SURAH 71

Nih
(Noah)

Prologue

This si#rah, devoted to the story of Noah and his people, describes
an important experience of advocacy of the divine message on carth.
It represents a cycle in the consistent and permanent treatment of
mankind, and of the ever-raging battle between good and evil, guidance
and error, truth and falsehood. This episode depicrs a humanicy that is
srubborn, hard, established in its ways, toeing the line drawn by arrogant
leadership, unwilling to consider the guidance provided or to look at
the pointers to faith. These are available everywhere in the universe and
within people’s own selves, recorded in the open book of the universe
and in man’s inner soul. At the same time, the s#rzh shows an aspecr of
divine mercy represented in the fact that God sent messengers to rescue
mankind from their stubborn rejection of guidance, and their blind
following of arrogant and erroneous leadership.

The sralr also paints a picture of the tireless efforts of God’s messengers
to provide erring humanity with guidance. They showed unparalleled
patience despite all the adversity they had to contend with and when
they had no personal interest in the matter: they did not expect any
reward from those who benefited by their guidance, nor did they hope
for any personal favour from those who attained faith as a result of their
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efforts. They received nothing like the fees charged by universities and
educational institutes for the services they provide.

In this s@rah, Noah presents to God the final outcome of the 950
years he spent exerting such tireless efforts in advocating the divine
faith among his people. Essentially, they had continued to arrogantdy
and stubbornly follow their leaders who, in turn, possessed wealth and
power. His report, as outlined in the s@rab states: “My Lord! I have been
pleading with my peaple night and day, but the more I call them, the further
they run away. Whenever I call on them, so that You may forgive them, they
thrust their fingers into their ears, draw their garments over their heads,
grow obstinate and become even more arrogant and insolent. I have called
them openly; I have preached to them in public, and I spoke to them secretly,
in private. | said: Ask your Lord for forgiveness: He is ever forgiving. He
will let loose the sky over you with abundance, and will give you wealth
and children; and will provide you with gardens and rivers. What is the
marter with you? Why do you behave with such insolence towards your
. Lord, when it is He who has created you in successive stages? Do you not see
how God has created seven heavens in layers, placing in them the moon for
a light and the sun for a lantern? God has made you spring from the earth
like a plant, and He will return you into it and then bring you out again.
God has made the earth a vast expanse for you, so that you may walk along
its spacious paths.” (Verses 5-20) Having thus outlined the efforts he
made and the varied methods he employed in advocating the divine
message among his people, Noah says: “My Lord! They have disobeyed
me and followed those whose wealth and children lead them increasingly
into ruin. They have devised a mighty plot, and said to each other: “Do not
ever renounce your gods! Do not abandon Wadd, Suwa ", Yaghith, Ya ‘iq or
Nasr. They have led many astray.” (Verses 21-24)

The result is very negative. Yet a messenger’s task remains the same:
to advocate God’s message.

This extremely difficult experience is shown to the Prophet Muhammad
(peace be upon him), who inherited the trust of advocating the divine
message throughout the earth until the end of time and who shouldered
the heaviest burden assigned to any prophet. He is shown how a former
brother of his sought to establish the truth of faith on earth. He is,
thus, able to see just how stubborn man can be in resisting the message
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to death or what is worse than death. In this way, they will rise above all
the lure of this life, and this by itselfis a great gain for those advocares in
person and for humanity as a whole. Indeed, humanity gains in honour
through the presence of such people. It becomes worthy of the honour
God gave it when He commanded the angels to prostrate themselves
before Adam, the creature who corrupts the earth and sheds blood burt
who can, nevertheless, through his own efforts and sacrifices, become
worthy of receiving a ray of God'’s light.

——
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dawn period. He spent 950 years of his life advocating God’s message
to his people who must have lived a similarly long life. This suggests
that humans were still few in number. In saying this we draw on the
observation that species that are small in number live long, and thart the
reverse is true. Perhaps this is a rule of balance. This is merely a personal
point of view, but God knows best.

Having established the source of the message, the s@ra# sums it up in
a few words, and we learn that Noah was instructed to deliver a warning;
“Warn your people, before grievous suffering befalls them.” (Verse 1)} The
report Noah presents to his Lord, as stated in the sdrah, shows that
the state in which he found his people, heedless and arrogant, makes
warning the sum of his message. In fact, the first thing he does by means
of advocacy is to warn them of severe punishment, in either this world
or the next, or in both.

The sirah moves straight from assigning the task to its fulfilment, in
which the delivery of the warning is prominent. However, this is coupled
with a note that raises the hope of the forgiveness of past sins and the
deferment of reckoning unril the Day of Resurrection. Moreover, the
s@rah gives a brief outline of the message Noah delivered to his people:

He said: "My people, I am here to warn you plainly. Worship God alone
and fear Him, and obey me. He will forgive you your sins and grant
you respite for an appointed term. When God s appointed term comes,
it can never be put back, if you but knew it. (Verses 2—4)

“My people, I am here to warn you plainly.” (Verse 2) He immediately
states his role as a warner, clearly explaining his argument. He does
not hesitate or wrap his words in a false cover. He leaves no one in
confusion as to what he has to say, or what those who reject his message
can expect. What he calls for is plain and simple: “Warship God alone
and fear Him, and obey me.” (Verse 3) All worship must be addressed to
God alone, without partners. Fearing God should be rhe qualicy thar is
clearly reflected in feeling and behaviour. Obeying the messenger God
sends to a people is rhe attitude thar makes His orders the basis on
which they build their way of life and how they determine their rules
of behaviour.
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These are the broad lines of divine faith in general, but messages may
differ in points of detail as also in the concepts they outline, their relative
scopes and how profound and comprehensive these are. To worship God
alone provides a complete system of life that includes how man visualizes
the narure of the Godhead and the nature of servitude to Him, the bond
between the Creator and His creatures, as well as the nature of forces
and values that operate in the universe and affect human life. Hence, a
system for human life is developed on the basis of this concept, giving
a special code of living. This code is based on the bond between God
and His servants, and on the values He assigns to all things.

To be God-fearing is the true guarantee that people will follow this
code of living, abide by it and never try to circumvent it or slacken
in its implementation. Moreover, it is the quality that ensures sound
moral behaviour that seeks no reward other than being acceptable to
God. Moreover, obeying (zod’s messenger is the means that ensures
remaining consistent, receiving guidance from its original source. It
maintains the link with heaven through the messenger who receives
instructions from on high.

These were the broad lines that constituted what Noah called on
his people to believe in. They remain the essence of the divine faith
for every generation. God promised them in reward what He promises
those who turn to Him in repentance: “He will forgive you your sins
and grant you respite for an appointed term.” (Verse 4) This verse states
the reward promised for those who respond to the call to worship God
alone, fear Him and obey His messenger. The reward is forgiveness of
past sins, a respite lasting until the time appointed for reckoning, which
means until the Day of Judgement, so that they will not be punished
in this life like other communities that were totally destroyed. Later in
the sirah, we see that Noah promised his people certain other things
to be granted in this life.

Noah also confirms that this appointed time is inevitable: it comes at
the moment determined for ic. It will not be postponed like the delayed
punishment in this world: “When God's appointed term comes, it can
never be put back, if you but knew it.” (Verse 4) This statement may be
understood to apply to every time appointed by God, so as to make this
fact clear in their minds. It occurs at the appropriate place here, within
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see today two superpowers,' seemingly enjoying power and plentiful
provisions: one of them is capitalist while the other communist. In the
first, morality has sunk to the lowest level. The prevailing vision of life
has become so low that all life has become materialistic, measured by
the dollar. In the other, the value of man has gone below the level of
slavery. Intelligence agencies have become too powerful and people live
in constant fear, threatened in their own homes. Several massacres have
taken place, and no one is assured that by the morning his head will
remain in place. A false allegation can easily find it chopped off. Neither
condition can be described as a truly prosperous human life.

We continue with Noah and his untiring efforts. We see him trying
to turn people’s attentions to the signs pointing to God, be these from
within themselves or in the world around them. He wonders at their
carelessness and rudeness: “Whae is the matter with you? Why do you
behave with such insolence towards your Lord, when it is He who has created
you in successive stages?” (Verses 13—14)

These stages of creation to which Noah refers must have been
something which people either knew about or could understand at that
time. He is obviously reminding them of something they know and
hopes will have the desired effect of leading them to a positive response.
Most commentators on the Qur'an say that the expression refers to the
different stages the embryo goes through, starting with a gamete, then
becoming a clinging cell mass, before it becomes a human embryo, and
acquires a skeleton and is subsequently given its full shape and form.
Noah’s people could understand this because pregnant women suffered
abortions at different stages of pregnancy, thus giving man a clear idea
of how the human grows. This is one interpretation of the statement, It
could also be a reference to what embryology says about the creation of
man. It starts like a one-celled creature, then becomes like a multi-celled
creature before acquiring the form of a water animal, then it becomes like
a mammal, before it acquires human shape. This was however far from
comprehensible to Noah’s people, being only a very recent discovery.
This interpretation may be the meaning of another Qur'anic statement
that mentions the stages of the embryo before saying: “ We then bring this

1. This is a reterence to the USA and the Sovier Union. — Editor's note.
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into being as another creation.” (23: 14) Both statements, however, may

mean something else that remains beyond our present knowledge. Be

that as it may, Noah draws the attention of his people to look at their

creation and how it is done in stages. He reproaches them for knowing
this and yet remaining insolent in their artitude towards their Lord.

This is all very singular.

Signs in Plenty

Noah directs his peoplé’s attention to the open book of the universe:
“De you not see bow God has created seven heavens in layers, placing in
them the moon for a light and the sun for a lantern?” (Verses 15-16) We
cannot specify a meaning for the ‘seven heavens on the basis of scientific
theories about the universe, for these are only theories. Noah simply
draws their attention to the skies. He tells them, as God taught him,
that there are seven heavens in layers, and that they include the sun
and the moon, which they could obviously see, just as they saw what
they called the sky, which is that familiar blue coloured space. To know
what it is exactly is not necessary. Nor has it been properly proven even
today. The invitation to look though is enough to reflect on the supreme
power that has brought such great creatures into existence. This is what
Noah wanted his people to do. He then invites them to look ac their
own creation, starting from dust and returning to it after death, and
emphasizing the truth of resurrection: “God bas made you spring from
the carth like a plany, and He will return you into it and then bring you
out again.” (Verses 17-18)

The reference to man originating from the earth like a plant is both
amazing and inspiring. It is repeated in the Quran in various forms:
“Good land brings forth its vegetation in abundance, by its Lord’ leave, but
from the bad land only poor and scant vegeration comes forth.” (7: 58) This
verse refers to the similarity of the origin of both man and vegetation.
Both are referred to in the same verse stressing the truth of resurrection:
“Mankind! If you are in doubt as to the resurrection, remember that We
have created you out of dust, then out of a gamete, then out of a clinging cell
mass, then out of an organized and unorganized embryo, so that We might
make things clear to you. We cause to rest in the [mothers] wombs whatever
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In relation to them, the earth is stretched out like a vast expanse. Even
in its mountains, God placed paths that are easy for them to traverse.
They walk and travel even more easily on the plains. They can thus move
about seeking God’s bounty, and exchanging goods and benefits. They
did not need scientific studies that sought to understand the natural
laws that govern and facilitate their life on earth in order to appreciate
all this. Indeed, the greater human knowledge gets the more evident
the truth of chis statement is.

Varied Methods

We see how Noah tried to address his people in various ways, employing
a wide range of methods. We also see his patience, perseverance and
conscientiousness. He continued to exert these efforts over 950 years
before giving this report to his Lord, complaining of the response he
had had to contend with. From his succinct and accurate account we
see a splendid image of the great efforts he made. Yet all this is merely
one ring in the chain of divine messages to mankind. So, what happens
next?

Noah said: ‘My Lord! They have disobeyed me and followed those
whose wealth and children lead them increasingly into ruin. They have

' devised a mighty plot, and said to each other: “Do not ever renounce
your gods! Do not abandon Wadd, Suwi', Yaghiath, Ya'ig or Nasr.”
They have led many astray. Lord, grant the wrongdoers increase in
nothing but error.” (Verses 21-24)

It is a heart-felt complaint. After all Noah's endeavours, guidance
and sound advice and the promise of an easy, plentiful life, they chose
to disobey and follow the lead of those who had gone far astray, only
because the latter enjoyed wealth, children and power. Yet such leaders
benefic nothing by all these blessings. Indeed, their “wealth and children
lead them increasingly into ruin” (Verse 21) What they possessed of
wealth and children tempted them to go further astray, a scenario that
could only end in misery and ruin. Yet these leaders did not stop at
just going astray. Instead: “ They have devised a mighty plot.” (Verse 22)
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Their plot was on a grand scale, and its aim was to foil Noah's efforts,
to suppress his message and to prevent it from addressing people’s
hearts. They schemed to give their disbelief and ignorance an attractive
colour, Therefore, they urged people to adhere to their false beliefs and
to continue to worship those idols whom they called gods. They “said
to each other: ‘Do not ever renounce your gods! ™ They sought to arouse
people’s personal emotions, making them feel thar these idols were
‘their own” gods. They mentioned the names of the most imporcant
ones, so as to stit people’s false pride in them: “De not abandon Wadd,
Suwa’, Yaghith, Ya'iaq or Nasr.” (Verse 23) These were indeed the
largest and the most important of their idols. Indeed, they continued
to be worshipped in other ignorant communities until the time of the
Islamic message.

This remains the practice of erring leaderships. They create idols chat.
may differ in name and form, according to the going trends in different
jahiltyyah societies. They seek ro rally the masses around such idols and
stir their emotions to defend them so that they can lead them wherever
they want to, ensuring that they remain in etror. This is how they manage
to lead people astray: “They have led many astray.” (Verse 24} Indeed
every type of erring leadership tries to rally the people around idols,
which may be in the form of statues, or humans or ideas. They are all
the same, manipulated to turn people away from the divine message,
creating a schism between them and its advocates. Itis all part of 2 grand
scheme, a mighty plot with a selfish end.

Noah’s Prayer

A passionate prayer is then voiced by Noah against the oppressors, the
wrongdoers who lead people astray through plots and schemes of their
own devising: “Lord, grant the wrongdoers increase in nothing but error.”
(Verse 24) It is the prayer of one who has tried for a long time, making
every effort and using every method. Eventually, however, he came to
the conclusion that those erring, wrongdoing hearts were altogether
devoid of goodness, undeserving of divine guidance.

Before completing Noah's prayer, the s#rah gives us an image of the
end suffered by those wrongdoers in this life and in the life to come.
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