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			CHAPTER 1

			PERIOD OF ENSLAVEMENT

		

	
		
			THE YEMENITES’ CALL FOR HELP

			The life story of Bilal al-Habashi, may Allah be well pleased with him, begins with the Najranites living in Yemen appealing to the Abyssinian king for help in the face of Himyarite persecution.

			This was close to a century before the rising of the radiant sun of Islam in the skies of the Arabian Peninsula. The Himyarite Kingdom reigning in the south of Yemen was the site of frequent struggles for power and rule changed hands constantly. When Dhu Nuwas came to power and the end of such a struggle, the land turned into a bloodbath. With not a shred of compassion or mercy, Dhu Nuwas descended upon the land like a dark cloud on the day he ascended to the throne. The tyrannous ruler began bloodshed from the moment he became king, leaving no evil that he did not subject the people to. He usurped the property of some and the wealth and possessions of others. He beat those he wished and killed those he wished. He crushed the weak and seized the property of the rich. He persecuted the people to the point of debilitation. The protection of one’s life and property could not be spoken of.

			His insatiable thirst for power and dominance led his tyranny to increase with each passing day. Himself a polytheist, the king could not bring himself to accept the Najranites’ being Christian. He harassed the people living here on a variety of pretexts, persecuting ordinary people struggling to survive, who kept to themselves. He raided their places of worship, insulted and assaulted religious leaders and burnt their sacred scriptures. Those who opposed him, he massacred without mercy.

			When this oppression became impossible to endure and innocent people were killed, a committee of wise men came to together in search of a solution. One of them said, “We can appeal to the Abyssinians for help. I do not think that the king who is Christian like us, will remain indifferent to our call for help.”

			With the committee’s acceptance of his proposal, they selected a few people from amongst themselves and these envoys who possessed powerful oratory were ready in a short time. They set off to Abyssinia, on the other side of the Red Sea.

			Crossing by boat, they went straight to the king’s palace. They sought permission to appear before him. After introducing themselves, they related all the oppression and persecution they face and sought help from the king. They described in tears how their churches had been raided and their holy books burnt. The tears of the king moved by what he heard flowed down his cheek, wetting his beard. When the handed the burned Bibles they had taken with them to the king, everyone was crying.

			A deep silence overtook the palace when the envoys concluded their words. The king was deeply grieved by what he had heard. But this was not the reason for his silence. The real cause of the sorrow enveloping his heart and preventing his speech was his inability to do anything to help. When he finally raised his head he said in a sad tone of voice:

			“I really want to help you. I have plenty of men, but no ships to transport them across the Red Sea at the same time. If we were to send them in groups, your enemies would kill them at once as soon as they disembarked.”

			He was right. This was not the answer the envoys expected and this demoralized them. The distress, sadness and sorrow engulfing their hearts projected onto their faces. They appealed to the king once more, saying, “Please find a way of resolving the issue of the ships and save us from this persecution. Otherwise this tyrant will ruthlessly kill even our babies.”

			Taking pity on them, the king consulted with state officials and decided upon asking for help from the Byzantine emperor. He sent his trusted men as ambassadors to Byzantium. He ordered these ambassadors to take the partially burnt Gospels with them in order to easily persuade the emperor. The messengers set out without delay and went straight to the palace when arriving in Byzantium. They related the situation in the emperor’s presence, presenting the burnt sacred scriptures to him at the end of their address. Like the Negus, the emperor too was exceedingly upset by the oppression against his coreligionists. The sight of the burned Gospels was enough to throw him into a rage. He accepted the appeal for help and sent a large number of ships to Abyssinia.

			The emperor’s positive response to the call greatly pleased the Negus who then formed an army consisting of thousands of men, which he subsequently sent to Yemen to the aid of the Najranites. When Dhu Nuwas became aware of the situation, he hatched a sinister plan instead of facing the advancing army.

			He had a large number of keys made and set out to the Red Sea coast taking these with him. Here, he set up camp waiting for the arrival of the ships. He met the army and requested to meet with their Commander. With his request accepted, he said to the Commander, “There is no need for us to fight each other and kill our young. If you promise that you will touch no one and spare our youth, then we will surrender our land to you without any resistance.” He handed the keys that he had brought with him to the Commander as a show of earnestness, saying, “Here are the keys to the gates of all the villages, towns and cities of Yemen. Take them and go to the forts where you will be able to take control of them without any resistance.”

			Oblivious to the sinister plan, the commander accepted the proposal and was delighted that he would take Yemen without a fight. He took the keys and gave them to his troops, dispatching them to all corners of the country to take possession of these forts.

			Days passed. Convinced that conditions were ripe Dhu Nuwas progressed to the second phase of his plan. He sent word to his men in every village, town and province, ordering them to, “Slaughter each and every black bull within their land,” on a particular day and at a specific time.

			The Yemenites receiving the message massacred every Abyssinian they saw at this particular time. Thus was a great army completely destroyed in an instant with a clever plan. None survived except for those few who managed to escape and secretly flee to Abyssinia. Having an audience with the Negus, they related the ambush of the Yemenites and the disaster that befell them. Filled with rage, the ruler of Abyssinia sent against him an army of seventy thousand men under the command of Aryat and Abraha al-Ashram, to Yemen.1

			INVASION OF YEMEN

			When the army reached Yemen, they encountered Dhu Nuwas’ army and five times its size, the Abyssinian army overran it in a short time. When Dhu Nuwas realized that he would be killed he rode his horse headlong into the Red Sea and spurred it forth until he vanished and was never seen again.

			The Abyssinians won a major victory with the death of Dhu Nuwas and gained full control over Yemen where they established themselves as rulers. The Abyssinians realized that they were here to stay and quickly completed the necessary preparations to settle in the country.

			Abraha, one of the leaders of the Abyssinian army, was an ambitious man. He was satisfied with developments and began plotting to set himself up as ruler over Yemen. He provoked disturbance in the army. He then invited Aryat to single combat in way of resolving the matter and deceitfully killed him. Cunningly, he redeemed himself in the eyes of the Abyssinian ruler once more and became king of Yemen. In this way, the set of events which began with the Najranites’ call for help led to the collapse of the Himyarite kingdom and to Yemen’s colonization. The Yemenites, separate from the people of Najran, never came to accept what had befallen them. But they were helpless. Therefore, they had to resign themselves to the new rulership, even if unwillingly.

			Angry at the Yemenites for destroying the first Abyssinian army, Abraha treated them very harshly. He forced them to accept Abyssinian hegemony.

			In the second army which came to the aid of the Najranites there was a young soldier by the name of Rabah. This was the first time he left his homeland and set off for distant lands and the first time he had traveled by ship. When he boarded the ship to cross the Red Sea, he was exceedingly nervous and a little scared.

			During the trip, he thought constantly of home. His life flashed before his eyes. One thing led to another when they disembarked at Yemen. Before long, they encountered the Yemenite army. He was furious with the men for having slyly destroyed the Abyssinian army not long ago. When the battle began, he threw himself forward to avenge the death of his friends. He had many brushes with death.

			The Yemenis were unable to withstand their large forces dispersed in a short time. Some were killed, while others fled and barely escaped with their lives. Rabah was satisfied that they had avenged the death of their fellow countrymen and went to Yemen’s capital Sana’a with the rest of the forces. After staying here for some time, he was then commissioned in one of Yemen’s districts.

			ABRAHA’S AMBITION

			Rabah, who was worried when leaving his homeland due to a fear of what his future held, got used to Yemen in time, even liking it. While the Yemenis viewed them as occupying forces, they got used to them as their relations with the people developed.

			In fact, everything would have gone right were it not for the ambition of leaders, their efforts at consolidating their positions, and their desire to expand their sphere of dominance. Problems would have been resolved in time and the people would have lived happily in peace. But things do not always go as desired. The greed and ambition of the rulers knew no end. They forever wanted more and more. They lost sight of their actual purpose and instead of using the power they got from the people to serve them; they used it to oppress them.

			Abraha had done so also. He had long forgotten that he had come to Yemen to prevent oppression and made plans to dominate the entire Arabian Peninsula. He assumed that he would easily accomplish his objective once he solved a few complications. One of these complications was the Ka’ba, the Sacred House that was visited in throngs by pilgrims from all over the Arabian Peninsula. The Ka’ba ensured the people’s solidarity and unity. Abraha first took to reducing the power of the Ka’ba upon the people. To this end, he decided to have a temple built that would bedazzle the Arabs. He supposed that those who saw such a temple would visit this instead of the Ka’ba.

			He set to work immediately. Artisans were brought to Sana’a and the finest materials were readied. When preparations were complete, work began for the construction of one of the most beautiful churches in the world. Abraha refrained from no sacrifice in order for the building to be a magnificent one and he had materials procured from all across the globe. An awe-inspiring church was built at the end of great exertion.

			The interior walls of the edifice adorned with precious stones brought in from various places were clad in white, black, yellow, and red marble. Abraha avoided no expense, even sending his men to the place of Balqis, Queen of Sheba, to bring the stones from there.

			The interior design of the church was meticulously done. Every quarter was embellished with such precious materials as gold, silver, ruby, emerald, and chrysolite. The door handles and knockers were made of gold. The shrine dazzled with its gilding, workmanship and grandeur and at its completion became one of the world’s most important churches.

			Hearing of the church’s beauty, Rabah himself visited it several times, loving it more each time. He attended mass and soaked up its spiritual atmosphere.

			Abraha wanted for the church to be considered a holy site and visited not only by Christians but by all Arabs. This is why he encouraged the Arabs to visit the church. He sent his men to the villages calling the people to visit the site and a lack of interest led him to use force. He did not get the result he had hoped for despite this. Far from diverting the Arabs’ interest from the Ka’ba, his attitude only increased it. Faced with such a situation, Abraha set out with a great army to march against the Ka’ba and demolish it.

			FROM COMMANDERSHIP TO CAPTIVITY

			When Rabah, who served in the army in Yemen, heard of Abraha’s setting out to Mecca with a large army, he was very concerned. He did not like the idea of war despite being a solider because irrespective of whoever the victor was, mothers would be left crying, wives widowed and children orphaned.

			Anxious and apprehensive, he began waiting for news to come from Mecca. Weeks followed the days and the shocking news finally came. Attempting to destroy the Ka’ba, succumbing to his unbridled ambition, Abraha was subjected to Divine punishment and was destroyed along with his men. He was very upset when he heard the news. He was overcome by immense fear and trepidation. His hopes for the future faded. His gut feeling was right. Nothing in Yemen had ever been the same after that day.

			When Abraha died, his son Yaqsum took his place. Yaqsum, who was just as oppressive as his father, died in a short period of time and was succeeded by his brother Masruq. Masruq was merciless and his despotism and persecution made his father look innocent in comparison. He spread unimaginable terror throughout the land, usurping the property, lives and honor of the people. Witnessing all the goings-on was enough to remind Rabah of why they had come to Yemen in the first place. “How strange!” he thought to himself.

			“We are persecuting the people in a land to which we came to free them from persecution. I don’t understand why we are doing this and am ashamed to face the Yemenis because of this.”

			Masruq increased the dose of his persecution a little more with each passing day, killing whosoever he wanted and appropriating the wealth and property of anybody at will. When his cruelty reached insufferable proportions, Himyarite prince Sayf ibn Dhi Yazan rose against the occupying Abyssinians in their country. Getting wind of developments, Masruq ordered his commanders to quell the uprising in the harshest manner and teach the people a lesson they would never forget. The commanders obeyed and suppressed the revolt in a bloody way. They killed many young people. When Dhu Yazan saw that the people had no strength left to fight and resist, he betook himself to the presence of the Persian emperor, to seek his help to free Yemen from the Abyssinian yoke.

			Giving Dhu Yazan audience, the emperor supposed Yemen to be far away and with limited sources of income. He, therefore, did not see the country as being fit for colonial interests. The Persian monarch did not provide Dhu Yazan with a definitive reply, stalling him off instead for a long time. He died in foreign lands waiting for the Sassanid emperor’s reply.

			His son Dhu Yazan’s son Sayf was grieved at the news of his father’s death and showed a great deal of effort to end the oppression. But he was not successful. The oppression, instead, intensified. Sayf could no longer endure his people being crushed more with each passing day and followed in his father’s footsteps, going to Iran two years later. He received an audience with the emperor. With his sharp intelligence, he managed to persuade the emperor to provide help. He merged the eight thousand men coming from Iran with the militia he had gathered together and marched out against the Abyssinians. With the support of the people, victory was won within a short period of time. A large group of Abyssinians were killed during the war and some captured.2

			Rabah, who had come to Yemen as a commander, was among the captives. When his hands were tied he felt his life fall apart and his thoughts and dreams for the future had faded away. His life had been turned upside down because of somebody’s ambition for power and rued the day he came to Yemen.

			AT THE SLAVE MARKET

			Rabah’s hands were bound tight by the Yemenis in the lands to which he came as a soldier. He was pushed around for a long time and left without food or water. When things settled, he was taken to the slave market along with others, like him, who were taken captive. He couldn’t believe what he was going through and as he pondered how dramatically his life had changed in such a short time, he felt as though he was going to go mad.

			When being taken to the market, his heart, overcome with fear and apprehension, felt like it was going to stop. Endless questions plagued his mind. Throughout the journey he thought about this disaster that had befallen him and what would follow. What would happen now? To whom would he be sold? How would he live with his freedom ripped away from him? What would be the point of living if the free will that made one a human being was given to another? The questions were nonstop and tormented him until they reached the slave market.

			The sounds surrounding Rabah at his arrival made his blood run cold. People bound in chains were being pushed and shoved and were being bought and sold like chattel. The whips drawing curves in the air were snapping on the backs of the poor souls sold as slaves and the blood flowing from their bodies trickled down from their feet.

			The slaves kept in a barn-like place were being brought out in turns and offered for sale by criers. Rabah’s angst only grew as those around him were sold off one by one. When it occurred to him that he had no other choice but to surrender to his Lord, he calmed down a little. While he battled with his emotions, his turn had come.

			Somebody held the end of the rope with which his hands were bound and pulled him to the market site like an animal. The crier circled around him to ascertain his particular characteristics. He asked a few questions to learn of his circumstances. He then offered Rabah for sale, proclaiming words of praise. The Meccan slave trader Abdullah ibn Jud’an bought Rabah, impressed by what he saw. Rabah was deeply grieved at his predicament. He sought refuge in his Lord and set off on his journey in entreaty and reliance on Him. They continued on their way to the accompaniment of whips and the other purchased slaves. They reached Mecca after a long journey.

			He was devastated from the first day he realized that those who bought the slaves did not view or treat them as human beings. His heart burned in pain and anguish. His spiritual suffering was too much to bear. All the more painful was the fact that there seemed to be nothing he could do to escape this persecution. All this was enough to cause him to abandon his hopes and dreams for the future, from just day one. A bitter event he was witness to at the time enabled him to see the painful predicament of those who had fallen prey to despair. He decided that no matter what he was to experience from that day forth, he would endure it patiently and hold on to life. Who knows, perhaps this desperation was the beginning of brand new hopes for him and others like him. The only thing he needed to do was to wait patiently.

			Stripped of his freedom, Rabah told himself that he needed to cling on to the lifebuoy of patience in mind, that he needed to accept what had happened and hold on to life. He strove to this end, but this just didn’t happen. He could not bring himself to accept being treated like an animal. His life had become a prison. For a long time, he lost the will to live and became unable to use his faculties of thought and feeling. This was also the direction the milieu in which he continued his existence forced him into as the system turned him and others like him into robots that heard and obeyed only the orders of their master.

			A fixation on his master’s orders meant that he had forgotten himself. He gave up on his dreams and lost sight of his future expectations, one by one. It took him a long time to get over his shock. Months went by. Once he got used to his predicament he got lost in his thoughts once again.

			How terrifying it was being in a foreign land, living among people he didn’t know, and with his fate in the hands of certain others. Just thinking about such a state was enough to send a person out of their wits. But life went on. Living in constant sorrow and suffering was just not feasible. He needed to accept his situation, cling to life, and free himself from the vortex of despair.

			The more he thought, the more he shook off his despair. He began adapting to his situation, accepting all that befell him, and trying to hold on to whatever he could of life. So began his endeavor to establish a place for himself in society, even if with his slave identity. When the way he looked at events changed, his life changed with it.

			HAMAMA

			Hamama was the daughter of one of Abyssinia’s noble families. She had set off towards Yemen either for travel, trade or some other intention, after Yemen’s occupation by Abyssinian forces. The first thing she did upon arriving in Sana’a was to visit Qulays, Abraha’s temple. She could not believe her eyes when she saw it. It was even more beautiful than had been described. She was awe-stricken at having beheld its interior.

			Sana’a was a beautiful city and its people were warm and welcoming. She was happy that she had come and enjoyed being in Sana’a. Her happiness, however, did not last very long. Abraha’s ambition unnerved her also. She was horrified at hearing of the destruction of the army that had come to demolish the Ka’ba, under a barrage of stones carried by birds. Worried for the Abyssinians and for herself, Hamama wanted to leave the land without a minute’s delay and return, but this didn’t happen. The situation did not allow for this.

			She remained in Sana’a a while longer. Instead of learning from their father’s mistakes, Abraha’s sons followed suit when they succeeded him. Enslaved by their thirst for power, they, too, persecuted the people. Their oppression was enough to make Hamama ashamed of her Abyssinian identity.

			No tyranny could continue forever. Their oppression also had an end. Sayf ibn Dhi Yazan, who had received help from the Persian emperor, faced the Abyssinians. He fought and defeated the oppressors, with most of the Abyssinians killed and survivors taken prisoner. Hamama rued not returning to her homeland and was taken captive during fighting. Her fear had seemingly caused her to lose consciousness. She was at a loss as to what to do and had forgotten everything but how to cry. Her freedom had been taken away and she was shortly thereafter taken to a slave market. She could not bring herself to accept the situation she had fallen into and kept her head lowered in shame.

			That day, the day she was sold as chattel, was a day she would never ever forget. The voice of the criers rang in her ears for years. Sales began with an auction of slaves. Her heart rate increased as those next to her were sold off. When her turn came, she wanted to die there and then. Because even her crying was prohibited, she shed her tears inwardly. The voices of the men whose gaze struck great fear in her heart were like flies droning inside her head.

			When auction began, there were many bidders. Whoever gave more money to the oppressors who put a price on her life was to possess her. When he took her home, he would treat her howsoever he wanted. He would get angry when he wanted, hurl insults at her when he wanted, and beat her purely because he felt like it. What a barbaric order was this, what a grotesque trade!

			She was bought by slave trader Abdullah ibn Jud’an from the Banu Jumah. The Meccan merchant had bought a large number of slaves and concubines in addition to her. Just as he was about to return to Mecca, he ordered his men to tie the slaves to each other. They set off once preparations were complete. It was a long and arduous journey and they reached Mecca after having traversed vast deserts. Orders began flying without even a moment’s rest.

			Hamama was engrossed in her thoughts the whole way and faced the reality of her experience. The smartest thing she could do in this situation was to do what was asked of her to the best of her ability and avoid being tossed about from here to there until hope of freedom appeared. This was what she had decided. This is exactly what she did. She managed to stay put by doing all that was asked of her. Abdullah ibn Jud’an was pleased with her service and never thought of selling Hamama to another. As such, Hamama remained in Mecca where she would in later years live out the most beautiful days of her life.

			LIVES THAT CONTINUED IN MECCA

			Even if Hamama’s facing the facts made her life easier, this was not always the case. She could not escape the long-standing depression she suffered as a result of her inability to stomach the persecution she faced from time to time. She lived as though she was not in her right mind. But nobody cared about what she went through, what she felt, and her psychological state. Her master fired orders at her constantly and demanded that they be completed perfectly. Whips cracked relentlessly against her back with the slightest flaw or omission.

			Hamama knew how to learn from all that she witnessed. When she realized what she would face when she fell into despair, she would come to her senses and compose herself once more without being shoved about any further. To recover quickly throughout this time, she strove to maintain her will to survive by putting aside her fears, her fears and concerns, and her dreams for the future.

			On one of these days, she met Rabah, an Abyssinian slave like herself. He, too, was a slave of Abdullah ibn Jud’an. He had been taken prisoner at Yemen also. All the things they had in common enabled their hearts to warm toward each other in a short time. After deciding that they were right for one another, they sought permission from their master and married. Before long, their mutual affection grew and their lives gained new meaning.

			As one month followed the other in Mecca, Rabah received news one morning that would change his life. This was the best news he had received in a long time. This was one of the rare moments of happiness he had felt since his enslavement. His wife was pregnant and his eyes lit up when she gave him the glad tidings, but his happiness was not long-lived. Everything that rushed to his mind extinguished the light in his eyes. He responded to his wife with a bitter smile. The thought that his unborn child would come to the world as a slave just like himself cut short his happiness. This had put out the flicker in his eyes and erased the smile which flashed across his face.

			How could he be happy! His child would not be able to enjoy their childhood, and run freely and play. Who would have delighted at having a child who would be born in darkness and drift towards the unknown? Which father would want this for their child? Who would want a child who would be shoved about by other kids, despised and held in contempt before his very eyes.

			But he wanted a child all the same. Against all the odds, he wanted it with the hope that it would bring joy and comfort to their home. His hopes were not in vain. The child delighted his parents even before it was born. He removed the ashes heaped over the feelings they thought had all but disappeared and reignited their love, compassion and mercy.

			Hamama gave birth alone, in a corner of the house, and shed tears of happiness for a long time to follow. Her husband shared her joy. They held their child in a warm embrace, caressing him and crying tears of joy.

			In spite of everything, the black Abyssinian slave family had experienced happiness. To the child that was born in the sacred city of Mecca four years after what became known in Arab history as the Year of the Elephant and that was the subject of an entire Qur’anic chapter, Rabah and Hamama gave the name Bilal.3

			Despite their sadness at knowing that their son would be a slave just like themselves, that he would be pushed around, and that he would never know the meaning of freedom or enjoy the honor of being human, they were still happy. Their lives changed after the birth of their son. While it got a little more difficult, it gained new meaning and beauty. Like the spring wherein strong winds blew, their days were pleasant, even if difficult.

			The couple ultimately had three wonderful children: Bilal, Khalid and Ghufayra. They each became the joy of their home and heart. The children grew up in Mecca and shared the fate of their parents, becoming slaves just like them. They grew up without knowing what childhood was, without playing and laughing with friends, without breathing the air of freedom, and without having anything which they could call their own. They merely worked. This is what they did for a lifetime.

			BILAL AL-HABASHI

			Bilal al-Habashi was born as a slave, living without a sense of servitude until the age of four or five. He ran and played to his heart’s content, without interference by others. A few years later, he had a brother by the name of Khalid and a sister named Ghurayfa. The family was further animated with their arrival. While their living conditions were difficult, they grew up blissfully unaware and happily.

			When Bilal reached seven or eight, he began to experience a sense of enslavement and began working at a very young age. Along with his friends, slaves like himself, he drove herds of sheep to the mountains of Mecca. There, he tended to the animals of Abdullah ibn Jud’an throughout the whole day. For as long as he could remember, Bilal worked as a shepherd, without a care for the scorching heat of the sun or the rugged mountain ranges. What else could he do besides?

			By the time he reached early adulthood, he was a tall, thin youth of rather dark complexion. His days as a slave passed working at an intense pace. Being half-hungry meant that he was very skinny. Thick, grayish hair crowned his head.

			Up until his mid-thirties, he worked herding sheep, serving his master, and striving to please his steward.4

			His master Abdullah ibn Jud’an worked the able-bodied, very intelligent and resourceful Bilal for years on end without making even the smallest effort to get to know him. This was because he did not recognize his slaves unless there was a major problem or extenuating circumstance, knowing only their numbers. Just as he was not concerned with their social lives and their abilities, he paid not the slightest attention to their feelings, needs or problems. More often than not, he would even ignore the fact that they were human, would be rude and rough with them when he saw them, thinking only of how he could exploit their physical strength. Except in special cases, he did not think about identifying their particular abilities and benefiting from them. Such an injudicious attitude meant that slaves were no different to a camel or a sheep in the eyes of their master. They made do with taking advantage of their physical strength.

			JOURNEY TO DAMASCUS

			The remarkably clever and resourceful Bilal al-Habashi, was recognized immediately by Abdullah ibn Jud’an’s steward. Knowing Bilal since his childhood, the steward would call for him whenever there was an important task to be undertaken. On one such occasion, the Meccans were busy with preparations for a trade caravan to go to Damascus. Abdullah ibn Jud’an summoned his steward, directing him to join the caravan. The steward readied the goods to be sold and handed them over to the head of the caravan.

			Just as preparations neared completion, the steward sought trusted individuals whom he could send with the caravan to protect Abdullah ibn Jud’an’s goods. After giving it long thought a few names stood out. Bilal al-Habashi was one of them. It grieved Bilal that he would be separated from his family when he heard that he was going to Damascus. But he was no doubt also excited at the prospect of seeing different lands.

			The caravan set off after all preparations were complete. The road was long and the journey hard. They had to cross several deserts to get to Damascus. Somebody in particular caught his attention during the journey. That he was a good person was clear in his every manner. He tried to be near him and speak to him throughout the journey. This man was the young merchant well known to the Meccans, Abu Bakr.

			Bilal al-Habashi’s beautiful voice made his task a lot easier. Listening to his poetry recitals while traveling through the desert, Abu Bakr would say, “What a beautiful voice you have. It has relieved our travel weariness and has brought the distant near.”

			The poems he read were instrumental in the attention he received and the guidance he was shown in way of getting things done easily. When they reached the city of Busra, south of Damascus, they set up camp. Tents were pitched and a night’s rest was followed by a visit to the market. They lined up their goods for sale. If they sold all their goods, they would buy new ones and return to Mecca. Otherwise, they would continue on to Damascus.

			Abu Bakr saw a dream during the journey and awoke in horror. The dream he saw was not one that was of the common kind. He could not shake it off for quite time. He was anxious all the way until Busra. The first thing he did when he got to city was to go to a priest to have his dream interpreted. The most famous priest in the region was Bahira. The first person Abu Bakr asked directed him to Bahira. Abu Bakr took Bilal with him. They went straight to Bahira when they reached the church. As soon as the priest saw them, he asked,

			“Yes! What can I do for you?” “I wish to speak with the priest,”

			Abu Bakr replied. “I’m the priest,”

			Bahira said, “Who might you be?”

			“I am Abu Bakr ibn Abi Quhafa,” he said.

			“Where are you from?” Bahira continued.

			“I am from Mecca,” Abu Bakr answered. The questions continued.

			“What is your tribe?”

			“I am of the Quraysh.”

			“What has brought you here?”

			“We’re here on business.” When Bahira inquired, “For what do you visit me?” Abu Bakr related to him his dream and requested that he interpret it.

			Bahira said, “You have seen a beautiful dream indeed. May Allah make your dream come true!” He then interpreted Abu Bakr’s dream saying, “One from among your people will be sent as a Prophet. You will believe in him. You will be his vizier during his life and his caliph after his demise.”

			Abu Bakr was astonished by what he heard and was taken for words. He requested that the Christian priest give information about the Prophet he spoke of. Bahira could not turn him down and described the last Prophet that would be sent to humanity: “This person sent by Allah as the last Messenger will invite people to belief in the One Allah, denouncing the worship of idols.”

			Stunned, Abu Bakr and his companion Bilal knew the Arabs would never allow such a thing, exclaiming,

			“Really? Will he be able to do so despite the Quraysh?”

			“Indeed!” Bahira responded. “Allah will protect him from the Quraysh and from the Arabs.”

			The two listened carefully to Bahira’s words and when he finished, they asked for his leave and returned to the caravan.5

			A BLACK SLAVE IN MECCA

			Bilal al-Habashi had been greatly affected by what he had experienced in Busra with Abu Bakr. On the way back, he thought constantly of Bahira’s words. His life as a black slave continued from where he left off on his return to Mecca. When the things he experienced and witnessed as a slave seared his heart, when his feelings were hurt and his pride wounded, when his selfhood was filed away and faded a little more with each passing day, and when he was made to forget his humanity more and more, he forever remembered that day. He would recall everything he heard from Bahira while in Busra and keep his hope for the future alive.

			Like every other slave, his life was as difficult as to defy description. His life and everything pertaining to it depended on the words that would come out of his master’s mouth. He could not think on his own behalf, ask for anything, or want anything, and even if he wanted anything, he could not do anything to obtain it. He could not have any thoughts or even dreams for the future.

			Slavery destroys a person’s faculty of thought, their ability to put their thoughts into practice, to generate ideas and to reason, and takes away their willpower. It gives them no right to speak, even ignoring that they carry the characteristics that make them human. Slaves had no value whatsoever in the eyes of their master. No matter how hard they worked, no matter what they accomplished, they still were at best half fed and half hungry.

			Slavery takes away people’s freedom and even their lives. It forever crushes and destroys them before their hopes even have the chance of flourishing. It stifles any zest for life. It destroys their hopes for the future and turns them into individuals trying to hold on to life and struggling merely to survive. This was precisely the kind of life Bilal led and except for a few incidents, such as the one involving Bahira, he seemed to have no hope for the future. The only things connecting him to life were such words and experiences.

			“Who knows? Maybe I will live to witness these days?” he thought to himself in hopeful anticipation. “Maybe I can even throw off this yoke of slavery.” He, like others, did not know who the awaited Prophet was. But he was acquainted with such exemplary personalities as Muhammad ibn Abdullah and Abu Bakr ibn Abi Quhafa who made no distinction between slave and those who were free, valuing only the human being. As he saw them and heard of their laudable behavior, he was reminded of his own humanity. While the Meccans did not even view slaves as human, far from holding them in contempt, they would converse with them and—as in the case of the Ammar ibn Yasir—did not hesitate to make friends with them.

			Crushed under the weight of slavery, Bilal felt comfortable only in the presence of a few, like the Messenger of Allah, and in nature. When he took to the mountains and wilderness to tend livestock, he forgot his enslavement, even if for a short time. Nature’s inspiriting air seemed to breathe peace into his soul. While chasing the sheep on the mountain foothills, he found himself. His soul broke free of the shackles of slavery one by one and flapped its wings towards freedom.

			Who was to say, perhaps there was still hope.

			While there was still life there was still hope, and there could be no despair in Allah.

			As he lived, Bilal was to come to better learn this truth.

			A SPIRIT THAT BREAKS FREE

			Enslavement became more insufferable as one got older. Taking to the mountains and herding sheep was no longer enough to make Bilal forget his enslavement, as was the case during his younger years. Such a sense crushed him a little more each day. At times, the world in all its expanse became so constricted for him, and his soul felt as though it would come out of his body and leave him. He was looking for a single light. One that, even if faint, would light up his path and give him hope.

			Alas! Heaven forbid one be seen to be weak! How could one find light where even the free were oppressed, their property and lives usurped, and their honor readily encroached upon?

			Wherever he looked, wheresoever he turned, he saw nothing save the dense darkness of ignorance. He lived in a world where moral decay, corruption, selfishness, and desire took precedence over everything else. He felt like he was drowning. He wanted to exclaim with all his strength, to take a stance against ignorance, egotism, and corruption. He wanted to confront those who took his freedom away and cry out to the throngs: “Stop! This road is a dead-end!”

			This was the point where the darkness was darkest. There was not a glimmer of hope, a sign of light anywhere. Who knows, maybe there was, but he couldn’t see it. He resisted all he could not to lose all hope and looked again and again about him for any sight of a light.

			His patience quest would finally lead him to a light. There was a luminous light very near which would illuminate the entire world. A light that would be a beacon of hope for all humanity and that would protect the downtrodden, the ill-treated, those whose rights were so easily taken away from them, the weak and the powerless.

			A light that would put a stop to the oppressors and that would embrace not only the free, but slaves as well. A light that would abolish the distinction between rich and poor, powerful and weak, ruler and the ruled being an instrument for oppression and persecution, prevent its being an obstacle to fellowship and solidarity, and embrace all of society’s segments without labeling them this or that.

			A light that would bandage wounds with mercy and compassion, uphold right, truth and justice, bring love and respect to the fore, see differences in race, religion and language not as a means for separation but as enrichment, and that promised not only worldly peace, but peace in the eternal realm also.

			While Bilal spent his time away from the city, tending sheep and camels on the mountains, some of his friends made trips to the city and back on various occasions. What they related to him on their return broke up the dark clouds that enveloped his heart, illuminated his path, and nourished the seeds of hope that he had hidden in the innermost part of his heart since the day he saw Bahira. He thought about going to the city as soon as possible to meet that fine person who reminded him of his humanity, declared that all human beings, free and slave, were as equal as the teeth on a comb, and that nobody had the right to make any other servant or slave. He wanted to listen to him, find peace in his company, relieve the pain he felt in his heart, and taste the feeling of freedom. But how could he do this? He was a slave. He was at the beck and call of his master. What is more, his master had declared war on that light that had risen on Mecca’s horizon.

			Hard times were waiting for Bilal al-Habashi and those like him.

			Eventually, Bilal found a way of escaping to the city without regard for what would befall him. Thus began his secret search for Muhammad ibn Abdullah, whom he had admired and whose manner and conduct he thought highly of even before his Prophethood. He trusted that when he found him, the hopes that had begun to fade would be revived anew. He needed this more than he needed food and water, even more than he needed air. But this did not happen. While he looked for him all over, he could not find him. Once again, with a heart filled with sorrow, he left the city and returned to his mountain where he was able to breathe comfortably—to his silence.

			No doubt, had he known what he would experience some time later, his sorrow would have been replaced by joy. Allah would reunite him with His Messenger, away from the city’s atmosphere of disquiet and concern, in an environment where he could speak comfortably.

			What Bilal was going to witness at this reunion was way beyond any of his expectations. For this Messenger was going to promise not just freedom from the shackles of slavery that other human beings had fastened around his ankles, but also freedom from the whims and desires that the carnal self and Satan had clamped across the door of his heart. He would call to happiness in this world and the Hereafter, offering the water of life necessary for the regrowth and revival of the tree of life on the verge of desiccation.

			Wadin ibn Ata describes Bilal’s first encounter with Allah’s Messenger, peace and blessings be upon him, and his acceptance of Islam in the following way:

			Some time after the beginning of Divine revelation, the period of inviting people to Islam had begun. Meccan leaders who had become aware of the Messenger’s words had become excessively disturbed by this. They exerted a great deal of pressure on the people to keep them away from him. It came to the point where no one dared exchange words with Allah’s Messenger. There would be great tension if anyone did do so, and the tension only escalated. To prevent this from happening, the Messenger of Allah would leave Mecca with his close friend Abu Bakr, retreating to a cave outside the city, and preferred to stay out of sight for a while.

			One day, they had again withdrawn from Mecca to seek sanctuary in a cave. While worshiping their Lord on the one hand, they made an assessment of the situation on the other and wait for things to settle.

			As they were here, Abdullah ibn Jud’an’s slave Bilal al-Habashi was grazing his master’s flock of sheep, as was customary. Oblivious to the great miracle waiting for him and that would completely change his life, he eventually came all the way to the cave in which Allah’s Messenger and Abu Bakr were waiting. All the while, his mind was preoccupied with thoughts of Muhammad, upon him be peace and blessings, who was so talked about in Mecca.

			Who was he?

			What was he like?

			What exactly was he saying?

			To what was he inviting the people in secret?

			The questions plaguing his mind were endless. He tended the sheep unaware that he passed in front of the cave the person he sought was in and that he would meet him a matter of minutes.

			Seeing Bilal al-Habashi, the Messenger of Allah was delighted he had the opportunity of inviting yet another person to Islam. By way of sparking conversation, he called out, “O shepherd, do have some milk that you can give us?”

			When Bilal looked up he saw two people in their middle ages. Their faces were glowing and they were unlike all the people that he had seen thus far. They were smiling at the slave that others did not even look at, and were treating him as a normal human being. He felt some warmth in his heart at first sight of them.

			Could one of them have been the person who had been inviting people to belief in secret?

			If so, what should he have done? How should he have behaved?

			The questions chased one another in his mind. Bilal collected himself with the Messenger’s repeating his question. Bilal got through the day with just a bowl of milk, and were he to give that away, he would go hungry. Thus, he said grudgingly, “No, I do not have any milk that I can give you. Only one of the sheep gives milk and this one I milk for my food. I have nothing else for food.”

			“Would you sell it to me?” the Messenger of Allah asked.

			Bilal did not know what to say. The person he had wanted to see for such a long time, and the desire of seeing whom he had been so afraid to voice, even to his own self, perchance stood before him. What is more, there was no one else around to see them. He could easily listen to him here and learn about what he called the people to.

			Even if his fears caused slight hesitation, his heart brimmed with the happiness and peace at having found what it was looking for. He quickly herded his sheep and went to him. Sensing Bilal’s emotion and hesitation, the Messenger of Allah took a step towards him by way of removing the barriers on the path to guidance.

			“Could you give me a cup?” he requested.

			Bilal had his eyes fixed of Allah’s Messenger, watching in awe and astonishment at the esteem he was afforded. He no longer cared at remaining hungry.

			“Of course,” he said. He retrieved the cup with great joy and handed it over to the Messenger of Allah for him to milk the sheep. Allah’s Messenger headed straight to the animal and milked it until the container was filled. He then drank from it first and then passed it to Abu Bakr who was right beside him. Abu Bakr, too, drank to his fill and there was still milk left in the cup. The Messenger handed the remaining milk to Bilal. Bilal, too, drank to satiation and then sought permission to sit with them afterwards. The Messenger of Allah, who saw him not as a slave but as a human being, indicated for him to sit saying, “Have a seat.” Bilal was being treated not like a slave, but as though he were one of the nobles of Mecca. After the Messenger of Allah inquired after Bilal, their discussion began. During the conversation, the Prophet told Bilal that he was indeed the Messenger sent by Allah. He read from the Qur’an and told him about Islam. Every word Bilal heard reverberated in his heart and he was utterly stupefied. These could never have been the words of a mortal. It was clear that before him stood a Prophet. Such a thought only raised Bilal’s excitement.

			Bilal was listening to Allah’s Messenger in absolute awe, and Allah’s Messenger invited him to Islam. Bilal was stunned. He wanted with all his heart to recite the Declaration of Faith and embrace Islam, but remembering his master caused him to take a step back.

			It was the very first time a freeman addressed himself to him as an ordinary human being, spoke to him courteously and without condescension. He was baffled, and as happy as he was baffled at the Messenger’s approach to him. His succinct speech, the nobility in his manner of being and behavior, the beauty and sweetness in his words drew Bilal to him and won his heart over again and again.

			In point of fact, it was enough that Bilal that he be treated as a human being and valued as such for his acceptance of Islam. The truthfulness of his words was not even necessary. But everything he said was truth and was as beautiful and noteworthy as it was beautiful.

			He raised his head once again and looked at the Messenger of Allah. At that moment he felt a Divine light fill his heart. No hesitation remained. In complete earnestness he recited the Declaration of Faith and became a Muslim.

			For a long time now, the Messenger of Allah had been subjected to the oppression and persecution of the Meccans, and he did not want Bilal or any of his other Companions to encounter any difficulty or be beaten and battered by the polytheists. For this reason he urged Bilal not to tell anyone that he had embraced Islam.

			Bilal accepted and sought the Messenger’s leave in great jubilation and enthusiasm. He gathered his flock and returned to his master’s home. That day, the sheep had fed as much as to attract notice. This did not escape the attention of master either. Astonished at the phenomenal situation, his master addressed Bilal for the first time in years as a result. He summoned him.

			“It seems that you’ve found a fine pasture for the sheep.” Not wanting to raise any unnecessary suspicion, Bilal brushed over the matter saying, “Yes, I have found very fertile pasture.”

			In uttering these words, he thought about what a great grace and blessing he had attained by becoming acquainted with the Messenger of Allah.

			He wanted so much to learn and carry out Islam’s injunctions and wanted for it to take root in the innermost depths of his being. He knew that he needed to learn more about Islam for this to happen. He wanted to go to the Messenger of Allah, as soon as he possibly could, to learn the newly-revealed Qur’anic verses and looked forward to the next morning every night he came home. Each morning, he took his sheep straight to the cave where the Messenger of Allah retired, listened to him until the end of the day, and took in his knowledge and spiritual effusion. When it began to get dark he very reluctantly left the cave and headed home. His feet rebelled, as it were, and did not want to go home. But he had to go. For, he was still a slave. His will was not his own. With heavy heart he remembered this, bow his head, and silently head for his master’s home.

			He now impatiently waited for morning. As soon as the sun rose, he ran to the barn, took the sheep and went straight to the cave. Thus did he savor the honor and happiness of being able to listen to the Master of the Universe and spend time in his intimate company.6

			THE POLYTHEISTS’ SUSPICION

			The enemy never sleeps and the Meccan polytheists would not sleep either. This sudden change in Bilal was noticed by his enemies as well as his careful friends. They wondered what was going on. But nobody except one dwelt much on it. This person was someone who became more vigilant after Allah’s Messenger began inviting the Meccans to Islam, and observed his surroundings very closely and carefully. Nothing happening in Mecca escaped his notice. He would pick up on the smallest detail and investigate it further. This person was none other than the possessor of the epithet ‘father of ignorance,’ Abu Jahl, who instantly became informed of events. Abu Jahl was enemy of truth and devotee of ignorance.

			As he once passed by Abdullah ibn Jud’an’s house, he noticed the change in the sheep that were passing before him. Nothing went unnoticed, this detail included. He went straight to Abdullah ibn Jud’an.

			“As far as I can see, your sheep have been well fed and are not in want of milk,” he said. “What is the reason for this?” Abdullah replied,

			“You’re right! The sheep have been feeding very well for the past three days and their milk has increased. I noticed this also, but couldn’t understand how this happened.”

			The sharp-witted Abu Jahl believed that this was no ordinary incident and stemmed from an extraordinary circumstance. He thought for a while and tried to identify what this circumstance might be. Then he remembered the Messenger’s being out of town for several days. It did not take long for him to put two and two together. Abu Jahl knew his enemy very well, even knowing that he was a Prophet, and supposed him to have something to do with this extraordinary situation. No! This was not a suspicion but the very truth itself. He turned to Abdullah ibn Jud’an and said, “I swear by the Lord of the Ka’ba, this slave of yours definitely knows where Abu Qabsha is. Don’t let him go to the same place again or, Allah forbid, he will renounce his religion.”
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