SURAH 70

Al-Ma rij
(Ways of Ascent)

Prologue

This sarah may be described as being part of the long, slow, yet
accurate and profound treatment of the traces of j2hiliyyah, or ignorance,
within the human soul. This was most evident as the Qur’an was being
revealed in Makkah but is true wherever jahiliyyab reigns. There may
be differences in different situations, but these are superficial affecting
only appearances. Alternatvely, we may say that this si@rah represents a
round in the long, hard battle the Quran fights within the human soul,
going deep inside it to eradicate all lingering traces of j#hiliyyah. This
battle is greater and longer lasring than the wars the Muslims later had
to fight against their many enemies. Moreover, these traces are more
persistent and harder in their resistance than the grear forces that were
marshalled against the Islamic message, or those which continue to be
raised against it by different jahiliyyab societies.

The major issue the si@rah focuses on is thar of rhe hereafter and
peoples requital for what they do during their lives on earth, particularly
the punishment suffered by rhe unbelievers. In order to establish the
truth of the hereafter, the sarzh speaks of how the human soul reacts
to situations of hardship and comfort. Such reactions differ greacdly
between a believer and one who is devoid of faith. The sirah also
provides an outline of the believers’ main features, their feelings and
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Regardless of who the specific individual was the s@rab reports that
someone asked about this punishment, indeed, sought to hasten it, and
further confirms that it is inevitable because it has been determined by
God and that it will soon come. It states that no one can prevent its
happening or ward it off. Therefore, to question or hasten it is ill-advised.
Moreover, this punishment is to befall the unbelievers, in total, which
means that those who question it are included like every other unbeliever.
It is administered by God, ‘the Lord of the Ways of Ascent’. This is an
expression of highness, which is one of God’s attributes mentioned in
different ways in the Qur’an, such as: “High above all orders [of being]
is He, the Lord of the Throne.” (40: 15)

Having absolutely confirmed the inevitability of such punishment,
the sizrah describes the day when it will take place, affirming that it will
soon arrive. However, God’s measure is different from mankind’s:

All the angels and the Spirir will ascend to Him, on a day the length
of which is fifly thousand years. Therefore, endure all adversity with
goodly patience. People think it tw be far away, bur We see it near ar
hand. (Verses 4-7)

Most probably the day to which these verses refer is the Day of
Resurrection, as the sirah almost defines it as so. On thar day, the angels
and the Spirit will ascend to God. The Spirit refers, in all probability,
to the Angel Gabriel, since he is given this name elsewhere in the
Quran. He is specifically mentioned here, after the reference to all
angels, because of his special status. Likewise, the angels’ ascension on
that day is highlighted so as to give it special importance; they will do
so to fulfil whar is assigned to them on that day. We do not know, nor
are we required to know; the nature of their assignments, or how the
angels ascend, or to where. All these are details that belong to the realm
beyond the reach of our perception. To know them does not add to
the statement’s import. We have nothing to point to such information.
Therefore, we do not attempt any further explanation. It is enough for
us to reflect on the image to appreciate the great importance of that
day when the angels and the Spirit are busy conducting their assigned
tasks.

251



In the Shade of the Qur'in

The statement that the length of that day is fiffy thousand years may
be an expression of very long duration as is customary in Arabic idiom,
ot it may express a true fact meaning that the day in question is equal
to fifty thousand of our years despite its being just a single day. We can
easily imagine this considering that our earth days represent the length
of time the earth takes to revolve once in position. There are stars,
however, which take thousands of our days to revolve once. This is not
to say that this is what is meant here; we only state this to make it clear
that che length of days can differ greatly.

If one of God'’s days is equal to fifty thousand of our years, then the
punishment of the Day of Judgement is certainly close, according to
God’s measure, even though people may think it far away. Therefore,
God tells His Messenger to be patient with them: “People think it to be
Jar away, bur We see it near at hand.” (Verses 6-7) The order to remain
patient is part of the divine message’s essence; it is required of every
messenger and every believer. This is fundamentally necessary because
the burden is heavy and the task hard. It is vitally important to keep the
believers united and content, looking to their ultimate goal.

Goodly or ‘beautiful’ patience, to use a literal translarion of the
Qur’anic term, is that rype of patience coupled with a feeling of
contentment and reassurance. It is undisturbed by displeasure, worry
or doubt in the true promise. It is the type of patience shown by one
who is certain of the outcome, content with God’s will, appreciating
His wisdom in the trying times he goes through, looking to Him in
all situations. It is this type of goodly patience that is worthy of one
who advocates the divine message. It is after all God’s message calling
on people to believe in Him. Its advocates have no personal interest
in it; they seek no gain out of it. Whatever they suffer as a result is for
God’s sake, and whatever happens to it is by His will. Goodly patience,
therefore, is the only attitude chat fits properly with this truth.

God, who has bestowed this message from on high and has made
this promise which rhe unbelievers hasten, determines evenrs and their
timings as He pleases, according to His overall plan for the universe.
Human beings temain unaware of His will and plan; therefore, they
hasten things. When time goes by without fulfilment of the promise,
they begin to doubr. Worry may also be experienced by advocates of

252



AL-MA*AR]]J {(Ways of Ascent} 70

the divine message themselves. They too may entertain thoughts and
desires that the promise be fulfilled soon. Therefore, they are given the
following instruction so that they may remain firm: “ Therefore, endure
all adversity with goodly patience.” (Verse 5) The address here is delivered
to the Prophet so as to give him reassurance in the face of the opposition
and rejection he faced. It also adds another truth here, highlighting
the fact that God sees matters in a different way. He does not measure
things by means of our small measures: “Peaple think it to be far away,
but We see it near at hand.” (Verses 6-7)

Celestial Events

On the day when the sky will be like molten lead, and the mountains
like tufts of wool. (Verses 8-9)

The Qur'an mentions in several places that great celestial events
will take place on that promised day, and as a result change will affect
different celestial bodies in their positions and characteristics, as well
as their inter-relations. One of these events changes the sky making it
like molten lead, or molten metals generally as signified by the Arabic
word used here, al-mubl. These statements should be reflected upon by
physicists and astronomers. They suggest that most probably celestial
bodies are composed of metals that have melted and taken gas form,
which is a stage far beyond that of melting by excessive heat. It is possible
that they will lose their heat on the Day of Judgement and cool down
to a fluid stage, changing their present status. Elsewhere in the Qur'an
we have the following statement as a mark of the Day of Judgement:
“When the stars fall and disperse.” (81: 2)

At any rate, this is only one possible explanation, which may or may
not be worth further study by scientific researchers. As for us, we read the
text and look at the awesome image painted, with the sky becoming like
molten metal and the mountains like tufts of wool. We also contemplate
what is beyond this image of frightening events that leave their marks
on people in an unusual way which the Qur'an accurately describes:

On the day when the sky will be like molten lead, and the mountains
like tufts of wool, when no friend will ask abour his friend, though
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Between Good and Evil

The s@rah now depicts how man faces good and evil, in both siruations
of faith and unfaith. It also outlines the qualities of the believers and states

their ultimare end in contrast to the fate of those who are guilry:

Man is born with a restless disposition: when misfortune befalls him, be
is fretful: and when good fortune comes his way, he grows tight-fisted.
Not so these who pray, and always attend to their prayers; who give a
due share of their possessions to the one who asks [for belp] and the one
who is deprived; who believe in the Day of Judgement; who stand in
fear of their Lord’s punishment, for none may feel torally secure from
their Lords punishment; who guard their chastity except with those
joined to them in marriage, or those whom they rightfully possess — for
then, they are free of all blame, whereas those who seek to go beyond
that {limit] are indeed transgressors; who are faithful to their trusts and
to their pledges; who stand up for the truth when they bear witness;
and who artend to their prayers without fail. They are the ones to be
honoured in the gardens of paradise. (Verses 19-35)

The picture the Qur'an draws of 2 man devoid of faith is remarkably
accurate and expressive. Only faith can elevate him above such qualities.
It is faith that gives him the bond of reassurance so that he does not
panic when confronted with evil and is not stingy when his fortunes
rurn good: “Man is born with a restless disposition: when misfortune befalls
him, he is fretful; and when good fortune comes his way, he grows right-
fisted.” (Verses 19-21)

Like the brushstrokes of a talenred painter, every word in these verses
draws a line delineating a human feature. Yet we have here only rhree
very short verses, and these composed of only a small number of words.
However, by the time they are finished, the picture drawn comes alive
and man, with his distinctive and permanent features, is revealed. He
has a restless disposition, He is fretful, feeling the pain of misfortune
when it occurs. He panics, lest this should be permanenr. He thinks the
present moment will last forever. His worry soon imprisons him behind
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one hand and excessive worry on the other. A believer’s heart counters
worry with hope, reassured of God’s grace in all situations.

“Who guard their chastity except with those joined to them in marriage,
or those whom they rightfully possess — for then, they are free of all blame,
whereas those who seek to go beyond that [limit] are indeed transgressors.”
{Verses 29-31) This ensures purity for oneself and the communiry.
Islam builds a community based on purity but with a clear and open
approach. It ensures that all important functions are fulfilled and all
natural desires are met but without chaos or perversion. A legitimate
family, living openly in its home is the unit of Islamic society where
every child knows his father and none is ashamed of its birth, In
this way, sexual relations are based on a proper, clean, legitimate and
long-lasting bond with clcar objectives. They seek to fulfil human
and social duties orher than the satisfaction of a mere physical urge.
Hence, the Qur'an states this quality of believers here, making it
clear that sex is permitted only with spouses or with women who are
rightfully possessed.

A word needs to be said here concerning this second category, which
refers to slave women, if they happen ro lawfully exist in a Muslim
society. The only lawful reason for their existence is their having been
taken prisoner during a war fought for God’s cause, which is the only
legitimate war from an Islamic point of view. Islam lays down a ruling
concerning prisoners of war, which is outlined in a verse of Sgrab 47,
Muhammad: “New when you meet the unbelievers in battle, smite their
necks. Then when you have thoroughly subdued them, bind them firmly.
Thereafter, set them free either by an act of grace or against ransom, until
war shall lay down its burden.” (47: 4) Thus, the final ruling on prisoners
of war is to set them free, either by an act of grace or against ransom.
However, in some situations there may remain prisoners of war who
are not set free. When such women slaves exisr, sexual relations with
them is permitted but only with their master. All the while, however,
different ways of regaining their freedom are available to them. In fact,
Islam provides many ways to ensure that slavery is abolished altogether.
In all this, Islam is open, ensuring clean sexual relations in society.
It does not leave such women prisoners of war to be the vicrims of
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rape and filthy and exploitative relations, as often happens elsewhere
in war situations. Nor does it put a false tag on the sxtuanon, calling
such women free when they are in fact slaves.

“Those who seck to go beyond that [limit] are indeed transgressors.”
(Verse 31) Thus Islam closes the door on all dirty sexual relations,
keeping only these two open forms as legitimate. According to Islam,
sex is a legirimate and clean function to which dirt may attach when
it is practised in an illegitimate or deviant way.'

“Who are faithful to their trusts and to their pledges.” (Verse 32) This
is one of the basic moral qualities on which Islamic society is founded.
The honouring of trust and pledges begins, according to Islam, with
honouring the great trust that God offered to the heavens, the earth
and the mountains but they refused to accept it, fearing thar they
would not be able to fulfil its commitments. Man however accepted
it. This is the trust of faith and the fulfilment of its requirements out
of choice but without compulsion. It also involves honouring the first
pledge taken from man’s nature, before birth, when this nature testifies
to the truth of God’s oneness. Faithfulness to all trusts and pledges
in worldly transactions is founded on honouring this first trust and
this first pledge. Islam repeatedly emphasizes the importance of such
faithfulness, to trust, confirming its role in building its society on solid
foundations. It considers such faithfulness a distinctive feature of a
believer, whereas the opposite quality distinguishes unbelievers. This
is often repeared in the Qur'an and the Sunnah, leaving no room for
doubt as to the importance Islam atraches to faithfulness.

“Who stand up for the truth when they bear witness.” (Verse 33) To
bear witness and give testimony is, according to Islam, the basis of the
fulfilment of many rights. Indeed, preventing any transgression of the
bounds set by God can only be ensured on such a basis. Hence, God has
rightly placed strong emphasis on bearing witness, without hesitation, and
testifying when a dispute needs to be adjudged. When bearing witness,
the truth must be stated without distortion or twisting. Indeed, God has

1. For further ueatment please refer to comments on Sirab 23, in Volume XII,
pp- 193-195, and on Sarah 47, in Volume XV, pp. 393401
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made bearing witness an act done for Him so as to link it to obedience
of Him. He gives us the instruction: “Bear witness before God.” (65:
2) Here, it is made a fearure of believers. It is indeed one of the trusts
that need to be fulfilled. It is given special mention in order to further
emphasize its importance.

This list of believers’ qualities started with attendance to prayers, and
it now concludes with that same quality: “And who attend to their prayers
without fail” (Verse 34) The earlier reference to prayer mentioned that
it is always artended to. Now;, the point at issue is that it is done ‘withour

fail . The two points are nort the same. Here, the emphasis is on offering

prayers on time, performing the obligarory part and adding the voluntary
one, adhering to its form and spirit. Believers are neither negligent of
this, nor are they careless. Needless to say, mentioning prayer as the first
and the last of believers’ distinctive qualities confirms the importance
attached to it.

At this point, the fate of this group is stated: “They are the ones to be
honoured in the gardens of paradise.” (Verse 35) This short verse combines
an aspect of material enjoyment with a spiritual one. They are in gardens
of paradise, but they are also honoured there. Thus, when they enjoy
what is provided for them in paradise, they also enjoy being honoured
for maintaining heir high moral standard.

The Unbelievers’ Attitude

The s@irab then depicts a Makkan scene in which we see the unbelievers
going hurriedly to where the Propher was reading the Quran. Once
there, they would split into groups around him. The s#ra# criticizes
their hurrying and grouping when they had no intention of listening
to or of heeding his advice:

What is wrong with the unbelievers, that they run confusedly before
you, from the right and the left, in crowds? (Verses 36-37)

There is implied sarcasm in the question. It describes their confused
movement, with the Arabic expression adding a connotation of their

262









