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      Umar in the Footsteps of His Father




      Days and months went by. The son of Khattab was growing so fast. He was much stronger and taller than his peers. Khattab really liked his son’s strength. Khattab took Umar wherever he went and had him wrestle with the other children, even with those who were older than Umar. Umar defeated the others, and his father, boasting highly about his son, told anyone that it was his child.




      Khattab was doing his best so that his son would follow in his footsteps. Just like himself, he wanted his son to be a herdsman for their own animals. Thinking that someone like his son of great strength would be best suited for this job, he felt proud of his son, who was stronger than his peers. Because he knew that in order to be a herdsman in the mountains, one needed to be strong enough to cope with all the dangers.




      Khattab taught Umar both this job and how to build an idol of halva1 and of the other foods. He also taught Umar how to worship the same idols. He always recommended to his son that he bear respect for the idols, and in case of any need, ask the same idols for help. This was more than a recommendation; he took Umar with him to worship the idols.




      Umar, thus, acted in compliance with his father’s sayings. On the one hand, he was learning how to be a herdsman; on the other hand, he was building idols just like his father. Then he would stand before these idols and pray. If he felt hungry, he would even eat any one of these!




      As a son and a father, they would go together to put the animals out to pasture. On one of those days, while letting the animals out of the barn, Umar turned to his father and said: “You don’t need to come with me! I can do this by myself.”




      Khattab really liked these words. He felt so proud of his son for presenting such an offer while his peers were engrossed in playing outside. From then on, it was Umar that put the animals out to pasture by himself. Yet, being a herdsman did not satisfy him since Umar, apart from being a strong and sound boy, was an intelligent child.




      

        

          1 A sweet prepared with sesame oil, various cereals, and syrup or honey.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      




      An Intelligent and a Capable One




      Umar grew and came to be a young boy who was strong and intelligent. He succeeded in everything, and as a young boy, he became a man of great distinction. In the years to come, he started to get involved with trade apart from being a herdsman. Thanks to his intelligence, quick-wittedness, and reliability and integrity, he attained great success in trade as well. As he grew older, he placed much more emphasis on trade and often traded with the caravans headed towards Syria.




      Umar was one of the few people in his community who were literate. He was also competent in literature and poetry of pre-Islamic paganism. One can see this in his statement: “I can read a thousand couplet of poetry from the Period of Ignorance.” Likewise, among his characteristics, he was a perfect orator.




      Just because of his prominent characteristics, Umar was also given the responsibility of a messenger. Yes, it was he who was sent as a messenger and people would believe in his each and every word and act in accordance with the information he brought to them. Contrary to his young age, he played an active role in settling disputes between the tribes; often his decisions were eventually put into practice by the tribes.


    


  




  

    

      




      Violence during the Pre-Islamic Period




      Umar, in the footsteps of his father, was strictly committed to the traditions of the pre-Islamic paganism. Unfortunately, some of those traditions were very horrible and upsetting, the worst of which was the attitude towards girls. Men during those times would regard having a girl as humiliating and would make fun of those had baby girls. For this reason, those who had a girl would either kill them by burying them alive or would not pay any attention to the words of the ignorant.




      Days went by. Umar got married and had three children, one of whom was a girl and the other two boys. Since Umar was quite devoted to the traditions of those times, he considered being the father of a girl humiliating. While he played and spent time with his sons, he did not even let his daughter sit on his lap and never kissed her.




      His daughter grew up and turned five. Her getting older was not something good for Umar and made Umar enter into deep thoughts. It was because he was expected to kill that little girl before she got much older.




      And that unfortunate day came. Upon awaking, Umar was much angrier than ever. He turned to his wife pointing at his little daughter, “Prepare her,” he said.




      He didn’t even utter her name. His wife knew very well what would happen next. She burst into tears and looked at Umar. Her eyes were begging him to stop. She would not dare speak any word with Umar when he was that angry. Yet Umar did not pay any attention to her. Since he made his decision, it had to be on that day. He had never taken a step back in his life so far. His wife wept while she dressed her daughter.




      Umar and the girl following behind her father passed by their house and headed towards the desert. A time later, people saw Umar coming back to town alone, pickax in his hand, and understood that he buried his girl.




      Apart from this behavior of his which was far from merciful Umar, who was strictly committed to the other traditions of his time, would become angry when he saw someone who didn’t behave properly towards the idols and attack that person. That state of anger, which no one dared to stop, even frightened his own relatives.




      Yet, in spite of all these happenings, there were some people who were not covered with the dirt of that time of great ignorance. These distinguished people, very few in number, felt badly because of all of that was happening at that time, but there was nothing they could do to put an end to these traditions. It was the last Prophet who was the last hope of these very few people, who also knew very well the Holy Books, mainly the Bible and the Old Testament.


    


  




  

    

      




      Now It Is Time to Call People to Islam




      On the one hand, Umar and people very much like him were implementing the traditions of the Period of Ignorance they lived in. On the other hand, the fact that Prophet Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him, was calling people to a new religion was heard by many in Mecca. God Almighty conveyed His religion to His distinguished Messenger, and told him to invite people to Islam beginning with people who were close to him. The very first supporters of the Messenger of God were his wife, Khadija who was his biggest confidant, his devoted friends Abu Bakr and Ali, who was very young, and his slave, Zayd.




      Later, Uthman, Abdurrahman, Sa’d, Zubayr, and Talha, may God be pleased with them, were among those who were honored with Islam. Now it was the time for secretly inviting people to Islam. Calling to Islam was restricted to a small group of people who were made efforts for this end, but the number of people who believed the Messenger of God was increasing one by one. New verses of the Qur’an were being conveyed to him, and he shared these with Muslims around him. To this end, they mostly came together in quiet places, and it was the house of the Prophet that was generally used for these talks. In this way, the negative reaction of the Quraysh tribe was somehow avoided.




      The polytheists, who were defying God with the idols that were built again by them, did not like these occurrences at all. They did not want to leave behind the beliefs of their ancestors to adopt the oneness of God and Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him, as the Prophet. For the first years of Islam, they preferred to be just onlookers of the developments concerning the newly emerged religion. The polytheists simply made fun of whatever they heard in this respect and denied the Messenger of God as they thought that all these would come to a stop one day. Contrary to their expectations, this was not the case. With time, community members turned to the right religion one by one and became enlightened with faith.




      Among those honored with Islam were some of the close relatives of the Messenger of God. However, none of his four uncles decided to follow him. Abu Talib did not oppose his sons, Jafar and Ali adopting Islam, but he did not renounce the religion of his forerunners. Although his uncles, Abbas and Hamza liked the Messenger of God very much, they could not decide whether to choose Islam as a religion or not. Unlike them, Abu Lahab explicitly accused his nephew of dishonesty, claiming that by turning away from the religion of their ancestors, they were making a very big mistake.




      During this time of hidden invitation to Islam, the number of those that converted to Islam was not more than thirty. Believers worshipped in their houses and secretly read the latest verses of the Qur’an. Moreover, they met outside Mecca in quiet places to perform prayer in congregation.




      When the verse “(O Messenger) warn your nearest kinsfolk” (Ash-Shuara, 26:214) was sent to the Messenger of God during the fourth year of his Prophethood, he gathered his relatives and made a big call to Islam.




      Right then and there, Safiya, one of the aunts of God’s Messenger, without any doubt, uttered her belief in God. Yet, the other aunts were not able to decide on it, but acted gently. At this time, Abu Lahab, one of the uncles of him, uttered these unpleasant words:




      “O sons of Abdu’l-Muttalib! This is a sheer wickedness, I swear! Stop him before others stop him.” At that moment, Safiya opposed Abu Lahab:




      “O my brother! Is it appropriate for you to despise and hold in contempt your nephew and his religion? Since scholars informed us that there would come a Prophet from the family of Abdu’l-Muttalib, what is it with you then? How can you act this way?”




      Abu Lahab continued his ugly speech in spite of his sister, and this time it was Abu Talib who, getting angry with Abu Lahab, said:




      “O you coward! I swear to God that we will help and protect him as long as we live.”




      Turning to the Messenger of God, he said: “O son of my brother! I will be with you anytime. I will always protect you. You, go on inviting people to Islam.”




      Thus, they left that place.




      In the coming days, the Messenger of God continued his call. While some people insisted on denying him and Islam, others complied with his calling and became enlightened with the faith. The Messenger of God climbed to the Hill Safa upon receiving the verse from the Angel Gabriel:




      So from now on, proclaim what you are commanded to convey openly and in an emphatic manner, and do not care (whatever) those who associate partners with God (say and do). We suffice you against all those who mock. (Al-Hijr, 15:94–95).




      God’s Messenger loudly proclaimed: “O people of the Quraysh!” When people heard his voice, they came and asked in wonder:




      “O Muhammad! What has happened?”




      In response, the Messenger of God said:




      “If I were to inform you that enemy warriors are about to fall upon you from behind that hill, would you believe me?”




      They all said:




      “Yes! We would believe in you! We know you never lie and you are the one of great honesty.”




      God’s Messenger heard what he wanted to hear. Afterwards, he said, “O sons of Fihr! O sons of Abdu’l-Muttalib!” He then uttered one by one the name of all the families of the Quraysh tribe and said:




      “My mission is to warn you. Come and protect yourself from the fire of hell. I invite you to say ‘God is unique and there is no deity but God’ and to come to faith. Unless you profess “La ilaha illallah,”2 I can help you neither in this world nor in the next world.”




      It was only a few seconds after that Abu Lahab took a stone and shouted, “Shame on you! Did you gather us just to say this?” Then, he threw that stone towards him.




      God’s Messenger, however, continued:




      “O Quraysh tribe! Save yourselves from the punishment of hell! I have nothing to protect you from the punishment of God!”




      That day there was not anyone other than Abu Lahab who reacted in this way.




      None of them accepted what was said at that moment. They just talked among themselves and scattered. Upon the rejection and enmity of Abu Lahab, the surah al-Masad that begins with “May both hands of Abu Lahab be ruined, and ruined are they!” (Al-Masad, 111:1) was sent by God.




      After this explicit invitation to Islam at Safa Hill, everyone in Mecca had heard about Islam. After inviting the sons of Abdu’l-Muttalib to God, the Prophet Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him, started to gradually extend his chain of invitation to Islam. From this point on, he went to the Ka’ba without hiding, performed prayers there, called people to Islam, and explicitly read the Qur’an. Just like the Prophets before him, he said:




      “O my tribe! Come and be only the slave of God Who has no equal.”




      The Meccan polytheists, who were living in darkness and ignorance, and who had no intention to stop believing in idols, at first turned a deaf ear to the invitation to Islam. However, with time, some of them showed an explicit enmity towards Islam. The unbelievers realized that with Islam, which commands people to stop their wrongdoings and misbehaviors, they would be rather restricted. Therefore, their anger and enmity towards God’s Messenger grew more and more. In the meantime, the hajj season was coming. Arabs from all around Arabia were coming to Mecca and would hear about the invitation of the Messenger of God. This time, polytheists from the Quraysh started to contemplate how they would act upon facing such a condition.




      They thought that most of the Arabs coming to Mecca in hajj time, after hearing the latest news there, would not come back to Mecca. This would, in turn, both negatively affect their trade business and impair their image and the respect towards the Meccans. Even worse, there was a possibility that the Arabs would all come together and remove the people of Quraysh from the Ka’ba. This would mean a Mecca that would be controlled by a different tribe. This was quite serious for them. It is for this reason that the unbelievers immediately came together and formed a consultative committee and started to talk about what they could do about this situation.




      As a result of their talks, they decided to give the pilgrims and traders the message that the Messenger of God did not represent the people of Quraysh. The easiest way to do this was to tell everyone that he was not the Prophet. Some of them found it also necessary to call him mad while others decided to describe him as soothsayer, poet, or magician. Walid ibn Mugira, however, said that he had common points with the magicians although he was not a magician. In fact, all of them knew very well that Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him, the most reliable one, was neither poet nor a magician. They even confessed this fact among themselves, yet they did not stop rejecting him and insisting on being ignorant.




      In the end, the polytheists of the Quraysh decided to wait at the entrance points of Mecca and to warn those coming for the hajj. Preventing them from meeting with the Messenger of God, they intended tell them that there was a man named Muhammad who brought a new religion and totally disregarded all the idols. Thus, they intended halt the invitation of the Messenger of God. He, ignoring all of this, continued to inform people about the revelations of God.




      

        

          2 There is no deity but God.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      




      The Night at the Ka’ba




      The beloved Prophet was, on the one hand, coping with all those troubles during the day, but at night he went to Ka’ba when everybody was deep asleep and performed prayers and supplications there. The Ka’ba was of big importance not only to the Messenger of God, but also to Umar, the son of Khattab. He went to the Ka’ba almost every day, cleaned his idols, and bowed in front of them in full respect. He even stayed in Ka’ba until the next day. In one of those days, he came to Ka’ba toward the evening. The Messenger of God was also there. As usual, he started to read the Qur’an. He was reciting the surah al-Haqqah.




      Umar heard the voice of the Messenger of God. Having a perfect knowledge of Arabic literature and able to read thousands of couplets of poem by heart, Umar was startled upon hearing the Qur’an being read by God’s Messenger. Because what he heard was in no way similar to the poems he had learned from those important poets. Both his heart and mind was heavily influenced by the recitation. However, he told himself, “I should not be influenced.” He thought that he would be able to convince himself that he was a poet just as the Quraysh had called him. In this way, he thought, he could persuade both his mind and heart and feel relief. “Yes, he is a poet, he said to himself.”




      While he was challenging himself in this way, God’s Messenger went on reciting the surah Al-Haqqah. Right that moment, he was reading these verses:




      It surely is the speech (conveyed to you by) an illustrious, noble Messenger, and not a poet’s speech (composed in a poet’s mind). How little is what you believe! (It is so limited by the poverty of your souls and hearts). (Al-Haqqah, 69:40–41).




      The verses recited by the Messenger of God were a perfect answer for Umar, and he was rather startled. He was given the answer for the questions he wondered in himself. Yet, he could not stop the voices in his heart and mind. If he also called him a soothsayer as the other idolaters did, he thought he would be able to convince both his mind and heart. “Yes, he is a soothsayer,” he said.




      While Umar was having this struggle in himself, the Messenger of God continued to recite the surah. At that moment, the he recited the verse: “Nor is it a soothsayer’s speech (pretending to foretell events). How little it is that you reflect and be mindful! (It is so limited by the poverty of your minds).” (Al-Haqqah, 69:42).




      Umar, immediately again, found the answer to his questions. It was the answer that criticized him for not contemplating and challenging his mind. The Messenger of God went on reciting the Qur’an while Umar listened in surprise. He finished reciting the surah. However, the thoughts of Umar did not come to an end. Umar was heavily influenced by what he had heard. In order to get rid of the effect of the words, Umar immediately left that place.




      The verses of the Qur’an were on his mind. He did not believe the claim that God’s Messenger was a poet or a soothsayer because he knew very well that what he had listened to that night belonged neither to poets nor to the soothsayers. He was unable to sleep that night. During the whole night, he suffered from the attack of ideas, and in this way the morning arrived. However, the son of Khattab, Umar, could not change his old stance. He could not take the step that would provide him with salvation. He could not stop believing in the idols that he believed in since his childhood. As he did always, he stood up and directly went to his idolater friends. Joining them, Umar forgot whatever he lived the day before. Even though he came so close to the truth, he was dragged into the darkness of the unbelief again.
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