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God and Waiting in Protracted Displacement

On a warm sum mer even ing in late August 2021, I sat on a bus with Mahmoud, a Syrian asy lum seeker volun-
teering for a Syrian asso ci a tion supporting less for tu nate Syrian fam i lies in Jordan. After an aid-assess ment 
visit to one of these fam i lies in Sahab, south east of Amman, we were head ing back to the city cen ter. As 

the bus moved from al-Wiḥdat, an old Palestinian ref u gee camp, to Wasaṭ al-balad, I saw the words “daya‘ al-waqt 
ashadd min al-mawt” (waste of time is worse than death) writ ten in red spray paint on a brick wall surrounding a 
cem e tery (see fig. 1). I asked Mahmoud about its mean ing, and he told me it was no coin ci dence that the expres sion 
was writ ten there. Dayā‘ al-waqt, he explained, meant wast ing your time on dis trac tions (mulhiyat)—things that will 
nei ther ben e fit you nor oth ers in the after life. Taking his volunteering as an exam ple, he explained that in it there is 
good (fīyh ‘amal kheyr). In con trast, doing noth ing all  the time, learn ing noth ing, not benefit ing any one other than 
him self, according to him, was waste of time and would not ben e fit his gath er ings of good deeds for the here aft er 
(rasid bi-l-akhirah).

Mahmoud was one of the first Syrians I encoun tered upon begin ning my field work. I ini tially followed him on 
his weekly volunteering mis sions in Amman, vis it ing Syrian fam i lies and eval u at ing their needs for human i tar ian 
assis tance. As we got to know one other, I also learned about his liv ing sit u a tion in Jordan. Eventually, I also became 
involved in his pro cess of leav ing Jordan. Having just begun field work, I did not pay much atten tion to Mahmoud’s 
expla na tion of waste of time that even ing. It was not until months later that I would return to my notes, looking for 
that con ver sa tion. The lon ger I was in the field, engag ing with Syrians all  over Jordan—in the city, on its periph er-
ies, and in its camps—the more I was reminded of that brick wall image, and Mahmoud’s words appeared more and 
more sig nifi  cant for exam in ing some of the ques tions I was grap pling with. In this arti cle, I take the words writ ten 
on that cem e tery wall, daya‘ al-waqt ashadd min al-mawt, and Mahmoud’s com men tary on them as a point of depar-
ture to explore how expe ri ences of time and waiting are shaped by theo log i cal imag i na tions among Syrian Sunni 
Mus lims liv ing as asy lum seek ers in Jordan.

Time has often been con cep tu al ized as an exer cise of power and con trol,1 gen er at ing a “tem po ral dis pos ses-
sion”2 that makes waiting a spe cific expe ri ence of time.3 In con texts of protracted dis place ment, as noted by Cath-
rine Brun and Ilana Feldman,4 it gen er ates a tem po ral ity expe ri enced as if “life is on hold”5 among mul ti ple futures 
where imag i na tion can not eas ily trans form into real ity.6 For Syrians who fled to Jordan fol low ing the rev o lu tion in 
2011, the expe ri ence of foreclosed futures has slowly turned into a rather chronic, nor mal char ac ter is tic of every day 
life.7 They still live under the same pre car i ous legal sta tus that con tin u ously trans forms ini tial vulnerabilities into 
new ones.8 At the same time, other emerg ing cri ses in the world direct human i tar ian care and polit i cal atten tion 
away from Syrians’ extended life con di tions, mak ing the ques tion of time increas ingly urgent.

Waste of Time Is Worse Than Death
(Daya‘ al-waqt ashadd min al-mawt)

Hanna Berg
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Recent anthro po log i cal stud ies have given much 
atten tion to what it means to live with unde ter mined 
waiting in con texts of migra tion and protracted dis-
place ment. In her eth nog ra phy on the bureau cratic 
machin ery in Azraq camp in Jordan, Melissa Gat-
ter attends to res i dents’ reflec tions on waiting when 
imposed by a tem po rary human i tar ian sys tem. She sug-
gests that waiting in the camp, although poten tially pro-
duc tive, “in all  its lay ers, is an act of com pli ance.”9 Engag-
ing with Palestinian irreg u lar migrants and activ ists in 
a Palestinian tented camp in Oslo in 2011–12, Bendixsen 
and Eriksen explore how waiting can be transformed 
into resis tance, converting “empty and mean ing-
less time to an ‘active waiting time’” through polit i cal 
mobi li za tion.10 Bittel and Monsutti like wise address 
how “waiting games”—located in a tem po ral ity “sep a-
rate from the rou tine of life”—offer a space for young 
Afghan men in Greece to express agency.11 Like most 
anthro po log i cal engage ment with peo ple in pre car i ous 
liv ing con di tions, these stud ies reveal a dilemma of rep-
re sen ta tion between attend ing to human resis tance on 
the one hand or com pli ance on the other. In con texts 
of dis place ment, such dilem mas under line the dif -

culty of writ ing about ref u gees’ and migrants’ suff er ing 
pro duced by the mate rial pow ers of the world “with out 
reduc ing them merely to wait ers who only wait for the 
help ing hands of the Global North.”12 Shahram Khos-
ravi sug ests that one way out of this dilemma is pay ing 
atten tion to how waiting is shaped by peo ple’s his to ries, 
reli gions, and econ o mies and how it is con cep tu al ized 
in their lan guages.13

To that end, I fol low Amira Mittermaier’s call for 
a move beyond the human hori zon toward an eth nog-
ra phy of God. In this arti cle, I explore how time—and 
the waste of it—is con cep tu al ized through my inter loc-
u tors’ rela tion ship with God. A few oth ers have done 
this. Paolo Gaibazzi, for instance, exam ines how Gam-
bian youth make sense of (im)mobil ity through “God’s 
time.”14 Addressing reli gious imag i na tion as a cen tral 
aspect of migra tion, he shows the sig nifi  cance of (im)
proper tim ing “established by divine will”15 in forming 
positionalities around agency and pre des ti na tion in 
rela tion to the moral ity and tem po ral ity of emi gra tion. 
Similarly, Stefania Pandolfo attends to how Moroccan 
youth grap ple with the com plex eth i cal impli ca tions of 
migra tion, and how it becomes under stood either as a 

Figure 1. “Waste of time is worse than death.” Photo by the author.
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rebel lion against God or as a moral strug le with God.16 
Laura Menin brings eth no graphic atten tion to human-
divine relationality by fol low ing a young Moroccan 
woman’s encoun ters with the divine and its guid ance in 
her ulti mate deci sion not to migrate.17

Taking “God as a decentering device,”18 this arti cle 
like wise con trib utes to the undo ing of an anthro po-
cen tric world view. Beyond rec og niz ing the impor tance 
of God and reli gion in the lives of my inter loc u tors, it 
does so by trac ing when and how God is impor tant for 
them.19 Yet in engag ing with under stand ings of waste of 
time, and whether and how it is worse than death, this 
arti cle does not address Syrians’ eth i cal sense-mak ings 
around (nor the right tim ing of ) migra tion. Rather, con-
sid er ing that they are liv ing their every day life with the 
under stand ing that they will some how even tu ally leave 
Jordan—in life or in death—I pay close atten tion to 
God’s role in their con cep tu al i za tions of time and what 
it means (not) to waste it before depar ture.

Addressing the phrase daya‘ al-waqt ashadd min al-
mawt as an incite ment to under stand how protracted 
tem po rar i ness is con cep tu al ized in both worldly and 
oth er worldly terms (and the con nec tions between 
them) offers a way to unset tle under stand ings of wait-
ing as “wasted time” with out sim ply resorting to sec u-
lar nar ra tives of human-cen tered modes of agency in 
which humans are “unaided by gods or spir its.”20 An 
eth nog ra phy of the mono the ist God, how ever, is quite 
diff er ent from attend ing to spir its, poly the is tic gods, or 
other non hu mans.21 As Samuli Schielke reminds us, the 
God in the Quran does not share power, and “His ‘pro-
ce dures’ are invis i ble and beyond human knowl edge.”22 
When Mittermaier calls for tak ing God as a decenter-
ing device, how ever, she does not pro pose an exam i-
na tion of God’s all -know ing per spec tive but rather an 
eth no graphic “move to tran scen dence.”23 That is, she 
calls for embrac ing not-know ing in our anthro po log i cal 
writ ings rather than aiming for closed, sta ble ana lyt i cal 
accounts. Attending to the pres ence of God in migra-
tory con texts can in this sense offer a way to rethink 
waiting beyond bare “migranthood.”24

This arti cle is sep a rated into three areas of anal-
y sis. As a point of depar ture, it attends to the tem po-
ral inequalities that are gen er ated in and through the 
human i tar ian protracted con text in Jordan, which my 
inter loc u tors say “kills” their time. The Ara bic word sa‘y 
(strive), an endeavor accom pa nied by divine guid ance 
that will lead to faraj (the release, end) and change of 
cur rent hard ships in the pres ent, con sti tutes the core 
of this explo ra tion, addressing how they nav i gate such 
“time kill ers.” My inter loc u tors inhabit a world in which 

waste of time in this life (al-hayah al-dunyawiyah) in 
many ways con di tions the after life (al-akhirah), which 
fur ther invites us to address how per ma nent con di-
tions of dis place ment are con cep tu al ized in rela tion 
to the tem po rar i ness of life. Subsequently, I turn to 
the notion of death as the ulti mate reminder of waste 
of time in this life and its con se quences for the after-
life. In doing so, I address how death ori ents not only 
peo ple’s every day engage ments with time but also their 
con cep tu al i za tions of it. Tracing how these escha to log-
i cal imag i na tions guide their under stand ings of divine 
agency in this world, in the last sec tion I attend to how 
one of my inter loc u tors’ sa‘y to leave Jordan for Europe 
is ulti mately real ized with God’s sup port. Examining 
the con nec tions between tem po ral inequalities cre ated 
by the mate rial pow ers of this world, the ways they are 
con cep tu al ized along both life and death, and the role 
of God in such con cep tu al i za tions, this arti cle sit u ates 
“waste of time” beyond reg is ters of the mod ern cap i tal-
ist world where “time is money” and in which “waiting 
is seen unam big u ously as wasted time to be avoided if 
pos si ble.”25 As such, this arti cle pro vi des an ana lyt i cal 
space that extends beyond our sec u lar hori zons and 
allows for rethink ing anthro po log i cal under stand ings 
of time in protracted dis place ment.

Time Killers
“Wasn’t that what we were talking about yes ter day?” 
Um Ahmed said laugh ingly to Abu Ahmed when I asked 
them about the expres sion daya‘ al-waqt ashadd min al-
mawt. “That the time passes by for noth ing?” It was early 
after noon, and Um Ahmed and I sat on a col or ful mat-
tress on the floor in the small liv ing room in their apart-
ment on the out skirts of al-Hussein Camp, Amman. Abu 
Ahmed sat on the sofa, and we were all  hav ing coff ee. 
The low sound from the TV hang ing close to the right 
cor ner on the newly painted white wall was heard in the 
back ground. Other than that, it was silent. Ahmed and 
his brother had gone out to get us some mu‘ajjanat, and 
Haneen had moved out two weeks ago to live with her 
hus band, leav ing behind the feel ing of an empty house. 
“It means that you do noth ing ben e fi cial nei ther for this 
life nor for the after life,” Um Ahmed said. Abu Ahmed 
added another expres sion: “’imla’ waqtak bi-l-istighfar” 
(fill your time with God’s for give ness). He explained that 
it is writ ten in the entry hall of the mosque located in 
their neigh bor hood, and he said it has the same mean-
ing. Waste of time means that you are not beg ing for 
God’s for give ness (ma istaghfar rabboh), he said. Bringing 
us back to my ini tial ques tion, Um Ahmed said, “What is 
worse than death? The time you wasted.”
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When I first got acquainted with Um Ahmed in 
2017, she, her hus band, their three sons and their youn-
gest daugh ter, Haneen, had fin ished all  the bureau cratic 
pro ce dures for third-coun try resettlement to America. 
With Trump’s Mus lim travel ban that same year, how-
ever, their resettlement case was paused until fur ther 
notice. Sitting in their liv ing room that after noon five 
years later, they still had not heard any thing about their 
case. Although Haneen had got ten engaged two years 
prior, Um and Abu Ahmed post poned the wed ding for 
a long time, wor ried that she would get mar ried and 
be sep a rated from their United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) asy lum-seeker cer tifi  cate 
and would thus not be eli gi ble to go with them once 
the resettlement pro ce dure resumed. Tired of paus ing 
life here for a fad ing prom ise of life there, how ever, in 
May 2022 they finally arranged for Haneen’s wed ding. 
“Khalas, you think that there is some thing new later, but 
you have to real ize that this is life, there is noth ing else,” 
Um Ahmed said to me when they decided to arrange the 
wed ding. Now Haneen had left the house, and soon her 
name would get removed from their asy lum-seeker cer-
tifi  cate as well.

For Syrians in Jordan, time and the waste of it is 
in many ways entangled with the three of cial “sus-
tain able solu tions” offered for ref u gees.26 Some wait 
for the pre car i ous legal con di tions to allow for fur ther 
par tic i pa tion in Jordan’s soci ety, some for the pos si-
bil ity of return to Syria, and oth ers for third-coun try 
resettlement. These life con di tions hold true for mil li-
ons of peo ple who have sought ref uge in Jordan but also 
else where around the globe. Jordan’s long his tory as a 
ref u gee host began with the cre a tion of the Israeli state 
in Palestine in 1948, and it con tin ued with the expul-
sion of Palestinians fol low ing the Israeli occu pa tion 
of the West Bank and Gaza Strip in 1967.27 Iraqi ref u-
gees entered the coun try in 1979 dur ing the Iraq/Iran 
war, in the early 1990s dur ing the Gulf War, and in 2003 
fol low ing the US inva sion of Iraq.28 When the Syrian 
rev o lu tion started in 2011, Jordan again became a “ref-
u gee haven.”29 Although Jordan has long been marked 
a “human i tar ian hub”30 of the Middle East, the nation 
is not a sig na tory of the 1951 Refugee Convention, and 
domes tic law on the treat ment of asy lum seek ers or ref-
u gees is “vir tu ally non ex is tent.”31 In the absence of any 
pos si bil ity of attaining asy lum in Jordan, Syrians (and 
other ref u gees) have been left with the UNHCR as the 
only body to which they can appeal for other dura ble 
solu tions32—solu tions that after more than a decade 
of unde ter mined waiting have come to resem ble unre-

al ized prom ises. In day-to-day life, waiting for such 
prom ises involves waiting for a call from the UNHCR 
confirming the ref u gee’s eli gi bil ity for resettlement. 
If deter mined eli gi ble, the ref u gee must wait more for 
resettlement inter view appoint ments—always more 
than one. After going through all  the nec es sary inter-
views, peo ple then wait for the out come, which—as was 
the case for Um and Abu Ahmed—often takes years. 
With the pass ing of time such waiting becomes increas-
ingly dis tant, and the ques tion of waste of time more 
press ing.

Mahmoud: The prob lem is that any thing one wants to do 
in life, one starts to delay it. Like, I want to buy this 
thing for me, or I want to get bet ter at this, I want 
to do what ever it may be, but I say: Why should I do 
it [now]? No no, I might travel. So, I start delaying, 
delaying, every thing in my life, lit er ally any thing 
until after I travel.

Hanna: So, this is how you are wast ing your time?
Mahmoud: I am kill ing the days [ana ‘am bamawwit al-

ayam], I am kill ing the days that I have until I travel.

Mahmoud, a man in his early twenties, arrived in Jordan 
as a teen ager and had never really thought about trav-
el ing until after he grad u ated from uni ver sity. The Jor-
danian labor reg u la tions for Syrians did not allow him 
to work in his pro fes sion; thus, his incen tive for leav ing 
Jordan was the impos si bil ity of hav ing a “self-directed 
future”33 there, which he asserted was true not only for 
Syrians but also for Jordanians. In the wait for travel, 
how ever, Mahmoud felt that he had started delaying 
life here for a pos si ble future there, which he describes 
as “kill ing the days,” an issue like wise faced by Um and 
Abu Ahmed. “We have been in Jordan for eleven years 
and what have we done? This is waste of time,” Abu 
Ahmed said that after noon as we were sip ping coff ee. 
“You have to work,” Um Ahmed con tin ued, tell ing me 
that work is part of jihad. I asked, “What should Syr-
ians do then, if the con di tions in Jordan do not allow 
them to work?” “The ben e fit is from the talk [al-fa’ida 
min al-haki],” Um Ahmed explained. When I asked what 
she meant, she said, “to men tion God,” for the after life. 
“The most impor tant thing, that is not waste of time, is 
the prayer,” Abu Ahmed added.

Like al-haki, work is under stood beyond cap i tal-
ist reg is ters as required in this life, to gar ner ben e fit 
for the after life. However, the restricted work ing con-
di tions for Syrians in Jordan make it dif  cult to real ize 
such a reli gious require ment, which causes many Syr-
ians to become concerned about time and the waste 
of it. These con cerns are only trig ered fur ther by 
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third-coun try resettlement delays. The Trump admin-
is tra tion’s pause of all  UNHCR resettlement dos siers for 
Syrians in Jordan in 2017 marked the begin ning of grad-
ual human i tar ian and gov ern men tal aban don ment. In 
spite of prom ises that resettlement pro ce dures would 
resume after Biden took ofce, the COVID-19 pan demic 
gen er ated fur ther travel delays. The Taliban sei zure of 
Afghanistan’s gov ern ment in August 2021 and Russia’s 
inva sion of Ukraine in Feb ru ary 2022 fur ther directed 
human i tar ian care and polit i cal atten tion away from 
Syrians’ extended life con di tions in Jordan.

Omar: Get attached to [the idea of ] trav el ing, no. It’s 
wrong to get attached. . . .  I had just grad u ated, and here 
there are no oppor tu ni ties to work . . .  so the attach-
ment [to the idea of trav el ing] inten si fied with the dis-
ap point ment in real ity and life. . . .  So I got attached to 
trav el ing, with out think ing. And the travel got delayed, 
delayed, delayed. . . .  You have to be real is tic with some 
things in life. When I got attached to America, I was not 
real is tic, really, and life does not pity naïve peo ple [nas 
wardiyin].

Like Um Ahmed’s fam ily, Omar’s fam ily is also waiting 
for resettlement. Having fin ished all  the pro ce dures of 
inter views, secu rity checks, and med i cal checks, they 
were only waiting for the travel date to be decided when 
the Trump admin is tra tion took ofce in 2017. When I 
first got acquainted with the fam ily in the fall of 2021, 
their case was still in pro cess. Omar, a young, sin gle 
man deter mined to fin ish his engi neer ing stud ies in 
Syria despite the cir cum stances, did not fol low his fam-
ily directly to Jordan. However, when con di tions no 
lon ger allowed him to stay, he went to Lebanon before 
even tu ally join ing them. In Jordan he was granted the 
oppor tu nity to study engi neer ing again. Like Mahmoud, 
it was after grad u a tion that Omar first expe ri enced his 
life con di tions as being deter mined by forces out side 
his direct con trol. As he recalls it, it was in that nonnavi-
gable sit u a tion34 of uncer tain future hori zons that he 
became so attached to the idea of trav el ing. In the real-
i za tion that resettlement would not hap pen for a long 
time, he made other attempts to leave Jordan that, for 
a vari ety of rea sons, failed. Because I used to make reg-
u lar vis its to his fam ily’s home, Omar and I never really 
discussed these mat ters alone. After he agreed to par-
tic i pate in an inter view with me about waste of time, we 
met one after noon in May 2022 at a café of his choice 
in down town Amman. Narrating his story, he admit-
ted that there had been a moment in which he could 
not under stand God or what God wanted him to do: 
“I doubted God [kafart billah]. I told him, what do you 

want from me? Why are you punishing me [yukhalifni]? 
Please make me under stand! You cre ated peace and 
war, but what does it have to do with me?”35 When con-
cep tu al iz ing dis place ment, Ramsay talks about a dis-
pos sessed future, a tem po ral ity in which peo ple’s every-
day state of nav i ga tion toward self-deter mined futures 
is con di tioned by power rela tions, a state not unique to 
migrants and ref u gees.36 Sarah Philipson Isaac like wise 
addresses how “tem po ral gov er nance”—the tem po ral 
exer cise of power—dispossesses peo ple of their time in 
the con text of the Swed ish asy lum pro cess.37

Nada: It is not that we are wast ing our time; our time is 
dying.

Sara: And we are not the ones kill ing it [w mu nehna yilli 
nmawwitoh]. Our cir cum stances are kill ing the time. 
What do Syrians do here? They wake up, they go to 
work, they work thir teen or twelve hours at least, 
they take their sal ary and go home. They spend the 
whole day at work, they go home, they eat, and they 
sleep. They wake up the next morn ing to do exactly 
the same thing. When will they live? When will they 
learn, study, attend a course, a work shop? When will 
they start a fam ily? It’s beyond their con trol [mu bi-
’idhun]. And if they didn’t work, if they didn’t bring 
300 dinar per month for twelve hours a day, how 
should they live? People have fam i lies to take care of. 
So, this is how time is dying while you haven’t done 
any thing.

The way that bureau cratic regimes, asy lum sys tems, 
and human i tar ian bureau cratic struc tures dis pos sess 
or “kill” time38—not in the English idi o matic mean ing 
of “doing some thing while waiting,” but in the Ara bic 
lex i cal mean ing of “caus ing death or let ting some thing  
per ish”—is repeat edly high lighted in the way my inter-
loc u tors talk about their every day lives. Unlike Mah-
moud, for Nada, a mid dle school teacher, and Sara, 
a jour nal ist, the ques tion is less about whether they 
them selves are kill ing their days but rather about such 
tem po ral dis pos ses sion, mak ing time a mea sure of 
inequal ity, in light of the dif  cult work ing con di tions 
for Syrians. Recent anthro po log i cal inter est in how peo-
ple make sense of tem po ral inequalities has resulted in 
enriched under stand ings of how peo ple make waiting 
time mean ing ful. The rela tion ship between enforced 
and imposed per pet ual modes of waiting and patient 
endur ance, ‘intizar and sabr in Ara bic, has in this sense 
become one way to address how peo ple occupy their 
tem po ral pres ent. Khosravi, for instance, states that 
in Shi ite the ol ogy, where “the time we live in is called 
the era of waiting: waiting for redemp tion,” sabori (the 
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Per sian word for endur ance and patience) involves 
the vir tue of endur ing in pain.39 Sabari (endur ance 
and patience in Wolof ) is for Gaibazzi’s inter loc u tors 
an anti dote to haste.40 Upon engag ing in a theo log i-
cal dis pute between two inter loc u tors about migra-
tion—referred to in Morocco as al-harq, the burn ing—
Pandolfo shows how both patience and impa tience 
can be con cep tu al ized as moral strug les before God.41 
Bittel and Monsutti like wise rec og nize a “moral ity of 
effort” as inher ent to their inter loc u tors’ under stand-
ings of endur ance.42 In many of these writ ings, the 
reli gious and moral vir tue of ṣabr serves as an ana lyt-
i cal lens to bet ter under stand peo ple’s expe ri ences of 
the tem po ral inequalities cre ated by mate rial pow ers of 
the world. While human agency and resis tance remain 
at the cen ter of these stud ies, con ver sa tions with my 
inter loc u tors sug est that sabr is not only about what 
humans do or don’t do “before God,” but also about how 
their doings are related to the doings of God Himself.

In our con ver sa tion that after noon in down town 
Amman, recalling the resettlement delays and the failed 
attempts to leave Jordan as a moment of despair, Omar 
admit ted that questioning God had not been right: “I 
admit it is wrong, because I got attached to some thing 
uncer tain [mubham]. But I asked this in a sit u a tion of 
frus tra tion [ihbaṭ], you see?” Reflecting on his pro cess 
of com ing to terms with the fact that leav ing Jordan 
seemed far ther away in the future than what he had 
expected, Omar had to ask God what this was all  about 
in order to real ize that sa‘y was his only respon si bil ity, 
and the rest was up to God.

O: I am try ing to travel. Have I trav eled yet? No. What 
is required from me? To con tinue try ing. Just. Just. 
The result? It is not my mis sion [muhimmati], not 
my duty [wajibi], or any one’s duty in the end. Strive. 
Just. Just.

H: So, if one is striv ing, one is not wast ing time?
O: Now we return to [the ques tion of ] time. How should 

I believe in the pres ence of God? And this is some-
thing else, this is big er [than time]. He [God] said, 
strive. Just. He never said that you will get this. He 
said your mis sion is to strive. He never told you to lay 
out the results [ursum al-nata’ij]. He did not say that, 
it was me who said that, I am the igno rant one.

In con ver sa tions about resettlement cases or liv ing  
con di tions in Jordan, God was usu ally evoked by my 
inter loc u tors in short com men tar ies or invo ca tions 
(du‘at). Yet God and reli gion were, for most of them, 
also cen tral in every day talk, not only as com men tar-
ies to my ques tions but also as top ics of con ver sa tion. 

It was not that men tion ing God was always and with-
out ques tion “an act of faith that (would) be heard and 
rewarded by God.”43 Sometimes, it might as well have 
been a “con ven tional lin guis tic per for mance” as part 
of the every day mode of com mu ni ca tion in which God 
emerges—in Jordan and else where in the region—
as a con sti tu tive third party in com mu ni ca tion and 
inter ac tion among humans. These things always 
depend who said it, when, and in what con text.44 Yet, 
God and reli gion mattered for many peo ple whom I 
met, not only in com men tar ies to my ques tions but 
also as a topic of con ver sa tion. As some one inhabiting 
a world diff er ent from theirs, they were often enthu-
si as tic about tell ing me their points of view on things 
from a theo log i cal per spec tive. When talking about 
the mean ing of daya‘ al-waqt ashadd min al-mawt, all  
of my inter loc u tors brought the Ara bic verb yas‘a 
(strive) and how it is related to faraj, ease or change 
granted by the divine, to the cen ter of reflec tion— 
dem on strat ing a divine imma nence in Syrians’ con-
cep tu al i za tions of time and the waste of it in pro-
tracted waithood. Omar’s real i za tion that sa‘y is the 
only human respon si bil ity is only one tes ti mony to 
that. In this sense, pay ing atten tion to God in rela tion 
to killed time—whether as tem po ral dis pos ses sion 
exer cised by gov ern ments or human i tar ian orga ni-
za tions, or delays gen er ated by Syrians them selves—
helps us go beyond the sec u lar under pin nings of our 
ana lyt i cal anthro po log i cal frame works that “seal off 
the vis i ble, mate rial, and worldly from the invis i ble, 
imma te rial, and other-worldly.”45 Instead, it invites us 
to address how con nec tions between the mate rial and 
the imma te rial, tran scen dent worlds shape con fig u-
ra tions of time and waiting in this life. Accordingly, 
in what fol lows, I turn to human sa‘y and how it is 
related to divine granting of faraj.

No Faraj with out Sa‘y

S: Al-faraj means when you live in a place where there 
is space, that you reach a spa cious ness [tatla‘i ‘ala 
ittisa‘] where you have choices, var i a tion in your life, 
you go from here, to here, to here, not like when you 
are liv ing in a small cir cle, trapped in it. The cir cle is 
big er, you can eas ily move in it, you are happy and 
com fort able. This is al-faraj.

I met Nada through a volunteering expe ri ence in 
Amman 2017, and through her I met Sara one year 
later. Both of them arrived in Jordan between 2012 
and 2013. When we met again in 2021, I asked them 
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for updates on their lives, and they replied “‘ala hattet 
’idek.” It was not the first time some one had used that 
expres sion to describe the unchanged life con di tions in 
Jordan—every thing had stayed the same since the last 
time I had seen them. For them, faraj meant the change 
of their liv ing con di tions. “It could be that they per-
mit us to work,” Sara explained. “Or give us rights, or 
that it hap pens for us that we can travel [tanfarij ‘aleyna 
nsafir]. If the con di tions change here [in Jordan], that 
is also faraj.” Similar to Sara and Nada’s under stand ing, 
the Ara bic lex i cal mean ing of faraj is free dom from grief 
or sor row, release from suff er ing, ease, or a happy end-
ing. Throughout field work the word faraj has appeared 
fre quently both among ref u gees and in encoun ters 
between human i tar ian work ers and ref u gees, as invo-
ca tions of God (du‘a’) for a near or far future bet ter than 
the pres ent: yafrij Allah—Allah yafrij ‘aleykum—Allah 
yafrij ‘aleyna. To wait for al-faraj can partly be read in 
accor dance with Hage’s notion of “waiting out” rather 
than waiting for some thing, as waiting “for some thing 
unde sir able that has come . . .  to end or to go.”46 How-
ever, waiting for al-faraj is not only about the end or 
dis ap pear ance of some thing unde sir able in the pres ent. 
It is a future-ori ented under stand ing of change for the 
bet ter of some thing unde sir able in the pres ent. Regard-
less of what kind of reli gi os ity Mus lims—Syrians or  
oth ers—prac tice in Jordan, beyond set tings of pro-
tracted dis place ment, faraj talk also appears in daily life. 
As an invo ca tion for divine granting of ease, faraj relates 
to larger, more dis tant future changes as well as changes 
in smaller, every day instances. For my inter loc u tors, 
such change will not come from human endeavor alone.

Tariq: Al-faraj is the hope that God will find a solu tion, 
allow [ya’than]. . . .  We have the belief that God hasn’t 
yet allowed; he does not see it suit able yet, to pave the 
way [yuyassir] for mat ters in Syria to be solved. . . .  Like, 
to allow al-faraj, so that these mat ters get solved and go 
back to how it was. Not to how it was, it will cer tainly not 
go back to how it was. We believe that every thing will be 
bet ter than before. This is to allow al-faraj.

When Tariq first arrived in Jordan in 2015, he came 
to Zaatari, the coun try’s larg est Syrian ref u gee camp. 
As many other Syrians had done, he left the camp to 
live with out autho ri za tion in Amman. Due to per-
sonal incon ve niences, he was later brought to reg is-
ter in Azraq camp, a place where pos si bil i ties to move 
in and out are more reg u lated than in Zaatari. Luckily, 
Tariq was even tu ally accepted to study Ara bic lit er a-
ture at a uni ver sity in Amman, so he moved out of the 
camp again, only to come back each month to apply 

for monthly per mis sion to leave. I got acquainted with 
Tariq in 2017, dur ing his study years in Amman. In 
spring 2022, I vis ited him in Azraq camp, to which he 
had recently returned. I met him at one of the camp’s 
com mu nity cen ters on a hot after noon in May to dis cuss 
ḍaya‘ al-waqt. We found a place to talk at the cen ter’s 
out door sports area, away from the sun and the crowds. 
Tariq told me that after grad u at ing he had found him-
self in an expe ri ence resem bling that of Mahmoud and 
Omar, as described pre vi ously. He wished to work as an 
Ara bic teacher, but with the impos si bil ity of doing that 
in Amman, he even tu ally decided to return vol un tar ily 
to Azraq camp, apply ing for posi tions with the schools 
run by human i tar ian orga ni za tions. Tariq said, “When 
I returned to the camp my pur pose was to find work. 
So what did I do? I had a leather bag, and in that bag 
I put all  my cer tifi  cates and papers, and I went to the 
orga ni za tions one by one.” Telling me how these efforts 
had finally resulted in his employ ment in one of the 
camp’s non gov ern men tal orga ni za tion (NGO) schools, 
Tariq remarked “hātha yu‘tabar sa‘y [This is to strive].” 
He explained—just like oth ers—how sa‘y, sig ni fy-
ing human aspi ra tion, endeavor, pur su ing, or chas ing 
some thing, or tak ing cer tain steps in a mat ter was a reli-
gious require ment for God’s granting of faraj. For Nada, 
strive was about mak ing a pur pose ful move.

N: Is‘a, it means to make a move, like my brother, he was 
striv ing to travel, through gath er ing money, learn ing the 
lan guage in order to travel, it means doing the work to 
reach a goal. We always say . . .  is‘a ya ‘abdi, w ana as‘a 
ma‘k. Like you do what you intend to, and I [God] will 
walk with you. I should not just stay where I am, no, I 
have to take the first step for things to hap pen. . . .  Don’t 
sit and “‘ya rabb’, ‘ya rabb’, ‘ya rabb’” [please God], no, you 
must strive, tas‘y.

Like Nada, when Tariq told me about his sa‘y to find 
work, he also brought the expres sion is‘a ya ‘abdi, w ana 
as‘a ma‘k (strive my ser vant, and I strive with you)47 into 
the con ver sa tion. Signifying a rela tion ship between 
divine pre des ti na tion and human action as high lighted 
by Gaibazzi48 and Menin,49 he explained that “God will 
not release you [from hard ships] just like that. You 
need to strive, to work for God to pave the way for you 
[rabb al-‘alamin ma rah yafraj ‘aleyk hek, enta biddak tas‘a, 
tashtaghil la-hatta Allah yuyassirlak].” While denoting 
human par tic i pa tion and respon si bil ity in des tiny in all  
aspects of life, the rela tion ship between sa‘y and faraj 
also invites fur ther thought about waiting in migra-
tory and human i tar ian con texts. While much schol-
arly engage ment with the con cepts of ‘intizar and sabr50 
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addresses how the rela tion ship between them revolves 
around an inner self-deter mi na tion, mak ing waiting “a 
state of con scious ness,”51 the verb yas‘a quite diff er ently 
implies doing, striv ing, mov ing. Turning to my inter loc-
u tors’ under stand ing of yas‘a and their con vic tion that 
doing so will, with God’s help, lead to faraj allows for 
expanding on under stand ings of ‘intizar and sabr and 
the role of divine power in these con cepts.

The con ver sa tions with my inter loc u tors about 
waste of time unfolded not around the proper time of 
migra tion as explored by Gaibazzi52 and Pandolfo53 but 
rather around the role of God in human endeav ors in 
con di tions of waiting. How do they wait not for but with 
God’s time? Human sa‘y and its con nec tion to divine 
granting of faraj signifies God’s time on the one hand 
through the per cep tion that time itself is granted by 
God, and on the other through the human respon si bil-
ity to take care of that time in order for God to pro vide. 
Adding to theo log i cal under stand ings of the vir tue of 
endur ance as opposed to emo tional surge and unrest, 
in tak ing care of their time, sa‘y is, for my inter loc-
u tors, not only a vir tue on its own but a fun da men tal 
part of sabr. In this sense, attend ing to protracted dis-
place ment as a con text that not only calls for sabr and 
‘intizar but also for sa‘y and faraj allows for attend ing to 
the agency, rather than the seem ing non in ter ven tion, of 
God. For while sabr involves endur ing suff er ing and the 
vir tue before God in doing so, sa‘y implies striv ing to be 
released from suff er ing and the prom ise of God’s com-
pany and help if doing so. That is, it implies the power 
of divine release from lim i ta tions if humans do their 
part. Paying atten tion to how Syrians wait with God’s 
time is thus a way to explore a space that, in this con-
text of protracted waiting, makes it pos si ble to nav i gate 
beyond human i tar ian and gov ern men tal con straints. 
Asking not what peo ple do with waiting time but how 
peo ple wait with God’s time ulti mately demands that we 
explore the rela tion ship between time in this life and 
time in the after life. In the fol low ing sec tion, I exam-
ine how my inter loc u tors’ escha to log i cal imag i na tions 
shape their under stand ings of “God’s time.”

Death: A Reminder of God’s Time
Sahab Islamic Cemetery is located about thirty min utes 
south east of cen tral Amman (see fig. 2). It is the larg est 
cem e tery in Amman, and it hosts not only Jordanian cit-
i zens and res i dents but also Syrian asy lum seek ers who, 
before pass ing away, lived in Azraq ref u gee camp. An 
NGO man ager told me that when the camp opened in 
2014, they ini tially planned to build a cem e tery within 

it, but the idea was rejected by the Jordanian gov ern-
ment on the basis that cem e ter ies are ever last ing, as 
opposed to Syrian ref u gees’ stays in the camp. In this 
light, it was decided that those who passed away in 
the camp would be bur ied out side the camp, in Sahab 
Islamic Cemetery. A tran si tory place, Azraq camp was 
cre ated for peo ple whose stay is tem po ral. Yet, with 
death, through the bury ing of their bod ies, peo ple’s stay 
becomes per ma nent; hence the need to host them else-
where. The impor tance for the Jordanian gov ern ment 
of hav ing Syrians’ bod ies bur ied out side Azraq camp 
invites ques tions about the per ma nent con di tions of 
tem po rar i ness in dis place ment. However, discussing 
the mean ing of “waste of time is worse than death” with 
Syrians who spend years of their lives in these con di-
tions moves atten tion beyond the per ma nence of dis-
place ment to the tem po rar i ness of life, which brings me 
back to that brick wall image in August 2021 and Mah-
moud’s com men tary upon it.

H: You told me that it [waste of time is worse than 
death] is not just writ ten here ran domly?

M: It is writ ten here because it is a cem e tery. When one 
passes by, they will think that their final des ti na tion 
will be here [nihayato rah tkun hun]. That I will come 
to this grave. So I will not stay for long in this world. 
Regardless of how long I stay here, twenty, thirty, 
forty, fifty, sixty years, a hun dred years, in the end I 
will die. So I will remem ber.

H: That I don’t want to waste time?
M: Exactly.

Symbolizing at once per ma nence (of the ref u gees’ stay) 
and tem po rar i ness (of life), the cem e tery brings atten-
tion to death, its rela tion to time and the waste of it. 
One con fig u ra tion through which Pandolfo’s inter loc-
u tors shape their eth i cal hori zons around migra tion is 
the “remem brance of death” (dhikr al-mawt). To cause 
or pur sue one’s own cause of death, “improper death” 
as one of them notes, is for some the ulti mate rebel-
lion against God and can thus serve as an incen tive not 
to embark on dan ger ous migra tory jour neys.54 Yet, for 
my inter loc u tors, kill ing their own time, pur su ing or 
caus ing one’s own death to time, is like wise against 
the will of God. In a dis cus sion with Tariq of what it 
means to waste time, he said, “Time for us is a bless-
ing from God. And on the Judgment Day the Mus lim 
will be held account able if he wasted it. Wasted it in the 
mean ing that he didn’t invest it for some thing ben e fi-
cial [munfa‘a], nei ther for this life nor for the after life.” 
Bringing two verses from Surah Al-Fajar into the con-
ver sa tion, he explained that it is first on Judgment Day 



113Hanna Berg  •  Waste of Time Is Worse Than Death

that the neglect ful per son (al-shakhs al-muqassir) will be 
assured (yata’akkad) that the real life is after death and 
will at that moment first regret that he wasted his time 
in this life.

وَجِيءََ يوَمَئَِ ذَ بِجَهَنَّمََ يوَمَئِ ذَ يتَذََكَّ رَ الإنِسا نَ وَأنَّىّ لهََ الذِّكرى ]٣٢]

(And brought [within view], that Day, is Hell—that Day, 
man will remem ber, but how [i.e., what good] to him 
will be the remem brance? [23])

متُ لحَِياتي ]٢٤] يقَولُ يا ليَتنَي قدََّ

(He will say, “Oh, I wish I had sent ahead [some good] 
for my life.” [24])

Continuing these dis cus sions a few months later, Tariq 
sent me a hadith reflecting on how, on the Day of  
Resurrection, God will hold Mus lims account able for 
their time.

لا تزولُ قدَما عبدٍ يومَ القيامةِ حتَّى يسُألَ عن عمرهِِ فيما أفناهُ، وعن عِلمِهِ فيمَ فعلَ,

.وعن مالهِِ من أينَ اكتسبَهُ وفيمَ أنفقَهُ، وعن جسمِهِ فيمَ أبلاهُ

(Man’s feet will not move on the Day of Resurrection 
before he is asked about his life, how did he con sume 
it, his knowl edge, what did he do with it, his wealth, 

how did he earn it and how did he dis pose of it, and 
about his body, how did he wear it out.55)

The way Tariq con nects waste of time in this life with the 
after life sug ests that beyond con fig ur ing life along the 
“remem brance of death,” remem ber ing these con fig u ra-
tions after death like wise ori ents peo ple’s doings in this 
life. Yet, other than shap ing peo ple’s life con fig u ra tions, 
death—whether as a con tin u ous reminder in this life or 
a moment of remem brance in the after life—also invites 
us to explore con cep tu al i za tions of time itself. While 
Tariq explains that this life, granted by God, is time (al-
‘omr huwa al-waqt), he simul ta neously stresses that the 
real life is the after life. As such, his under stand ing sug-
gests that the obli ga tion not to waste time tran scends 
this world. As my inter loc u tors con tin u ously describe, 
although their every day doings—al-haki, work, good 
deeds—hap pen in this life, they are ulti mately of ben-
e fit for the after life. In this sense, while human sa‘y is 
about not wast ing time in this world, it is an endeavor 
not solely ori ented toward this world.

Taking God as a decentering device is pre cisely 
about addressing my inter loc u tors’ under stand ings 

Figure 2. Sahab Islamic Cemetery. Photo by the author.
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of time in rela tion to the after life as an eth no graphic 
query, even if our sec u lar hori zon lim its the ana lyt i cal 
abil ity to fully grap ple with their mean ings.56 Embrac-
ing not-know ing in this query, there is an ana lyt i cal 
value in not jumping too fast to con cep tu al i za tions of 
“the after life” as sim ply “after this life” in a dia chronic 
mode of under stand ing the rela tion ship between this 
world and the other world. Beyond sugesting a clear 
divide between the Divine and cre a tion,57 such a mode 
of under stand ing sim i larly seals off the imma te rial from 
sec u lar, mate ri al is tic eth ics of time. According to theo-
lo gian Chris tian Lange, it is “often mis lead ing to speak 
about the Islamic oth er world in terms of a ‘here aft er,’ an 
‘after life,’ an ‘after world,’ or a ‘world to come.’ Notions 
about what hap pens after death and res ur rec tion of 
course do exist in Islam, but equally strong, per haps 
even stron ger, is a sense that the oth er world is in a con-
tin u ous and inti mate con ver sa tion with the world of the 
here-and-now.”58 Attending to the way my inter loc u tors 
nav i gate and con cep tu al ize time in this world in rela tion 
to the imma nence of God sug ests, in accor dance with 
Lange, pre cisely that their antic i pa tions of judg ment in 
the after life are not nec es sar ily ori ented toward death 
as “the last thing” but rather as “the ulti mate thing.” 
This syn chronic under stand ing of time indi cates a rela-
tion ship with the here aft er that is not “over there far 
away, but with that which is (almost) here, that which 
most mat ters now.”59

In Azraq camp where Tariq lives, the time that mat-
ters here and now, and ques tions of how not to waste 
it, unfold around forms of waiting. In the small, every-
day instances, it may involve the wait for the nine hours 
of elec tric ity to be turned on every morn ing; for the 
neigh bors to fin ish fill ing up the water con tain ers so 
that they can fill up theirs; the wait in queues for doc-
u men ta tion requests, renew als, or changes; the wait 
for diff er ent sorts of dis tri bu tions—clothes, gas, cash 
assis tance; the wait at any of the camp’s NGO spaces 
to file com plaints, ask ques tions, or request sup port in 
one way or another. Yet, like Syrians all  over Jordan, 
res i dents of Azraq camp also wait for things more dis-
tant in the future. Some may wait for the pos si bil ity to 
leave the camp; some wait for a return to Syria; some for 
third-coun try resettlement. Unlike many oth ers, Tariq 
is not waiting for third-coun try resettlement. For him, 
the ulti mate faraj is in return to Syria. Being patient for 
that to hap pen, how ever, does not mean wast ing time 
in the interim. “To sit and eat and drink and sleep is not 
patience [sabr],” Tariq said. “Patience is to strive [yas‘a]. 
You can not just sit in the camp; there must be some-

thing to strive [yas‘a] for.” When I asked Tariq about the 
mean ing of sa‘y for some one who lives in Azraq camp, 
he men tioned a friend who had just left the camp to 
migrate to Europe via Belarus. “My friend who trav-
eled yes ter day, that is sa‘y.” In the camp, he explained, 
the most impor tant thing is to give some thing to your 
fam ily, to work. And those who can not find work there 
need to look for it out side. Or, he added, it is about 
mak ing a fun da men tal change, and for a fun da men tal 
change, travel is the only choice. While for Tariq such 
fun da men tal change is return to Syria, he grap ples with 
the idea that travel might be the only choice for now, 
explaining that in the end, “waiting there is bet ter than 
waiting here.” Yet, for many, waiting there is a pos si bil ity 
that with the pass ing of time has become increas ingly 
unlikely to hap pen. This does not mean, how ever, that 
those who wait here do not strive. Indeed, in the absence 
of pos si bil i ties for faraj in the sense of a grand, fun da-
men tal change, as dem on strated in this arti cle, in tak ing 
care of God’s time, sa‘y is also part of the smaller, every-
day doings.

For some how ever, sa‘y is pre cisely about that fun-
da men tal change, which brings me to Ayoub, a Syrian 
man in his twenties who was an acquain tance of Tariq’s 
and mine. For Ayoub, sabr is not solely a vir tue but 
could also become an excuse not to act in protracted, 
unchang ing con di tions. Staying in Jordan and “doing 
noth ing” was for him a self-caused form of “slow death,” 
as he termed it, in which the risks, rather than the pos si-
bil i ties, ham pered one’s will and actions toward change. 
In con trast, sa‘y was a reli gious require ment for him as 
a Mus lim. When I men tioned Ayoub’s jour ney to Tariq 
in our con ver sa tion, he insisted that its suc cess was 
the result of Ayoub’s sa‘y and the granting of God, “sa‘y 
minnoh w yasar min rabb al-‘alamin,” remarking that “if 
God hadn’t paved the way for him, maybe he wouldn’t 
have arrived.” Following Ayoub’s striv ing from Jordan to 
Europe, in the final sec tion I exam ine how God’s agency 
mate ri al izes into some thing tan gi ble when addressed 
through human mobi li za tion.

A Temporal Shortcut, ikhtisar al-waqt: Skipping 
Passport Queues

Ayoub: In my view it was not me who arrived, 
it was Allah who made me arrive [wassalni], for 
sure [qat‘an]. I can not say that I am strong and 
I . . .  like, for me, I con sider myself noth ing, 
but there were things that were very, very, facil-
i tated [muyassarah], beyond all  lim its [la-ab‘ad 



115Hanna Berg  •  Waste of Time Is Worse Than Death

al-hudud], like, to the extent that it was the 
Belarusian army itself who brought us to Poland, 
the Belarusian army itself, can you imag ine? Like, 
I can not speak Rus sian or . . .  so how would they 
know? I don’t know, so these things . . .  they 
become greater than your thoughts, that you are 
think ing “I want to go to Belarus” but you don’t 
know what will be there or how things will go, 
how things will hap pen, so there are things that 
are arranged and facil i tated. . . .  Certainly. For 
me as a Mus lim I con sider this faith and facil i ta-
tion [iman w taysir] and one must be con vinced 
that God is the one who helps.

In the begin ning of Sep tem ber, the topic of the so-called 
Belarus-Euro pean bor der cri sis—in which Belarus, in 
response to EU sanc tions, started granting migrants 
tour ist visas, facil i tat ing unau tho rized entry into 
Europe—spread in Jordan.60 That Syrians (and other 
asy lum seek ers) could apply for visas appeared every-
where—in tour ist ofces’ social media adver tise ments, 
news media, and every day con ver sa tions among Jor-
danians and Syrians. However, although many Syrians 
wished to seize the oppor tu nity, most lacked a valid Syr-
ian pass port, which was required for visa appli ca tions. 
I was conducting field work in infor mal tented set tle-
ments in south ern rural regions out side Amman at the 
time, so I passed the Syrian embassy by car in the early 
morn ing every day and was always met with the same 
scene: an end less queue of peo ple stand ing in lines or 
in small groups, sit ting on the side walk in front of the 
embassy or under the shade of the planted trees beside 
it, hid ing from the burn ing sun, doc u ments (or plas tic 
bags containing doc u ments) in their hands, waiting 
their turn to reach the small win dow. The queues also 
con sti tuted a cen tral topic in con ver sa tions. Many told 
me about hav ing waited sev eral hours to reach that lit tle 
win dow to get an appoint ment, only to be told to come 
back the next morn ing for sec ond and third attempts. In 
fact, in the fall of 2021, the demand for Syrian pass ports 
was so high that the Syrian embassy ran out of both ink 
and paper to issue pass ports,61 gen er at ing delays and 
more waiting beyond the phys i cal pass port queues. 
Many told me about the lack of paper and ink and that 
it would take at least a hun dred days to get a pass port, 
leav ing many peo ple uncer tain whether the effort was 
worth it. Ayoub, how ever, had already renewed his 
pass port many times in pur pose ful prep a ra tion for an 
oppor tu nity like Belarus.

A: Through my expe ri ence in Jordan, it was clear for 
me, I had planted this idea in my head, that I will 

defi  nitely not stay in this coun try. . . .  So I renewed 
my pass port four times. Every time I renewed it, 
it stayed valid for one or two years. Every time it 
ceased to be valid, I went and renewed it [again].

H: Why? What were you think ing when you did that?
A: I was waiting for an oppor tu nity. Even if I wouldn’t 

go to Europe, I would have gone some where else.

I met Ayoub for the first time in 2016. At the time he 
had only recently arrived in Jordan but was nev er-
the less cer tain that his stay there would not be long. 
Seven months after Ayoub arrived in Europe, when I 
asked him about daya‘ al-waqt ashadd min al-mawt in 
May 2022, we quickly entered the topic of his jour ney 
through Belarus. He told me that in con trast to oth ers, 
he had been striv ing for an oppor tu nity like this for a 
long time, and in the fall of 2021 his prep a ra tions finally 
brought results.

A: There is a diff er ence. The peo ple who didn’t man age to 
get a pass port for Belarus in time were liv ing day by day. 
Like, they wanted to travel but not now. Me, I had this 
idea in my mind every day. Every day when I came back 
home, I was think ing, “When will I travel?” Every day. I 
was tell ing myself, I have to travel, I have to travel, I have 
to leave. . . .  So this is the diff er ence, that I didn’t erase 
the idea from my mind. I kept think ing about it. Do you 
remem ber when I told you that my big est prob lem is to 
leave from the air port to Belarus, and you told me that 
your prob lem was that you were wor ried about the [way 
through the] for est? [laugh ter] And I told you “no!” This 
is the thing: I had decided in my mind, so I was not afraid 
of any thing, khalas. What you con sid ered easy [trav el-
ing from the air port in Jordan], I con sid ered dif  cult. I 
was in such a hurry that I just wanted to leave, to fly, and 
arrive at the for est, see what it was and just be done with 
it [bakulha kullha].

To not kill or waste time, for Ayoub, implied reduc ing 
the time (yakhtasir al-waqt) by find ing a tem po ral short-
cut. Renewing his pass port every other year in prep a ra-
tion for a future oppor tu nity was such a short cut. Khos-
ravi sug ests that while waiting is usu ally asso ci ated 
with “lack of mobil ity in time and space,” it “does not 
mean lack of mobi li za tion,” but it can also be “a state of 
wake ful ness engaged with poten ti al i ties for a diff er ent 
future.”62 Ayoub’s sa‘y—long before any pos si bil i ties of 
leav ing Jordan were within his reach—is tes ti mony to 
such wake ful ness, and it served him well once Belarus 
opened up in 2021. Instead of join ing the end less pass-
port queues out side the Syrian embassy in Amman, he 
went directly with his recently renewed pass port to a 
tour ist ofce and applied for a visa.
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Ayoub’s notion of “reduc ing time” can be under-
stood as “time-tricking”—the sense that humans can 
“out ma neu ver, over come, or manip u late time.”63 While 
such under stand ings are more closely related to human 
modes of agency “par tic u larly char ac ter is tic of sec u lar 
eth ics”64 of time, Ayoub’s jour ney allows for explor ing 
how this wake ful ness is related to the agency of God. 
Although he was refused on his first attempt, he tried 
a sec ond time, and his visa appli ca tion was finally suc-
cess ful. He was not alone in his endeavor but accom pa-
nied by divine guid ance.

A: We pray a prayer called salat al-istikharah. . . .  You 
pray, if the mat ters are going in the right direc tion and 
as you were think ing, khalas, it means that this is good. 
But if you feel that mat ters are starting to go wrong, or 
not work ing out, it means that you should not con tinue 
with it and that it is not good for you. I prayed salat al-
istikharah when I left my pass port at the tour ist ofce. 
Even though I got refused at the first ofce, I went to 
another ofce. This is the diff er ence, this is what it means 
when some one is striv ing, yas‘a. That I didn’t stick with 
the [first] ofce, I went to another ofce. Like, I wanted it 
[the visa], I was deter mined to do some thing and prayed 
on it, and I had a belief that I will travel, I was con vinced 
by this. And I did leave, I did travel.

When I asked Ayoub about the mean ing, or sign, of the 
refusal at the first ofce, he protested, say ing “I don’t 
think about it from that per spec tive at all .” He con tin-
ued, explaining that the first refusal came around half 
past ten in the even ing. When they called him, he went 
that same even ing to take back his pass port and the 
money, only to go to another ofce right away the next 
morn ing.

A: The time diff er ence was just about eight hours 
[between the refusal from the first ofce and the attempt 
at the sec ond ofce]. At this point, I was not think ing that 
it might or might not work out. I went right away to the 
ofce. It was the twenty-first of Sep tem ber, and this date 
[laughs] is a mem ory for almost three, four hun dred per-
sons at this ofce. Why? Because every one who left their 
pass port at this ofce after one o’clock in the after noon 
got refused. Everyone who left their pass port at this 
ofce at seven o’clock in the morn ing, got the visa. And 
my name was among those who came in the morn ing.

Explaining that the signs from salat al-istikharah are 
related to how the per son per ceives God’s guid ance, he 
gave me an exam ple of a friend who also got refused on 
the first attempt and did not make a sec ond attempt. His 
friend did not travel in the end, but Ayoub did. For him 
the first refusal was not a divine sign or a man i fes ta-

tion intended to direct him away from his plans.65 “One 
has to stop when one sees that all  the pos si bil i ties are 
closed, and I didn’t see all  the pos si bil i ties closed; I only 
saw one thing closed.” he said. He con tin ued, explain-
ing that the pres ence of thou sands of tour ist ofces in 
Amman, mak ing the prob a bil ity of refusal very small, 
was for him a big er sign that he should con tinue try-
ing rather than giv ing up. He trav eled the day after the 
visa arrived. Although he could have stayed a few days 
to say goodbye to a lot of peo ple, he asserted that that 
would have been waste of time, pointing to the short age 
of time in rela tion to the bor der pushbacks and remind-
ing me that he was among the last groups of peo ple who 
man aged to reach Europe via Belarus.

Ayoub’s jour ney dem on strates how “the power 
of God emerges as some thing tan gi ble when it is 
addressed, antic i pated and enacted”66 in human mobi-
li za tion. As such, it also high lights how pay ing atten tion 
to the rela tion ship between human sa‘y and divine faraj 
allows for expanding under stand ings of ‘intizar and sabr. 
Sa‘y, unlike sabr, is not an act of waiting or endur ing but 
about a wake ful ness, about doing and mak ing pur pose-
ful moves in life. Accordingly, faraj does not sig nify a 
state or con di tion of waiting (whether in hope or antic-
i pa tion) but rather the moment of divine release from 
such con di tion. The diff er ence between sa‘y and sabr 
thus becomes vis i ble in Ayoub’s under stand ing of ikhti-
sar al-waqt as opposed to daya‘ al-waqt. Yet, this is not 
a claim that sabr implies waste of time. Rather it sug-
gests that sa‘y is part of sabr and invites us to make the 
con nec tion between what peo ple do in times of waiting 
(sabr) and how peo ple mobi lize God’s time (sa‘y).

Conclusion: Strive My Servant, and I Strive with You
I was closely involved in Ayoub’s prep a ra tion for his 
jour ney in Jordan, and I followed him to the tour ist 
ofce on the Octo ber even ing in 2021 when he received 
his pass port stamped with the Belarusian visa. That 
same even ing, we said goodbye only a few hours before 
he left for the Queen Alia air port in Amman to travel 
to Belarus. About a week later he sent me a GPS loca-
tion on Whatsapp. He had, with the help of God, arrived 
in Europe. Since that day, his jour ney has appeared in 
pieces through out many of our con ver sa tions. Some of 
them have been recorded for the pur pose of research; 
oth ers have been recol lected spon ta ne ously in other 
exchanges. In Feb ru ary 2023, more than a year after 
Ayoub’s arrival in Europe, we again talked about his 
jour ney. Discussing the mean ing of death in rela tion 
to waste of time, I asked him if he ever thought about 
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death dur ing his days in the Pol ish for ests. Although he 
had recalled some of these moments before, it seemed 
like time itself had made it pos si ble for him to reflect on 
things that had been dif  cult to express ear lier.

A: Day after day, every thing got much harder. Like, we 
were say ing that “if only [ya ret] it was yes ter day, because 
today was so hard.” Honestly, the moment I really saw 
death was . . .  it was really, really, cold. . . .  I was wear-
ing a face mask, and the weather was fift een degrees 
below zero, and I remem ber fall ing asleep, like, I slept 
for an hour. . . .  When I woke up, the face mask had fro-
zen, my eyelashes had fro zen, my eye brows had fro zen. 
Waking up, I felt that I had been dying that hour. I didn’t 
know why I had fallen asleep, and if I had slept lon ger 
I would have remained fro zen like that. . . .  I would 
have become fro zen from the cold and died, because 
my clothes were all  full of water. My body was all  water, 
all  of us were all  water, and on top of that it was fift een 
degrees below zero, and in the for est. Sounds you hear 
for the first time. . . .  You feel like you are in a world that 
is not yours. . . .  And even if you are in the world, no one 
in the out side world knows where you are, can help you, 
or knows any thing about you. . . .  So, at that time, with 
whom do you keep connected? My only con nec tion was 
with God. . . .  I was dis con nected from every thing, but 
I had faith that the only one who can take me out from 
this sit u a tion is God. . . .  These things are felt more than 
they are told.

In this arti cle, I have explored how Syrian Sunni Mus-
lims’ expe ri ences of time in protracted dis place ment 
are shaped by their lived the ol o gies. Although we as 
anthro pol o gists in con texts of protracted dis place ment 
often encoun ter inter loc u tors who are believ ers, faith 
and the role it plays in their lives are rarely given much 
ana lyt i cal atten tion. Instead, human modes of agency 
and resis tance are most often placed at the cen ter of 
anal y sis. Inspired by Amira Mittermaier’s cue of tak ing 
God as a decentering device, this arti cle moves beyond 
the human hori zon. The phrase daya‘ al-waqt ashadd min 
al-mawt—waste of time is worse than death—has in 
this sense served as an incite ment to exam ine how time 
is expe ri enced and con cep tu al ized beyond the mate rial 
pow ers of this world.

Separated into three areas of explo ra tion, the arti-
cle first addressed how the human i tar ian protracted 
con text in Jordan gen er ates tem po ral inequalities that 
con tin u ously “kill” peo ple’s time. Attending to how my 
inter loc u tors con cep tu al ize human sa‘y and the way it 
is related to divine granting of faraj allowed for trac ing 
how the pres ence of God helps them con fig ure life in 
and around such every day “time kill ers.” The way such 

con fig u ra tions manifested around the per cep tion that 
time itself is granted by God sug ests that the obli ga tion 
not to waste time tran scends this world. As such, these 
con fig u ra tions allowed for expanding on under stand-
ings of ‘intizar and sabr, high light ing the sig nifi  cance in 
the con cepts not only of humans’ doings “before God” 
but also of the doings of God Himself. The under stand-
ing that time itself is granted by God sug ests a syn-
chronic rela tion ship between this life and the after life, 
which ulti mately raises the ques tion of death. In the 
sec ond part of the arti cle, I turned to how the escha to-
log i cal imag i na tions of the peo ple I engaged with shape 
how they nav i gate and con cep tu al ize time. Following 
how they ori ent their every day doings in this world but 
at the same time toward the other world gives ana lyt i cal 
space to wel come the imma te rial and oth er worldly into 
sec u lar, mate ri al is tic under stand ings of time. The last 
part of the arti cle used this mode of anal y sis to fol low 
Ayoub’s sa‘y in leav ing Jordan via Belarus and to explore 
how God’s agency mate ri al izes into some thing tan gi ble 
in human mobi li za tion.

The three areas of anal y sis in this arti cle become 
threaded together in the way that they adopt an atten-
tive ness to reg is ter ing God as mattering when God 
mat ters for our inter loc u tors.67 That is, they take God 
seri ously by pay ing atten tion “to how reli gious sub jects 
them selves do so.”68 The way God’s power man i fests 
in my inter loc u tors’ lives high lights the impor tance 
of such ana lyt i cal atten tive ness to bet ter cap ture the 
lived real i ties of the peo ple anthro pol o gists often try to 
under stand.69 In this sense, mov ing beyond the human 
hori zon does more than tran scend our sec u lar hori zons 
and urge us to rethink anthro po log i cal con cep tu al i za-
tions of time and waiting in dis place ment; it also offers 
the pos si bil ity of mak ing time an ana lyt i cal site for 
explor ing lived the ol o gies among asy lum seek ers.

Mahmoud, with whom I first saw the words daya‘ 
al-waqt ashadd min al-mawt painted in red on that brick 
grave yard wall in August 2021, found his own tem po-
ral short cut lead ing him to Europe. Although Ayoub 
and Mahmoud did not know each other, they ended 
up in the same coun try only a few months apart. And 
although they would encoun ter other forms of waiting 
in Europe, they both empha sized how their safe arrival 
was a result of their striv ing (sa‘y)—a result that had 
cer tainly not come from them alone, but in God’s com-
pany. Is‘a ya ‘abdi, w ana as‘a ma‘k—Strive my ser vant, 
and I strive with you.
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