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 LOVE IN ISLAM

 Amira Shamma Abdin*

 Muslims believe that the Qur'an, the Holy book of Islam, is literally, the word
 of God. Hence, the Word was made book. The Qur'an in Islamic thought is
 comparable to the Torah in the Jewish tradition and to Jesus in the Christian
 tradition, in the sense that each is perceived by its followers as the central rev-
 elation of God. The Qur'an is neither a book of legal codes, nor systematic
 theology, nor a book on ethical morality per se. The Qur'an is basically a
 book of faith from which we, as Muslims, should derive laws, ethics and the

 theology we need in order to define the type of human and society God wants
 us to be. From the Qur'an we should be able to define the ethical theology
 which would hopefully explain the meaning and purpose of this life. As such,
 the Qur'an for Muslims is the primary means of encountering God.

 We are told in the Qur'an that God is incomparable to anything (42:11).
 But in order that humans may comprehend some of what God is, He describes
 himself in the Qur'an in ninety-nine different ways, or attributes of Himself.
 Each of these ninety-nine names of God, as they are called, describes a human
 characteristic. Yet He makes it clear that we should never presume that these
 ninety-nine attributes describe all that God is. These are but that part of Him
 He wanted us to know. We should also understand that the human characteris-

 tics related to His attributes are of a limited nature. His attributes are the ulti-

 mate of our characteristics. His justice cannot be compared to our
 understanding of what justice is, neither can His generosity, anger, revenge,
 kindness, mercy or love.

 By relating us to Him, through his attributes, God is telling us that, in a
 sense, we are part of Him, because He is all, and because He encompasses
 everything.

 What concerns us here, however, is the attribute or the name the Loving, Al-
 Wadud , Al-Muhib. Muslims believes that God is so loving that He recreated
 His attribute of love as an instinct in us. Hence true love is part of God's love,
 and it is our duty to love one another truly, as indeed He loves us. Without
 Divine Love there can be no human love. The Qur'an tells us that the path of
 true love has to be through God.

 The Qur'an was revealed in the Arabic Language, which is famed for its
 rich terminology. There are over sixty words in Arabic used to describe love

 * Amira Abdin is a British Palestinian. Her specialised field is Islamic Studies
 with special interest in Islamic Law. She has taught at Leo Baeck College-Cen-
 tre for Jewish Education for seven years, and is an honorary fellow.
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 and its many aspects. Yet, the ultimate love remains the love that God
 bestowed on the universe when He created it with the inner Truth of love. 4 We

 have not created the Heavens and the earth and all that is between them with-

 out the inner Truth' (15:85).

 Even though all Muslims agree that to love God is the ultimate of belief and
 devotion, they have debated and argued, throughout the ages, about the nature
 of Divine Love. I shall briefly discuss some of these arguments in order to
 clarify the nature of the debate, thus clarifying how Muslims have dealt with
 the concept of Divine Love. These arguments outline the most accepted opin-
 ion on the subject within each school of thought. They are by no means the
 only views within these schools.

 The legitimacy of mutual Divine Love is based on numerous Qur'anic verses
 which say 'God loves the believers and the believers love God' (3:31, 5:54).

 The 'Ash'arite school (which greatly influenced the Sunnis, the dominant
 sect of Islam) has argued that although believers should love God, and that God
 does love the believer, however, the love relationship between the believer and
 God is not reciprocal per se. Such reciprocity requires a conformity or similar-
 ity between the two lovers, and it could deny the doctrine of God's self suffi-
 ciency by implying the need, on God's part, for His creatures' love.

 They argue that in addition to loving God, believers could love the means
 that would bring them closer to Him. Thus it is legitimate for believers to love
 worship, or doing good deeds in their own right. The believers could also love
 seeking the rewards that God has promised them in this life, such as happiness
 through the legitimate love of others such as spouse, family and friends. They
 could also love the rewards of the afterlife, which would be gained in Paradise.
 The effect of this philosophy gave rise to a popular saying: 'Had it not been for
 the love of the reward of Paradise, no one would have prayed' .

 The more traditional Hanbalite school of thought has argued that love is the
 final cause for the sake of which all things have come into being; that the end
 for which humanity was created is the proper worship of God, the conditions
 of which are perfect love and humility. They maintain that God alone should
 be loved for Himself, everything else should be loved in God. As such, the
 complete 'love for God' demands the 'love in God', or for the sake of God,
 which is the only legitimate love, defined as love for all that God loves and
 dislike for all that He dislikes. This love should be achieved in a specifically
 Islamic way through obedience to the Prophet Muhammad, whose message
 has revealed to humans all that God loves. They say that if human love is not
 properly ordered, with God at its end, it becomes 'love with God', a love that
 is compared to polytheism or idolatry. To love anything other than God, for its
 own sake, is to devote to it the kind of love due to God alone, thus, in a sense,

 making that thing equal to God.
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 Love in Islam

 But the greatest lovers of Islam are the Sufis. They maintain that the high-
 est form of human love is pure love: a love directed to the beloved for their
 perfection and their worthiness to be the object of the emotion. Humans attain
 this love by passing away into the object of the beloved's will, from that which
 is sought by their own will, striving towards that object rather than what they
 desire from the beloved. Therefore, they maintain that God's love is the 'only'
 true love because God is uniquely worthy of love to the exclusion of all else.
 God's love should overtake the heart of the believer so completely that there
 is no place in it for any other emotion. Rabi' a Al Adawiyya, one of the great-
 est women Sufis, says:

 I Love God: I have no time left
 In which to hate the devil.1

 Sufis believe that all other affections such as love for parents, children, spouse,
 worldly goods or even for Paradise itself constitute distractions from love of
 God, and should be discarded if one is truly to seek the path of God. They say
 that they turn to God with pure absolute love and seek nothing other than Him.
 Rabi'a expresses this thought when she says:

 Oh God!

 If I adore You out of fear of Hell, burn me in Hell!
 If I adore You out of desire for Paradise,
 Lock me out of Paradise.

 But if I adore You for Yourself alone,
 Do not deny me Your eternal beauty.2

 Indeed, Sufis do not know why they love God. They believe it is God's grace
 that has allowed them to love Him. Rabi'a says:

 I have two ways of loving You:
 A selfish one

 And another way that is worthy of You.
 In my selfish love, I remember You and You alone.
 In that other love, You lift the veil
 And let me feast my eyes on Your living face.
 That I remember You always, or that I see You face-to-face,
 No credit to me in either:
 The credit is to You in both.3

 For the Sufis, it is love that leads one to seize the spiritual beauty of God,
 which is reflected in all things, and it is this love that enables the believer to
 love God in all things and love all things through God. What they seek is 'the
 face of God' which pertains to His inner essence and attributes, both of which
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 are invisible and eternal. They seek to get drunk on His 'essence of love'
 which they refer to as 'His wine'. It makes them intoxicated with His love. The
 great Sufi Ibn al-Farid says of God's wine:

 A vintage that made us drunk before the creation of the vine
 Joyless in this world is he that lives sober
 and he that dies not drunk will miss the path of wisdom
 Let him weep for himself - he whose life is wasted without part or lot

 in wine.4

 They believe that continuous worldly selfdenial would lead to the spiritual
 annihilation of this present self, fa ' na . A 'cessation of being or extinction'
 means that all that remains is God. It is then that the Sufis reach the state of

 true life, a life with God, Baqa ' This in turn would allow them to reach their
 ultimate goal, that of the union with the Beloved, God. The great Sufi Al-
 Junayd says about the Union with God:

 Now I have known Oh Lord

 What lies within my heart
 In secret, from the world apart,
 My tongue hath talked with my adored,
 So in a manner we

 United are, and One,
 Yet otherwise disunion

 Is our state eternally,
 Though from my gaze profound deep awe
 has hid thy Face,
 In wondrous and ecstatic Grace,
 I feel thee touch my inmost ground.5

 The notion of the union with 'the Beloved' through the cessation of being was
 taken to its logical extreme by al-Hallaj of Baghdad, who reached a stage
 where he was saying 'Ana Al-haqq' [I am the truth, I am the Reality; I am
 God]. He was executed in 922 when he refused to recant this phrase which, at
 face value, is the ultimate heresy in Islam. I say 'at face value', because Sufis
 always have inner meanings to their words; to explain further I will quote the
 comment made centuries later about Hallaj's declaration 'I am God' by Jalal
 al-Din Al-Rumi, one of the greatest, if not the greatest Sufi:

 People imagine that it is a presumptuous claim, whereas it is really a pre-
 sumptuous claim to say 'I am the slave of God'; and T am God' is an
 expression of great humility. The man who says 'I am God' has made
 himself non-existent and has given himself up and says 'I am God' i.e. 'I
 am naught, God is all; there is no being but God's' . This is the extreme of
 humility and self abasement.6
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 Love in Islam

 However, the classical Islamic concept of love could be said to be an amal-
 gamation of the three above notions about Divine love and human love. What
 no Muslim would argue against is the notion that the highest form of love is
 the absolute and true love of God above all else: a pure selfless love, a love
 through which the lover becomes a slave, humbled with total submission to
 their Beloved Master.

 The ultimate beloved is God, who is the Truth. The universe was created by
 truth and for truth, the ultimate Truth. In the Qur'an God is always grand and
 majestic, mentioned always with utmost respect, beauty and splendour. He
 transcends any concept that we can have of Him; God always goes beyond
 anything that the Prophet Muhammad or any human can say or think of Him;
 He is the ultimate being and His love is the ultimate love.

 To love God in Islam is to become His slave, to submit totally to Him and to
 the means of His worship. There is no illusion in Islam about what being human
 is. If you are very lucky, you become God's slave. There is nothing about being
 on a par with God. To be the slave of God is the ultimate dignity, to be the ser-
 vant is the ultimate honour. To feel this servitude to God alone is the ultimate

 freedom, because you will never be a slave to anything else beside Him.
 The Hadith Qudsi , those recorded sayings of the Prophet in which God

 spoke directly through him, says 'My slave does not cease to draw near unto
 me through devotion, with his own free will, until I love him' ? What God asks
 of the believer is adoration out of free love, free rejoicing, free blessing. Then,
 in that moment when God loves the believer, the soul feels the presence of this
 Divine Love, which becomes consciously active in the mind and the heart of
 the lover. It is then that the person sees God in all that their eyes see, in all that
 their mind thinks and in all that their heart feels. Divine love means, as the

 Qur'an says, 'Wherever you turn, there is the face of God' (2:115).
 The first of Muhammad's titles, his Title of Glory', is not messenger, nor

 Prophet, but 'Abd (slave): he had to be a slave to the Truth before he could be
 its messenger, and the slave is, by definition, one who submits body and soul to
 their master. This servitude to the Divine comes from the fact that the believer

 believes that there exists a divine pattern or scheme of things, which is both
 intelligent and beautiful, and wishes to find their place in this pattern and con-
 form to it. They do not simply resign themselves to divine will: they seek it
 eagerly with pure love and when they find it, they delight in it. Al-Rumi says:

 Through love all that is bitter will be sweet
 Through love all that is copper will be gold
 Through love all dregs will turn to pure wine
 Through love all pain will turn to medicine
 Through love the dead will all become alive
 Through love the king will turn into a Slave.8
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 Even Abraham, who is described in the Qur'an as the beloved friend ( Al -
 Khalil ; hence the name of the town Hebron, Al-Khalil, in reference to Abra-

 ham), is talked about as God's slave. And Moses, to whom God says in the
 Qur'an 'I bestowed my own love over you, in order that you might be formed
 under my eye and care' (20:39), is also described in the Qur'an as God's slave.

 The word love is mentioned in the Qur'an eighty-three times. Allow me to
 take you on a love journey through the Qur'an, where monotheism is not only
 a theology, but also a psychology of submission and love.

 The Qur'an tells us that humans are created with the basic instinct of know-

 ing God in their hearts and of loving Him ( Fitra ). Even though ultimately
 everything happens by God's will, by exercising the power of free will which
 He bestowed on humans, some people follow their instinct and become
 believers: 'God has caused you to love faith and to love belief and has given
 it beauty in your hearts' (49:7).

 Others cover the truth of their instinct and become unbelievers, hence the

 word (Kafir) in Arabic which denotes the unbeliever, one who denies the truth,
 who covers their eyes in order not to see. These unbelievers have chosen not
 to accept that nothing is equal to God and no love should be equal to His. The
 Qur'an says: 'And yet there are people who choose to believe in things that
 allegedly rival God, loving them as only God should be loved, whereas those
 who have believed love God more than all else' (2:165).

 God gave humans unconditional free will when it came to believing in Him
 and decreed it a basic concept in Islam. The Qur'an says: 'The truth is from
 thy Lord, let him who wills believe in it and let him who wills reject it'
 (18:29). Another verse says: 'There shall be no coercion in matters of faith'
 (2:256). God says to Muhammad in the Qur'an 'You cannot guide everyone
 you love to the right path, it is God who guides him that wills to be guided, for
 He is fully aware of those who want to be guided' (28:56).

 God willed that there be guidance in the form of messages that tell of the
 oneness of God and explain how He wants to be worshipped. Therefore, He
 sent his Prophets and messengers to all communities, each with their own ver-
 sion of the same message, that of total surrender to God:

 Unto every one of you we have appointed a different law (Shari'a) and a
 way of life ( Deen ) or 'religion', and if God had so willed He would have
 made you all one single community, but He willed otherwise, in order to
 test you by means of what He has given you. So vie with one another in
 doing good deeds, unto Him you shall all return, and then He will make
 you understand all that on which you have differed' (5:48).

 By refusing to give any single people the exclusive right to salvation, God's
 loving Justice is manifested. He gave every people the right message, to be
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 Love in Islam

 practised in a different way. Each of these messages, if followed, will lead to
 equal salvation rights. The following verses of the Qur'an make this concept
 very clear: 'Surely those who have faith in this divine writ, as well as those
 who follow the Jewish faith, and the Christians and the Sabians, and all who

 believe in God and do good deeds, shall have their rewards with their Lord,
 and no fear need they have, neither shall they grieve' (2:62). The words are
 repeated verbatim in verse 5:65. Thus no people could come to God on the
 Day of Judgement and say: 'You have wronged us because we have not been
 sent any guidance, and we do not deserve to be judged'. 'God does not wrong
 anyone by as much as an atom's weight' (4:40).

 The follower of Islam is called a Muslim, which means 'one who submits',
 and Islam means 'submission'. Hence all the prophets before Muhammad
 were Muslims, in the sense of submitters to God, not followers of Muhammad.

 But there is a difference between a Muslim, a person who submits, and a
 Mu'min (one who believes). The Qur'an says 'Some say "we believe!" Say
 rather, "we have become Muslims" for the faith has not yet entered your
 hearts' (49:14). One can become a Muslim in the sense of following the com-
 munity of Islam, a sort of nationality, but one doesn't become a Mu'min, a
 believer, until the unity of love and knowledge are in the heart and mind.
 'Belief' is defined in Islam as the state in which the heart accepts the truth and
 lives by it, out of free will and with love.

 Islamic belief has to be practised by following God's commands as
 revealed through the Prophet Muhammad; the Qur'an tells the Prophet to say
 to the Muslims: 'If you love God follow me and God will love you and forgive
 you your sins, for God is most forgiving, most merciful' (3:31). True faith is
 that which induces the believer to love and do what benefits them in the eyes
 of God and to refrain from and dislike what harms them in the eyes of God,
 hence loving what God loves and disliking what God dislikes. The believers
 are those 'whom God loves and who love God' (5:54).

 God, who created the world in truth and in love, tells us that His love is a

 given, and that there are no bounds to His love or His mercy. No matter what
 the person has done in the past, God will always forgive them if they repent.
 'O you servants of mine, who have transgressed against your own selves [by
 doing very bad deeds], despair not of God's mercy; behold God forgives all
 sins' (39:53). However, there is an exception to this rule: 'God does not for-
 give ascribing of divinity to anything beside Him, but He forgives all lesser
 sins if He so wills' (4:48).

 God mentions in the Qur'an those whom He loves most, and those whom
 He does not love most, even though the door of forgiveness is always open to
 the latter. The following verses are an example:
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 And worship God alone, and do not ascribe any divinity in any way to
 anything but Him. And do good unto your parents, and near of kin, and
 unto orphans, and the needy, and the neighbour from among your own
 people, and the neighbour who is from another community and who is a
 stranger, and the friend by your side, and the wayfarer, and those whom
 you rightfully possess. Verily, God does not love any of those who are full
 of conceit and who act in a boastful manner; nor those who are stingy, and
 bid others to be stingy, and conceal whatever God has bestowed on them
 out of His bounty; We have readied shameful suffering for all those who
 deny the truth. And God does not love those who spend their wealth on
 others only to be seen and praised by men (4:36-38).

 'Never shall you attain true piety until you spend on others out of what you
 love and cherish. God loves those who do good deeds' (3:92). God also tells
 us in the Qur'an that He loves those who keep themselves pure and those who
 repent (2:222), and those who are always conscious of His presence (3:76).

 He also loves those who put their trust in Him (3:159), those who are
 patient in adversity (3:146), and those who act equitably even against their
 enemies: 'O Believers, be steadfast in your devotion to God, bearing witness
 to the truth in all equity; and never let the hatred or enmity of any people lead
 you into the sin of deviating from justice. Be just: this is the closest to being
 God conscious' (5:8, 49:6).

 God also loves those who keep their promises and honour their pledges
 (3:76) and those who 'spend in God's way in times of plenty and times of
 hardship, and hold in check their anger, and pardon their fellowmen, because
 God loves the doers of good' (3:134). God also says to the Prophet: 'Tell the
 believers to pardon and forebear, do they not love that God should forgive
 them their sins?' (24:22)

 The Qur'an also describes some of those whom God does not love, but
 would forgive if they were to repent. Among them are the unbelievers, the
 idolatrous and the aggressors: 'and fight in God's cause against those who
 wage war against you, but do not commit aggression, for God does not love
 aggressors' (2:190). God also does not love the evildoers, the sinful (4:107),
 the traitorous and those who betray their trust (22:38), the arrogant, the boast-
 ful (16:23) and the wasteful (7:31). God also says: 'there is a type of person
 who whenever he prevails goes about the world spreading corruption and
 destroying man's tilth and progeny. God does not love corruption and destruc-
 tion' (28:77). Neither does He love those who speak evil of others, unless they
 are wronged (4:148), and says: 'O Believers, avoid thinking badly of one
 another, for such guesswork is a sin, and do not spy and speak ill of one
 another behind your backs. Would any of you like to eat the flesh of his dead
 brother? Nay, you would loathe it' (49.12).
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 Love in Islam

 But what does God love most of all? He loves mercy: 'God willed upon
 Himself grace and mercy' (6.12). Mercy is the only attribute that God willed
 himself to exercise at all times. The most frequently repeated words on the lips
 of the Muslim are: Tn the name of Allah the Merciful ( Rahman ) the Compas-
 sionate ( Rahe em)' . With these words every verse and every chapter of the
 Qur'an must start, except for the chapter which deals with war, because God
 wanted to stress that He did not love war, even though it is sometimes neces-
 sary and for self defence only.

 The Sufis, dazzled by this mercy, have sometimes seen it as all encompass-
 ing, not only in principle but also in the most immediate practical sense. An
 example is a Sufi parable that is related of a Sufi sheikh. One night while pray-
 ing, he heard a voice from heaven: 'O Abul-Hassan! Do you wish me to tell
 the people what I know of your inward state, so that they may stone you to
 death?' 'O Lord God,' he replied, 'would You wish me to tell the people what
 I know of Thy mercy and what I perceive of Thy Grace?' 'Keep thy secret'
 said the voice 'and I will keep Mine.'

 The Qur'an tells us that humankind was created for one purpose only, to
 love God and worship Him, but it tells us also that this worship evokes an
 immediate response: 'Call upon Me and I will answer' (40:60). There is
 therefore a dialogue in prayer, but only humanity is capable of dialogue
 with God; the rest of creation 'prays' and 'praises' but does so, as it were,
 unconsciously, simply by being: 'The seven heavens and the earth and all
 therein glorify Him, and there is not a single thing that does not celebrate
 His praise; but you do not understand their praise' (17:44). The great Sufi
 Al-Gazzali says:

 Man prays and prayer fashions man. The saint has himself become prayer,
 the meeting place of earth and heaven; and thus he contains the universe
 and the universe prays with him. He is everywhere where nature prays,
 and he prays with and in it; in the peaks that touch the void and eternity,
 in a flower which scatters itself or in the abandoned song of a bird.9

 The prayer that Al-Gazzali refers to here is not only the ritual act. It is also the
 way the believer leads their life, the good deeds that one does, and the bad
 deeds that one stops oneself from doing in order to do God's work on earth.
 This is the main function of humans, the vicegerents of God. This is what they
 were made for, and in fulfilling their function they are shaped by it.

 To end, I shall go back to the mystical Sufis who have refined the art of
 Divine Love and Divine praise and dialogue to their highest form. I will con-
 clude with the following poem written by the greatest of Sufi lovers Jalal Al-
 din Al-Rumi:
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 The man to whom is unveiled the mystery of Love
 Exists no longer, but vanishes into love.

 Place before the Sun a burning candle
 And watch its brilliance disappear before that blaze,

 The candle exists no longer, it is transformed into light,
 There are no more signs of it, it itself becomes sign. . .

 You are my soul, my universe: what do I have to do
 with the soul and the universe?

 For me you are ever-flowing treasure:
 what do I have to do with profit or loss?

 I am terrified by the whole world, I am sprung free
 from the whole world,

 I am neither 'hidden' nor 'apparent' what do I
 have to do with existence or space?

 I am drunk on union with you, I need and want
 and care about no one else.

 Since I am your prey, what do I care about fate's bow
 and its arrows?

 I live at the bottom of the stream, why should I go
 looking for water?

 What could or would I say about this stream that
 flows and flows?

 I have given up existence, why go on staggering
 under the burden of this mountain?

 Since the wolf is my shepherd, why put up
 with the pretensions of the shepherd?

 What abandon? What drunkenness? You

 hold the cup in your hand.
 Blessed is the place you are, and glorious

 to the eye of the heart.
 Each atom, by your grace, is a universe,

 each drop of water a soul.
 No one who has ever had a sign from you need

 worry again about 'name' or 'sign'.
 To find the place of splendour, at the bottom

 of the sea of truths

 You have to dive, dive head first: what do I have to do
 with feet that scurry?

 My heart has become ecstatic: О my soul
 hand me the brimming cup

 Do not weigh pain and misery, contemplate love,
 contemplate friendship.10

 Notes

 1 . C. Upton, Door Keeper of the Heart , Vermont 1988., p.41 .
 2. Ibid., 42.
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 3. Ibid., 23.
 4. R. A. Nicholson, Studies in Islamic Mysticism , Cambridge 1 92 1 , p. 1 9 1 .
 5. A J. Arberry, Sufism , New York 1970, p.25.
 6. R.A. Nicholson (ed. and trans.), Rumi, Poet and Mystic, 1207-1273. Selections From

 His Writings (London 1950), p. 184.
 7. The Sahih al-Bukhari Collection , Arabic Edition, Cairo, 1974, p. 349.
 8. Jalal Ai-Din Rumi, Look, This is Love , trans. Annemarie Schimmel (Boston and Lon-

 don 1990), p.17.
 9. Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Gazzali, Mishkat al Anwar [The Niche of Lights], trans.

 W.H. Gairdner (Lahore 1952), p.56.
 10. Jalal Ai-Din Rumi, Selected Poems from the Di vani Shamsi Tabriz , ed. and trans. R.A.

 Nicholson (1898; reprint, Cambridge 1952), p. 156.
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