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This morning, men departed by camel-back for the desert of 

Nafud, in the eastern part of Arabia.  Waali and I joined them.  

Waali had never seen this part of the desert before; that’s why 

his grandfather had taken us along with him.  The dunes were 

like a sea rippling along large areas of graveled lands.  Waali 

thought about the life in the desert; he thought that the life here 

was like the stunted type of sorghum that was grown in the 

sands.  It was a miracle of life, but a harsh one! 

He often picked up his Qur’an and slowly recited Surah 16, 

known as Surah An-Nahl (The Bee): 

Allah has created the heaven and the earth with truth. 

He has created man from a drop of semen, then behold, 

this same man becomes an open opponent. 

And the cattle, He has created them for you; in them 

there is warmth (from fur), and numerous benefits, and 

of them you eat. 

And wherein is beauty for you, when you bring them 

home in the evening, and as you lead them forth to 

pasture in the morning. 

And they carry loads to a land that you could not reach 

except with great trouble to yourselves.  Truly, your 

Lord is full of Kindness, Most Merciful. 

He it is Who sends down water (rain) from the sky; 

from it you drink and from it (grows) the vegetation on 

which you send your cattle to pasture. 

With it He causes to grow for you the crops, the olives, 

the date-palms, the grapes, and every kind of fruit.  

Verily!  In this is indeed an evident proof and a 

manifest sign for people who give thought. 

And He has subjected to you the night and the day, the 

sun and the moon; and the stars are subjected by His 

command.  Surely, in this are proofs for people who 

understand. 

And whatsoever He has created for you on this earth of 

varying colors (botanical life and zoological life).  

Verily!  In this is a sign for people who remember. 

And He has affixed into the earth mountain standing 

firm, lest it should shake with you, and rivers and 

roads, that you may guide yourselves. 

And landmarks and by the stars human beings guide 

themselves. 

And if you would count the graces of Allah, never could 

you be able to count them. 
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It was still daylight, but the moon was opening like a second 

earth high above, slowly revealed by the darkness.  Waali 

pondered over the Surah.  Nothing was at rest, he thought.  The 

sands over the hills were moving by the action of the wind; 

water was lifted to the sky by the action of the sun; desert 

plants moved underground till they reached a wet spot, and 

palm-trees reproduced from their root.  Even the mountains did 

not stay in place and moved along the magma of the planet.   

Everything was bound to die if created one day, and what 

remained from the dead was given to the living.  Not only was 

this beautiful as was mentioned in the Surah, but it was useful, 

and plentiful!  Why all this?   

     "This?  So men could worship Allah and be thankful," 

Waali said, as for himself, "if one thinks about it, each time 

men had shown pride and were stingy and disobeyed Allah, 

they had to face consequences."  

I said to him: 

"In the land I come from, there are many trees, beautiful trees 

from the developed countries.  Men are strong and well built, 

and there is plenty for everybody.  But when you look inside of 

each tree, you can see there is a disease.  Trees and men have a 

good appearance, but at the first gush of wind, they fall down 

on the ground.  Men have diseases like cancer or asthma in 

correlation with breathing polluted air, and trees are eaten from 

inside.  Because environmental pollution, like indoor pollution, 

is not visible to the eye for many years, people never care 

about what they waste on earth!  They become proud and act as 

if they were not personally responsible for the decline of the 

earth." 

He answered: 

     "They act like this man Allah speaks about in the Qur’an: 

[Al Khaf: verses32-45]: 
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Set forth to them the parable of two men: for one of them We 

provided two gardens of grape-vines and surrounded them with 

date palms; in between the two We placed corn-fields.  

Each of those gardens brought forth its produce, and failed not 

in the least therein: in the midst of them We caused a river to 

flow.  

The produce of one of the men was abundant, so he said to his 

companion: 'I have more wealth than you, and more honor and 

power (many men follow me). That will never perish.  And the 

Hour of Judgment will never come.' 

His companion answered him: 'Do you deny the existence of 

Allah Who created you out of dust, then out of a sperm-drop, 

then fashioned you into a man? But I believe for my part that 

He is Allah, My Lord, and none shall I associate with my Lord. 

Why did you not say, as you went into your garden, that there 

is no power but with Allah? If you do see me less than you in 

wealth and sons, it may be that my Lord will give me something 

better than that garden.' 

Allah was angry with the words of the first man, so He sent 

thunderbolts from heaven, and made a slippery sand of the 

man's garden. The water of the garden ran off underground so 

that its fruits (and enjoyment) were encompassed (with ruin), 

and he remained twisting and turning his hands over what he 

had spent on his property, which had (now) tumbled into pieces 

to its very foundations, and he could only say, 'Woe is me! 

Would I had never ascribed partners to my Lord and 

Cherisher!' 

Nor had he numbers to help him against Allah, nor was he able 

to deliver himself.  

I thought about this story.  The attitude of the proud 

man was so common in the world that it had led mankind to 

many trials.  I thought farther about the main disasters in the 
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world.  In only a few years, the Rain Forest has been cut in 

half, and with it, many sources of medicines that come from 

the Rain Forest, medicines that cannot be found elsewhere. 

Also many species of plants and animals have completely 

disappeared from the surface of the earth. 

When he finished, Waali looked around him.  It was 

said that the temperature of the desert had risen over the years, 

and the deserts had become dryer.  This was known as the 

‘green-house effect'.  The nomads lived on little, finding their 

food with each season, and not dwelling very long in the same 

area.  Consequently, they used their natural resources 

sparingly, giving the earth time to replenish itself.  Now, the 

governments encouraged nomads to settle down, causing the 

soil to be overused and the cattle to eat all vegetation around 

the settlements, turning complete areas into deserts.   

"Is there any solution?" asked Waali.  He stretched on the litter 

and drank a few drops of water, precious as gold in the desert.   

Then he recited: 

"By the token of time through the ages 

Verily man is in loss 

Except such as have faith, and do righteous deeds, and 

join together in the mutual teaching of truth, and of 

patience and constancy " 

[Qur’an, Surah 103] 
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Then he said: 

     "Men of faith are always the winners. But how much faith 

do we have left?" 

Suddenly, a man riding a white horse appeared over the 

swaying, tormented dunes.  The heat made the land look like a 

furnace with only spots of herbs marking the limit between the 

earth and the sky.  The horse was restive and its rider turned it 

rather roughly.  It was not a verdant land, so we could not go 
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slowly and let the animals graze.  On the contrary, we passed 

through an arid area even more barren that the one that we had 

been riding through all day.  As a result, the riders had 

quickened the pace of the horses and hunger had enfeebled the 

animals.  Waali’s grandfather made the man dismount, wiped 

the face of his horse with his gown, and said: 

     “Fear Allah, it behooves you to treat the animals gently.  

See here, my brother, do not clip the forelock of the horse as 

you did, for decency is attached to its forelock.  Do not clip its 

mane, for it protects it; nor its tail, for it is its fly-flap!  See, my 

brother, Allah is Who made us vicegerents on earth.  There is a 

reward for acts of charity to every beast alive.  A good deed 

done to a beast is as well as doing good to a human being 

while an act of cruelty to a beast is as bad as an act of cruelty 

to a human being.  Kindness to animals was promised by 

rewards in the Hereafter.” [A Haadith] 

The man apologized and turned his face down out of 

shame.  Nevertheless, he told his matter, and Waali’s 

grandfather and the mysterious rider disappeared into the 

wilderness in a flash. We made camp, waiting for his return, 

which would certainly be prompt. 
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Waali was teaching me the basics of making camp in a 

no man's land as the night was covering us.  

He was himself about to enter the circle he had made on the 

ground to mark the place where he was about to pray to Allah 

when his grandfather reappeared from the veils of the night.  

He approached, extinguished the small fire, and dragged Waali 

by the sleeve out of the tracks.   

Then he said: 
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     “Come take care of the animals before you put up for the 

night.” 

Waali protested because he was cold, hungry and tired.  He 

was not used to long journeys on camels’ back and his bones 

hurt!  He asked angrily: 

     “Why do you prevent me from even performing my 

prayers?” 

     “The companions of the prophet, peace be upon him, 

used to delay even saying their prayers until they had first 

given their riding and pack animals fodder and had 

attended to their needs.  They carry us all day and stand us 

without complaint; don’t you think you should be grateful 

to them for that?”  

Waali looked straight ahead. Deep worry was visible in his 

face. Finally the old man declared more kindly: 

     “We are all bound to make mistakes.  It is a good thing you 

told me about that!  But why did you stop my fire from burning 

and push me away like you did?” 

The wise man replied: 
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“We do not pitch our tents for the night on the beaten tracks, 

for they are the pathways of nocturnal creatures, and where 

you build your fire, there was a column of ants who would have 

been hurt because of your ignorance.  Our beloved Prophet, 

peace be upon him, used to forbid hurting or causing 

discomfort to any animal, as insignificant it might be.  It’s 

because a good deed done to a beast is as good as doing good 

to a human being; while an act of cruelty to a beast is as bad 

as an act of cruelty to human beings.  So, to give water to your 

beasts when they need it may be the cause for you to enter 

Paradise; to neglect and be cruel to animals may cause you to 

enter Hell.” [A haadith] 
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Waali thought for a moment about the wisdom of what the man 

had just said and went back, retracing his steps to see if what 

the man had said was right.  True enough, there were ants 

looking for water all over the tracks and their backs were 

shining under the aura of the moon. He felt small and his heart 

squeezed in his chest. 

     "The ecosystem of the desert is so fragile, thought Waali 

aloud, any disruption could destroy what is already left.  

Deserts are often the result of abuses against the land and 

neglect.  If men had been more careful and had followed 

Allah’s commands, the earth would look differently by now. 

I almost followed myself in the habits of those who commit 

injustice on earth.  It is so easy to be inconsiderate: 

Astaghfirullah, Astarfighullah, astarfighullah -- Allah, forgives 

me…" 

I came near him and put my hand on his shoulder in a way that 

wanted to be reassuring. I assured him: 

     "Everybody is but a student on this earth.  If you did not 

make mistakes, as you told me once, your God would destroy 

you and create another people who would make mistakes and 

ask for forgiveness." 

Waali turned his dark eyes towards me and smiled. 

     "I sure would not like to be destroyed, at least not yet!" 

We smiled at each other, understandingly. Now, the camels 

were waiting for us. 

 


