
Our Master 

by Ibrahim Essa 

 

An extract translated by Ruth Ahmedzai 

 

 

‘Guys, can someone put me on the monitor so I can see what I look like? 

Quickly, for God’s sake!’ 

Everyone laughed. Just as he saw himself on the screen and was reassured that 

he looked fine, he heard the director’s voice. 

‘OK, we’re ready to go, Anwar, Sheikh Hatem. Ready in three, two, one, roll.’ 

Anwar smiled and, somehow looking more likable than normal, he began. 

‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Peace be upon you and God’s mercy 

and blessings. Welcome to another episode of our programme. Today we have with us 

the preacher and Islamic scholar, Sheikh Hatem Shenawi.’ As he turned to his guest, 

the camera zoomed out to show Hatem smiling and nodding. 

‘And peace be upon you, too, brother Anwar. I look forward to your questions, 

sir. Let’s see if you’ve set any traps for us tonight!’ They both laughed. 

Contemplating the red light that illuminated a rectangle above the camera, 

Hatem had the sense of being in a state of alert, like troops lined up for review. It was 

this light that, the instant it was turned on, unleashed the latent potential of its colour. 

Tinged with its blood-red tint, everything was affected: human beings were reduced to 

mere objects to be inspected on television. It forced an introvert out of his shell, lent 

solemnity to the depraved and dignity to the farcical, added a veneer of respect to 

those fallen from grace. Hatem had never suffered from the awkwardness most people 

feel when facing this light for the first time. Many people needed time before they 

adjusted to the red hue, before they relaxed and could move about comfortably in its 

glow. Like inanimate objects, they waited for the light above the camera to signal the 

start of the live broadcast before they could adopt a new persona, put on another’s 

clothes or assume another’s voice or character. Until they saw their cue, they were 

held captive in a pose of homage to this entrancing light.  

But this was Sheikh Hatem… It took him no time at all to get used to the drill, 

as though every step he took as he went about his daily life was doused in this red 

light – whether he was at the pulpit or delivering a lecture, on Facebook or his own 

website, in the company of friends or those who came to study and pray with him, in a 

restaurant or relaxing at home. Even when he was out in his car, people would come 

over to greet him and shake his hand, showering him with praise, asking him for a 

blessing or firing questions at him. Like passers-by spotting a famous stand-up 

comedian on a street corner and coaxing him into telling just one more joke, people 

would flock around him, hankering after his opinion on one thing or another. This red 



light even followed him to the bathroom when he went out for dinner and from the car 

park to his apartment block, where he would have to fight his way through the swarms 

of security guards and doormen. They would try to huddle into the lift with him, 

desperate to experience his presence at first hand, so they could go home and tell their 

friends and family about how he whispered or laughed or scowled or walked – all of 

this was scrutinised in minute detail.  

For Hatem, this red light seemed to seep into the gap between his soul and his 

body – hypothetically they were separate but he imagined them as firmly stuck 

together – unsettling him and compelling him to obey. Never sure if someone might 

be looking on, watching and witnessing his life, he tended to his appearance 

constantly, glancing up every now and then at the ceiling of his bedroom, half 

expecting to see the flash of the red light as a cue for him to take on his public 

persona. The result was that his real identity seemed to have drifted away, its features 

blurring, as he was forced to resort to this other persona that he’d got used to and felt 

comfortable in. His family, who clung to the one they once knew but now rarely saw, 

found him quiet and aloof. They found the silence of a talkative man strange and he 

also found it strange, although it did at least help him preserve his energy for when he 

was mobilised to the front by the red light. He needed to be ship shape, after all, and 

fully alert to obey its orders: do this, do that, go here, go there. One day he discovered 

that he wasn’t himself anymore but this well-drilled servant of the red light when he 

was in the company of his father and his sisters, the girls. It had reached the point 

where the question of who he was had become so confusing that he no longer knew if 

the old Hatem Shenawi had been replaced altogether by an entirely new person, or if 

he was the same man as ever, but had just developed a high degree of skill and 

proficiency at obeying the red light? All of this had put his relationship with Omaima 

into the emotional freezer, which had iced up over the years and neither of them had 

thought to chip it out and put it under hot water to break it free or dissolve it 

altogether. They’d put their marriage on ice to keep it from spoiling, but now it was 

never allowed the chance to defrost or to be sampled at room temperature. They had 

both strayed off course, as they each went off in search of their real selves. The razzle-

dazzle of fame and wealth had changed him and the change had rubbed off on her; it 

had unsettled her and she in turn had unsettled him; it had replaced him and he had 

ended up replacing her. Every night, in the kidnapped hours away from the rat race of 

the studio with the relentless filming, evenings out and meetings with the producers 

and sponsors, they would sit down together and find the emotional thermometer 

sliding down to zero as communication between them iced up. She and he were 

drifting in their separate ways; the ties between them were under strain, though they 

hadn’t quite snapped, yet. 

‘Curse this wretched red light.’ 



He muttered this as he heard the start of the music of the advert break 

following Anwar's ghastly introduction which did very little to dispel the feeling that 

he was anything more than a circus compère, strutting about in the red spotlight.  

‘Welcome back, ladies and gentlemen. We've got a lot in store for you in this 

episode, with the blessing and grace of God. We’ll be discussing some very important 

issues and answering your questions about life and religion. You’ll find our telephone 

numbers and email addresses on the screen as usual and you can also send us a text 

message to the number on the screen. Reverend Sheikh Hatem Shenawi – again, 

welcome back to the show. To start with, I'd like to ask you about the verse in the 

Holy Quran, “Wealth and children are the adornments of this worldly life.” So, how 

can we turn these adornments into a way of serving God the Almighty and the 

Exalted?’ 

Hatem checked that he could see the red light before he spoke, moving 

towards it like a sunflower chasing the sun. When he was given the go ahead to 

respond, he smiled and nodded, his response by now being transmitted by the camera. 

He sighed as though Anwar’s naivety was self-evident from his ridiculous question. 

He clearly hadn't read the sura. He probably hadn’t even opened a book since college. 

It was all Hatem needed to be completely and utterly convinced that Anwar never 

prayed, and that the only thing he worshipped was the red light of the TV camera, to 

which he devoted himself wholeheartedly. He was pretty good at it, too. Before 

coming on air, he would always take care to memorise the Quranic verses he planned 

to refer to in their conversation, and whenever there was a quiet moment he would 

merrily plunge in and show off the verses he’d learned off by heart, as if he’d been 

born in a minaret. You’d think he had committed the entire Holy Quran to memory 

and not just the script for the day. 

Hatem lifted his head back and stretched his hands out in front of him, 

fingering his prayer beads. Preparing his vocal chords to convey the necessary 

magnitude and grandeur, he opened his mouth to let his words flow into the 

microphone attached to the lapel of his jacket.  

‘Anwar,’ he began, ‘let’s look at what the verse says. It says “wealth and 

children.” Now, wealth comes first, because having children without first having 

wealth means condemning them to poverty and destitution. The verse then says “the 

adornments of this worldly life.” What do we understand by this?’ 

Deftly as ever, he directed the question back at Anwar to stir a reaction. 

‘What do you think, ustez Anwar?’ Then, with a smile, he added, ‘It was 

clever to ask the question, but can you answer it, my brother?’ 

Anwar laughed as he stared sharply at the camera lens, as if he were staring at 

the contract they had signed together when they first met a year ago. 

‘We understand by this that wealth and children are the most important thing 

in the world.’ 



No sooner had he uttered these words, than Hatem’s laughter cut in and 

interrupted him.  

‘No, no, my dear friend. It means that wealth and children are not the 

substance of this worldly life, but are mere decoration. They’re not what life in this 

world is really about. After all, doesn’t God the All-Knowing himself say in His Holy 

Book, “We have adorned the lowest heaven with lamps?” Here “the lowest heaven” 

means the sky that we see, and not the other six heavens above. The lamps are the 

stars in the night sky: the sky has a role to play and so do the stars. But if the stars 

appear one day and not the next, does this mean that the world has come to a 

standstill? Of course not. Even if the stars seem to disappear, the sky is constant and it 

continues to play its role along with the rain, the sun, the atmosphere and the ozone – 

well, before it got a hole in it, anyway. Everything has its place. This is exactly the 

relationship between this life and money and children: they are decoration just like the 

lamps of the heavens. Bearing in mind that there is more than one heaven and more 

than one form of life, let’s imagine that the lowest heaven – the sky – is a reflection of 

the lowest form of life – our life here on this planet. Now, if we compare them, we see 

that wealth and children are mere embellishment to the outer veneer of your life, like 

cufflinks or like dyeing your hair when it turns grey – like this,’ he said, brushing his 

hand through his hair to elicit a smile from Anwar, which he achieved. The camera 

panned from Hatem’s gesture to Anwar as he smiled. Reassured that the director was 

indeed awake and paying attention, Hatem brought his hand down from his temple 

and carried on.  

‘Money and kids are all well and good, but they are not the essence of life – 

they’re just the icing on the cake of life. Or even, they’re the cherry on the top, but not 

the cake itself.’ Sheikh Hatem drew to a dramatic close. ‘It looks like you’re getting 

hungry with all this talk of cake!’ 

‘Indeed,’ Anwar was quick to reply. ‘Since you’ve made our mouths water, 

let’s all grab a snack and come back to this discussion after a short break.’ 

 


