham and Moses.” (Verses 18-19) All this is in addition to
the impression it imparts of the easy nature of the Islamic ideology, the Messenger
who conveys it, and the nation it builds.

Glorifying the Creator

“Extol the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High, who creates and
proportions well, who determines and guides, who brings forth the pasturage, then turns it to
withered grass.” (Verses 1-5) The suirah opens with an order to praise the Lord, which
means to glorify Him, recognize His supremacy and infallibility in everything, and
remember His divine attributes. It is much more than verbal repetition of the phrase
‘Sublin Allah’, which we normally translate as ‘limitless is God in His glory.” It is a

genuine feeling of the sublimity of His attributes.

As the surah inspires us with the splendour of a life based on constant appreciation
of divine attributes, we experience a feeling which is very real and very difficult to
describe at the same time.

The two immediately presented attributes are Lordship and Highness. The “Lord”
or the Arabic equivalent, Rabb, is the one who tends and nurtures. The connotations
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of this attribute fit in very well with the general atmosphere of the surah, the happy
news it brings and its easy rhythm. The ‘Highness’ attribute prompts one to look up
to endless horizons. Having a genuinely vivid feeling of this attribute is indeed the
essential purpose of praising God and glorifying Him.

The surah opens with an order addressed by God to the Prophet in the first
instance: “Extol the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High.” (Verse 1) The
order is given with an air of friendliness and compassion almost beyond description.

Whenever the Prophet read this siirah he used to fulfil this order promptly by
stopping after the first verse to say: “Limitless in his glory is my Lord, the Most
High”. Thus, he would receive the order, carry it out promptly and read on. When
this sirah was revealed the Prophet told the Muslims to fulfil the divine order as they
prostrated themselves in their daily prayers. Similarly he told them to carry out the
other order to “Extol the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most Great,” (56: 96)
as they bowed in prayer. These praises, warm with life, have been included in the
prayers as a direct response to a direct order, or more precisely to a direct
permission. For God’s permission to His servants to praise Him is one of the favours
He has bestowed on them. It is a permission to them to be in contact with Him in a
way, given their limited abilities, they can appreciate. He, out of His grace, has
permitted them to do this so that they may know Him and His attributes as best they
can.

“Extol the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High, who creates and
proportions well, who determines and guides.” (Verses 1-3) Everything God has created is
well proportioned and perfected. Every creature is assigned its own role and given
guidance so that it may know its role and play it. It is told the purpose of its creation,
given what it needs for sustenance and guided to it. This is clearly visible in
everything around us, large or small, important or trivial. For everything is well
perfected and guided to fulfil the purpose of its creation. Furthermore, all things are
also collectively perfected so that they may fulfil their role together.

The Perfection of God’s Creation

A single atom is well balanced between its electrons and protons, to the same
degree as the solar system, its sun, planets and satellites are well balanced. Each of
the two knows the way it is assigned to travel and fulfils its role. A single living cell
is also perfect and well equipped to do everything it is asked to do, in the same
measure as the most advanced and complex species. This perfect balance, in the
individual and collective sense, is easily noticed in every one of the countless types of
creation that fill the gap between the single atom and the solar system or between the
single cell and the most advanced living creature.
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This basic fact, evidenced by everything in the universe, is well recognized by the
human heart as it contemplates what is in the universe. This sort of inspiration and
recognition is within the reach of every man in every age, regardless of his standard
of education. All that is required is an open mind which contemplates and responds.
Increased knowledge then endorses and emphasizes, with numerous examples, what
inspiration has already proven at first glance. The results of study and research
endorse, within their limited scope, this basic truth which applies to everything in
the universe.

The American scientist, A. Cressy Morrison, Head of the Science Academy in New
York, says in his book Man Does Not Stand Alone:

Birds have the homing instinct. The robin that nested at your door may go
south in the autumn, but will come back to his old nest the next spring. In
September, flocks of many of our birds fly south, often over a thousand miles
of open sea, but they do not lose their way. The homing pigeon, confused by
new sounds on a long journey in a closed box, circles for a moment then
heads almost unerringly for home. The bee finds its hive while the wind
waving the grasses and trees blots out every visible guide to its whereabouts.
This homing sense is slightly developed in man, but he supplements his
meagre equipment with instruments of navigation. We need this instinct and
our brain provides the answer. The tiny insects must have microscopic eyes,
how perfect we do not know, and the hawks, the eagle and the condor must
have telescopic vision. Here again man surpasses them with his mechanical
instruments. With his telescope he can see a nebula so faint that it requires
two million times his vision, and with the electron microscope he can see
hitherto invisible bacteria and, so to speak, the little bugs that bite them.

If you let old Dobbin alone he will keep to the road in the blackest night. He
can see, dimly perhaps, but he notes the difference in temperature of the road
and the sides with eyes that are slightly affected by the infra-red rays of the
road. The owl can see the nice warm mouse as he runs in the cooler grass in
the blackest night. We turn night into day by creating radiation in that short
octave we call light.1?

The honey-bee workers make chambers of different sizes in the comb used
for breeding. Small chambers are constructed for the workers, larger ones for
the drones, and special chambers for the prospective queens. The queen bee
lays unfertilized eggs in the cells designed for males, but lays fertilized eggs
in the proper chambers for the female workers and the possible queens. The
workers, who are the modified females, having long since anticipated the

2 A. Cressy Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, Morrison & Gibb Ltd., London, 1962, pp. 58-59.
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coming of the new generation, are also prepared to furnish food for the
young bees by chewing and predigesting honey and pollen. They discontinue
the process of chewing, including the predigesting, at a certain stage of the
development of the males and females, and feed only honey and pollen. The
females so treated become the workers.

For the females in the queen chambers the diet of chewed and pre-digested
food is continued. These specially treated females develop into queen bees,
which alone produce fertile eggs. This process of reproduction involves
special chambers, special eggs, and the marvellous effect of a change of diet.
This means anticipation, discretion, and the application of a discovery of the
effect of diet. These changes apply particularly to a community life and seem
necessary to its existence. The knowledge and skills required must have been
evolved after the beginnings of this community life, and are not necessarily
inherent in the structure or the survival of the honey bee as such. The bee,
therefore, seems to have outstripped man in knowledge of the effects of diet
under certain conditions.

The dog with an inquiring nose can sense the animal that has passed. No
instrument of human invention has added to our inferior sense of smell, and
we hardly know where to begin to investigate its extension. Yet even our
sense of smell is so highly developed that it can detect ultra-microscopic
particles. How do we know that we all get the same reaction from any single
odour? The fact is that we do not. Taste also gives a very different sensation
to each of us. How strange that these differences in perception are hereditary.

All animals hear sounds, many of which are outside our range of vibration,
with an acuteness that far surpasses our limited sense of hearing. Man by his
devices can now hear a fly walking miles away as though it was on his
eardrums, and with like instruments record the impact of a cosmic ray.!3

One of the water spiders fashions a balloon-shaped nest of cobweb filaments
and attaches it to some object under water. Then she ingeniously entangles an
air bubble in the hairs of her under-body, carries it into the water, and
releases it under the nest. This performance is repeated until the nest is
inflated, when she proceeds to bring forth and raise her young safe from
attack by air. Here we have a synthesis of the web, engineering, construction,
and aeronautics. Chance perhaps, but that still leaves the spider unexplained.

The young salmon spends years at sea, then comes back to his own river, and,
what is more, he travels up the side of the river into which flows the tributary
in which he was born. The laws of the States on one side of the dividing

B 1bid., pp. 61-63.
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stream may be strict and the other side not, but these laws affect only the fish
which may be said to belong to each side. What brings them back so
definitely? If a salmon going up a river is transferred to another tributary he
will at once realize he is not in the right tributary and will fight his way down
to the main stream and then turn up against the current to finish his destiny.
There is, however, a much more difficult reverse problem to solve in the case
of the eel. These amazing creatures migrate at maturity from all the ponds
and rivers everywhere, those from Europe across thousands of miles of
ocean, all go to the abysmal deeps south of Bermuda. There they breed and
die. The little ones, with no apparent means of knowing anything except that
they are in a wilderness of water, start back and find their way to the shore
from which their parents came and thence to every river, lake and little pond,
so that each body of water is always populated with eels. They have braved
the mighty currents, storms and tides, and have conquered the beating waves
on every shore. They can now grow and when they are mature, they will, by
some mysterious law, go back through it all to complete the cycle. Where
does the directing impulse originate? No American eel has ever been caught
in European waters and no European eel has ever been caught in American
waters. Nature has also delayed the maturity of the European eel by a year or
more to make up for its much greater journey. Do atoms and molecules when
combined in an eel have a sense of direction and willpower to exercise it?14

A female moth placed in your attic by the open window will send out some
subtle signal. Over an unbelievable area, the male moths of the same species
will catch the message and respond in spite of your attempts to produce
laboratory odours to disconcert them. Has the little creature a broadcasting
station, and has the male moth a mental radio set beside his antennae? Does
she shake the ether and does he catch the vibration? The cricket rubs its legs
or wings together, and on a still night can be heard half a mile away. It shakes
six hundred tons of air and calls its mate. Miss Moth, working in a different
realm of physics and, in apparent silence, calls quite as effectively. Before the
radio was discovered, scientists decided it was odour that attracted the male
moth. It was a miracle either way, because the odour would have to travel in
all directions, with or without the wind. The male moth would have to be
able to detect a molecule and sense the direction from whence it came. By a
vast mechanism, we are developing the same ability to communicate, and the
day will come when a young man may call his loved one from a distance and
without mechanical medium and she will answer. No lock or bars will stop
them. Our telephone and radio are instrumental wonders and give us means

“1bid., pp. 64-65.
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of almost instant communication, but we are tied to a wire and a place. The
moth is still ahead of us, and we can only envy her until our brain evolves an
individual radio. Then, in a sense, we will have telepathy.

Vegetation makes subtle use of involuntary agents to carry on its existence —
insects to carry pollen from flower to flower and the winds and everything
that flies or walks to distribute seed. At last, vegetation has trapped masterful
man. He has improved nature, and she generously rewards him. But he has
multiplied so prodigiously that he is now chained to the plough. He must
sow, reap, and store; breed and cross-breed; prune and graft. Should he
neglect these tasks starvation would be his lot, civilization would crumble,
and earth return to her pristine state.1>

Many animals are like a lobster, which, having lost a claw, will by some
restimulation of the cells and the reactivation of the genes discover that a part
of the body is missing and restore it. When the work is complete, the cells
stop work, for in some way they know it is quitting time. A fresh-water polyp
divided into halves can reform itself out of one of these halves. Cut off an
angle worm’s head and he will soon create a new one. We can stimulate
healing but when will our surgeons, if ever, know how to stimulate the cells
to produce a new arm, flesh, bones, nails, and activating nerves?'® An
extraordinary fact throws some light on this mystery of recreation. If cells in
the early stages of development are separated each has the ability to create a
complete animal. Therefore, if the original cell divides into two and they are
separated, two individuals will be developed. This may account for identical
twins but it means much more — each cell at first is in detail potentially a
complete individual. There can be no doubt then, that you are you in every
cell and fibre.”

An acorn falls to the ground — its tough brown shell holds it safe. It rolls into
some earthy crevice. In the spring the germ awakes, the shell bursts, food is
provided by the egg-like kernel in which the genes were hidden. They send
roots into the earth, and behold a sprout, a sapling, and in years a tree. The
germ with its genes has multiplied by trillions and made the trunk, bark and
every leaf and acorn identical with that of the oak which gave it birth. For
hundreds of years in each of the countless acorns is preserved the exact

15 Ibid., pp. 66-67.

18 At the time when this book was published, such tasks seemed a long time coming. However, most
of them now seem possible. Still, the argument is correct and the more advancements science makes
the more amazing God’s creation appears to be. — Editor’s note.

17 A.C. Morrison, op. cit., p. 68.
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arrangement of atoms that produced the first oak tree millions of years ago.18
The author says in another chapter:

Every cell that is produced in any living creature must adapt itself to be part
of the flesh, to sacrifice itself as a part of the skin, which will soon be worn
off. It must deposit the enamel of teeth, produce the transparent liquid in an
eye, or become a nose or an ear. Each cell must then adapt itself in shape and
every other characteristic necessary to fulfil its function. It is hard to think of
a cell as right-handed or left-handed, but one becomes part of a right ear, the
other becomes part of the left ear. Some crystals that are chemically identical
turn the rays of light to the left, others to the right. There seems to be such a
tendency in the cells. In the exact place where they belong, they become a
part of the right ear or the left ear and your two ears are opposite each other
on your head, and not as in the case of a cricket, on your elbows. Their curves
are opposite, and when complete, they are so much alike you cannot tell them
apart. Hundreds of thousands of cells seem impelled to do the right thing at
the right time in the right place.’®

Elsewhere in his book Morrison says:

In the melee of creation many creatures have come to exhibit a high degree of
certain forms of instinct, intelligence, or what not. The wasp catches the
grasshopper, digs a hole in the earth, stings the grasshopper in exactly the
right place so that he becomes unconscious but lives as a form of preserved
meat. The wasp lays her eggs exactly in the right place, perhaps not knowing
that when they hatch, her children can eat without killing the insect on which
they feed, which would be fatal to them. The wasp must have done all this
right the first and every time, or there would be no wasps of this species.
Science cannot explain this mystery, and yet it cannot be attributed to chance.
The wasp covers a hole in the earth, departs cheerfully, and dies. Neither she
nor her ancestors have reasoned out the process, nor does she know what
happens to her offspring. She doesn’t even know that she has worked and
lived her life for the preservation of the race.?0

In the same book we also read:

In some species, the workers bring in little seeds to feed the other ants
through the winter. The ants establish what is known as the grinding room,

18 Tbid., pp. 86-87.
19 Tbid., pp. 52-53.
?1bid., pp. 71-72.
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in which those which have developed gigantic jaws especially built for
grinding, prepare the food for the colony. This is their sole occupation. When
the autumn comes and the seeds are all ground, ‘the greatest good for the
greatest number’ requires that the food supply be conserved and as there will
be plenty of grinders in the new generation, the soldier ants kill off the
grinders, satisfying their entomological conscience by believing perhaps that
the grinders had had reward enough in having had first chance at the food
while they ground.

Certain ants, by means of instinct or reasoning (choose which you prefer),
cultivate mushrooms for food in what may be called mushroom gardens, and
capture certain caterpillars and aphids (plant lice). These creatures are the
ants’ cows and goats, from which they take certain exudations of a honey-like
nature for food. Ants capture and keep slaves. Some ants, when they make
their nests, cut the leaves to size, and while certain workers hold the edges in
place, use their babies, which in the larval stage are capable of spinning silk,
as shuttles to sew them together. The poor baby may be bereft of the
opportunity of making a cocoon for himself, but he has served his
community.

How do the inanimate atoms and molecules of matter composing an ant set
these complicated processes in motion? There must be Intelligence
somewhere.?!

True, there must be a Creator who guides these and other creatures, large and
small. He is the One “who creates and proportions well, who determines and guides.”
(Verses 2-3)

The examples we have quoted above are but a few of the large number of
remarkable aspects science has recorded in the worlds of plants, insects, birds and
animals. But all these aspects reflect only a part of the import of the two verses: “who
creates and proportions well, who determines and guides.” (Verses 2-3) For our knowledge
covers only a scanty part of what is in the visible universe, beyond which extends a
whole world of which we know nothing apart from the few hints God has chosen to

drop us, as befits our limited abilities.

Having fired such a great volley of praises to God, resounding in even the
remotest corners of the universe, the surah complements this with an inspiring
insight from the realm of plants: “who brings forth the pasturage, then turns it to withered
grass.” (Verses 4-5) The pasturage, as used here, refers to all plants. Every plant is
suitable for one sort of species or another. The term then has a much wider sense

 1bid., pp. 72-73.
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than the familiar pastures where cattle feed. God has created this planet and
provided on it enough food to nourish every single living creature which walks,
swims, flies or hides itself underground.

The pasturage is green when it first shoots forth, but it withers away and blackens.
It may be used for feeding when green, after it blackens and withers, or in between.
Thus, it is useful in every condition, and it serves a purpose according to the
elaborate planning of the One who creates, proportions, determines and guides.

The reference here to the life of plants carries also an implicit connotation that all
plants are reaped and harvested. Similarly, every living being will come to its
appointed end. This connotation fits in well with the reference to the two worlds of
man: “Yet you prefer this present life, while the life to come is better and longer lasting.”
(Verses 16-17) This life is a pasture which comes to its end when it withers away and
blackens, while the life to come is the one which lasts.

Happy News for the Prophet

As the beginning of the surah opens up this limitless horizon, it provides a
framework for the fundamental facts tackled in this sirah to be related to the whole
universe. This framework is especially suitable, for it is in perfect harmony with the
atmosphere of the surah, its rhythm and shades of meaning.

The siirah then gives the Prophet, and the Muslim nation in general, a very
welcome tiding: “We shall teach you and you shall not forget, except what God wills. He
knows what is manifest and what is kept hidden. And We shall smooth your way to perfect
ease. Give warning, therefore, [regardless of] whether such warning is of use.” (Verses 6-9)
The happy news starts with sparing the Prophet the trouble of memorizing the
Qur’an. All he needs to do is to read as he is taught and God will ensure that he will
never forget any part of it. “IWe shall teach you and you shall not forget.” (Verse 6) So
keen to keep the Qur’an in his memory, the Prophet used to repeat it after Gabriel,
the angel, delivered it to him. He felt that it was part of his responsibility to keep it
registered in his mind. But God decided that He would look after this task. The
promise is also a happy one for the Islamic community, since it is a reassurance that
the faith the Prophet preaches is authentic. It is from God and He looks after it. This
is part of God’s grace. It shows how weighty the question of purity of faith is in His
scales.

Every time the Qur’an states a definite promise or constant law, it follows it with a
statement implying that divine will is free of all limitations and restrictions, even
those based on a promise or law from God. For His will is absolute. Here, the siurah
emphasizes this principle after the promise is made to the Prophet that he will never
forget any part of the Qur'an: “except what God wills.” (Verse 7) The two are
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complementary in the sense that the promise is within divine will. So we look
forward to God’s fulfilment of what He has willed to promise.

“He knows what is manifest and what is kept hidden.” (Verse 7) This is stated here by
way of giving a reason for all that has passed: teaching to read, freedom from
forgetfulness and the exception made to it. Everything is decided according to the
wisdom of the One who knows the secret and the manifest. He views everything
from all angles and makes His decisions on the basis of His unfailing knowledge.

Then follows another promise, happy and all-embracing: “And We shall smooth
your way to perfect ease.” (Verse 8) This is again happy news for the Prophet
personally and for the Muslim community at large. It is furthermore a statement of
the nature of Islam, its role in human life and in the universe. This verse, which is
rendered in Arabic in no more than two words, states one of the most fundamental
principles of faith and existence. It provides a link between the nature of the Prophet
and the nature of Islam on the one hand and the nature of the whole universe on the
other. It is a universe created by God with ease; it follows its appointed way with
ease and draws nearer its final objective with ease. Thus it is an inspiration lighting
limitless horizons.

If God smooths a certain person’s path, he finds ease in everything in his life. For
he will move along his way to God with the universe, which is characterized by its
harmony of construction, movement and direction. Hence he does not clash with
those who digress, for these are of no importance, compared with the vast universe.
Ease will pervade his whole life. It will be evident in his hand, tongue, movement,
work, concepts, way of thinking and in the way he conducts all affairs and tackles all
matters. Ease will be the main feature of how he carries himself and how he deals
with others as well.

A Life Characterized by Ease

Such was the Prophet in all affairs. His wife, *A’ishah, reports that “whenever
faced with a choice, the Prophet would always choose the easier of the two
alternatives.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim.] She also reports: “Whenever the
Prophet was alone with his family at home, he was the easiest of men, always
smiling and laughing.” Al-Bukhari also relates: “Any woman would take the Prophet
by the hand to take him wherever she wished.” His guidance in matters of clothing,
food, household furniture and other matters of day to day life pointed to a preference
for what is easy.

Imam Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah speaks in his book, Zad al-Ma ad, of the Prophet’s
guidance concerning what to wear:
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He had a turban which he gave to "Ali as a gift, but he used to wear it over a
cap. But he also wore either the turban or the cap separately. When he wore
the turban, however, he used to leave the end part of it hanging between his
shoulders. This is related by Muslim in his Sahih anthology of authentic
ahadith, on the authority of “Umar ibn Harith, who said, ‘I saw the Prophet
speaking on the platform of the mosque, wearing a black turban with its end
hanging between his shoulders’. Muslim also relates on the authority of Jabir
ibn “Abdullah that the Prophet entered Makkah wearing a black turban, but
nothing is mentioned here about his leaving its end part hanging. This
signifies that the Prophet did not always leave the tail of his turban hanging
between his shoulders. It is also said that the Prophet entered Makkah
wearing his fighting attire, with a helmet on his head, which suggests that he
used to wear what suited the occasion.??

The best method, it is true, is that followed by the Prophet and which he
encouraged his Companions to adopt. His guidance regarding clothes is, in
short, that he used to wear whatever was available, whether woollen, cotton,
linen or other types of material. He used Yemeni gowns and had a green
gown. He also used different types of dress such as overcoat, long robe,
shirts, trousers, top gown, sandals and shoes. He left the end of his turban
hanging between his shoulders on occasions, and not on other occasions.?

On food, the Prophet’s guidance gives a similar message:

The Prophet never refused what was available at home, nor did he ever go
out of his way to get what was not. He would eat whatever was served of
good food and he never slighted any sort of food whatsoever. If he did not
like something he would simply not eat it, but would not forbid it. An
example of his attitude is the case of lizard, which he would not eat without
forbidding others to eat it. On the contrary, he was present when others ate it
at his own table.

He liked sweets and honey, used to eat dates, fresh and preserved... drank
milk, pure and mixed, added water to ice and honey and drank a drink made
from dates. He also ate khazirah, which is a thick soup made of milk and flour.
He ate cucumber with fresh dates, butter, dates with bread, bread with
vinegar, bread with meat, dried meat, a dish called dubba” (which was one of
his favourites), boiled meat, rice and meat cooked with fat, cheese, bread with
oil, water melon with fresh dates, and he used to like dates cooked with

2 Jbn al-Qayyim, Zad al-Ma ad, Mu’assasat al-Risalah, and Maktabat al-Manar, Beirut and Kuwait,
1994, Vol. I, pp. 135-136.
2 Ibid., Vol. 1, p. 143.
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butter. In short, he never refused good food, nor did he go to any trouble to
get it. His guidance was to eat what was available. If he did not have
anything to eat, he would simply go hungry, etc.?

As for the Prophet’s example regarding sleep:

He used to sleep sometimes on a mattress, sometimes on a simple animal
skin. Occasionally he would sleep on a rough mat, or on the cold earth with
nothing under him. He sometimes used a bed; a plain one at times and
covered with a black bedspread at other times.?

The Prophet’s traditions urging the adoption of an easy, gentle and tolerant
attitude in all matters, especially those which concern religious duties are numerous.
By way of example we may quote: “This religion is of an easy nature. Anyone who
pulls hard against it shall be the loser.” [Related by al-Bukhari.] “Do not be hard on
yourselves lest it should be made hard for you. A former community chose to be
hard and it was made harder for them.” [Related by Abt Dawad.] “A rider driving
hard neither reaches his destination nor keeps his transport.” [Related by al-Bukhari.]
“Make it easy, not difficult, for others.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim.]
Concerning social dealings, the Prophet says: “May God have mercy on any person
who is tolerant when he buys, sells and asks for his rights.” [Related by al-Bukhari.]
“A believer is gentle and friendly.” [Related by al-Bayhaqi.] “A believer gets on well
with others and is easy to get on well with.” [Related by al-Daraqutni.] “The type of
man God dislikes most is the quarrelsome one who does not budge.” [Related by al-
Bukhari and Muslim.]

A highly significant feature of his character is that he hated hardness even in
names and physical features. This shows how God moulded his nature and
smoothed even his temperament. Sa'id ibn al-Musayyib reports that the Prophet
asked his father what his name was, since al-Musayyib was his nickname. He
answered, Hazn, [which means rough and difficult]. The Prophet said, “No, you are
Sahl [i.e. plain and easy].”?¢ The man said, “I will never change a name given to me
by my father.” Sa’id comments, “As a result, we have always had a trace of hardness
in our characters.” [Related by al-Bukhari.] Ibn “Umar reports that the Prophet
changed the name of a woman from “Agiyah [meaning disobedient] to Jamilah
[meaning pretty].” [Related by Muslim.] He also said: “It is part of kindness to
receive your brother with a smiling face.” [Related by al-Tirmidhi.] Thus we realize
how refined and gentle the Prophet was, disliking even names and features which
smacked of roughness and trying to substitute for them what related to gentility and

#1bid., Vol. 1, pp. 147-148.
®1bid., Vol. 1, p. 155.
% This was the Prophet’s way of changing a name which he did not approve of. — Editor’s note.
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kindness.

Ease in Practice

The Prophet’s life story is composed of pages of gentility, ease, tolerance and
understanding in all affairs. Let us quote here an incident which reveals his method
of dealing with people of difficult temperament: “Once a bedouin came to the
Prophet asking something. The Prophet granted his request then said, ‘Have I treated
you well?” The bedouin said, ‘No, and you have not been kind either!” The Prophet’s
Companions present felt very angry and wanted to punish the man. The Prophet,
however, motioned them to leave him alone. He then went into his house, sent for
the man and gave him something over and above his original request. He then asked
him: ‘Have [ treated you well?” The man said: “Yes, indeed. May God reward you
well for you are a good kinsman and a good tribesman.” The Prophet then said to
him: “When you said what you said you made my Companions feel angry with you.
Would you now like to tell them what you have just told me so that they hold
nothing against you.” The man said: ‘I will.” The following day he came and the
Prophet said: “This bedouin said yesterday what you heard. We gave him more and
he claimed that he was satisfied. Is that so?” The bedouin said: “Yes indeed! May God
reward you well, for you are a good kinsman and a good tribesman.” The Prophet
then said to his Companions: ‘My affair with this bedouin is similar to that of a man
who had a she-camel which ran loose. Other people rushed to try to catch her but
they managed only to make her run wild. The owner then appealed to them to let
him alone with his she-camel as he was gentler to her and knew her temperament.
The owner then went towards her, having picked something to feed her with. He
approached her gently until she responded and sat down. He then saddled her and
mounted her back. Had I left you alone when the man said what he said, you would
probably have killed him and he would have gone to hell.”

So gentle, simple and compassionate was the Prophet’s attitude towards any
person of rough nature. Examples of this attitude abound in the records of his life.
These examples are practical manifestations of how his path was smoothed for him
to achieve perfect ease in every aspect of life. He was given a tolerant, understanding
nature so that he might carry out his mission as God’s Messenger to mankind. In this
way his nature and the nature of Islam, the message he carried and delivered, are
alike. He was able, with God’s grace, to fulfil the great task with which he was
entrusted. For when his path was smoothed, the heavy burden of his mission became
an enjoyable sport.

The Qur’an carries descriptions of Muhammad, God’s Messenger, and the role
assigned to him: “We have sent you forth only as a mercy to mankind.” (21: 107) “Those
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who follow the Messenger, the unlettered Prophet whom they shall find described in the Torah
and the Gospel that are with them. He commands them to do what is right and forbids them to
do what is wrong, and makes lawful to them the good things of life and forbids them all that is
foul. He lifts from them their burdens and the shackles that weigh upon them.” (7: 157) As
the Qur’an states, Muhammad (peace be upon him) was a messenger bringing mercy
to mankind, lifting their burdens which were imposed on them when they sought to
make things hard.

The Qur’an also describes the message the Prophet delivered in statements of like
import: “We have made the Qur’an easy for warning: but will any take heed?” (54: 22) “He
has laid on you no hardships in the observance of your religion.” (22: 78) “God does not
charge a soul with more than it can bear.” (2: 286) “God does not want to impose any
hardship on you, but He wants to purify you.” (5: 6) The message of Islam is made easy
for people to follow since it takes into consideration the limitations of human
abilities. It imposes no burdens which are too heavy. This easy nature of Islam is
readily identifiable in its spirit as well as in its commandments: “Follow the upright
nature God has endowed mankind with.” (30: 30)

When we look carefully through this religion we find that care has been taken to
make it easy for people to follow, without overstraining themselves. It takes into
consideration the different situations man finds himself in, and the conditions he
faces in different environments. The faith itself is based on concepts which are easy
to grasp: a single deity; none like Him; He has created everything; He has guided
everything to realize the purpose of its existence; He has also sent messengers to
remind people of their role in life and to call them back to their Lord who created
them. All obligations imposed by this faith fit perfectly together: there are no
conflicts, no contradictions. People have to fulfil these obligations according to their
abilities. There need be no overstraining, no heavy burdens. The Prophet teaches us:
“When I give you an order, fulfil it as much as you can; but leave off what I forbid
you.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim.] Prohibition may also be relaxed “He has
clearly spelled out to you what He has forbidden you [to eat] unless you are driven to do so by
sheer necessity.” (6: 119) These basic principles provide the limits within which the
Islamic commandments and principles operate.

Hence the Messenger and the message have in common this basic feature of easy
nature. So does the Muslim community which is brought into being by Islam, the
easy message: it is a ‘middle’ community, merciful, the recipient of divine mercy,
easy natured, enjoying a life which is perfectly harmonious with the wider universe.
The universe itself with its perfect harmony provides a true picture of how God’s
creation moves easily and smoothly, without clash or crash. Millions and millions of
stars move in their orbits in the great space God has provided, each with its own
gravity, yet none moves out of step and none crashes into another. There are
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countless millions of living creatures, each moving through life to its appointed aim,
near or distant, according to a perfect plan. Each is given the abilities which make its
aim easy to achieve. Endless millions of movements, events and conditions come
together then go their separate ways; yet they are much the same as the sounds of the
different instruments in an orchestra: so different but which combine together to
produce beautiful harmonies.

In short, perfect harmony exists between the nature of the universe, the message,
the Messenger and the Muslim community. They are all the creation of God, the One,
the Most Wise.

The Prophet’s Great Task

“Give warning, therefore, [regardless of] whether such warning is of use.” (Verse 9) God
has taught the Prophet so as not to forget, smoothed his way to perfect ease so that
he may be able to discharge his great task of warning mankind. For this he has been
the subject of careful preparation. Hence, he is asked to warn whenever he has a
chance to address people and to convey to them God’s message.

“Regardless of whether such warning is of use.” Warning is always useful. There will
always be, in every land and every generation, those who will listen to the reminders
and warnings and will benefit by them, no matter how corrupt their society is and
how hardened their people are.

If we ponder a little over the verses in this sirah and their sequence, we realize
how great the message entrusted to the Prophet is. To deliver it, and to give the
warnings he is asked to give, he needs special equipment: a smooth way to perfect
ease in everything, to be taught what to say, and God’s preservation of the message
intact.

Once the Prophet has delivered his message, his task is fulfilled. Everyone is left to
choose his way. Destinies differ according to the choice of ways people follow: “He
who fears God will heed it, but the most hapless wretch will turn aside from it, who shall be
cast into the great fire, in which he shall neither die nor remain alive. Successful will be he
who purifies himself and glorifies the name of his Lord and prays.” (Verses 10-15) The
Prophet is told here that his warnings will benefit those who fear God and dread to
incur His displeasure. Any intelligent person will shudder when he learns that there
is a Creator who proportions well, determines and guides. For he realizes that such a
Creator must hold everyone responsible for their actions, good or evil, and will
reward them accordingly. Hence they fear Him and heed the warnings they are
given.

“But the most hapless wretch will turn aside from it.” (Verse 11) If a man does not
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listen to the warning given, then he is absolutely “the most hapless wretch.” He lives in
a void, uninspired by the facts surrounding him, turning a deaf ear and a senseless
mind to the evidence they give. Such a person lives in constant worry, striving hard
to attain the paltry pleasures of this world. Hence he is the most wretched in this life.
But he is also the most wretched in the hereafter as he will there suffer endless
torment: He “shall be cast into the great fire, in which he shall neither die nor remain alive.”
(Verses 12-13) The great fire is that of hell. It is indeed the greatest of all fires in
intensity, duration and size. He who suffers it finds it endless. He neither dies to rest
from its torment, nor does he live in it a life of rest and security. It is an unending
agony which makes the sufferer yearn for death as his greatest hope.

At the other end we find prosperity accompanied with self- purification and a
heeding of warnings: “Successful will be he who purifies himself and glorifies the name of
his Lord and prays.” (Verses 14-15) Purification is used here in the widest sense of the
word: purification from everything filthy or sinful. The person who seeks to purify
himself, glorifies his Lord, feels His power and majesty in his inmost soul and prays,
[whether praying is taken in its general sense or its specific Islamic sense] will
definitely be successful, as God states here. He will achieve success here in this life as
he enjoys his relationship with God and the perfect bliss that results from his
glorification of God. He will achieve even greater success in the hereafter as he
escapes hell and is rewarded with perfect happiness in heaven. How different the
two destinies are.

Having sketched the two different ends of the most wretched and the God-fearing,
the surah points out to the addressees the real reason for their great wretchedness, the
failure which drives them headlong into the great fire: “Yet you prefer this present life,
while the life to come is better and longer lasting.” (Verses 16-17) This short-sighted
preference is the real reason for every misery which befalls man. It is indeed the
cause of man’s taking no heed of the warnings given to him. The Qur’an calls the
present life dunia which connotes both contempt and easy access. The life to come is
better in kind and duration. Only the foolish who are deprived of sound judgement
would, in the circumstances, prefer the present life to the next.

In conclusion, the sirah points out that the message of Islam is not new; its roots
go back far deep in time. “All this has indeed been stated in the earlier revelations; the
scriptures of Abraham and Moses.” (Verses 18-19) The basics of the grand faith
contained in this siirah are the same old basic facts outlined in the ancient scriptures
of Abraham and Moses.

The truth is one and the faith is one. This results from the fact that their origin is
one, God, whose will it was to send messengers to mankind. The messengers deliver
basically the same message, the same simple truth. Details of the messages may differ
according to local or temporal needs, but the basics are the same. They have one
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origin: God, the Most High, who creates, proportions well, determines and guides.
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SURAH 88

Al-Ghashiyah
(The Enveloper)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

Have you heard the story of the Envelgper? (1)

Some faces on that day are downcast, (2)

labour weary, worn out, (3)

about to enter a scorching fire, (4)

mtade to drink from a boiling fountain. (5)

Their only food shall be nothing but dyy thorns,
©)

which will neither nourish nor satisfy their hunger.

v

Other faces on that day are jocund, (8)

well-pleased with their striving, (9)
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n a sublinse garden, (10)

where they hear no babble. (11)

A running fountain shall be there, (12)

and raised conches, (13)

and goblets placed read, (14)

and cushions laid in order, (15)

and carpets spread ont. (16)

Let them reflect on the camels, how they were
createdy; (17)

and heaven, how it is raised aloft; (18)

and the mountains, how they are hoisted; (19)

and the earth, how it is spread ont. (20)

Therefore exchort thens; your task is only to
exchort. (21)

You are not their overseer. (22)
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But be who turns his back and disbelzeves, (23) @ ;_;5’3 g}g u; {!\
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God shall inflict on him the greatest sufering, = }\?YT ol 7T e / - ji

24)

To Us they shall surely return, (25)

when We shall bring them to account. (26)

Overview

This siirah is a deep and calm melody which invites meditation, hope and fear. It
warns man to be ready for the day of reckoning. It carries man’s heart into two vast
spheres: the life hereafter with its limitless world and moving scenes; and the visible
sphere of existence, with the signs God has spread in all the creatures sharing this
existence held out for everyone to see. After these two great scenarios, the surah
reminds man of the reckoning on the Day of Judgement, of God’s power, and of the
inevitable return to Him. Throughout, the style is characterized by its depth of tone:
it is calm but highly effective, powerful and awesome.

“Have you heard the story of the Enveloper?” (Verse 1) With this introduction, the
siurah wants to make hearts turn back to God, to remind men of His signs in the
universe, His reckoning on the Day of Judgement, and His certain reward. It starts
with this inquiry, which implies greatness and indicates a positive statement. It
points out that the question of the hereafter had already been affirmed and earlier
reminders had been given. The Day of Resurrection is here given a new name, “the
Enveloper”, which suggests that a calamity will befall mankind and envelop them
with its horrors. It is one of the many evocative names mentioned in the sirahs
included in this volume. Others are: The Overwhelming, The Deafening, The
Stunning Event. They all suit the general tone and nature of these sirahs.

Whenever the Prophet (peace be upon him) listened to this sirah, he felt that the
address “Have you heard...” was directed to him personally, as if he was receiving it
from his Lord directly for the first time. He was extremely moved by this. The reality
of this divine address was always present in his mind. A tradition related by “Umar
ibn Maymiin says that the Prophet once passed by a woman who was reading this
surah. When she read “Have you heard the story of the Enveloper...?” he stopped to listen
and said “Yes, I have heard it.”
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The address is nevertheless a general one, directed at everyone who hears the
Qur’an. The story of the Enveloper is an oft-repeated theme in the Qur’an, reminding
men of the hereafter, warning them of its punishment, and promising its rewards. It
is a story which aims to awaken people’s consciences, to arouse their fear and
apprehension as well as their hope and expectancy.

The Story in Brief

The siirah opens with a question: “Have you heard the story of the Enveloper?” (Verse
1) It follows this by relating part of its story: “Some faces on that day are downcast,
labour weary, worn out, about to enter a scorching fire, made to drink from a boiling
fountain. Their only food shall be nothing but dry thorns, which will neither nourish nor
satisfy their hunger.” (Verses 2-7) The scene of suffering and torture is given before the
scene of joy, because the former is closer to the connotations of the name given to the
event, the Enveloper, and the impressions it generates.

Thus we are told that there are on that day faces which look humble, downcast
and worn out. They belong to people who have laboured and toiled without
satisfactory results. Indeed the results they get are a total loss, which increases their
disappointment, and causes looks of humiliation and exhaustion on their faces.
Hence they are described as “labour weary, worn out”. (Verse 3) They had laboured
and toiled for something other than God’s cause. Their work was totally for
themselves and their families, for their own ambitions in the life of this world. Then
they come to reap the fruits of their toil, not having made any provision for their
future life. Hence they face the end with a mixture of humiliation, exhaustion, misery
and hopelessness. In addition to all this they roast “at a scorching fire.” (Verse 4)

They are “made to drink from a boiling fountain. Their only food shall be nothing but dry
thorns, which will neither nourish nor satisfy their hunger.” (Verses 5-7) The Arabic text
uses the term dari, which is translated here as ‘dry thorns’. However, some
commentators say that it refers to a tree of fire in hell. This explanation is based on
what has been revealed about the tree of zagqiim which grows at the centre of hell. It
is also said to be a kind of cactus thorn, which when green is called shabragq and is
eaten by camels. However, when it is fully grown it becomes poisonous and cannot
be eaten. Whatever it is in reality, it is a kind of food like ghislin and ghassag [names
given in the Qur’an to refer to the food available in hell] which neither nourishes nor
appeases hunger.

It is obvious that we, in this world, cannot fully comprehend the nature of such
suffering in the hereafter. The description is made in order to give our perceptions
the feeling of the greatest possible pain, which is produced by a combination of
humiliation, weakness, failure, the scorching fire, drinking and bathing in boiling
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water, and eating food unacceptable even to camels, which are used to eating thorns
when they travel in desert areas. This type of thorn, however, is dry and gives no
nourishment. From all these aspects we get a sense of the ultimate affliction. But the
affliction of the hereafter is, nevertheless, greater. Its true nature is incomprehensible
except to those who will actually experience it. May God never count us among
them.

On the other hand we find “other faces on that day are jocund, well pleased with their
striving, in a sublime garden, where they hear no babble. A running fountain shall be there,
and raised couches, and goblets placed ready, and cushions laid in order, and carpets spread
out.” (Verses 8-16) Here are faces bright with joy, animated with pleasure. They are
well pleased with what they are given. They enjoy that splendid, spiritual feeling of
satisfaction with what they have done, as they sense God’s pleasure with them.
There is no better feeling for man than to be reassured of his own actions, and to see
the results reflected in God being pleased with him. The Qur’an gives precedence to
this kind of happiness over the joys of heaven. Then it describes heaven and the joys
it affords to its happy dwellers: “in a sublime garden.” (Verse 10) It is glorious and
sublime, with lofty positions and elevated gardens.

The description of height and elevation gives us a special feeling. “IWhere they hear
no babble.” (Verse 11) This expression creates a sense of calmness, peace, reassurance,
love, satisfaction and pleasant discourse between friends. It also provides a feeling of
raising oneself above any vain conversation. This is in itself a kind of joy and
happiness, which is better felt when one remembers the first life and its increasing
polemics, disputes, contentions, quarrels, sin and uproar. When one remembers all
this, one relaxes into complete calmness, total peace of mind and a pleasant
happiness generated by the Qur’anic expression “where they hear no babble”. The very
words are endowed with a pleasant fragrance. They flow with gratifying rhythm. It
also implies that, as the believers turn away in this life from polemics and vain
discourse, their way of life acquires a heavenly element.

As has been said earlier, of all the descriptions of heaven, God emphasizes first
this sublime and brilliant element, before He mentions the joys which satisfy the
senses. These are given in a form comprehensible to man, but in heaven they take the
form which is suited for the elevated standards of the people there. Thus they remain
unknown except to those who actually experience them.

“A running fountain shall be there.” (Verse 12) The description combines a sense of
quenching thirst, with beauty of movement and flow. Running water gives a sense of
liveliness and youth. It is pleasant to the eye and the mind, and touches the depths of
human feeling.

“And raised couches.” (Verse 13) The adjective, raised, gives an impression of
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cleanliness and purity. “And goblets placed ready,” (Verse 14) so they are ready for
drinking — there is no need to order or prepare them. “And cushions laid in order.”
(Verse 15) These are prepared for dwellers to recline and relax. “And carpets spread
out.” They serve the dual purpose of decoration and comfort. All these luxuries are
similar to the luxuries enjoyed in this life, but these are mentioned merely to make
them comprehensible to us. Their true nature, and the nature of their enjoyment, are
left for the experience of those whom God has rewarded.

It is useless to make comparisons or enquiries concerning the nature of the joys of
the hereafter, or the nature of its afflictions. People gain their understanding by
means that are limited to this world, and the nature of life in it. When they are in the
next life all veils will be lifted and barriers removed. Souls and senses will be free
from all restrictions, and the connotations of the very words will alter as a result of
the change in the feelings to which they refer. These Qur’anic descriptions help us to
imagine the ultimate of sweetness and joy. This is all that we can do while we live on
earth, but when God honours us with His grace and pleasure, as we pray He will, we
will know the reality to which the Qur’an refers.

Reflection on God’s Creation

When this account of the hereafter comes to its close, the siirah refers to the present
world, which is in itself a manifestation of the power and perfect planning of God,
the Almighty: “Let them reflect on the camels, how they were created; and heaven, how it is
raised aloft; and the mountains, how they are hoisted; and the earth, how it is spread out.”
(Verses 17-20) These four short verses join together the boundaries of the world of
the Arabs — the first people to be addressed by the Qur’an. They also group together
the prominent ends of creation in the universe as they speak of the sky, earth,
mountains and camels. The last of these stands for all animals, although the camel
has its own distinctive features and a special value for Arabs.

All these aspects of creation — the sky, earth, mountains and animals — are
always in front of man wherever he is. Whatever man’s level of civilization and
scientific advancement, they remain within his world and within his sphere of
consciousness. When he considers their roles, they suggest to him something of what
lies beyond. In each of them there is a miracle of creation. The distinctive,
incomparable work of the Creator is clear in them all, and this alone is sufficient to
indicate the true faith. Hence the Qur’an directs to them the attention of every
human being.

“Let them reflect on the camels, how they were created.” (Verse 17) The camel was the
most important animal for the Arab. It was his means of transport which also carried
his belongings. It gave him food and drink. From its hair and skin he made his
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clothes and dwellings. Besides, the camel is unique among all animals. Despite its
strength, size and firm build, it is tame: a young boy can manage it. It gives man
great service and, at the same time, it is inexpensive to keep and its food is easy to
find. Moreover, it is the only animal to endure hunger, thirst, hard work and poor
conditions. Its shape has also a special characteristic which is in perfect harmony
with the portrait drawn here, and this will be discussed later on.

So, the Qur’an, asks of its first audience to ponder on how the camel is made. This
does not require them to undertake any difficult task or to discover any obscure field
of science. “Let them reflect on the camels, how they were created.” (Verse 17) Camels
were a part of their world, and they only needed to look and consider how they were
made most suitable for their role; how their shape and build fitted perfectly with
their environment and function. Man did not create camels, nor did camels create
themselves. o, they must have been made by the Supreme Maker whose work
reflects His limitless ability and perfect planning, and testifies to His existence.

“And heaven, how it is raised aloft.” (Verse 18) The Qur’an repeatedly directs man’s
reflective faculties to the skies. The desert people should be the first to undertake
this, because in the desert the sky is much richer and more inspiring — as if it has a
unique existence. In the middle of the day, the sky is brilliant and beaming; at late
afternoon, it is captivating and fascinating; at sunset, most charming and inspiring.
Then as the night spreads its wings the sky shows its sparkling stars and makes its
friendly whispers. At sunrise, the sky comes alive again and becomes animating. All
this is certainly worth a good deal of reflection and contemplation. They should
consider how it was raised up. Who placed it so high without pillars to support it?
Who scattered those innumerable stars? Who endowed it with its beauty and
inspiration? They certainly did not lift it up, and it could not have been lifted by
itself. A power is responsible for its creation and erection, and intelligent thought is
enough to indicate Him.

“And the mountains, how they are hoisted.” (Verse 19) For the Arab in particular, a
mountain is a refuge and a friend. In general, it always looks majestic and awesome.
Next to a mountain, a man appears small and humble. It is natural for a man on a
mountain to think of God, and feel himself nearer to Him. He feels a distinct
detachment from the petty concerns of his worldly life. It was neither a vain whim
nor a coincidence that Muhammad (peace be upon him) should go to the cave on
Mount Hira" for periods of worship and contemplation before he was given God's
message. It is also not surprising that those who want to spend a period in self-
purification should seek to do so on a mountain. The reference here to the mountains
speaks of them being ‘hoisted’, because this fits in perfectly with the image
portrayed, which we will discuss presently.

“And the earth, how it is spread out.” (Verse 20) The earth is obviously outstretched
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and made suitable for human life and its full and varied range of activities. Man
could not have made it so, as its creation was completed long before his existence. o
should not man consider who spread out the earth and made life feasible on it?
Intelligent reflection on all these aspects will always inspire minds and excite souls
into recognition of God, the Creator.

Perhaps we should pause a little to consider the perfection with which this image
of the universe is portrayed. The Qur’an addresses man’s religious conscience in a
language of artistic beauty, and both coalesce in the believer’s perception to bring the
whole image into full relief. The scene portrayed here includes the elevated heaven
and the spread out earth. Across such a boundless horizon stand the mountains.
They are not described as firmly-rooted, but rather they are ‘hoisted’. The camels also
stand with their upright humps. It is a majestic scene, vast and infinite, with merely
two horizontal lines and two vertical ones. This manipulation of graphic description
for the expression of ideas is a distinct characteristic of the Qur’anic style.

The Prophet’s Mission

Having dealt first with the hereafter, and pointed out some apparent aspects of the
universe, the siirah now addresses the Prophet, (peace be upon him), laying down the
nature of his mission and limits of his role. It then concludes with a final reminder to
mankind: “Therefore exhort them; your task is only to exhort. You are not their overseer. But
he who turns his back and disbelieves, God shall inflict on him the greatest suffering. To Us
they shall surely return, when We shall bring them to account.” (Verses 21-26)

Remind them, then, of the hereafter and the universe, and all there is in each of
them. Your specific task is to remind people, and you have no other role. This is
indeed your mission for which you have been suitably equipped.

“You are not their overseer.” (Verse 22) You have no control over their hearts and
you cannot compel them to adopt the faith. Men’s hearts are in the hands of God, the
Merciful. Jihad, which means striving for God’s cause and which was later made a
duty of the Prophet and all Muslims, did not aim at converting people to Islam by
force. Its only aim was to remove all hindrances in the way of the Islamic message, so
that it could be delivered freely, and people would not be prevented from listening to
it or be persecuted for doing so. This is the role the Prophet can fulfil: to remove the
obstacles which prevent him from delivering his message.

The notion that the Prophet’s mission is confined to reminding people and
delivering God’s message is often repeated and stressed in the Qur’an. There are
several reasons for this emphasis, the first of which is to relieve the Prophet of the
heavy burden of directing the course of the Islamic message once he has conveyed it.
He must leave it to God to decide its course. The urgency of the human yearning to
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win victory for the truth and to get people to benefit from its absolute goodness is so
keen that such repetition is required to make the advocates of this message
distinguish their own desires and ambitions from their mission. When this
distinction is clear, they proceed in fulfilment of their duty, regardless of the
response and consequence. Thus advocates of Islam do not worry themselves over
who has accepted the faith and who has not. They are not charged with this burden,
which becomes particularly heavy at times of adversity, when a favourable response
becomes a rarity and enemies abound.

But the delivery of the message, which is the limit of the Prophet’s task, is not the
end of the matter. The unbelievers are not to be left alone. They cannot deny God and
be safe. “But he who turns his back and disbelieves, God shall inflict on him the greatest
suffering.” (Verses 23-24) They will no doubt return to God, and He will inevitably
administer their retribution. Such is the final and decisive note on which the sirah
ends: “To Us they shall surely return, when We shall bring them to account.” (Verses 25-
26)

The definition of the Prophet’s role and the role of every subsequent advocate of
Islam is thus completed. They have only to remind and the reckoning will be made
by God. It must be stressed, however, that the process of reminding includes the
removal of hindrances so that people are free to listen to the divine message. This is
the aim of jihad as it is understood from the Qur’an and the Prophet’s history. It is a
process which neither admits negligence nor permits aggression.
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SURAH 89

Al-Fajr
(The Dawn)

In the Name of God, the 1ord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

By the dann, (1)

by the ten nights, (2)

by that which is even and that which is odd, (3)
by the night as it journeys on! (4)

Is there not in that an oath for a man of sense?

©)
Have you not heard how your Lord dealt with
the ‘Ad, (6)

the peaple of Lram, the many- pillared [aity), (7)

the like of whom has never been created in the

whole land? (8)

Abnd with the Thanuid, who hollowed out rocks
wn the valley? (9)
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And with Pharaob, of the tent- pegs? (10)

They were all transgressors thronghout their lands,

(11)

bringing about 1mnch corruption there. (12)

Therefore, your Lord let loose on them the scouge
ofsufoin. (13)

Your Lord surely observes all. (14)

As for man, whenever his Lord tries hine by His
generosity and with a lfe of ease, be says, My
Lord is bountiful to me.” (15)

But whenever He tries him by stinting his means,
he says, My 1ord has disgraced me.’ (16)

No indeed; but you are not generous towards the
orphan, (17)

nor do you uge one another to feed the needy. 18)

You devonr the inberitance [of others] greediby,
(19)

and you love wealth passionately. (20)

No indeed! When the earth is systematically
levelled down, (21)
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Enter, then, together with My servants! (29) -
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Enter My paradise!” (30) D &= JB0
Overview

The present siirah follows, in general, the line of this part of the Qur’an, inviting
the human heart to faith, urging man to awake, meditate and follow the path of
righteousness. It uses different kinds of emphasis, connotation and rhythm, but
constitutes, nevertheless, a single harmonious piece of music, varying in tones but
maintaining the same cadence. Some of its scenes impart a touch of quiet beauty and
a light, pleasant rhythm. This is particularly evident in its opening, which describes
certain charming aspects of the universe and provides at the same time an aura of
worship and prayer: “By the dawn, by the ten nights, by that which is even and that which
is odd, by the night as it journeys on!” (Verses 1-4) Other scenes are tense and dramatic
in both what they describe and in their music, like this violent, frightening picture:
“No indeed! When the earth is systematically levelled down, and your Lord comes, with the
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angels rank on rank, and on that day, hell is brought near, then man will remember, but how
will that remembrance avail him? He shall say, ‘Oh, would that I had prepared for my life!’
On that day, none will punish as He punishes, And none will bind with chains as He binds.”
(Verses 21-26)

Some of the portraits drawn in the sirah are pleasing, gentle and reassuring,
striking perfect harmony between subject matter and rhythm. This is especially true
of its ending: “Oh soul at peace! Return to your Lord, well pleased and well pleasing. Enter,
then, together with My servants! Enter My paradise!” (Verses 27-30)

The surah also includes references to the destruction that befell insolent peoples of
the past. The rhythm here falls somewhere between that of easy narration and that of
violent destruction: “Have you not heard how your Lord dealt with the “Ad, the people of
Iram, the many pillared [city], the like of whom has never been created in the whole land?
And with the Thamud, who hollowed out rocks in the valley? And with Pharaoh, of the tent
pegs? They were all transgressors throughout their lands, bringing about much corruption
there. Therefore, your Lord let loose on them the scourge of suffering. Your Lord surely
observes all.” (Verses 6-14)

We also have an outline of some human concepts and values which are at variance
with faith. This part has its own style and rhythm: “As for man, whenever his Lord tries
him by His generosity and with a life of ease, he says, My Lord is bountiful to me.” But

whenever He tries him by stinting his means, he says, My Lord has disgraced me.
15-16)

(Verses

A refutation of these erroneous concepts and values is provided through an
exposition of the human conditions which give rise to them. Here we have two kinds
of style and rhythm: “No indeed; but you are not generous towards the orphan, nor do you
urge one another to feed the needy. You devour the inheritance [of others] greedily, and you
love wealth passionately.” (Verses 17-20)

It is clear that the latter style and rhythm serves as a bridge between the statement
of erroneous human ways and that which explains their inevitable attendant fate.
These verses are immediately followed by a picture of the earth as it is levelled.

This brief overview reveals to us the numerous colours of the scenes described
and explains the change of metre and rhyme according to the change of scenes. The
surah is indeed an excellent example of an exceptionally beautiful style which is
varied and harmonious at the same time.

A Serene Opening

“By the dawn, by the ten nights, by that which is even and that which is odd, by the night
as it journeys on! Is there not in that an oath for a man of sense?” (Verses 1-5) This
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opening groups together a few scenes and creatures who have familiar, pleasant, and
transparent souls. “By the dawn,” refers to the time when life starts to breathe with
ease and happiness, a time of fresh, friendly companionship. This dormant world
gradually wakes up in a prayer-like process.

“By the ten nights.” (Verse 2) The Qur’an does not specify which these ten nights
are. Several explanations, however, have been advanced. Some say they are the first
of the month of Dhu’l-Hijjah; some say they are in al-Muharram; and others state that
they are the last ten nights of Ramadan. As it leaves them undefined, the Arabic
reference acquires an added yet amiable effect. They are merely ten nights known to
God but the expression connotes that they have special character, as if they were
living creatures with souls and there was mutual sympathy between them and us,
transmitted through this Qur’anic verse.

“By that which is even and that which is odd.” (Verse 3) This verse adds an
atmosphere of worship to that of the dawn and the ten nights. According to al-
Tirmidhi, the Prophet says: “Some prayers are of even number and some are odd.”
This is the most appropriate import to be attached to this verse, in the general context
of the siirah. It suggests a mutual response between the souls of the worshippers and
those of the selected nights and the brightening dawn.

“By the night as it journeys on.” (Verse 4) The night here is personified as if it were a
traveller journeying in the universe. Its portrait is like that of an insomniac walking
on and on in the darkness, or a wayfarer who prefers to start his long journey at
night. What a beautiful expression, one enhanced by its superb rhythm! The
harmony between this verse and the dawn, the ten nights, the even and the odd is
perfect. These are not mere words and expressions: they provide a feeling of the
breeze at dawn, and of the morning dew diffusing the fragrance of flowers.

This is the effect of a gentle, inspiring whisper on our hearts, souls and
consciences. The beauty of this loving address is far superior to any poetic expression
because it combines the beauty of originality with the statement of certain fact. Hence
it concludes with a rhetorical question: “Is there not in that an oath for a man of sense?”
(Verse 5) The oath and the conviction are certainly there for anyone with a meditative
mind. Although the positive meaning is intended, the interrogative form is used
because it is gentler. Thus harmony with the preceding address is maintained.

Swift Punishment of Tyranny

The subject of the oath is omitted, but it is explained by the discussion that follows
on tyranny and corruption. The punishment inflicted by God on the insolent,
tyrannical and corrupt communities is a law of nature asserted by this oath. The
assertion takes the form of a hint befitting the generally light tone of this sirah: “Have
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you not heard how your Lord dealt with the “Ad, the people of Iram, the many pillared [city],
the like of whom has never been created in the whole land? And with the Thamud, who
hollowed out rocks in the valley? And with Pharaoh, of the tent pegs? They were all
transgressors throughout their lands, bringing about much corruption there. Therefore, your
Lord let loose on them the scourge of suffering. Your Lord surely observes all.” (Verses 6-14)

The interrogative form in such a context is more effective in drawing the attention
of the addressee, who is, in the first instance, the Prophet (peace be upon him) and
then all those who may ponder over the fates of those past communities. The people
of the Prophet’s generation, who were the first to be addressed by the Qur’an, were
aware of what happened to these nations. Their fates were also explained in reports
and stories conveyed by one generation to another. The description of these
outcomes as the deeds of God is comforting and reassuring for the believers. It was
particularly so to those believers in Makkah who, at the time when this sirah was
revealed, were subjected to relentless persecution and hardship by the unbelievers.

These short verses refer to the fates of the most powerful and despotic nations in
ancient history. They speak of the earlier tribe of *Ad of Iram, a branch of extinct
Arabs. They used to dwell in al-Ahgaf, a sandy piece of land in southern Arabia,
midway between Yemen and Hadramowt. The “Ad were nomadic, using posts and
pillars to erect their tents. They are described elsewhere in the Qur’an as being
extremely powerful and aggressive. Indeed they were the most powerful and
prestigious of all contemporary Arabian tribes: “The like of whom has never been created
in the whole land.” (Verse 8) The distinction here is restricted to that particular age.

“And with the Thamiid, who hollowed out rocks in the valley?” (Verse 9) The Thamud
used to live at Al-Hijr, a rocky tract in northern Arabia, on the road from Madinah to
Syria. They excelled in using rocks to build their palaces and homes. They also dug
shelters and caves into the mountains.

“And with Pharaoh, of the tent pegs.” (Verse 10) The term, tent- pegs’, refers to the
pyramids which are as firm in their construction as pegs well dug into the ground.
The Pharaoh referred to here is the despot who was Moses’s contemporary.

These people “were all transgressors throughout their lands, bringing about much
corruption there.” (Verses 11-12) Corruption is an inevitable result of tyranny, and it
affects the tyrant and his subjects alike. Indeed, tyranny ruins all human relations. It
forces human life out of its healthy, constructive and straight path and diverts it into
a line which does not lead to the fulfilment of man’s role as God’s vicegerent on
earth. Tyranny makes the tyrant captive of his own desires because he is
uncommitted to any principle or standard and unrestrained within any reasonable
limit. Thus the tyrant is always the first to be corrupted by his own tyranny. He
assumes for himself a role other than that of a servant of God, entrusted with a
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specific mission. This is evident in Pharaoh’s boastful claim: “I am your supreme Lord.”
(79: 24)

Here we have an example of the corrupting influence, indeed insolence, of
despotism in Pharaoh’s aspiring to a status greater than that of an obedient creature.
Tyranny also corrupts the masses, as it humiliates them and compels them to
suppress their discontent and hatred. It kills all human dignity and wastes all
creative talents, which cannot flourish except in an atmosphere of freedom. A
humiliated soul inevitably rots away and becomes a breeding ground for sickly
desires. Hence, digression from the right path becomes the order of the day as clear
vision becomes an impossibility. In such conditions no aspiration to a higher human
standard can be entertained. The net result of all this is the spread of corruption.

Tyranny also destroys all healthy standards and concepts because they constitute
a threat to its existence. Hence, values are falsified and standards are distorted so
that the repulsive idea of despotism becomes acceptable as natural. This, in itself, is
great corruption.

When these aforementioned peoples caused such corruption, the remedy was,
inevitably, a complete purge: “Therefore, your Lord let loose on them the scourge of
suffering. Your Lord surely observes all.” (Verses 13-14) God is certainly aware of their
deeds and He records them all. So, when corruption increased, He severely punished
the corrupt. The text connotes that the punishment was very painful as it uses the
term ‘scourge’, or ‘whip” as the Arabic term literally means, and that it was in large
supply as indicated by use of the phrase ‘let loose’. Thus these tyrants were made to
suffer a plentiful and painful retribution.

As the believer faces tyranny in any age or place, he feels great reassurance
emanating from far beyond the fates of all those communities. He also feels a
particular comfort as he reads the verse: “Your Lord surely observes all.” (Verse 14)
Nothing passes unnoticed and nothing is forgotten. So let the believers be always
reassured that God will deal, in time, with all corruption and tyranny.

Thus the siirah provides some examples of what God may do about the cause of
faith, which are totally different from the example of the people of the pit outlined in
Siirah 85, The Constellations. All these stories are related for a definite purpose,
namely, the education of the believers and their preparation to face whichever course
God chooses for them. They will, then, be ready for all eventualities and equipped
with God’s reassurance as they submit themselves to Him and let His will be done.

Human Short-Sightedness

“Your Lord surely observes all.” (Verse 14) He sees, records, holds to account and
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rewards according to a strict and accurate measure which neither errs nor exceeds
the limits of justice. It is never deceived by appearances because it judges the essence
of things. Human measures and standards are liable to all sorts of errors. Man sees
nothing beyond appearances unless he adopts the divine measure.

“As for man, whenever his Lord tries him by His generosity and with a life of ease, he says,
My Lord is bountiful to me.” But whenever He tries him by stinting his means, he says, My
Lord has disgraced me.”” (Verses 15-16) Such is man’s thinking about the various forms
of trial God may set for him, be it comfort or hardship, abundance or scarcity. God
may test him with comfort, honour, wealth or position but he does not realize the
probationary nature of what he is given. Rather he considers the gesture as proof that
he deserves to be honoured by God and as evidence that He has chosen him for a
special honour. It is a line of thinking which mistakes trial for reward and test for
result. It imagines honour in the sight of God to be measured by worldly comforts.
God may also try man by stinting his means, and man again mistakes trial for reward
and imagines the test to be a retribution. He feels that God has made him poor in
order to humiliate him.

In both situations the human concept is faulty. Wealth and poverty are two forms
of a test which God sets for His servants. A test with abundance reveals whether a
man is humble and thankful to his Lord or arrogant and haughty, while a trial of the
opposite kind reveals his patient acceptance or his irritability and fretfulness. A
man’s reward is given according to what he proves himself to be. What he is given or
denied of worldly comforts is not his reward, and a man’s standing in the sight of
God is in no way related to his possessions, for He gives and denies worldly
comforts regardless of whether a man is good or bad. A man devoid of faith cannot
comprehend the wisdom behind God’s action of giving or denying worldly comforts.
However, when his mind is enlightened with faith and truth becomes apparent to
him, he realizes the triviality of worldly riches and the value of the reward after the
test. So he works for this reward whether he is tried with worldly abundance or
scarcity. As he disregards the hollow considerations of wealth and poverty, he is
reassured about his fate and his position in God'’s sight.

At the time of revelation, the Qur’an addressed a kind of people common to all
jahiliyyah societies, one who had lost all relation with a world beyond our present
life. Such people adopt this mistaken view about God’s granting or denial of wealth,
and apply a set of values which reserve all honour to money and social standing.
Hence, their craving for wealth is irresistible. It makes them covetous, greedy and
stingy. The Qur’an reveals their true feelings. It states that their greed and stinginess
are responsible for their inability to understand the true significance of divine trial,
whether by granting or denying wealth. “No indeed; but you are not generous towards
the orphan, nor do you urge one another to feed the needy. You devour the inheritance [of
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others] greedily, and you love wealth passionately.” (Verses 17-20)

The real issue is that when people are given wealth they do not fulfil the duties
demanded of the wealthy. They do not look after the young orphan who has lost his
father and become, therefore, in need of protection and support. They do not urge
one another to contribute to general welfare. Such mutual encouragement is indeed
an important feature of the Islamic way of life. Since such people do not comprehend
the significance of the trial, they do not even try to come out of it successfully by
looking after the orphans and urging one another to feed the needy. On the contrary,
they greedily devour the orphans’ inheritance, and unrestrainedly crave for wealth.
It is a craving which kills all their nobility.

In Makkah, Islam faced this common urge to accumulate wealth by every possible
means. The weak position of orphans, and orphan girls in particular, tempted many
to deprive them of their inheritance in different ways. The ardent love of wealth, the
craving to accumulate it through usury and other means, was a distinctive feature of
Makkan society as it is a distinctive feature of all jahiliyyah societies at all times.

These few verses do not merely expose the true nature of such an attitude. They
also condemn it and urge its discontinuation. Condemnation is evident in the
repetition noted in these verses, their rhythm and metre: “You devour the inheritance
[of others] greedily, and you love wealth passionately.” (Verses 19-20)

The Fateful Day

Once their erroneous concept of the trial with wealth and poverty is outlined, and
their vile attitude is exposed there follows a stern warning about the Day of
Judgement which comes after the result of the test is known. Here the rhythm is very
powerful: “No indeed! When the earth is systematically levelled down, and your Lord comes,
with the angels rank on rank, and on that day, hell is brought near, then man will remember,
but how will that remembrance avail him! He shall say, ‘Oh, would that I had prepared for
my life!” On that day, none will punish as He punishes, and none will bind with chains as He
binds.” (Verses 21-26)

The total destruction of all that is on earth and its systematic levelling is one of the
upheavals that overwhelm the universe on the Day of Resurrection. God’s coming
with the angels is unexplained but the expression overflows with reverence, awe and
fear. The same applies to bringing hell closer. We take it to mean that hell on that day
will be very close to its prospective dwellers. What actually happens and how it
happens is part of the divine knowledge God has chosen to withhold until that day.
These verses, with their captivating rhythm and sharp notes, portray nevertheless a
scene which strikes fear into people’s hearts, and makes it apparent in their eyes. The
earth is being systematically levelled; God Almighty judges everyone; the angels
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stand there rank on rank, while hell is brought near and set in readiness.

At that moment “man will remember.” Man, who lived unaware of the wisdom
behind the trial with worldly riches or with deprivation; who devoured the
inheritance of orphans greedily; who craved for money and did not care for the
orphans or the needy; who tyrannized, spread corruption and turned away from
divine guidance, will then remember the truth and take account of what he beholds.
But alas! It is too late: “But how will that remembrance avail him?” (Verse 23) The time
for remembrance is over, so remembrance on the Day of Judgement and reward will
not profit anybody. It serves merely as an act of grief for a chance given but not taken
in this present life.

When man is fully aware of the true nature of his situation he says despairingly,
“Oh, would that I had prepared for my life!” (Verse 24) For the true life, the only one that
deserves the name, is indeed the life hereafter. It is the one which is worth preparing
for. “Oh, would that I had...” It is a sigh of evident regret and grief, but it is the most a
man can do for himself then.

The surah goes on to portray man’s fate after his desperate sighing and useless
wishing: “On that day, none will punish as He punishes, and none will bind with chains as
He binds.” (Verses 25-26) It is God Almighty who inflicts His incomparable
punishment, and who binds as no one can bind. This divine punishment and binding
are explained in detail in other parts of the Qur’an, but the reference here is very
brief, stressing mainly their incomparability to human action.

The reference to divine punishment here brings to mind the earlier reference to
human tyranny in the given examples of the ‘Ad, Thamud and Pharaoh. Those
tyrants are stated to have spread much corruption in their lands, including physically
torturing people and binding them with chains and ropes. These last verses serve as
an address to the Prophet and the believers, reminding them that their Lord will
punish and chain those who tortured and chained others. But the two kinds of
punishment are entirely different. Meagre is the torture that any creature can
administer, but great is that inflicted by the Creator. Let the tyrants continue with
their punishment and in different ways. The ardent love of wealth, the craving to
accumulate it through usury and other means, was a distinctive feature of Makkan
society as it is a distinctive feature of all jahiliyyah societies at all times.

These few verses do not merely expose the true nature of such an attitude. They
also condemn it and urge its discontinuation. Condemnation is evident in the
repetition noted in these verses, their rhythm and metre: “You devour the inheritance
[of others] greedily, and you love wealth passionately.” (Verses 19-20)

The Fateful Day
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Once their erroneous concept of the trial with wealth and poverty is outlined, and
their vile attitude is exposed there follows a stern warning about the Day of
Judgement which comes after the result of the test is known. Here the rhythm is very
powerful: “No indeed! When the earth is systematically levelled down, and your Lord comes,
with the angels rank on rank, and on that day, hell is brought near, then man will remember,
but how will that remembrance avail him! He shall say, ‘Oh, would that I had prepared for
my life!” On that day, none will punish as He punishes, and none will bind with chains as He
binds.” (Verses 21-26)

The total destruction of all that is on earth and its systematic levelling is one of the
upheavals that overwhelm the universe on the Day of Resurrection. God’s coming
with the angels is unexplained but the expression overflows with reverence, awe and
fear. The same applies to bringing hell closer. We take it to mean that hell on that day
will be very close to its prospective dwellers. What actually happens and how it
happens is part of the divine knowledge God has chosen to withhold until that day.
These verses, with their captivating rhythm and sharp notes, portray nevertheless a
scene which strikes fear into people’s hearts, and makes it apparent in their eyes. The
earth is being systematically levelled; God Almighty judges everyone; the angels
stand there rank on rank, while hell is brought near and set in readiness.

At that moment “man will remember.” Man, who lived unaware of the wisdom
behind the trial with worldly riches or with deprivation; who devoured the
inheritance of orphans greedily; who craved for money and did not care for the
orphans or the needy; who tyrannized, spread corruption and turned away from
divine guidance, will then remember the truth and take account of what he beholds.
But alas! It is too late: “But how will that remembrance avail him?” (Verse 23) The time
for remembrance is over, so remembrance on the Day of Judgement and reward will
not profit anybody. It serves merely as an act of grief for a chance given but not taken
in this present life.

When man is fully aware of the true nature of his situation he says despairingly,
“Oh, would that I had prepared for my life” (Verse 24) For the true life, the only one that
deserves the name, is indeed the life hereafter. It is the one which is worth preparing
for. “Oh, would that I had...” It is a sigh of evident regret and grief, but it is the most a
man can do for himself then.

The siirah goes on to portray man’s fate after his desperate sighing and useless
wishing: “On that day, none will punish as He punishes, and none will bind with chains as
He binds.” (Verses 25-26) It is God Almighty who inflicts His incomparable
punishment, and who binds as no one can bind. This divine punishment and binding
are explained in detail in other parts of the Qur’an, but the reference here is very
brief, stressing mainly their incomparability to human action.
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The reference to divine punishment here brings to mind the earlier reference to
human tyranny in the given examples of the “Ad, Thamid and Pharaoh. Those
tyrants are stated to have spread much corruption in their lands, including physically
torturing people and binding them with chains and ropes. These last verses serve as
an address to the Prophet and the believers, reminding them that their Lord will
punish and chain those who tortured and chained others. But the two kinds of
punishment are entirely different. Meagre is the torture that any creature can
administer, but great is that inflicted by the Creator. Let the tyrants continue with
their punishment and persecution; they will have their turn and be the sufferers of a
punishment which is beyond all imagination.

Amidst all this unimaginable horror comes an address from on high to the
believers: “Oh soul at peace! Return to your Lord, well pleased and well pleasing. Enter,
then, together with My servants! Enter My paradise!” (Verses 27-30)

It is a tender, compassionate and reassuring address: “Oh soul at peace!” (Verse 27)
It speaks of freedom and ease, after the earlier reference to chains and affliction:
“Return to your Lord.” (Verse 28) After your alienation on earth and your separation
from the one you belong to. Return now to your Lord with whom you have strong
ties: “well pleased and well pleasing.” (Verse 28) It is a gentle address which spreads
compassion and satisfaction. “Enter, then, together with My servants, “ among those
servants chosen to enjoy this divine grace.” Enter My paradise,” to receive God’s
mercy and protection.

As it opens, this address generates an aura of heaven: “Oh soul at peace!” The
believer’s is a soul at peace with its Lord, certain of its way, confident