\

-
7 ow -

I I A o

ALLAH IS NOT UNAWARE OF
WHAT THE OPPRESSORS Do

A tafsir of the closing verses of Sirat Ibrahim (dyit 42-52)

Mawlana Abdullah Patel

Masjid-e-Umar, Gloucester

imamwrites.com



ALLAH 1s NOT UNAWARE OF WHAT THE OPPRESSORS Do

A WORD ON THE SURA

Sarat Ibrahim is a Makkan sira, revealed in the years when the small community of believers
had no worldly power, and the Quraysh had every appearance of it. It takes its name from the
beloved of Allih, Ibrihim r)L.J\ 4de, whose du@” for the valley of Makkah and its people stands
at its heart, and it turns again and again upon a single contrast, that the word of truth is like a
good tree, firmly rooted, its branches in the sky, whilst the word of falsehood is like a bad tree,
torn up from the earth, having no stability. The verses before us, from ayah 42 to the end, are
the closing movement of the siira, and they answer the question that presses upon every believer
who has ever watched the oppressor flourish, namely, where is Allah in all of this? The answer
given is neither that Allah is absent, nor that His punishment is instant, but something more
sobering than either, that He sees everything, that He records everything, and that He defers
everything to a Day whose terror these verses then describe. It is my hope, that the ordinary
worshipper amongst us finds in these ayat what the first believers found in them, comfort for

the oppressed, warning for the oppressor, and certainty that nothing is unseen.

I should say plainly, that these reflections were prepared and delivered in the shadow of the
genocide in Gaza, as our brothers and sisters were being starved, bombed and buried before the
eyes of the world, and the world's powers looked on, or worse. In such days a question creeps
into the hearts of even good people, and it is the very question this passage was revealed to
answer: has Allah not seen, and can He not punish? These ayat were sent down so that the
believers do not lose hope, and do not doubt for a moment Allah's ability to destroy those
committing genocide and to seize them with a seizure that is painful and severe. Readers who
come to these pages in a later time will meet them in a different moment, but the principle does
not age, for the oppressor changes his flag and his slogan, and the promise of Allah changes not

at all.

INTRODUCTION

Mufti Muhammad Shafi ‘Uthmini ) 4~ -, explains, that in this last section of Sarat Ibrahim
the same people of Makkah are exhorted to take a lesson from what happened to the peoples of
the past, and warned, in a nutshell, that should they still not return to their senses, they had

better be ready to face the horrendous punishment of the day of Qiyamah.!



AYAH 42

He observes, that the first verse of the passage is initially to comfort the Holy Prophet L and
the oppressed of the world, and only then does it release the threat of a severe punishment upon
all oppressors. The unjust practitioners of crime should not become carefree because Allih
Ta%la has given them respite, nor deluded by the idea that Allih is unaware of their
wrongdoings, as though their flourishing despite their crimes, and the absence of any visiting
punishment, were proof of His inattention. It is not so. Everything they are doing lies within

the sight of Allih Tala, but He, in His mercy and wisdom, is giving them respite.

AYAH 42
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And presume not that Allah is unaware of what the oppressors do, but He gives them

respite up to a Day when the eyes will stare in horror.
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And your Lord is never forgetful.z

Sayyiduna Aba Musa al- Ash art 4,.9 &) &) reported, that the Messenger of Allah % said, d\

So &f o S g

A.Lm Jeda) \;\ LS" J Ua.U ‘_}c’ 4.“\ “Verily, Allab gives respite to the wrongdoer until He
seizes bim, and he cannot escape.” Then the Prophet LE recited the verse, “Such is the seizure of
your Lord when He seizes the towns while they are doing wrong. Indeed, His seizure is painful and

severe.”

Allah keeps a full record of what they do, to show them in the Hereafter. A ghafil person is one
who loses attention and becomes preoccupied, and Allah is pure of all of that, as we recite in
Ayat al-Kursi, that neither slumber nor sleep overtakes Him. And just as Allah is aware of the
oppressors, He is also fully aware of the oppressed. Indeed He does more than see them, for He
answers them: when the Prophet LE sent MuGdh «s 4:33\ 2 to Yemen, he told him, “Beware

the supplication of the oppressed, for there is no barrier between it and Allah.™
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We take great hope in the story of a young child who was terrorised, taken from his parents, left
to die, then sold into slavery. He was accused of crimes he did not commit and spent years in a
prison before being finally released, to become the treasurer of the land. Throughout his story,
Allah comforted Yasuf pu\ &Je by remmdmg him that Allah was aware, and in full control, of

o% \// 4

the events that befell him, o /\ ‘_}c J\c Zl, |9 — and Allab bas full power over His affair.

For the ordinary worshipper amongst us, this ayah is a hand upon the shoulder. When the news
leaves us feeling that cruelty answers to no one, we should remember, that the very first thing
Allah says about the oppressors is not addressed to them at all, but to us: do not presume. Do
not presume that the ledger has been closed, or that the silence of the heavens is the absence of
the Judge. The delay is not neglect, it is a date being set. Let this settle the heart in salah, and let
it loosen the tongue in du for the oppressed, for their supplication, and ours on their behalf,

rises with no barrier before it.

The Condition of the Early Muslims

Sayyiduna Bilal «¢ & 2. Abii Jahl started to torture the slaves in the community. Bilal was
an African slave owned b;r Umayyah ibn Khalaf, who was a close friend of Aba Jahl. Aba Jahl
asked permission to deal with Bilal over his acceptance of Islam, which was granted. Aba Jahl
would whip Bilal all night until he himself would become exhausted. When the heat would
reach its peak, he would lay Bilal down upon the scorching sand and place a rock on top of him
to pin him down. Bilal would be tied to horses and made to run. Yet his faith would not be

shaken: he became known by his cry of Abad, Abad, One God, One God. Aba Bakr Al @2

«¢ bought Bilal for an inflated price and set him free, and Bilal was made the muezzin of the

Prophet Le

Sayyiduna Khabbab ibn al-Aratt ¢ & 2~ Khabbab was kidnapped as a young boy and
sold into slavery. He accepted Islam in its earl}; days, and the Quraysh experimented with torture
upon him. He gained his freedom and joined the Prophet € and he remained an inspirational
figure: ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab 4= A 2, would sit with him, and when he felt overwhelmed he

would ask to see Khabbab's back and the scars of his torture. ‘Umar took an oath and said he

had never seen anything like it in his life.

Sayyiduni ‘Ammar ibn Yasir 4& & ?s- Ammar was the son of Yasir and Sumayyah. He
accepted Islam and would sneak out at night to sit and worship with the Prophet £€. His
parents were worried about the consequences of this, but after hearing about Islam they both
accepted it. Aba Jahl found out, and he inflicted torture upon the family. He tied them up and

would leave them there for days. The Prophet £€ would walk by in tears saying, “Patience, O



AYAH 42

family of Yasir! Glad tidings, for you will be reunited in Paradise.” Aba Bakr <& 4‘13\ 2 offered
to purchase them, but this was declined. Sumayyah shouted at Aba Jahl that no matter what he
did, they would never renounce their Islam. Aba Jahl became infuriated and killed her with a

spear in front of her husband and son; she became the first martyr in Islam. Yasir was beside

himself, and Abua Jahl kicked him to death.

‘Ammar watched both his parents being murdered, and the Quraysh intensified his torture.
Eventually he conceded to their demands, saying that he believed in al-Lat and al-‘Uzza and that
he did not believe in Muhammad £€. They cut him loose and walked oft. ‘Ammar crawled to
the Prophet e crying that he had agreed to say what they wanted to hear. The Prophet Le
asked what was in his heart, and ‘Ammar explained that he had never believed in Allah and His
Messenger more, but that he had been overwhelmed. Allah then revealed the ayah supporting
‘Ammar in his situation, reassuring him that iman is not invalidated under torture so long as it
remains firm in the heart, and the Companions were permitted to say whatever the torturers

wanted to hear, so that they could escape.®

These were not stories the first hearers of Sarat Ibrahim needed to be told, for they were living
them. When the ayah said that Allah is not unaware of what the oppressors do, Bilal heard it
with the scars of the sand upon his back, and ‘Ammar heard it as an orphan of both parents.
That they held firm, and that Islam now reaches us across fourteen centuries because they held

firm, is itself the proof of the promise these verses make.

Allab Gives Them Respite — Why?

Allah is not asked about His actions:

s SeoS oS S o G-

S ki B SN
He cannot be questioned about what He does, but they will be questz'oned.7

Yet He has, in His kindness, allowed us to see something of the wisdom. Allah is al-Halim, the
Forbearing: He allows them a chance for tawbah, until an appointed time.
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And your Lord is the All-Forgiving, Full of Mercy. Were He to seize them for what they

bave earned, He would have hastened their pum'sbment.g

Allah allows their crimes to accumulate, so as to increase their punishment:
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And let not the disbelievers think that the respite We give them is good for them. We only

give them respite so that they may increase in sin, and for them is a humiliating

punishment. 2

And Allah makes the oppressed endure more, to raise their ranks further.'? It is related, that one
of the people in the time of Hajjaj, known as the butcher, saw an individual wrongly hanged to
death. He said, “My Rabb, Your tolerance of these oppressors is detrimental to the oppressed.”
He slept and saw a dream: Qiyamah had taken place, and that same hanged man was in the
highest levels of Jannah. Then he heard someone say, “Indeed, My tolerance of the oppressor

was the reason why this person earned this exclusive place.”*!

And as a matter of principle, imagine if Allah punished us immediately for our own crimes?
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Were Allah to take mankind to task for their wrongdoing, He would not leave a single
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creature upon the earth. 12

Here the ordinary worshipper should pause, for the respite that maddens us when we see it
granted to tyrants is the very respite by which we ourselves are still standing. Every day that our
own sins go unpunished is a day of hilm extended to us, and the correct response to it is not

complacency but tawbah, before the appointed time arrives.

Tests are a Part of Life
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Do you think that you will enter Paradise while you have not yet been visited by
circumstances like those that were faced by the people who passed away before you? They
were afflicted by bardship and suffering, and were so shaken that the messenger, and
those who believed with him, said, “When will the belp of Allah come?” Behold, the help
of Allab is near.”
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Indeed, We have created humankind in constant struggle. Does be think that no one has

power over him L4

Struggle, then, is not a sign that Allah has abandoned His servants, but the very fabric upon
which their ranks are woven. The question the believer asks in hardship is not “why me,” but
“what is being asked of me,” and the answer of the Qur’n is always the same, sabr, and the

certainty that the help of Allh is near.

AYAH 43
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Hastening forward, with necks outstretched and heads facing upwards, their gaze not

returning towards them, and their hearts empty.

Mufti Shaft &l a~ -, explains, that the postponement of sudden punishment against these
unjust people is not any better for them, because ultimately they will be seized in the great
punishment of the Akhirah, which will overtake them all of a sudden, and the details of that
punishment, and the horrendous happenings to be experienced there, keep appearing right up

to the end of the sara.®

Consider the picture the ayah paints, word by word. Tarfubum is their gaze: their eyes are
staring in confusion, trying not to blink, because of the horror and the tremendous sights they
are witnessing, and for fear of what is about to strike them, and we seck refuge with Allah from
such an end. This is why Alldh then says, “and their hearts empty.” The cavity where the heart
sits will feel vacated, just as we say “my heart sank” when regret and sorrow overwhelm us, and
when terror takes hold the opposite applies, and the heart travels upwards, to the throat. A body
hastening forward, a gaze that cannot return, a chest that is hollow: it is the anatomy of a person

from whom all pretence has been stripped.
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The lesson for us, is that the same heart which will be empty on that Day for the heedless can be
filled in this life, with dhikr, with the Qur’an, and with love of the One before whom we will
stand. Whoever fills his heart now will not find it hollow then, by the mercy of Allah.

AYAH 44
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Warn the people of a day when punishment will come upon them, and the
wrongdoers will say, “Our Lord, give us respite for a short term, and we will respond
to Your call and follow the messengers.” (Allah will say,) “Is it not that you had sworn

oaths earlier that you would never have to leave?”

Notice the bitter symmetry: those who were given respite will beg for respite, and this time it
will be refused. The Qur’an returns often to the attitude of the criminals in the Hereafter, who
will plead for delay and for a return, and the question hangs over every such plea, has Allah not

given them respite enough to alter their ways?
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If only you could see the wicked hanging their beads before their Lord, crying, “Our Lord!

We have now seen and heard, so send us back and we will do good. We truly have sure

Jfaith now. 716
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Until, when death comes to one of them, be says, “My Lord! Send me back. "7
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Therein they will cry, “Our Lord, remove us; we will do righteousness, other than what we
were doing!” But did We not grant you life enough for whoever would take heed to take
heed, and the warner came to you? So taste the punishment, for the wrongdoers have no

helper. 18

Seeking a Return to the World
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They will cry, “Our Lord! Our ill-fate took hold of us, so we became a misguided people.
Our Lord, get us out from here; if we do this again, then of course we will be
transgressors.” He will say, “Stay in it, humiliated, and do not speak to Me. There was
indeed a group of My servants who used to say, ‘Our Lord, we believe, so forgive us and
have mercy upon us, and You are the best of all the merciful.’ But you made fun of them,
s0 much so that they caused you to forget My remembrance, and you used to langh at

them. ™

How chilling, that among the charges read against them is their mockery of the believers. The
ones they laughed at in the dunya, the ones whose du@ they ridiculed, become the evidence
against them. Let no one amongst us ever make light of a believer for their worship, and let no

believer be ashamed of it before those who scoff.

Decline and Downfall of Empires

Zawdl is to move from your peak, as in the time of Zuhr, when the sun declines from its zenith.
In this ayah it is first a reference to losing power in this dunya. Have they forgotten Allah's

power over the dunya and its people?
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Say, “O Allah! Lord of all ﬂutborz'ty/ You give authority to whoever You please and
remove it from whoever You please; You honour whoever You please and disgrace whoever
You please. All good is in Your Hands. Surely You alone are Most Capable of
everything.”

It is also a reference to the Hereafter, for death itself is a form of zawil, and we are soon
forgotten. Everything comes to an end. The Messenger of Allih € had a she-camel called al-
‘Adba’ which could not be beaten. One day a Bedouin came on a riding-camel and beat her in a
race. The Muslims were upset by that, and when he saw the expressions on their faces, they said,
“O Messenger of Allah, al-‘Adba’ has been beaten.” He said, “It is a right upon Allah that

nothing is raised in this world except that He lowers it. 21

They took oaths in the dunya to support their oppression, extremely arrogant, and Allah will
recall these oaths in the Hereafter. They may not have said these words out loud, but their

attitudes suggested that this is what they believed.

They can torture and oppress, but it is not Allah's system to let someone reign in terror forever.
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Allah says, u&U\ Y UU\,\, rL Y| u\\:j — We deal out such days among people in turn.** Every
dog has its day.

The people of the past would gloat and boast about their power, so Allih reminds them of His
own strength and power. Do they even compare? Whoever doubts it should walk through the

ruins the Qur’an points to, and ask where the boasters have gone.

AYAH 45
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And you dwelt in the dwellings of those who wronged themselves, and it became clear
to you how We dealt with them, and We put forth for you the examples.

10
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The audience for this dyah is primarily the mushriks of Makkah, who passed the ruins of ‘Ad
and Thamad on their trading journeys. Allih always gives us a precedent to work with. Ibn
Kathir 4l 42~ -, comments, you have witnessed, or heard of, the news of what happened to the
carlier disbelieving nations, but you did not draw a lesson from their end, nor did what We

punished them with provide an example for you.?

The irony of the Zionist oppression is that they were themselves driven out of Egypt towards
Palestine, fleeing Firawn. They have seen this story before, when they were the oppressed. To

wish the same upon another people is strange, and soulless.

Cons1der how Sayy1duna Misa S-)LJ\ e changed the narrative with Firawn. Firawn said,
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JAKJ\ uA u\ g ;.Ls ‘53\ Edad ad g — thati fs, you killed a Copt and you are an ingrate.
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Imagine the irony. Miasa (B)L.J\ 4lc responded, uJL,aJ\ o l:\} \J\ Wdad JB — 7 did it when I

was astray, I made a mistake. Then Masa pu\ 4lc went on the attack and said that it was no

excuse for Firawn to enslave the Bana IsrZ’il: let us talk about your horrific crime.?*

There is a discipline here for anyone who speaks for the oppressed: own your faults honestly and
briefly, then refuse to let the oppressor's accusation bury the far greater crime. Misa a3l 4

did not lose the argument by admitting his mistake, he won it, because truthfulness disarmed

the distraction.

AYAH 46
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And they would plot, and whatever they plot is before Allab, even though their plot is

such as would move the mountains.

There is a comparison here between their might and Allah's might: the One who made the

mountains, which you can neither scale nor destroy — do you think you can challenge Him?

11
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We hide when we plot. Allih reminds them: they can hide it from the people, they can lie about
the reality of the situation — weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, the bombing of hospitals in

Gaza — but Allah knows their secrets, and He will expose them.
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Do you not see that Allah knows whatever is in the heavens and whatever is on the earth?
If three converse privately, He is their fourth. If five, He is their sixth. Whether fewer or

more, He is with them wherever they may be.®

Wa in kina makrubum: the words carry the senses of “even if,” or “indeed,” or “their plot
cannot” move the mountains — each reading a warning in itself. And against their scheming

stands the plan of Allah:
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They are devising a scheme, and I am devising a plan. So bear with the disbelievers; let
them be for a little while. 26

The believer who feels small before the machinery of powerful states should read this ayah
slowly. The plots are real, and the Quran does not pretend otherwise; it simply reminds us
where they sit — %nda "llah, before Allah, on His desk, so to speak, fully documented, awaiting

His verdict.

AYAH 47
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So never think that Allab will go against His promise to His messengers. Surely Allah
is Mighty, the Lord of Retribution.

12
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They break their promises to us: “Never again!” — but they lie. Srebrenica, July 1995; Israel,

today. Allah does not break His promise. His first promise is conditional to the Prophet £
himself:
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Even if We take you away, We will surely inflict punishment upon them; or We shall let
you witness the punishment We threatened them with, for We have full power over them.
So hold fast to what has been revmled to you: you are truly on the right path. 27
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Allah bas decreed, “I and My messengers will certainly prevail.” Surely Allab is All-
Powerful, Almighty.*®
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We certainly belp Our messengers and the believers, both in this worldly life and on the
Day the witnesses will stand forth. On that Day the excuses of the evildoers will not profit

them; theirs will be rejection, and theirs the worst of homes. 29

And in the hadith qudsi, Allah says to this ummah what He said to those before it, that His
help may come after a time, but it comes.?® The believer's task is not to set the timetable, but to

be found, when the promise is fulfilled, amongst those who never doubted it.

AYAH 48

13
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The day on which this earth will be changed into some other earth, and the skies as
well, and they shall all appear before Allah, the One, the All-Dominant.

The world will be very different to how we know it. Sayyidah ‘A’ishah L &) 2 said, I asked
the Prophet Le where will the people be on the day the earth is changed into another earth? He
said, b .2l Jc — “Upon the Sirat.”™

The Prophet L€ also said, “On the Day of Resurrection, the people will be gathered upon a white,

flat earth, like a round wheat loaf; with no recognisable landmark for anyone.”*

We will be standing in front of Allah on that day, without a translator, with everything exposed.
No borders, no embassies, no veto at any council, and no landmark to hide behind. On an earth

with no features, the only distinction left will be deeds.

AYAH 49
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On that Day you will see the wicked bound together in chains.

They will become the means of each other's punishment. They were allies in the dunya, so they

will be allies here too, with no place to go, and nowhere to escape.
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And when they are thrown into a narrow place therein, chained together, they will cry out

there for destruction. 33

14
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Only rlghteous companionship survives that Day, as Allah says, ua;d W Loy f-)b-‘}l\

s @l @ w}/

e\ NI sde — Close friends on that Day will be enemies to one anot/aer, except tbe God-con-

scions.>* So let each of us look at whose company we keep, and whose causes we chain ourselves

to, for the alliances of this world are carried into the next.

AYAH 50
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With garments of tar, and their faces covered with flames.

Tar is one of the fastest things to catch fire, and it creates a thick smoke.
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The Fire will burn their faces, leaving them deformed.>
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As such, Allah will reward every soul for what it has committed. Surely Allah is swift

in reckoning.

Unlike our enemies, Allah will not be unjust, and no person will carry another person’s burden.
This is the quiet consolation folded inside the warning: the same precision that condemns the
oppressor guarantees the oppressed that not an atom of their suffering has been miscounted,

and not an atom of their patience will go unrewarded.

15
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AYAH 52
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This Quran is a sufficient message for humanity, so that they may take it as a
warning, and know that there is only One God, and so that people of reason may be
mindful.

This Quran is a message, a tabligh, and these stories are a reminder for us. The sara that opened
with a Book revealed to bring mankind out of darkness into light closes by telling us that the

message has now been delivered, and what remains is our response to it.

May Allah make us amongst those who take heed, may He fill our hearts before the Day when
hearts are emptied, may He hasten relief for the oppressed wherever they are, and may He deal
with the oppressors as He has promised. This small effort of mine is offered in the hope that

abler hands than mine will take these ayat further. May Allah accept it. Amin.

16
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NOTES

1. Mufti Muhammad Shafi* ‘Uthmani, Ma Grif al-Qurian, commentary on Sarat Ibrahim 14:42.
2. Strat Maryam 19:64.
3. Bukhiri 4686 and Muslim 2583. The verse recited is Sarat Had 11:102.

4. Bukhari 2448 and Muslim 19, from the instruction given to Mu‘dh ibn Jabal & &l 4>, upon his des-

patch to Yemen.
S. Sarat Yasuf 12:21.

6. The ayah is Sarat al-Nahl 16:106, “except one who is compelled, whilst his beart is at rest with iman.” The

account of ‘Ammir 4= 4| 2 Is related in the tafsir of this verse and in the sira literature.
7. Surat al-Anbiya’ 21:23.
8. Strat al-Kahf 18:58.
9. Sarat Al Imran 3:178.

10. As indicated in the hadith of Musnad Ahmad, that when a rank is written for a servant which his deeds
do not reach, Allih tries him in his body, his wealth or his children, until he reaches the rank written for

him.

11. Related as an illustrative account in the tafsir and z#hd literature concerning the wisdom of respite; it is

cited here for its meaning, not as a hadith of the Prophet Le
12. Sarat al-Nahl 16:61.
13. Sarat al-Baqarah 2:214.
14. Sarat al-Balad 90:4-5.
15. MaGrif al-Qur'éan, commentary on Sarat Ibrahim 14:43.
16. Sarat al-Sajdah 32:12.
17. Sarat al-Mu’minin 23:99.
18. Strat Fatir 35:37.
19. Sarat al-Mu’minan 23:106-110.
20. Stirat Al Tmran 3:26.
21. Bukhari 2872; also Nasa’1 3588. If even the camel of the Messenger of Allah € was not spared the law of

zawil, what empire imagines itself exempt?
22. Sarat Al Tmran 3:140.

23.Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qurian al-‘Azim, on Surat Ibrahim 14:45. The same theme recurs in Sarat

Muhammad 47:13, “How many a town We destroyed, mightier in strength than your town which drove you

»

out.
24. Strat al-Shu‘ard’ 26:19-22.
25. Surat al-Mujadilah 58:7.
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26. Surat al-Tariq 86:15-17.
27. Surat al-Zukhruf 43:41-43.
28. Suarat al-Mujadilah 58:21.
29. Sarat Ghafir 40:51-52.

30. Alluding to the hadith in Tirmidhi in which Allah responds to the one who calls upon Him, 7 shall
surely belp you, even if after a time.”

31. Muslim 315.

32. Bukhari 6521 and Muslim 2790.
33. Sarat al-Furgan 25:13.

34. Strat al-Zukhruf 43:67.

35. Strat al-Mu’mintn 23:104.
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