


In the Shade of the Qur'an

By way of response, the Qur'an began to denounce such tactics, repelling
unfounded allegations and issuing threats and warnings of the type this
stirah includes. '

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

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

Our own stance, therefore, is that the s#rah was not the second 1o
be revealed, but rather that its revelation took place after the lapse of
some considerable time after the start of the Prophet’s mission. It was
certainly after the divine instruction was given to the Prophert to “warn
your nearest kindred,” (26: 214), and after the revelation of a substantial
. portion of the Qur’an speaking about earlier communities. Such reports
have been described by some unbelievers as ‘fables of the ancients’.
It was dearly revealed then at a time when the Quraysh had already
been called upon to accept Islam and whence it started its resistance
to the call. Indeed, so determined had it become in its opposition at
this point that it did not hesitate to level false allegations against the
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Prophet and his mission. It is such opposition that necessitated the very
strong denunciation the s#ra/ makes of the unbelievers and the strong
warnings it issues both early on and towards its end. Such timing of its
revelation is also confirmed by the last image it portrays: “ The unbelievers
well-nigh trip you up with their eyes when they hear this reminder. They
say, ‘He is surely mad.”” (Verse 51) This is an image of a public address
calling on large groups of people to accept the message. Such gatherings
most certainly did not take place during the early years of the Islamic
message. Indeed, the first such public address was only made three years
after the Prophet began to receive Qur’anic revelations.

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

We see how several indications confirm that the sé@ra# was not revealed
in the very early days of the Islamic message, and that at least three years
had passed before its revelation. It is highly unlikely that no Qur'anic
revelations were made during these three years. On the contrary, it
is much more likely that many sirahs and passages were revealed in
the intervening period, presenting the Islamic faith without strongly
denouncing the unbelievers in the way we find in this siZrah. Having said
all this, however, one can still not say that this siZrah, as well as S@rabs
73 and 74, were revealed late inro the Islamic period.

A Wide Gulf

The. tree of rthe Islamic faith, in its real, clean and pure form, was
being planted on earth. It was torally unfamiliar to the prevailing stare
of ignorance, or jahiliyyah, not only in the Arabian Peninsula bur
throughourt the globe. Indeed there was a great gulf berween it and the
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prominence to the moral aspect embodied in the Islamic message
and its bearer, Muhammad (peace be upon him). He refutes whar the
unbelievers alleged about him. He reassures the persecuted believers that
He is on their side, so they do not have to think about their enemies,
powerful and wealthy as they may seem.

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

The strab cites the example of those people who had a garden, but
were too greedy. This serves as a warning directed against the elders
of the Quraysh who, feeling powerful on account of their wealth and
families, schemed against the new message, trying to bring it down. At ‘
the end, the s#ra/ enjoins the Prophet to remain steadfast in adversity:
“So, awair in patience your Lord’s judgement; and do nor be like the man
in the whale...” (Verse 48)

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

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

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

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

We see all these features through the expressions used in the sirzb.
They are of benefit in our study of the events that took place during the
Prophet’s liferime and as we follow the progress of the Islamic message.
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Al-Qalam (The Pen)

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

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

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

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

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

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

which of you is the one afflicted.

(6)

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

So pay no heed to those who deny
the truth. (8}
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In the Shade of the Qur'an

Do you [Prophet] demand a
payment from them [and so they
fear] that they would be burdened
with debt? (46)

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

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

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

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

(50)

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

Yet it is but a reminder to all

mankind. (52)
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Issues Spelled Out

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

This point is endorsed by the fact that Islamic revelations started
with the order to read: “Read in the name of your Lord who has created —
created man out of a germ-cell. Read — for your Lord is the most
Bountiful One, Who has taught the use of the pen, taught man what he
did not know.” (906: 1-5) This instruction was given to the unlettered
Prophet, whom God in His infinite wisdom willed to be unable to
read and write. Yet the revelations vouchsafed to him began with such
emphasis on learning through reading and writing with the pen. This
imporrance is reiterated here by the ocath using the letter nin, the pen
and the writing. All this should be seen as part of the divine system of
cultivating the Muslim community and preparing it for the universal
role God assigned to it.

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

Anyone who studies the Prophet’s relations with his people will be
ucterly astonished that any should level such a description at him. They
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limits to it, and point to its field in the universe, without setting
parameters on it.

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

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

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

Emphasis on Morality

We also note here that the moral element is given considerable weight
in God’s measure. It is a fundamental element in the Islamic message,
just as it is fundamental in the Prophet’s own character. Indeed, we
note its prominence in both. In fact, both legislative and educational
aspects of the Islamic message rely on moral values. The strongest
emphasis in whar it advocates is laid on purity, cleanliness, honesty,
truth, justice, mercy, compassion, kindness, fulfilment of promises
and commitments, actions matching words and both consistent with
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God then tells the Prophet of their true feelings as they continued to
argue with him about the truth he preached and the abuse they levelled
at him. They may appear determined to uphold their ignorant beliefs,
but the truch is that they are fundamentally uncerrain about them. They
are ready to shed most of these if only the Prophet would abandon some
of what he called on them to accept. They are prepared to compromise
everything, retaining only some appearances in return for a gesture of
compromise from him. They do not have a faith that they consider ro
embody the truth; they are only keen to retain some appearances:

So pay no heed 1o those who deny the truth. They would love that
you compromise with them, so that they will also compromise.
(Verses 8-9)

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

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

Several reports speak of what the unbelievers in Makkah tried to
achieve by way of compromise with rhe Prophet so rhat he would stop
criticizing their worship methods. They hoped that he would give them
something that would save their faces if they were ro follow him. In
this, they were no differenr from any negotiator seeking a compromise.
The Prophet, however, maintained a decisive firmness, refusing to
give up even a small part of his faith. Addirionally, he was extremely
well mannered, kind and benevolent towards his tribesmen, eager to
make things easy for them. With regard to faith, he was commitred,
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spread. So the delegation went again to Abii Talib and said to him:
“Abii Tilib, you enjoy a position of honour and respect among us.
We have requested you to stop your nephew, but you have not taken
any action. We certainly cannot just sit and do nothing when he
continues to speak ill of our forefathers and to ridicule us and our
gods. You have to stop him or we will ight him and you over this
question until one of the two parties is destroyed.”

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

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

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

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

Another image also reported by Ibn Hisham, through Ibn Ishaq

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

. Tbn Hishim, ibid., pp. 282-285. Also, Adil Salahi, ibid.. pp. 95-96.
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One day as the Prophet was doing the gawdfat the Ka‘bah, he was
stopped by a group of the Quraysh elders including al-Aswad ibn
al-Mutralib, al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, Umayyah ibn Khalaf and
al-‘As ibn W#'il. They said to him: ‘Muhammad! Let us worship
the God you worship, and you worship the deities we worship.
Thus, we will be together at the same level. If your God is better
than outs, we will have benefited by that, and if our deities are
the berter ones, you will have made the benefit.” He answered as
God instructed him: “Say: ‘Unbelievers! I do not worship what you
worship, nor do you worship whar I worship. I shall never worship
what you worship, nor will you ever worship what I worship. You have
your own religion and I have mine.” (109: 1-6)

God thus put an end to this absurd offer, and the Prophet replied to
them as God so instructed him.

What Sort of Nobility

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

Furthermore, pay no heed to any contemptible swearer, slanderer, going
abour with defaming tales, hinderer of good, aggressor, sinful, cruel
and, on 1op of all that, given to evil. Just because be has wealth and
children, when Our revelations are recited to him, he says, ‘Fables of
the ancients!” We shall brand bim on the snour. (Verses 10—16)

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

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

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

He is a ‘slandeter’ who disrespects people and tries to insult them by
word and gesture, in their presence ot absence. This is a characteristic
that Islam brands as most hateful because it is contrary to gallantry, self-
respect and ptopriety of conduct towards others in so far as respecting
their dignity, regardless of their social position. The Qur'an denounces
this characteristic in several places: “Woe to every taunting, slandering
backbiter.” (104: 1) “Believers! No men shall deride other men: it may
well be thar those [whom they deride] are better than themselves. And no
women [shall deride other] women: it may well be that those [whom they
deride] are betzer than themselves. And neither shall you defame yourselves,
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ancients!” (Verses 14-15) How ungrateful' How can anyone enjoy God's
favours of children and wealth and then deride His revelations, ridicule
His Messenger and denounce His message? By itself, this is equal 1o all
the evil qualities already mentioned.

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

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

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

The People of the Garden

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

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

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

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

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

The sirah adds more ridicule: “Early they went, strongly bent on their
purpose.” (Verse 25) They certainly felt able to deprive others, or at least
to deprive themselves. Now for the surptise: “When they saw it, they
exclaimed: ‘Surely we have lost our way!” (Verse 26) This is certainly not
our garden. We seem to have lost our way. However, they soon make sure:
“INo! We are utterly ruined.” (Verse 27) This is the truth of the matter.

Now thart they are facing the results of their scheme that aimed to
deprive the needy, the middle one among them, who was their best
and wisest, reminds them of his earlier counsel. He apparently had a
different point of view, but when he could not persuade them to accept
it, he went along with them instead of holding on to the truth. Hence,
he suffered the same fate as they. Hence, too, his reminder: “ The wisest
among them said: ‘Did I not tell you, “Will you nor extol Gods limitless
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Can They Be Equal?

At this point, the s@rab puts a simple, uncomplicated argument o
them, challenging them, putting to them one question after another,
on matters that can have only one answer. It warns them, showing them
a fearsome scene of the life to come, and threatens them thac, in this

present life, they could face a war against God Almighry:

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

The warning against punishment in the life to come and a war in
this present life is made within the argument and challenge this passage
delineates. This has the effect of heightening the argument and increasing
the pressure the challenge represents. The passage starts with a rhetorical
question: “Should We treat those who submit themselves to Us as We treat
the guilty?” (Verse 35) This question refers to the outcome of the two
parties that has already been stated. This is a question that admits only
one answer. No, it cannot be! Those who submit to God can never be
treated on the same footing as those who are knowingly guilty. No logic
and no standard of justice allows that the guilry and those who submit
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God because of his lack of patience. He had acted on his own initiative,
without waiting for God’s permission. He was though only spared by
God'’s grace. God accepted Jonah's repentance just as he demonstrated
what deserves acceptance. Hence, God chose him and made him one
of His righteous servants.

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

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

promise in good time.

Te All Mankind

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

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

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

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