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ABSTRACT

This thesis aims to investigate the significance of Divine Love in the Islamic
tradition with reference to Sufis who used the medium of Arabic to communicate
their ideas. Divine Love means the mutual love between God and man. It is
commonly accepted that the Sufis were the forerunners in writing about Divine
Love. However, there is a relative paucity of literature regarding the details of
their conceptions of Love. Therefore, this attempt can be considered as one of
the first of its kind in this field.

The first chapter will attempt to define the nature of love from various
perspectives, such as, psychology, Islamic philosophy and theology. The roots
of Divine Love in relation to human love will be explored in the context of the
ideas that were prevalent amongst the Sufi authors regarded as authorities; for
example, al-Qushayri, al-Hujwiri and al-Kalabadhi.

The second chapter investigates the origins Of Sufism with a view to establishing
the role that Divine Love played in this. The etymological derivations of the term
Sufi will be referred to as well as some early Sufi writings.

It is an undeniable fact that the Qur'an and tladith are the bedrocks of the Islamic
religion, and all Muslims seek to justify their ideas with reference to them. This
was especially true for the Sufis. The third and fourth chapters will, therefore,
focus on the concept of Divine Love in the textual sources of Islam in order to
determine the role that these played in the development of the Sufi conceptions of
love in general.

Having highlighted the origins and general context of Divine Love, the following
five chapters will focus on selected Sufis whose contributions can be regarded
as significant, original and representative of the Sufi tradition. The exclusive
characteristics of each Sufi's concept of love will be analysed and an attempt will
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be made to present them as a paradigm of Sufi love. The paradigms of love of
the following Sufis will be presented: Rabi`a, al-I-Jallaj, al-Ghazäli, Ibn 'Arabi and
Ibn al-F5ricl. The concluding chapter will provide a synthesis of these paradigms
of love by putting forward a framework which identifies the key stages in the
development of the Sufi paradigm of love.

Regarding the scope and limitations of this study, it should not be seen as a
historical or biographical research. The historical analysis and information are
presented merely to give some insight into the social and historical context of the
Sufi's time. The primary aim of this research is to establish the different
paradigms of love of the Sufis referred to above, by analysing the exclusive
motives specific to each paradigm.

Finally, this research is by no means a comprehensive account of the Sufi
paradigms of love. The development of the thesis showed that this research can
be approached from many different angles. For example, the concept of love is
closely associated with the concept of ma`rifia, and the concept of God. The
relationship of the two with the concept of love is a possible area of further
research. In addition, the historical information available on each individual Sufi
provides ample material for a detailed study of the concept of love in that
particular Sufis paradigm. This work provides a general framework for further
studies.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Nature of Love

1.1 Introduction
To study the nature of love is an intricate and complicated endeavour. The reason for
this is that love is a phenomenon which falls into the ambit of many divergent
disciplines, such as psychology, literature, medicine', theology, biology and so on.2
All these disciplines attempt to define this concept from their own perspectives. To
give a few examples, literature considers love as the driving force behind the finest
poetry; medieval medical science perceives it as a kind of disease 3 ; theology sees it
as a way of approaching and nearness to God; and in philosophy it is the desire of the
imperfect to attain perfection.4
In this chapter, the concept of love will be studied from the Sufi perspective and with
special reference to the Sufi classics. Nevertheless, bearing in mind the complex
nature of the subject, we will from time to time refer to the insights gained from
various disciplines. These disciplines include psychology, philosophy and theology.
However, when these disciplines are studied, they will be confined to the boundaries
of Sufi understanding. Otherwise, to study the concept of love independently
according to these disciplines would be an immense work and would exceed the
boundaries of this research. It is hoped that such an approach will offer a deeper and
richer understanding of love and will, thus, provide a more comprehensive grasp of
the subject of study. Our discussion will take as its starting point the development of
love through the human life cycle beginning from birth through adolescence and into
mature age. The status of love throughout the existence of an individual's life will be
looked at from a psychological stance.
As a brief overview, it is possible to regard love as one of the most fundamental of
the human emotions. As a working definition, love can be described as an emotion or
a feeling that the lover has with regard to the beloved. This love can reveal itself in
I See al-Isfaharg, Kitäb al-Zahrah, ed. by Nykl, A.,R & Tuqan, I., (Chicago, The University of
Chicago Press, 1932) pp.50-55
2 G. Santas, Plato and Freud Two Theories ofLove, (New York, Basil Blackwell, 1988), p.1
3 Mas'ildi, Murri al-Dhahab, (Beirut, Där al-Andalfis 1965-66), v.3, pp.370-75
4 Ibn al-Khatfb, Raw Vat al-Ta'rfbi tlubb al-Sharf (Beirut, Dar al-Saqafah, 1970), p.341
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many diverse ways. The most prominent, being an attraction towards things which
are pleasing to the eye, or in the words of Bammat, as an "inclination of the heart
towards the beauty of the forms." 5 However, this beauty is not solely restricted to
physical beauty. It also includes the appreciation of beauty in its spiritual form.

In addition, love also has an active dimension since love is not a mere thought in the
mind or a feeling in the heart. Love also entails, particularly in the Sufi perspective,
an act of obedience to the beloved. So much so that love without action in
accordance with the will of the beloved is considered something that is not worthy of
the name; love is tested through actions of the lover. These issues will be broached in
more detail in the following pages.

1.2 The Nature of Love

1.2:1 Love in Human Beings as an emotion

As was hinted above, an inter-disciplinary approach can help us to place the concept
of love in context. Following on with this line of thinking, the discipline of
psychology can provide us with interesting insights into the nature of love as
experienced by human beings. However, it is important to keep in mind that our
objective is not to provide a psychological analysis of love. The aim is only to use
psychology in so far as it will enable us to understand "Sufi love" as a human
phenomenon. It should not be forgotten that the early Sufis themselves were human
beings and thus experienced similar kind of emotions and feeling as the rest of
mankind. The only difference was that they channelled their love in the direction of
the Divine rather than in the direction of "mortals". To further this aim, they refined
and embellished the natural drives of love. The above perspective is supported by the
fact that a perusal of Sufi literature will reveal the close interconnection of Sufi love
with the basic human love. Examples will be provided below to illustrate this idea.
As a human emotion, love is closely associated with psychology. However,
psychology does not have as clear a theory of love as one might expect. The reason
for this is that love cannot be tested in the laboratory. Rubin quotes the following
words of Harry Harlow, the president of the American Psychological Association, in
5 H. Banatnat, Islamiyetin Manevi ye Ku/lure! Degerleri, trans. by Bahadir Dulder, (Ankara, 1963)
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order to emhasize this phenomenon. "So far as love or affection is concerned,
psychologists have failed in their mission. The little we know about love does not
transcend simple observation.. ,,6 Therefore, it seems that observation is one of the
most important means for gaining an understanding as far as the nature of love is
concerned.

The first observations made by the psychologists were directed towards establishing
the roots of love. The first thing, which attracted their attention, was the relationship
between the mother and child. 7 Man's first experience of love happen between birth
and infancy; this is the natural bond of love between the mother and the baby. Suttie
suggests, that love of the mother is primal in so far as it is the first formed and
directed emotional relationship.' These words are important because according to
him, the first emotion experienced by human beings, is that of love. Hence, love is an
essential part of the human psyche.
From a Sufi perspective, the best definition of love is given by al-Ghazäli. He
describes the love as "an inclination towards a thing, which gives pleasure".9
According to al-Ghazäli, in the early stage, a child's love is directed exclusively
towards the mother. As the child develops through his primary years of childhood,
his love starts to explore different avenues. The love which was solely aimed at the
mother in the beginning gradually starts tq incline to games and toys. It further
expands to include friends in its ambit. When the child reaches adolescence, he
starts experiencing a natural inclination towards the opposite sex. The love of the
opposite sex in the early stages of adulthood turns into the love of health and status
in later ages. This process eventually culminates in the love of God. 10
According to al-Ghazali, there is a progression along a continuum: from the concrete
to the abstract. If carefully looked at, the first objects of love are very concrete, such
as, mother, toys and friends. In the second stage of this continuum, the objects of

p.252
'' Z. Robin, 'Preface', in The Psychology of Love, ed. Robert J. Stenberg and Michael L. Barnes,
(Yale Uni. Press, New Haven and London, 1988), p.vii
7 Bernard I. Murstein, 'A Taxonomy of Love' in The Psychology of Love, ed. Robert J. Stenberg
and Michael L. Barnes, (Yale Uni. Press, New Haven and London, 1988), p.14
8 I. D. Suttie, The Origins of Love and Hate, (London, Short Run Press, 1988), p.31
9 al-Ghazall, 1.1.1ya"Ulam al-Din, (Beirut, Dar al-Kutub al- gliniyyali, 1992), v. 4, p.312
I ° Ibid, v.4, p.326
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love become quasi-concrete objects such as power and status. The third and final
stage of love is completely different, since its object is a Divine Being.

Al-Ghazali concludes that those who have the ability to experience these material
loves respectively, are also competent to love immaterial objects. However, this can
only be achieved if proper instruction and environment are supplied. As a matter of
fact, the gradual development of material love prepares the heart for the reception of
non-material love i.e. the love of God.11
As a further example of this psychological approach, it is instructive to look at the
views of al-Daylami 12 . He divides the concept of love into two parts. The first is
natural love which is the love towards the opposite sex and the immediate
environment. According to al-Daylami, if God wishes to place Divine Love in the
heart of one of His servants, He will first prepare the servant's heart. This
preparation entails initially the acceptance of physical love by the servant. Only after
the servant has digested the love of transient things, is he in a state to be elevated to
the ranks of those who have the power to absorb the joy of Divine Love.
Al-Daylami's views are in some ways similar to those of al-Ghazäli. For example,
like al-Ghazäli he thinks that, as the human being passes through the various stages
of the human life cycle, his focus of love, also matures, from physical forms to
abstract concepts. The ultimate abstraction is the real agent, namely God who is the
creator of all the forms. One who has achieved this level of love, in the eyes of alDaylami, has attained to the supreme form of love - love of the Divine. On the other
hand, if a person lacks the ability of natural love in due proportion, he or she will not
be able to attain Divine Love. 13 From this brief overview of al-Daylami's
understanding of love, it may be concluded that natural love is an archetype of
Divine love. Hence, a person who cannot feel love for physical objects cannot love
abstract objects.
This understanding of al-Daylami's view of love can be illustrated by a famous and
somewhat humorous anecdote widely circulated among the Sufis: One day a Sufi

"M. Ozak, The Unveiling of Love, trans. by Muhtar Holland, (East West Publications, London
and the Hague, 1981), p.27
12 al-Daylarni, A .M., Kitäb `Aff'al-Alif, p.68
13 Ibid., p.68
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Sheikh" was preaching in a mosque when one of the members of the audience stood
up and enquired: "0 Sheikh! I have lost my donkey, can you please ask the audience
whether they have seen it or not". In response to this awkward question, the Sheikh
turned towards his audience and appealed to them: "0 congregation! Is there among
you anyone who does not know what love is, and who has never loved anything in
his whole life?" Upon this, a small group of people stood up and proudly replied
"We have never loved anyone in our lives." On hearing this the Sheikh called the
man who had lost his donkey and said to him: "Here are your donkeys" pointing to
the men who said that they had never loved anyone!"15

According to this Sufi understanding, the ability to love others and in particular to
love God, is the most distinctive characteristic of mankind. This oft-quoted story
among the Sufis, although it should not be expected to happen necessarily in reality,
indicates that to be able to love someone is an exclusive privilege of man, whether
the object of love is directed towards a human being or to God.

This line of thinking did not conflict with the Qur'anic teachings; since the Sufi
authors found examples of Divine Love which started initially as a human love.
From amongst these examples is the story of Zulaykha's love for the Prophet Joseph;
how she passionately loved him in the beginning but later her love transformed into
love of God.16
At this juncture, it would be useful to pause and highlight a few important points that
may be derived from the Sufi explanation of the origin and development of love.
Firstly the Sufi concept of love is firmly rooted in the natural emotions of mankind.
The benefit of this was that people could instantly identify with the teachings of the
Sufis as they struck a chord in their hearts and minds, since, the majority of the Sufis
establish a connection between physical love and Divine Love. They think physical
love is a transition period to Divine Love. This was one of the reasons for the
popularity of the Sufi concept of love among the Muslim masses. The opinion of
individual Sufis concerning the origins of love will be the subject of the following
chapters.
14 According to one version this Sheikh was a Halwati Shaikh, named Jamdladdiin Halwati, see
Ozalc, M., The Unveiling of Love, p.37
15 Ibid, p.37
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Having presented some examples concerning the origins of love, a few words of
caution need to be sounded. Firstly, it should not be assumed that every person must
follow every stage of the process of attaining Divine Love, outlined above. Secondly,
it should not be assumed either, that everybody who follows these stages will
necessarily attain the final stage of Divine Love. There is no deterministic connection
between the various stages of love. Human effort alone cannot achieve this; an
external source of Divine intervention is needed. Without this it is impossible to
achieve distinction in the ranks of Divine Love. In Sufi terminology this Divine
intervention is denoted by the term wahbi meaning, God's special favouring of the
servant.
Another point which needs to be highlighted as far as Sufi love is concerned, is that
many Sufi authors believe that love is a personal experience which cannot be
described objectively. All the definitions are the result of personal taste and differ
from each other greatly. Hence, there is no way to know love except through
personal taste and experience.17
Sufi authors also point to the Divine origins of love. Love has its origins in God's
existence. It originates from God and what man has as love, is nothing but the
reflection of God's love for creation. If He i did not have the attribute of love, we
could not have it either." Furthermore, the ability to love Him is a God-given gift
which cannot be compared with any other talents and emotions of man.
To summarise, the Sufi authors accept that there is a close relationship between
physical and Divine Love. In addition, love is a personal relationship and can differ
from person to person. Finally, love is an exclusive privilege given to man by God
and hence it has Divine origins.

1.2:2 Love in Philosophy and in Muslim Philosophers
1.2:2:1 In Philosophy

Another important branch of science which endeavours to define and explain the
concept of love is undoubtedly philosophy. Unlike psychology, the concept of love
16 Malcld, Abd TAlib, Qat al-Qul jib, v.2, p.52
17 Ibn Qayyint, Madarij al-Sälikin, p.9
18 al-Qushayri, La taif al-Isharat, (Ta/Acik al-Thuras, Egypt, 1981) p.432
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preoccupied the philosophers not only as a human phenomenon but also as a Divine
entity. Because of this attitude, they also influenced the theologians to a great extent
in their understanding of the love between God and man. This influence was not
limited to the Muslim theologians only, it also engulfed the Sufi authors. Therefore,
the focus will be on certain ideas of love in philosophy that influenced Islamic
theology and in particular Sufism. Principal ideas included the theories that the
Greek philosophers systematised, for example Plato and Aristotle whose theories
influenced the theologians first and through them the Sufis. In Greek philosophy,
love is an important concept that explains many secrets ranging from human
behaviour to the creative act of God.
As one of the earliest and most systematic philosophers, Plato devoted three of his
dialogues to love; the Lysis to friendship, the Symposium and the Phaedrus to Eros
love. In the Symposium, love is discussed in great detail. In Plato's system love is
conveyed by the word Eros and it has a set of meanings. It expresses the craving of
the soul for goodness and happiness. It is an absorbing passion for the immortal, for
the beautiful both in mind and body i.e. not only physical beauty but also spiritual.
This love of good and beauty in its higher phases becomes an adoration of the good,
a rapture of really religious enthusiasm for eternity and truth. 19 The most prominent
side of Eros is that it was always understood to be a selfish love only considering the
interests of the lover and using the beloved oily as a means for the satisfaction of the
lover.
In Greek philosophy, the principles that seem to organise profane love are also used
interchangeably for Divine Love i.e. love between man and the gods. For them the
transcendence of the gods was not a issue, since their understanding of gods was very
much anthropomorphic. Their gods were similar to human beings, feeling the same
emotions and passions. Therefore, there are many mythologies in Greek culture
describing the fights between Gods and mankind.
The theory of love, which is proposed by Plato, had an immense influence on all
cultures. Nygren's famous book "Agape and Eros" was written in essence to refute
Plato's ideas or to clean Christian love from the ideas that are borrowed from the
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"Eros" of Plato. Similarly, all the theories of Sufi love do in one way or another refer
to Plato's theory of love. For example, almost all the Sufi classics deal with the issue
of self-interest in love. They all downgrade the nature of Eros love, as being selfish.
It is important to bear in mind that whenever a philosophy developed and was
formulated in one specific culture, and was then transferred into a different culture,
there would inevitably be problems. This was particularly true for the transfer of
Greek philosophy into Islamic thought. The problem of transference is exacerbated
by the fact that ideas taken out of their original context tend to lose their meaning or
take on meanings which were clearly not intended by the original authors. To give an
example, Grecian society was embedded in a culture of polytheism with streaks of
rationalistic thought. Whereas in Islam the culture was formed along strongly
monotheistic lines, even the rationality was based upon scripture. Therefore, when
these alien principles were imported into an Islamic context they needed to be
explained differently in order to make them "fit" into the main stream of Islamic
thinking. If this had not been done these ideas could not have survived in an Islamic
environment.
There follows a summary of the Greek ideas that preoccupied the Muslim
theologians and the Sufis. A detailed discussion of how these ideas were interpreted
and transformed into Islamically acceptable forms, will be offered in the relevant
chapters. The important themes that often recur in the Sufi books and are borrowed
from the Greek philosophy are as follows:
1-Plato's definition of passionate love ('ishq) as excessive love or an excess of
feeling.2°
2-Love as a consequence of similarity or complementarity.21
3-The denial of love between God and man because of dissimilarity in their nature.22
4-The thesis that nothing which is possessed can be the object of desire or love.23
5- The question as to whether the happy and self-sufficient man needs friends and
whether God as a self-sufficient Being can be described as loving others.24

19 J. Moffat, Love in the New Testament, Hodder & Stoughton Lim., London, n.d. p.36; Plato,
Lysis, Symposium, trans. by Lamb, W. R. M., (London, William Heinemann Ltd, 1983),
29 Plato, Phaedrus, trans. by Fowler, H. N., (London, 1971), p.489-97
21 Plato, Laws, trans. by Bury, R. G., (London, William Heineman Ltd, n.d.) v.3, p.153
22 Aristotle, Ethics, v3. 7. 1159a
23 Plato, Symposium, trans. by Lamb, W. R. M., p.103
24 Ibid, v3. 7. 1159a
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These Greek philosophical ideas preoccupied the Muslim theologians and the Sufi
authors alike and were borrowed by the Muslims most probably through the
translations, firstly by the theologians and secondly through theologians by the Sufis.
According to Van Den Bergh, the Nicomachean Ethics had been translated into
Arabic and this work of Aristotle may have become common among the
theologians. 25 It is also possible that some similar ideas might have been
simultaneously present in Muslim culture.

1.2:2:2 Love in Muslim Philosophers:

At quite an early date, Muslim philosophers understood the importance of the
concept of love. For example, Avicenna's (d.1037) al-Risgah ft al-Vshq examines
the various levels and kinds of "ishq and culminates with a discussion of highest

'ishq, the passionate love for God. In the first chapter of his Risgah, he defines 'ishq
as "in truth nothing but the whole-hearted approval of the pleasing (a1-12asan) and the
suitable (al-mulrim), the source of yearning for it when it is absent and uniting with
it when it is present." This understanding of 'ishq allows Avicenna in a subsequent
chapter, to speak of 'ishq in inanimate simple beings as well as in vegetative, animal
and rational souls. Thus, for Avicenna, it applies both to carnal forbidden love which
he calls shameful (qabit) and to intellectual love of the Absolute Good (al-khayr al-

mullaq)26 . This approach agrees with most Sufi authors' attitudes, since they also use
the same terminology for profane and Divine ,Love.
However, it is this Absolute or Pure Good (al-Khayr al-MalV, which Avicenna
identifies with the First Cause (al-"Illah al-014, that is the true object of 'ishq.
Therefore, for him the perfect love is the love of God. 27 Love is the most perfect
relationship between man and God. Avicenna also claims that the worship of the
lover is different from the worship of ordinary people. In the treatise of MAiyat al-

alät, Avicenna describes the true prayer which is the intellectual worship of God,
the contemplation of God "with a pure heart and soul freed and cleansed of the
desires." In this treatise he proposes that such a man, whose intellect controls his
25 S. Van den Bergh, 'The Love of God in al-Ghazäli's Vivification of Theology', in Journal of
Semitic Studies, I, (1956) p. 306
26 S. Harvey, 'The meaning of terms designating love in Judaeo-Arabic Thought and some remarks
on the Judaeo-Arabic interpretation of Maimonides', in Judaeo-Arabic Studies, ed. by Norman
Golb, (Harwood Academic Publishers, Netherlands, 1977), p.184
27 M. Falchry, A history of Islamic Study, p.180; Harvey, S, 'The Meaning of Terms Designating
Love', in Judaeo-Arabic Studies, p.184
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passions, need only turn to God in love (bi 'ishqily) to attain highest happiness. By
'ishq here Avicenna means the intellectual love and contemplation of God described
in RisSah fi al- "Ishq.28
Another important theory of love is developed by the body of philosophers called the
Ikhwän al-Safd. They entitled one of their Rasril,"FIMAiyat al- gshq" The Ilchwän
were very much aware of differing and opposing attitudes towards 'ishq, of those
who praised it as a spiritual virtue and of those who censured it as a shameful vice.
They describe 'ishq as "an excess of love, an intense yearning for union (al-ittiMd),
which leaves the soul empty of all concerns save for the one who is passionately
loved (al-ma'shrie . Like Avicenna, they believe that "God is the first object of
passionate love". 29 The Ilchwän explicitly applied 'ishq to love of God, to spiritual
love as well as bodily love.
After this brief survey concerning the origin of human love the question now arises:
"Is it possible to speak of God "loving" in the form of the human love which was
outlined above? The following pages will investigate this question.
1.3 The Nature of Lover and the Beloved

So far the nature of love has been highlighted. Now, the two sides of love, the lover
and the beloved will be discussed, since love is a relationship that involves two
parties, someone who loves, the lover, and something that is loved, the beloved. The
love relationship must be distinguished from other similar but distinct feelings and
emotions. Some sorts of actions can be performed without a recipient to which or for
which the action is done. One may feel afraid, without an identifiable object to be
afraid of, one may feel sad, miserable or depressed, but not for or about another
person. By contrast, love seems necessarily to be directed towards some object.3°
Hence, it can be said that love necessitates some form of knowledge about the object
of love.
Therefore, in the Sufi understanding of love, knowledge of the Beloved (God)
constitutes an essential part. The Sufis like al-Ghazäli establish a direct link between
28 See S. Inati, Ibn Sing and Mysticism, (London and N. York, Kegan Paul International, 1996),
p.28-29, 78-79
Rasail Ikhwan al-,Safä, (Beirut: Dar Sadr, 1957), v.3 p.270
3° See C. Osborne, Eros Unveiled Plato and the God of Love, (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1994),
p.46-48
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love of God and the knowledge (ma `rifah) of God. 31 This implies that the lover needs
to have some form of capacity to appreciate the beloved. Although animals share
with human beings the fact that they are both sentient, nevertheless, an important
distinction must be made. The mere capacity to feel and respond is not enough to
partake in the relationship of love. There is another dimension that distinguishes man
from other creatures. This feature, in the words of al-Ghazäli, is called "the sixth
sense". This intellectual power to appreciate the beauty which is invisible to the
external eye is the preserve of human and Divine beings only, e.g. angels.32
In contrast, a question that might arise is whether the beloved also needs to possess
the sixth sense. This question might be answered in two ways. Firstly, if the object of
love is non-Divine, it seems the answer will be in the negative. There is not a
universal agreement that the object of love should necessarily be a sentient being:
apparently anything can be loved, including food, country, ideas, etc. Secondly, if the
object of love is Divine then the answer might be in the affirmative. From the Islamic
point of view, God is regarded as having the absolute perfection. Nothing is lacking
from him including the ability to perceive, to feel and to respond. Therefore, it can be
said that God necessarily possesses the "sixth sense" and more, in the sense that He
knows all the secrets of His creation and nothing is hidden from His knowledge.

However, several fundamental arguments, all inherited from Greek philosophy and
most probably Aristotle, are used to deny a possibility of love between man and God
on the basis of their different natures. 33 The first is the argument that love requires a
conformity or similarity (munAsaba) between the two lovers. It is clear that man is
contingent whereas God is eternal, hence there is no affinity or similarity between
them. The second argument is that love is the result of some need, hence it cannot be
attributed to God, since He does not need anything. God is perfect in His nature and
does not need anything whatsoever from His creation. For these and other reasons
some Islamic theological sects, like the Mu`tazila and Ash`arites refused the
possibility of love between man and God.34

31 See, 7.3:1:d The Relationship between Knowledge (Ma 'rija) and Love
32 See al-Ghazdli, Mishkät al-Anwk, The Niche for Lights, trans. by Muhartunad Ashraf, M,
(Lahore, Ashraf Press, 1952), p.82
33 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, v3. 7. 1159a
34 al-Qushayri, al-Risälah, p.319
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To sununarise, there are certain difficulties in applying the concept of love to man
and God because of their fundamental differences in nature. To make a love possible
between two fundamentally different beings will need some compromise. It could be
argued that this compromise in Christianity is incarnation since through incarnation
God comes to the level of humanity. In Islam this compromise will be made in reshaping the meaning of the word love or changing it. In this way, questions, such as
"whether love is possible between man and God, can man love God or can God love
man?" will be answered by the Sufis and theologians in the following pages.

1.3.1 Application of Love to God

The above information about the nature of love basically reflected the ideas of
various sources like psychology, Greek philosophy and possibly the traditions of the
time. However, when love is attributed to God, it needs to be explained in a way that
does not contradict the religious teachings of Islam. This entailed some difficulties
for the Muslim theologians. As explained above, love entails need and lack of some
attributes that are owned by the beloved. Muslim theologians experienced problems
in explaining how God can love man because of the essential differences between
their essences. 35 God who is eternal, uncreated and the creator of everything, does
not need anything and has all the attributes of perfection (kam g). Whereas man is
created, ephemeral, imperfect and completely dependent on God for his existence.
Keeping in mind also the idea that love in the human sense involves inclination to
something which the lover lacks, the question arises: Is it possible to say that God
can love man?
The notion that one cannot love anything which one already possesses was originally
developed by Plato. 36 Under the influence of Plato and Greek philosophy, 37 Muslim
theologians in general understood love as a concept which implies "need and
dependence" of and on the beloved. Furthermore, for them love necessitated change
in the lover. If we return to the origins of love, i.e. the infant-mother relationship, the
infant always needs the mother. Another notion that is borrowed from Greek
33 See Baqilläni, al-Ingf, ed. by al-Kawthari, M., and al-Husayni, I., (Muassasa al-Khanji,
1382/1963), p.39-41
36 G. Santas, Plato and Freud, p.27
37 The Greeks were inclined to believe that God could not be spoken of as "loving" man, for if
God felt the movement of love for any being other than Himself, He would be a needy creature,
yearning to overcome some inadequacy in His own nature. Since God has no need in His Being,
God remains unmoved. see P. Ramsey, Basic Christian Ethics, (Kentucky, 1993), p.105-106
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philosophy is that love requires similarity and complementary elements between the
lover and the beloved. The lover and the beloved always share common attributes.
The gist of the matter for the theologians was to cleanse the concept of love from
those human connotations. To accomplish this, they attempted to explain the concept
of love in a refined way stripped of any notions which contradicted the fundamental
principles of Islam.

Now, as an example, we can look at al-Bäqilläni's (d.1013) explanation of love. He
tried to avoid attributing human features to God by explaining love in a modified
way. He used terms that did not necessitate imperfection in God, like change in His
essence or need for others. Understanding love in its literal sense, meant for him
attributing imperfection to God. Hence he understood love or hate as a part of the
will of God. According to him, God's love meant "God's will to reward those with
whom He is satisfied, whom He loves and befriends, and to punish those with whom
He is angered, whom He hates. Nothing else!" al-Bäqilläni justifies such a
commentary on love for the following reason: "Anger (ghaVab), good pleasure (rig
), and the like must mean His will to do good or to do harm alone, or they must mean

an aversion and a change arising in His nature when He is angered and a tenderness,
an inclination, a tranquillity (sukan) in his nature when he is pleased." 38 If we accept
the latter, this means God can be subject to such sympathies and change, like His
creatures39, which is against the principle that God is immutable. To prevent such a
conclusion, al-Bdqilläni equates God's love with the will. Hence, he tries to prove
that God's love, anger or pleasure are unchanging according to the eternal will of
God. Therefore, God does not cease eternally to love a person whom He knows will
die as a believer, even when that person is in a state of disobedience. Similarly, He
does not cease to be angered at one whom He knows will die an unbeliever, even
when that person is obedient.
According to this view of al-Baqillani, God's love and hatred are one insofar as they
are both equivalent to His will, but they are clearly different with respect to their
objects. 4° This commentary i.e. equating God's love with His will, to escape
38 Baqillani, al-Infäf, p.40
39 J. N. Bell, Love Theory in Later Hanbalite Islam, (State University of New York Press, Albany,
1979), p.57
49 For the theological discussion of God's love for man and the relationship between God's will
and love see J. N. Bell, Love Theory in Later Hanbalite Islam,
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attributing God human characteristics seems to be an artificial attempt. However, al135qillani seems to accept that will is eternal and does not imply change in God. In
this way he tries to prove that love does not signify change in God.
A further example can be provided by Ibn Taymiyya. He firstly states that God, who
is qualified with every loveable attribute, is clearly a proper and worthy object of
love. Secondly, he explains the affinity between man and God in the following
manner. For him "the mumisaba", affinity, is the believer's accord (muw*qa) with
what God commands, through obedience in addition to love what God loves.4i
These words of the theologians seem far from solving the problem of how God can
love man or vice versa. The theological discussion of whether love is applicable to
God or not is not the subject of this study. However, it is necessary to have a
background of the theological aspects as they influenced the Sufi authors.

1.4 Love in Islamic Terminology

In Islamic terminology love is fundamentally divided into two branches according to
the object of the love. The mutual love between man and God is called Divine Love;
if the object of love is a worldly entity other than God it is called profane love.42
Divine Love is also named as real love and the profane love as the metaphorical love
or udhri Love. Divine Love falls primarily, within the interests of the Sufis and
partially within the interests of Islamic philosophers.

On the other hand, Islamic literature and poetry equally employ both kinds of love
amongst their themes. This chapter, however, will study the Sufi understanding of
love, hence excluding other kinds of loves. It should not be forgotten that there is a
close relationship between the experience of physical love and Divine Love
especially in the language that is used to convey the feelings. The terminology of
profane love plays key roles in the terminology of Divine Love. As Schimmel rightly
states, Sufis express their love towards God by symbols taken from human love.43
This notion is supported by the classical Sufi authors' treatment of Divine Love as
well. The majority of Sufi authors who have written about love, such as al-Hujwiri
41 Ibn Taymiyyah, Taful al-Ijmal fi ma Yajib LillA min ,Ifat al-Kamal, MRM, 3, (Short edition),
p.66; J. N. Bell, Love Theory in Later Hanbalite Islam, p.76
42 See al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahj lib, p.308
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(d.1072) and al-Qushayri (d.1074), explain Divine Love by examples derived from
human love anecdotes. Therefore, the terms and phrases which are used to express
human love are also used for Divine Love.
One thing also worthy of mention is that there is not a uniformity of terminology
employed by the Sufis. Thus, Sufi authors defined Divine Love in different forms
and these differences of expressions should not be understood as a controversy but as
a difference of their psychology at the time of their experience. In addition, Ibn alKhatib states that these definitions are the result of the personal experiences of Sufis,
and that none of these Sufis can experience love completely, but only partially in
accordance with their states on the spiritual ladder:"
As it will be explained in the second chapter the early Sufis' fellowship with God
was the result of fear of God's majesty. However, some later Sufis preferred a
different approach in their relationship with God, based on love. In so doing they
drew their support from the verses in the Qur'an, especially the verses that describe
God's attributes. In the Qur'an two types of God's attributes are always mentioned
together. These are the attributes of beauty (jamil) and the attributes of majesty
(jal g). The latter indicates the awesome aspects of the Divine such as the

"Revenger" (al-muntaqim), "Overpowering" (al-Jabbar) 45 , whereas the former
indicates the loving and merciful aspects of the divinity such as "the Merciful" (alRahnan) 46 , the compassionate, (al-Rahim)47

In al-I-Jujwiri's opinion, the seekers of God approach Him through entering one of

these gates i.e., either from the door of jam g or from the door of jag Those who
know God through the attributes of beauty, worship Him in love, whereas those who
know Him through His majestical attributes, worship Him in fear. 48 With this short
sentence, al-I-Jujwiri almost explains the whole problem of Sufi love. Is the God of
the Sufis a loveable God or is He someone that must be feared? It seems that it is
43 A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p.5
44 Ibn al-Khatib, Rawdat, p. 376
45 Qur'an, 59:22-24 (MA) In this thesis three different translations of the Quran are used in order
to emphasize the literal meaning of particular words which have a special significance for this
study.
46 kid, 55:1
47Ibid., 27:29
48 al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjab, trans. by R.A. Nicholson, p.288
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possible to prefer one of these approaches to Divine Being by looking into the
Qur'an, since it contains both the attributes of majesty and beauty in equal
proportion.

It can also be useful to look at the theory of Solomon and Corbit in order to
understand the shift of the emphasis from "fear" to "love of God" in the early Sufis.
Solomon and Corbit's psychological theory which is called "opponent-process
theory" can illuminate the development of Sufism from being "fear-centred" to being
"love-centred". They state that most negative feelings are followed by their opposites
once the initial stimulus which was the cause of the negative feelings has been
overcome. For example, when the causes which create fear are successfully
accomplished." According to them, the feeling of fear can be turned into love. From
this it can be concluded that the early Sufis who put more stress on fear of God, went
to the extreme and finally this notion lost its appeal. After this process, they finally
realised that God had other attributes which made a mutual love possible as well. In
many of the Qur'anic verses, which will be the subject of the next chapter, God is
described as a passionate, loving God. Hence they started to preach the loveable
attributes of God more than the ones which inspired fear.

1.5 Love in the Sufi Classics

In this chapter, an attempt will be made to explain the nature of love from the Sufi
Classics. By the Sufi classics are meant the early books written by Sufi authors, like
al-Sarraj, Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya, al-Kalabadhi, al-Suhrawardi who
aimed to teach about Sufi concepts in general, and these are more or less accepted as
first hand reference books by the majority of the scholars. Also, the books which are
written exclusively on love such as Tawq al-ljamaina by Ibn Hazm, Kitffb

Af al-

Alif by al-Daylami, Rawdat al-Ta`ri by Ibn al-Khatib, will be taken into
consideration. In addition to the Islamic sources, Christian sources will be referred to
in order to clarify the Sufi understanding of love.
In the following chapters Divine Love will be studied in two categories. Firstly,
God's love for man and secondly, man's love for God. The reason for this is that the
Sufis and Sufi Classics always deal with these two loves separately. According to
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them, these two loves are not identical in their nature. The differences will become
apparent in the following pages.

1.5.1 God's love for Man
Before understanding the Sufi approach to God's love for man, it is essential to have
an understanding about the concept of God in Islam, since the understanding of
God's love for man is very much related to the understanding of God in Islam. The
Qur'an, which is the most important source providing information about the nature
of God, describes Him in two different ways; the first one declares that God is not
comparable to any creature or concept we can perceive. This is called "tanzill" and
this idea finds its expression in the verses such as "There is nothing is like Him"5°

Tanzth means that "God is not similar to His creation in any way". 51 However, such a
description of God without any affirmative attributes could result in nihilism. This is
because we could know no attribute of God in this way. Hence, the object of worship
would be a mysterious unknown being.
To prevent such a thing the Qur'an also follows a second method which is termed

"tashblii". Literally, tashbili means "to declare something similar to something else."
For example, the attributes such as life, knowledge, mercy, generosity which belong
to God, are also found in creation. Hence, all Divine names suggest some sort of

tashbill because they allow us to think that God is such and such. As soon as we
name God, we create a concept in our minds of what He is like. Tasbili in contrast to

tanzth, allows us to describe Him in ways with which the human mind is already
familiar. In essence, then, similarities in some shape or form and to some degree can
be found for God. This makes God more accessible to the human mind. In particular,
it allows man to identify himself with a God who is comprehensible by his faculties
of the mind. The idea of tashbli is interspersed throughout the Qur'an in different
verses and the extreme position of tanzill is hence counterbalanced by the alternative
concept of "tashbili"

49 R. J. Stenberg, and Barnes, L. Michael (ed.) The Psychology of Love, (New Haven and London,
Yale Uni. Press, 1988), p. 15
5° Queän, 42:11 (Muh.)
51 S. Murata,.& W. C. Chittick, The Vision of Islam, (I.B. Tauris Publishers, London & New York,
1996), p.70
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Although each Divine name suggests similarity with creation (tashbk), they differ in
strength and intensity. Some bear closer resemblance to man than the others. In this
context, God's attributes are divided into two branches. The attributes of jama/
(beauty) and that of jal g (majesty). The former stress tashbil: to a greater degree than
they stress kola?. Hence the names that tell us about God's nearness to creation and
concern for his creatures can be classified as names of tashbili. 52
However, to understand these attributes merely in human terms leads us into danger
of anthropomorphism 53 which inherently contradicts the fundamental principles of
Islam. This could mean that Muslims would be worshipping a god who was similar
to themselves. To avoid such a blasphemous result, Muslim theologians often
approach the attributes of tashbk with caution. For example, saying God is
omnipotent has little scope for a blasphemous interpretation, as it will be accepted
without question that God in comparison to man is all powerful. On the other hand,
the verse such as "The hand of God is above their hand" 54 can easily lead to an
anthropomorphic interpretation as humans also possess hands. Does this mean that
God has hands which are identical to the hands of humans?
The attribute of love is also an attribute of tashbilt Therefore, it must be dealt with
great caution. If not, then, God could be placed on the same level as that of a human
lover who seeks beauty and perfection to compensate for his own lack of beauty and
perfection. Since God is the most perfect being and He has the most beautiful names
(attributes) Asmr al-ljusnä, 55 He does not need to love someone in the sense we
love. Therefore, His love is understood differently in comparison with our love for
Him.
Although the concepts of love have been understood by the Classical Sufi authors in
different ways, there is one notion which is common to all of them: the idea that God
has no comparison. This idea pervades all the Sufi interpretations of love that exists
in the Sufi literature. Therefore, this idea constrained the Sufis into interpreting love

52 Ibid, pp.70-71
53 Anthropomorphism: Describing God in human terms, see, I. A. Netton, A Popular Dictionary, p.
246
54 Qur'an, 48:9 (Muh.)
55 Ibid, 7:180
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in a manner consistent with it. Such an approach may be easily demonstrated by
looking at the works of some of the great Sufi authors.

When al-Sarraj (d.998) deals with God's love for man, he is aware of this sensitivity.
56 Hence,

he does not explain how God loves man except by quoting the hadith that

when Allah loves someone he becomes his sight, his hearing and so on. In addition to
the hadith, the verses he quotes are very often the ones quoted by the other Sufis such
as: "then Allah will bring a people, He shall love them and they shall love Him"57
"But those of Faith are overflowing in their love for Allah." 58 Nevertheless, the two
loves i.e. God's love for man and man's love for God are clearly separated in his
exposition.
One of the major statements that he makes regarding God's love for man is that
God's love for his creatures precedes their love for Him," i.e. God's love for man is
eternal and not temporary. This short sentence of al-Sarraj neatly summarises the
theological dogma that God is immutable. As a result, his actions are also immutable.
To conclude, it could be said that al-Sarräj does not provide a crystal clear picture
regarding this issue. This is due to the fact that there is an absence of detail in his
exposition. For instance, he does not explain the nature of God's love which precedes
man's love for God. How does this process happen? Is it similar to human love?
However, not all authors follow al-Sarraj's manner. Contrary to him, another Sufi
author, al-I-Jujwiri presents a clear idea about God's love for man. Firstly, he
describes the love as "restless desire and inclination and passion for the object of
love." 60 Hence, love in this sense cannot be applied to God who is exalted far above
anything of this sort. Because human love involves need and lack of something, as
Hall states, "Every theory of love, from Plato down, teaches that each individual
loves in the other sex what he lacks in himself." 61 God who is perfect from all defects
does not need others in that sense. His love, therefore must be understood in a sense
which will not imply that God is in need of others.
56 al-Sarraj, al-Luma', p.58
57 Qur'an, 5:54 (Muh.)
58 Ibid, 2:165 (Y.A.)
59 This statement resembles the Christian idea of "Agape"; God's unmotivated love for His
creation.
60 al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahj jib, trans. by M. A. Aba al-`A?Aim, (Cairo, 1974), p.366
61 G. Santas, Plato and Freud, p.26
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As a result, al-Uujwiri understands "God's love (mahabba) for man" to mean His
good will towards him and His having mercy upon him. According to al-I-Jujwiri,
love is among one of the aspects of God's will, like satisfaction, anger, and mercy.
All these are different manifestations of His will. If God wills good for someone, it
means "He loves him". The nature of this love consists of rewards, such as showing
much favour to the servant ('abd) and giving him a recompense in this world and the
next, securing him from punishment and keeping him safe from sin. When God
particularly distinguishes anyone in this way, that specialisation of His will is called
love. 62 In al-klujwiri's view, this singling out is a Divine gift; if the whole world
wished to attract love, they could not, and if they made the utmost efforts to repel it,
they could not. 63 Hence, God's love is not the result of man's good deeds. Perhaps
due to the fact that God loves a person, this person is drawn towards good deeds. It
may be concluded, from al-klujwiri's remarks, that the reason why God loves some
and does not love others, is a Divine secret.

Al-I-Jujwiri also believes that God's love for man and man's love for God are
fundamentally different in their natures. It is impossible that man's love for God
should be similar in kind to the love of human beings towards one another. As has
been seen, al-I-Jujwiri considers love as part of "His will" and nothing more. Alklujwiri sticks strictly to the understanding of love by theologians, like al-Baciilläni.64
Therefore, it may be concluded that al-I-Jujwiri does not very much approve of a
personal relationship of love between God and man.
Al-Qushayri treats the subject of love in a similar way to al-klujwiri. He introduces
the Qur'anic verses and the traditions of the Prophet on the subject of Divine Love
and as a result, he deduces that God is characterised as loving the servant, and the
servant is characterised as loving God. However, like al-klujwiri, he believes that the
nature of God's love for man and man's love for God are substantially different.
Love, as it is experienced among mankind, such as having affection for something,
feeling an intimate liking for something, cannot be attributed to God.65

62 al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahj fib, trans. by Abil al-` Aza-int, p.367
63 Ibid, p.307
64 Ibid, p.307

21

As a conclusion to this section, it can be said that almost all the Sufi authors share
the same concerns with the theologians as far as the transcendence of God is
concerned. Their understanding of God's love is especially in conformity with the
Ash`arite theologians, i.e. to equate God's love with His will. They all believe that
there are substantial differences between man's love for God and God's love for
man. To understand these differences, the views of the Sufi authors concerning
man's love for God will be presented below.

1.5.2 Man's love for God

In general, it is clear that the Sufi authors do not elaborate very much on the nature
of God's love for man. However, they give a more detailed account concerning
man's love for God. That is only natural because when they speak about man's love

for God, it is their own experience, hence they are speaking on their own behalf.
Whereas, when they describe God's love for man they are speaking, in a sense, on
God's behalf. Therefore it is understandable that they are hesitant to give much
detail.
All the Sufi classics confirm that God loves His believers. However, this does not
mean that God loves everybody equally. He might love one believer more and
another less but in its nature this love is the same. His love for one person is not
different from His love for another person in its nature. On the other hand, the Sufi
authors, without exception, inform us that each man has a different love for God,
depending on the group to which he/she belongs. The believers, according to their
stages in knowledge and other motives, have different degrees of love. They classify
man's love for God into different categories and specifically into triple groups. For
example, al-Sari-5j divides men's love for God into three categories according to their
spiritual levels. 66
The first and the lowest degree of love is that of the common people (' ämma). Their
love originates from the beneficence of God in this world and from the expectations
of rewards in the next. Hence, this love seems to be a kind of selfish love; loving
someone not for his or her intrinsic value but for the benefit that the lover will gain.
In al-Sarräj's opinion, this love is the most common one since it is natural to love
65 al-Qushayri, al-Risälah, p.318-19; the Principles, p.327
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someone who renders benefits. He confirms this kind of love by a saying of the
Prophet which is as follows; "Hearts are created with the nature to love those who
benefit them, and to hate those who harm them". According to al-Sarraj, for this
group of people, love means obedience and remembrance of the Benevolent at all
times."
The lovers of God in the first group of al-Sarrãj's classification are simple believers
who have no deep knowledge of God and they have no share in the Sufi knowledge
(ma `rifa).

For them love does not involve complex meanings. As al-Tustari explains

for this group; "Love consists in embracing the acts of obedience and in avoiding the
acts of disobedience" 68 . It is only thanksgiving for the benefits which are already
received or expected to be received in the future. This kind of love is one of the
major themes that the Sufis such as Rabi`a deal with and in general it is considered
as a selfish love.69
However, for the second group of lovers, referred to as al-s gcliqin, the idea of benefit
has no value. This group's love originates from their contemplation of God's beauty,
majesty, omniscience and power. Hence, their love is the result of long
contemplation, and acquiring knowledge of the nature of God. It is not similar to the
simple thanksgiving of the first group. This group's love involves deep Sufi
knowledge about the secrets of Divine Being, The definition of love given by alSarräj for this group is quoted from al-Nfiri, who describes love as "tearing down the
veils and exposing the secrets"" Although al-Sarraj does not give clear explanation
about the veils and secrets, it is clear that these concern a Sufi knowledge which
needs special Sufi instruction. He also implies that this love involves contemplation
which culminates in the obliteration (fan g) of the lover's characteristics, in addition
to the replacement of the lover's attributes with those of the Beloved. 71 By
obliteration of man's characteristics, Sufis generally mean the obliteration of bad
characteristics and their replacement with the good ones. It also means complete

" al-Sarraj, al-Luma'. p.58
67 Ibid, p.58
68
Kashf, p.311
69 See, 5.4:2:a Selfish love (ljubb al-Haw,j)
"al-Sarraj, al-Luma', p.59
71 See for more on Fan g', 9.3.3:2 Love and Fang' (Annihilation)
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submission of man's will to God's will i.e. full obedience to the commandments of
God.72

The third and final kind of love is the love of Gnostics (` arifOn). Their love originates
from the contemplation of the knowledge that God's love for man precedes their love
for Him. It seems that this group is the most privileged group, since they are chosen
by God. In al-Sarraj's view, this last kind of love manifests itself in complete
annihilation of the lover. This annihilation is one step further from the previous
group, since the lover in this group is so annihilated that he/she is even unaware of
his/her love.

Al-Sarräj strengthens his theory and classification of love, with sayings of other
Sufis as well. For example, in connection with the last group, he refers to Dhu alNun who describes love as "a pure love without any taint, with the heart's
unawareness of this love." 73 Abil Ya c qrib al-Sfisi describes this love in the following
way: "Love is only perfect when the one who loves ceases to realise his love, but at
the same time realises the love of the Beloved, with the annihilation of the
knowledge of love. When the lover reaches this state, he becomes a lover without
love," 74 i.e. he becomes so annihilated in his love; he does not even realise his love
like the fish that lives in the water but does not know what water is.

Another important characteristic of this love in al-Sarräj's view is that it has no
selfish motives, in comparison to, say, the first group in his classification, so it does
not change according to the favours of the Beloved. To this effect he refers to the
statement of Yaby5 b. Muadh; "Love is neither diminished by unkindness nor
increased by kindness and bounty". 75 As God's love for them is spontaneous without
any motives, in a similar way man's love for God is a reflection of this unmotivated
love. This understanding of love corresponds with the Christian idea of agape since
the most prominent character of "agape" love in Christianity is that it is spontaneous
and unmotivated, having no motive outside itself. "...Agape has nothing to do with
the kind of love that depends on the recognition of a valuable quality in its object.
Agape does not recognise value but creates it. Agape loves and imparts value by

72 Ibid, p.427
73 Ibid, p. 59
74 Ibid, p. 59

24

loving. The man who is loved by God has no value in himself; what gives him value
is precisely the fact that God loves him". 76 This resemblance might further explain
the close relationship between Sufism and Christianity.

Hence, al-Sarräj describes the different levels of the lovers of God according to their
motives. He also seems to establish a close link between love and obliteration
(fang). Love culminating in fang' is a favourite theme of the Sufis like al-I:lanai and

Ibn al-Färid who will be the subject matter of some of this research in later chapters.
Concerning man's love for God, al-Qushayri places great emphasis on the
differences between Divine Love and profane love(s). In the latter, there is an
inclination (mayl) towards his beloved whereas in man's love for God, inclination
cannot be possible. Human love also involves affection and enjoyment. However,
Divine Love in this respect, too, is different from the species of human love; the love
man feels for God is a state, experienced in the heart, too subtle for words. This state
propels him to glorify God and to try to gain His pleasure. The servant's love for
God does not imply affection or enjoyment in the human sense. For al-Qushayri,
man's love is his conformity (muw #.aqa) to Divine will. 77 Once again, like the other
authors, he is supporting the understanding of the theologians.
Another classical scholar, al-Kalabadhi, understands love to be an inclination of the
heart towards God, and an inclination towards what is of God, without any effort on
the part of man. 78 It seems that for al-Kaläbädhi love is a Divine gift; hence it is
wahb I, i.e. it is not the result of human endeavour. God gives His love to the

believers whom He likes. This theme is a major motif of Sufi love. Furthermore,
man's love for God means reverence dwelling in his heart, so that it does not
accommodate the love of any other than God.
By contrast al-Hujwiri initially classifies the lovers of God according to their objects
of love. He describes human love as, first, "Love of the like towards the like", and
second; "...love of the one who is unlike the object of his love i.e. God (Divine
75 al-I-Jiljwiri, Kashf, p.310
76 A. Nygren, Agape and Eros, trans. by Philip S. Watson, (Harper & Row, New York, 1969),
p.78
77 al-Qushayri, al-Risälah„ p.319; the Principles, p.327
78 al-Kalabädhi,* Kiab al-Ta'arruf li Madhhab Ahl al-Tagnvwuf, (Cairo, 1960), p.109
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Lover." Concerning Divine Love al-tlujwiri, like al-Sarraj, begins by citing
Queanic verses and Prophetic traditions. If we consider the criticism that Sufis faced
from mainstream scholars concerning their conception of Divine Love, we
understand better why Sufi authors always refer to the Qur'an and Hadith in the first
place. By doing so they try to prove that the concept of love originated from the
Qur'an and the Sunnah of the Prophet. Therefore, these concepts should not be
rejected outright as non-Islamic. In summary, they have quite an apologetic
approach, in that they try to justify and defend their position against the attacks of
hostile theologians.
After this first attempt, al-tlujwiri divided love

(hubb)

into Divine and profane

according to the objects of its direction. In his treatment of Divine Love, he classifies
the lovers of God into two groups according to their motives. The first group are
those who love God because of His favours and His beneficence towards them. The
second group are the lovers of God because He is the Benefactor himself, not
because of the beneficence received from the Benefactor. These people are so
enraptured by love that they reckon all favours as a veil. Al-tlujwiri regards the idea
of benefit as a veil between the lover and beloved as well. He considers the second
group more exalted than the former one. 8°
As a final example of the Sufi Classics, `Umar al-Suhrawardi the author of

Awärif

divides the love of God into two groups as well. This division goes back to the
division of Muslims into two groups by the Sufis as

`crw "ãm and khaw gs. Aw gm

as

described before, means the generality of people who only understand the exterior of
religion and cannot afford to understand very much about the internal wisdom which
is hidden behind the exterior. On the other hand, khawäs means the elite of the
believers who can understand the wisdom of the hidden aspects of religion.8'
The love of the first group, since they do not have a deep understanding of God,
originates from the knowledge of God's favours and grace upon them. Because these
benefits are received through the attributes of God, their love is related to the
attributes, not to the essence of God. For this group love means obedience to His
79 al-tifijvviri, Kashf, p.308
89 Ibid, p.308
81 al-Sareaj, al-Luma', p.504
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commandments, as a thanksgiving for the benefits received. It is similar to al-Sarraj' s
first group. This group's love is kasbi, that which is possible to attain through
obedience to the Divine law.82
The second kind of love is that of the lovers who are chosen by God. This group is
closer to al-Sarrai's third group. This group's love is the result of their direct
contemplation of the essence of God. 83 Hence, for them the material benefits
received from God are not important. For them, the important issue is God without
considering their own personal interests. These lovers are chosen by God so their
love is wahbi, i.e. God-given. In a different approach from the other Sufis, alSuhrawardi, makes a distinction between God's attributes (gat) and essence (dhät). 84
To conclude, the classical authors tend to view man's love for God from two main
perspectives. The first evolves around the idea of benefit and interest within the love
relationship. The second is based around, the dissimilarity of man's love for God and
God's love for man. In this matter, Ash`arite theology predominates in the Sufi
views: man's love for God is nothing but love of obedience and worship of God.
The reason why the Sufi Classics predominantly preoccupied themselves with the
theological aspects of Sufi love is that they wrote these books for Sufis and non-Sufis
alike: for this reason they did not want to , attract hostility or get involved in
controversial matters. To place the issue in context, theology (kalam) was considered
as a guardian of real Islam protecting it from heretical ideas. For example by
branding a book or a sect heretical, theologians could cause popular opinion to go
against them. In the light of this, Sufi Classics thought it safer to follow the
theologians in those matters of love, where theology was closely involved. In
addition, the Sufi Classics followed an apologetic method: they wanted to prove that
Sufism is no different from mainstream Islam.
The Sufi Classics divide man's love primarily into two categories: love of the lay
people ('awn) and the love of the Gnostics (khcrw as or ' grifun). By contrast, the
books which study love from both profane and Divine aspects, give more detailed
82 Ibid, p.504
83 al-Suhrawardi, `Awärif p.504-505
84 al-Sarr5j, al-Luma `, p.504
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stages of love. Books, such as, Ibn Hazm's Tawq al-tlamama, Ibn Dawiid's Zahra, Ibn
al-Jawzi's Dhamm al-Hawa' may be given as examples of such books which are
primarily written exclusively on the subject of love. The authors of these books seem to
have agreed upon the idea that love is not an immediate emotion, but a gradual evolution
of positive feelings towards an object. Therefore, they employed different concepts to
show the different stages of this emotional process, selecting from almost sixty words
conveying different levels of this inclination.

In this research, the most frequently and generally used words that convey the different
levels of love, will be examined shortly. Sufi authors classified the process of love in
different forms. As an illustrative example, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah's classification of
love will be presented. As far as the Arabic language is concerned the word mahabba
conveys a general meaning of love. However, Ibn al-Jawziyya 85 demarcates ten stages of
mahabba. An adaptation of his table of classification will be presented below so that we
can gain some further insight into the synonyms of 'love'.

1.6 Stages of Love
1.6.1 al-`Alaqa: The first stage of love, connotes idea of the engagement of the

heart with the beloved in a continuous way. 86 This word was also used by the Prophet in
the meaning of love. 87 In his research on human love, Stendhal (d.1842) describes this
stage as that of "admiration." Here the lover encounters the beloved and is attracted by
the beloved's qualities. This first encounter is usually brief and the qualities that elicit the
lover's attraction are relatively superficial ones.88

1.6.2 Pada: After the first attraction, the heart starts to contemplate the

attributes and characteristics of the beloved. Gradually it inclines towards the beloved.
Stendhal explains this stage as where the lover imagines and contemplates the attributes
of the beloved. This process can be understood as the period of "pregnancy" in love.

85 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Madärif, p.27-30
86 Ibn Manzilr, Lisan al-'Arab, a`-lam-qaf entry,
87 Ibn al-Athir, al-Nihayah, v.3, 289
88 Quoted in Sharon S. Brehm, 'Passionate Love' in The Psychology of Love, edited by J. Robert
Stenberg and L. Michael Barnes, Yale Uni. Press, New Haven and London, 1988, p.234
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1.6.3

al-,SabAa: Flow of the heart towards the beloved without any control.

After contemplating the attractiveness of the beloved the lover cannot help the flowing of
his heart towards the object of love. This word is mentioned in the Que5n (12:33), with
the meaning of inclination.

1.6.4

al-Ghar&n: The love which sticks to the heart and never leaves it for a

moment.

1.6.5

al-Widad: The purest and most excessive kind of love is denoted by the

word wudd. 89 Wudd is also one of the beautiful names of God, mentioned in the
Qur"án. 99 al-Wadad; meaning both lover and beloved. Thus, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya
admits that God as well as being loved by His servants, can also love them. Widad and its
derivations are used in many places in the Que5n91 and in the Prophetic traditions.92

1.6.6

al-Shaghaf It is the name given to the skin of the heart. When the love

reaches to the inner skin of the heart it is called shaghaf This word is taken from the
Que5n (12:30)
1.6.7

Ishq: Excessiveness of love. This term will be studied in further detail later

for it is the most important concept of love after mahabba.

1.6.8

al-Tatayyum: It is being the slave of love to the extent that the lover does

not care about the blame he gets from society. What he cares about is only to please the
beloved.
1.6.9

al-Ta'abbud: Like the previous stage, this is another name for becoming a

slave for love. When the beloved possesses all the body of the lover it is called alta'abbud. Ta'abbud also means to worship, hence it is the peak of love with complete

submission to God.
1.6.10

al-Khulla: Exclusive attachment to the beloved, through emptying of

the heart of all save the beloved.

According to 1bn Qayyim, perfect love does not

89 Ibn al-Ithatib, al-Rawdat, p.50-51
90 Qur'an, 85:14
91 Qur'an, 19:96; 11:90; 58:22; 85:14
92 al-Bukhari, al-Salyih, Manägib, 1; Muslim, al-Saltip, Birr, 11-12
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accept any associate. He clarifies this situation by giving the example of the Prophet
Ibrahim. When the Prophet Ibrahim allocated in his heart a share of love to his son,
God commanded him to slaughter his son IstriaIL When he decided to slaughter his
son in obedience to God, the objective was achieved i.e. to empty his heart of love
for his son. Because of this there was no need for Ishma`il to be sacrificed.
In this culminating stage, love pervades both the heart and the soul of the lover
without leaving any space for anything else. According to a Prophetic tradition, the
Prophet Ibrahim and Muhammad possessed the highest level of this love. "Allah
took me as his Friend like He took Ibrahim before."93
Certain authors, such as, Ibn al-Khatib (d.1375) organised these levels of love in
different orders with different terms. For example, he explains the abundance of the
expressions which signify love as "...the importance which is given to this concept
by Arabs", this is because, "when a concept or object is important for Arabs, they
express it in many synonymous words." He gives a fascinating example of this.
"Someone insulted Aba al-`Ala' al-Mearri (d.1057 ) by calling him a donkey. He
replied to his offender: "We call someone a donkey if that person does not know a
hundred different names for donkey" 94 Ibn al-Khatib's view on this matter is not a
foreign concept to the philologists. It is common knowledge that Eskimos know
many words for the different kinds of snow, since the latter is part and parcel of their
everyday lives.
1.7 Matabba and Ishq
Among the words which signify love the most important ones which are used to
characterise the love relationship between man and God are mahabba and `ishq.
Because of their central importance to our study, the terms mahabba and `ishq will
be studied further.
1.7.1 Matabba: Linguists and classical Sufi authors have produced various
etymologies for the word mahabba. Ibn Qayyim suggests that mahabba derives
from the word hub lb meaning purity. He writes: "Mahabba is a name for the purest
92 al-Bukhari, al-Salm-A Man gqib, 1; Muslim, a1-$417), Birr, 11-12
93 see a1-Bukhdri, al-Satitt, ,Salät, 455,456; Sahäbah, 6
" See Ibn al-Khatib, Rawdat, p.333-351
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kind of love and affection because the Arabs say of someone's pure white teeth
"habdb al-asnan"95
Thn

al-Manzilr, author of the largest encyclopaedic Arabic dictionary, writes that

mahabba comes from hubgb which are the bubbles that form on the surface of water
during a strong rainstorm, so love is the bubbling up of the heart when it thirsts and
is desperate to meet the Beloved.96
al-I-Jujwiri says that mahabba is said to be derived from hibbat, which are seeds that
fall to the earth in the desert. The name hubb (love) was given to such desert seeds,
because love is the source of life just as seeds are the origin of plants. Others say that
mal)abba is derived from hubb, meaning "a jar full of stagnant water", because when
love is collected in the heart and fills it, there is no room there for any thought except
of the beloved. Others say mahabba is derived from hubb meaning "the four
conjoined pieces of wood on which a water-jug is placed, because a lover lightly
bears whatever his beloved metes out to him - honour or disgrace, pain or pleasure,
fair treatment or foul. According to others, mahabba is derived from habb, the plural
of habbat, and habbat is the core of the heart, where love resides. In this case,
mahabba is called by the name of its dwelling-place, a principle of which there are
numerous examples in Arabic.97
1.7.2 `Ishq: Our second word meaning love is `ishq, ardent love: the word
`ishq is derived from `ashqa which is the creeper. A creeper by twining itself around
a tree, deprives it of sunshine and leaves. Thus a few days later the tree dries up
completely. Similarly, when love takes its root in the heart of a lover, everyone other
than the beloved is effaced in the effulgence of the beloved's beauty.

98

The very

being of the lover is annihilated and there remains nothing save the beloved. There
has been much controversy over the usage of the term "'ishq" (excessive love) for
God among both Sufis and theologians. al-I-Jujwiri summarises the problem as
follows; some Sufis believe that excessive love ( `ishq) towards God is allowable but
it does not proceed from God. Such love is the attribute of one who is debarred from
his beloved. Man is debarred from God but He is not debarred from man; therefore
man may love God excessively, but the term is not applicable to God. There is still
95 Ibn Qayyint, Modkij al-Salikin, v.3, p.6; al-Qushayri, al-Risälah, p.328
96 Ibn
Lisän al-'Arab, ha-ba-ba entry
Kashf, p.305-306
97

•
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another group who reject the idea that God can be the object of excessive love. Such
love involves a passing beyond limits, whereas God is not limited. According to this
group, al-tlujwiri explains that, excessive love is properly applied to the desire of
attaining the essence, inasmuch as the essence of God is not attainable, the term `ishq
is not rightly used in reference to man's love for God. 99 Al-I-Jujwiri does not give the
name of these Sufis but this matter will be discussed further in the following
chapters.
Ibn al-Khatib, like al-Qushayri describes "ishq" as passionate love exceeding all
limits in mahabba. 1°° Al-Miz, one of the earliest authorws who has written a
chapter on love, similarly describes `ishq as excessiveness of mahabba According to
him all kinds of `ishq can be termed as mahabba but not vice verse. 101 This definition
which is common among Muslim intellectuals and Sufis, seems to take its roots from
Aristotle who described it as the excess of feeling exclusively for one person.1°2
The reason for giving different derivations of mahabba and Vshq is that some of
these connotations will be reflected in the language of the Sufis studied in this thesis.

1.8

Conclusion

1-In this context we can compare the position of Sufism vis-à-vis Islam with the
position of Christianity with respect to Judaism. Anders suggests that Jesus does not
come forward as the founder of a new religion, for he had not come to destroy the
Law and the Prophets, but to fulfil them. What Jesus seeks is not to bring a new
concept of God, or new ideas about God, but a new fellowship with God, based on
love, and not Jewish piety or righteousness. In the same way, Sufism is not a
different religion, but a way of approaching God stressing love rather than fear. 1 ° 3 Of
course this approach is not valid for all Sufi sects for there were Sufi sects, at the
beginning of the Sufi movement, who gave primary importance to the concept of the
fear of God. This comparison should not lead us to the idea that Sufism is a Christian

"1bn al-Man4ir, Lisãn al-Arab, ha-ba-ba entry
"
Kashf, p.310
Ibn al-Khatib, Rawciat, p340
101 al-Jähiz, A.B., Rasril, v.3, p.139-140
1 °2 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, p.212, 1158a
103 N. Anders, Agape and Eros, p.68
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form of Islam because in the following chapters the differences between Christian
and Sufi understanding of love will be highlighted.

2-Most Sufi classics are careful in their treatment of God's love for man, since they
could ascribe attribution of human characteristics to God. They all seem to adhere to
the theory of theological-Islam in this matter. This theory may be briefly divided into
two parts. First, God's love for man which can be summarised as His rewarding of
man. Second, man's love for God which can be summarised as obedience to God.
Almost all the Sufi Classics seem to revolve around this paradigm of reward versus
obedience. However, the individual Sufis like al-klalldj, Ibn 'Arabi and Ibn al-Färicl
seem not to bother very much with the theological concerns and whether love can be
attributed to God or not.
3-Sufi authors were influenced by Greek philosophy through the Muslim
theologians. This may be understood by the very nature of kalam itself. The science
of theology was established in Islam to negate the questions that were put forward by
the non-believers and foreign cultures. Hence, ideas were transported from Plato and
Aristotle concerning the concept of love and it seems that the Sufi Classics were
influenced by these ideas through these theologians.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Origins of the Term ,Siri

2.1 Introduction
As a science, Sufism (tapwwuj) is a branch of Islamic study which encompasses
the lives and teachings of the Mystics (Sufis) of Islam. The English word 'Sufism'
is generally used to translate the word tapwwul In this chapter, a general
overview of the meaning of Sufism shall be presented, along with the historical
background out of which Sufism arose. The starting point will be the derivation of
the word Liscii, i.e., Muslim mystic because a distinctive feature of the Arabic
language is that the terminology of any Islamic science is closely associated with
the etymological roots of the terms used to describe the science in question.
Therefore, this chapter will begin with the examination of the etymology and
derivation of the word Rfi.
As an illustration, if we accept that Sufism is derived from the word ,s7.1 meaning
wool, then we will perceive Sufism as a manifestation of an ascetic life style. This
is because, wearing woollen garments was perceived by Sufi Classics as a symbol
of otherworldliness.' On the other hand, if we accept that Sufism is derived from
the Greek word "sophos",2 meaning "wise", then, the perspective with which
Sufism is viewed, will be radically different. For Sufism will, now, be seen as
having a philosophical base, originating from an alien and non-Islamic culture.
The implications of this are profound, since Sufism will then be seen not as a
product of indigenous Islamic thought but, as a refined development of foreign
ideas.
From the previous paragraph it is clear that the study of the etymological origins
of Sufism is necessary in order to gain a proper appreciation of its phenomenon. It
therefore comes as no surprise that both classical and modern writers frequently
introduce the subject of Sufism based on its etymological derivations. In what
follows, a brief summary of the main origins of the word Sufism will be
1 'A. Badawl, Tkich al-Tapwwuf al-Islam! min al-Bidaya Hata al-Qarn al-Thanf,
Walc5la al-Matbri`ät, 1975), p.7

(Kuwait,
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presented. Priority will be given to early Stifi authors, centring around the
question: "How did the Sufis, themselves, interpret the term Sufism, linguistically
and conceptually?"

Another important point, which must be kept in mind is that the central focus of
this research will be the concept of love the intention being to establish whether it
played a central role in the rise and development of the Sufi movement, or
whether it was only in later times that the concept of love was introduced into the
thought processes of the Sufi's heart and mind and thus gained ascendancy.

2.2. The Origins of the Term ,swi-

Many words have been put forward, as the origin of the word ,,swi. However, the
most important seem to be the following:
2.2:1 $afg: This literally means "purity" and in the Sufi sense denotes the

cleanliness of the hearts and acts of Sufis. 3 A review of the Sufi literature reveals
that, this derivation is seen in a favourable light by many Sufi writers. This is
because this derivation of the word
and aspirations of Sufism

viz,

Sufi

from

gtfa' is

in harmony with the goals

the purification of the mystic's heart from the

spiritual dirt which has accumulated on it. This purification process enables him
not only to cleanse the evil thoughts which arise from time to time in his mind,
but also to purify the actions committed by his limbs. As a culmination of this
process, the obstacles which come between the Sufi and God are removed.
A grammatical analysis of the term ,93fr adds a further interesting dimension to
the etymological derivation. Grammatically speaking, the term cCrif is the passive
form of the verb gifr according to the rules of Arabic grammar; hence, prä'
means 'to purify' and ,,Siifi (passive voice) signifies 'a person who has been
purified.' This analysis can lead to the conclusion that the Sufi plays a passive role
in his quest for self-purification. However, it is important to realise that this in fact
is not the true picture of the Sufi's role. A Sufi must exert himself as far as it is in
his capacity to do so, but the ultimate purification does not depend on the efforts
2 J. Baldick, Mystical Islam, (I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, London, 1992), p.31
3 'A. Badawi, Thrikh al-Ta,sawwuf, p.8
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of the Sufi alone. Rather it is only by the help and intervention of Divine mercy
that a Sufi can attain his goal of self-purification. It is in this sense only, that a
Sufi can be viewed as a passive participant.
The above derivation of Sufism is given added impetus by the definitions
propounded by some of the most eminent and influential personalities of Sufi
thought. Like al-Qushayri, al-I-Jujwiri, the author of the one of the most important
Sufi classics, "Kashf al-Matja", provides a detailed analysis concerning the
relation between 5afi and Sufism. al-I-Jujwiri's starting point is the tradition of
the Prophet that: "The purity ( ,yfr) of this world has gone, and only its impurity
(kadar) remained." 4 al-I-Jujwiri goes on to establish a connection between this
tradition and the nature of the Sufi quest: "Therefore, since the people of this
persuasion [the Sufis] have purged their morals and conduct, and have sought to
free themselves from natural taints, on that account they are called Sufis."' It is
interesting that in al-I-Jujwirl's definition of Sufism, there is a great emphasis on
the practical side of Sufism, such as, good conduct, cleaning the heart from
spiritual taints and so on. This type of definition of Sufism is characteristic of the
early Sufis who mainly stressed the practical side of Sufism in contrast to the
intellectual or Gnostic side of it. Thus, Sufism is an active process not a passive
one.
Another important Sufi, Bishr al-I-Jafi (d.841) defines a Sufi as one" whose heart
is7 (sincere or pure) towards God." It can be understood from this definition,
that a Sufi is the person whose heart has been cleansed from all worldly desires
and taints, which enables him to perceive Divine enlightenment. This definition is
also supported by al-I-Jujwiri who quotes another anonymous definition: "The Sufi
is one whose conduct towards God is WI (pure, sincere), and towards whom
God's blessing is sincere".6
It is worthwhile to pause at this juncture to note that there is a common theme
around which the definitions of Sufism, based on the derivation from oafr, are
centred. This common theme is the cleansing of the hearts and practices of the
4 al-Hindi, Kanz al- `Umm g1 Jr Sunan al-Aqwäl wa al-A1 (Haydar Abad, 1313), 15:551,
no:42138, al-Hiljwiri Kashf al-Mahj b, trans. by R.A. Nicholson, (London, 1970), p.30
5
Kashf, trans. by R.A. Nicholson, p.31
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Sufis from the spiritual diseases and obstacles which may arise. As an illustration,
Muhammad b. 'Ali al-Kattäni 7 (d.934) defines Sufism in the following terms:
"Sufism is good moral characteristics. Whoever surpasses you in good moral
characteristics surpasses you in purity (pfd). According to this definition and
others like it, the essence of Sufism is purifying the heart from vices, eliminating
the bad moral characteristics and replacing them with good ones. Only then can
the Sufi feel the nearness of God. In Abfi 'Ali al-Rudhbarr s s (d. 934) words,
"Sufism is the purity (pfa) of nearness after the impurity of remoteness." This
definition makes clear that until the purification of heart and actions (a'mal)
occurs the Sufi will be distant from God. Only through purification will he get
closer to God.
From the above definitions, it may be understood that these Sufis believe that
Sufism is the discipline which enables the disciple to attain spiritual purification
through ascetic and other practices, hence enabling the Sufi to obtain salvation.
Thus, according to these definitions, Sufism is derived etymologically from pfa'
(purity).
However, certain Sufis do not accept this derivation on the basis of grammatical
reasons. For example, according to al-Qushayri 9 the word ,srifi cannot be a
derivative of pfä' according to the rules of Arabic grammar. Whether the word

pia' is the root of Sufism or not, it has, nevertheless, established itself strongly
among the basic principles of Sufism: from the perspective of Sufi authors at
least.

As far as the concept of Divine Love is concerned, this derivation is quite
favourable since the love of God only flourishes in a heart which is pure from the
base desires of the lower soul (nafs) and is dedicated to God.
2.2:2 al-,Faff al-Awwal: This means, literally, the first rank of ritual prayer

(plat) in the mosque, indicating that the Sufis occupy the first line in all good
6 al-Kaldbadhi, al-Ta'arruf Madhhab oh! al-Tasawwuf , trans. by A. J. Arberry, The Doctrine of
the Sufis, (Lahore, 1980), p.5
7 al-Qushayri, al-RisNah, p.281; trans. by B.R. Von Schlegell The Principles of Sufism, (Berkeley,
1990), p.304
8 al-Qushayri, al-Risiilah, p.281; The Principles, p.304
9 al-Qushayri, al-Risälah, p.279; The Principles, p.302
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deeds as well as in the prayer. Explaining this phrase, al-KalAbädhi relates that
"they are in the first rank (,92ff) before God, through the elevation of their desires
towards Him and the turning of their hearts only unto Him." 1 ° al-Kalabädhi's
definition is very much related to the practical side of Sufism with its stress on
devotional worship and attendance to other good acts always in the first ranks.
This derivation must be approached with caution as the observations of alKaldbädhl might be biased in favour of the Sufis. This is reflected in his good
opinion of Sufis i.e. showing them in the first rank of any good deed. It is possible
that his opinion might be the result of his affiliation with Sufis rather than his
scholarly observation of them. Furthermore, favouring the group, with which the
author is affiliated, over others is quite common in the works of Sufi writers.
However, al-Kaldbädhi does voice some reservations about this derivation.
According to him the rules of Arabic Grammar do not permit such a derivation.11
In line with this al-Qushayri, also accepts this derivation as an option,
nevertheless, asserting that "Sufi" cannot be the adjective derived from the word
",suff" for grammatical reasons. 12 Furthermore, looking from the perspective of
love in Sufi thought, this derivation of the word Sufism does not provide a strong
basis for the concept of love to flourish. This is because it seems that the phrase
"grff al-awwal" denotes the supremacy of action 'and worship rather than love.

2.2:3 Ahl al-„Ciffa: Literally, this word means "the people of the bench": a
reference to a group of poor people among the Prophet Muhammad's friends who
lived in the mosque and dedicated themselves to the worship and service of God.
The Sufis like to identify themselves with the Ahl al-Affa. For example, Shihab
al-Din `Umar al-Suhrawardi l3 (d.1234) elucidates the similarities between the
"people of pffa" and Sufis in detail. According to him, the people of the ,suffa

were leading an ascetic life in the mosque for the sake of eternal bliss. Their
example and master was the Prophet. In a similar fashion, Sufis gathered in tekkes

I°
al-Ta'arruf p.28; trans. by The Doctrines, p.5
II Ibid., p.10
12 al-Qushayri, The Principles, p.302
13 al-Suhrawardi, `Awärif al-Ma 'är/ (Beirut, 1966) p.61
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and thwiyas14 without having any worldly concerns. The collective life of the
Sufis under the supervision of a master completely fits with this model of the
Prophetic school.
The opinion that the people of Affa were the first prototype of the Sufis is
especially accepted by the Sufis who struggled to establish a direct relationship
between Sufism and the Prophet and his companions, thus proving that Sufism
came exclusively from pure Islamic sources. Since the topic of this research is not
the foreign influence on Sufism, this matter will not be discussed in great length.15
There is no doubt that the existence of the people of ,,Suffa gave enough
justification for the Sufi movement and their systemisation, at least according to
the Sufis' own statements. Although Suhrawardi finds parallels between Sufis and
the people of Affa, he is cautious about this derivation for etymological reasons,
as well. The majority of Sufi authors seem to be very observant of grammatical
rules in their search for the derivation of the word Sufi. Hence, many derivations
are rejected on this basis. This obsession with grammar does not always lead
scholars to the correct solution, since social phenomena do not necessarily follow
the rules constructed by grammarians.
Concerning the concept of love, 'the people of 'the (Suffa seem to be concerned
with ascetic practices such as self-mortification, poverty and total dedication to
God. Hence on the face of it, it seems that they are not very much concerned with
'love'. This does not mean that they had no love for God, because it is possible to
interpret their behaviour that they had love for God as much as they feared Him:
they were motivated by a desire to seek the pleasure of God alone. In other words
they were driven by love of God. However, the historical evidence indicates that
the motivation for the ascetic practices was mostly due to fear of God.
2.2:4 „SW. :

This word literally means wool: "„Cti" is accepted generally as

the root of Sufism, hence it is the most important option among other derivations.
al-Sarraj (d.988), the earliest writer on Sufism, gives a very reasonable
explanation about the derivation of Sufism under the title of "The chapter
14

Buildings which are established for the convention of the Sufis, See, A. Schimmel, Mystical
Dimensions oflslam, p.231
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clarifying the name al-Wyyah, why they were called by this name and why they
were identified by wearing this garment". According to him, they are not named
after any of their interior qualities but by their exterior appearance, which is
mostly wearing of wool as a symbol of asceticism and piety. al-Sarraj justifies
such naming by giving an example of describing people by their garments from
the Qur'an. In the Qur'an, the disciples of Jesus are called after their garments.
They are called "Ijawãrr16 meaning "people who wear white clothes". Although
they had other more important distinctive attributes regarding their religious
knowledge and conduct, yet they were named after their garments. Similarly,
Sufis are named after their woollen garment which was the practice of the
prophets and the righteous believers.17
al-Sarraj also mentions other reasons; according to him, on their spiritual journey
to God, the Sufis always pass through different stations(maqämät) and states
(a(iwg). Because the Sufi experience is personal, no two Sufis can share the same
station. Their spiritual stations and states differ from each other at all times.
Secondly, the Sufis are always in progress, they never stop for long in any station,
hence it is impossible to name them after a certain station such as being repentant,
ascetic and so on. Thirdly, because the Sufis possess, according to al-Sarraj, all
the praised qualities, they cannot be named after one specific characteristic. For
these reasons it is impossible to name them after their interior qualities. 18 As a
result of this, the most simple and effective way is to name them after some
external quality which is shared by all Sufis. This quality is nothing but wearing
wool.
In addition to al-Sarraj, `Umar al-Suhrawardi supports this opinion. Initially, he
brings historical evidence from the life of the Prophet and his friends, that wearing
wool symbolises asceticism. He relates that the Prophet used to ride a donkey
(because of his humility) and wear woollen garments. He also relates a Prophetic

15 See A. `Affifi, al- Tayawwuf al-Thawra al-Ratiyya, p.65-68
16 Qur'an, 3:52
17 al-Sarrdj, al-Luma` , p.20-21; al-Kalabädhl, Aba Balcr, al-Ta'arruf, p.34
18 Ibid., p.34
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saying which confirms that a group of seventy prophets used the woollen garment
before the Prophet Muhammad, as a sign of modesty. 19
al-Suhrawardi considers wearing wool as a sign of renunciation of the world, in
opposition to the lusts and comforts of the lower soul. Therefore he writes "both
from the point of meaning and etymology,

'fiy ' (wool) is the most appropriate

root for the word Sufism."2°

Furthermore, he highlights another aspect of this nomenclature, saying that if
Sufis had named themselves after their spiritual features such as repentance or
patience, this would be boasting and making a claim which is against the Sufi
modesty in particular. Since they called themselves after their exterior appearance,
there is no boasting and making a false claim. This is nearer to humility which is
an important element in Sufi philosophy.21

al- Kai:al:Uhl discusses all these etymologies from the perspective of grammar
and meaning. He arrives at the conclusion that if the derivation from

",Fir

is

accepted then there is no problem from the grammatical point of view, while at
the same time the word has all the necessary meanings which are implied by the
other etymologies such as withdrawal from the world, inclining the soul away
from it, denying the carnal soul of its pleasures, purifying conduct, cleansing the
conscience etc.22

On the other hand, al-Qushayri rejects the idea that the word Sufism came from

pi on the grounds that "...the Sufis are not distinguished by wearing wool..." He
concludes that; "This group (the Sufis) are so well known that it is not necessary
to find an analogy or derivation for their designation." 23 According to him, the
word Sufi is a proper name which has not been derived from any root. Hence,
nothing can be deduced from the etymological analysis of the word Sufism
concerning its origins.

19 See Bulchäri, al-,Fatil.i, Libas, n.107; Angr, n.237, al-Suhrawardi, `Awkil; p.59
20 Ibid, p.60
21 Ibid., p.60-61
22 al-ICaldbadhl, The Doctrines, p.10

42

A few comments are necessary regarding al-Qushayri's conclusions. First, there
are opinions against his conclusion that Sufis are not distinguished by wearing
wool. For example, al-Junayd (d.911), one of the most influential personalities in
the history of Sufism claims that the wearing of woollen garments is an essential
part of Sufism. 24 Secondly, a perusal of much Sufi classical literature reveals that
br

was an essential part of Sufi custom and was generally worn by the Sufis.

These opposing opinions show that there was no consensus among Sufi sources
concerning an etymological derivation based on wool.
This dispute on the etymology and origin of 'Sufism' seems to have continued
until the present day. Not only Muslim scholars and Sufi authors, but also
Western scholars have been drawn into the argument about the etymological
derivation. In 1818, Joseph von Hammer came up with the idea that Sufism
derived from the Greek word "sophos"25, hence he implied that Sufism is a
product of philosophical contemplation. This idea has been championed for a long
time. However, this idea of one orientalist was rejected strongly by another
orientalist i.e. Noldeke. He proves etymologically that this derivation is
impossible. Additionally, he cites a number of passages showing that, in the first
two centuries of Islam, woollen garments were worn especially by ascetics. The
phrase labisa 'he clad himself in wool' signifying 'he renounced the world
and become an ascetic' occur frequently in early literature; at a later period, when
asceticism had evolved into mysticism, labisa al-pi generally means 'he became
a Sufi'. "In Persian", he writes, "the ascetic is often called pashmina-push, i.e.
'wearing woollen garment.' These arguments by Noldeke left no doubt in the
minds of Western scholars that Sufism basically started as an ascetic movement,
originating from Islamic sources.26
Nowadays, the majority of modern western scholars such as Arberry

27 ,

E.G.

Browne. 28 , A. Schimme1 29 , M. Smit0 and so on, seem to accept this derivation.
23 al-Qushayri, al-Risalah, p.289; The Principles, p.302
24 al- Hiljwiri, Kashf p. 39-40; al-Kalabadhl, A., al-Ta 'arruf, p.31
25 'A. Badawl, Tärikh al-Tagiwwuf, p.10; Joseph von Hammer, Geshichte der Schonen Redekunste
Persiens, (Vienna, 1818), p.346
26 A. R. Nicholson, The Mystics ofIslam, (London; G. Bell and Sons LTD., 1979), p.3-4
27 Arberry, An account of the Mystics of Islam, (London, 1990), p.35
28 E.G.Browne, Religious Systems of the World, (London, 1908) p.314
29 A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p.35

43

Therefore, the dispute over the derivation and origins of Sufism seems to have
reached a conclusion.
On the other hand, as discussed above, classical Sufi authors have no consensus
on the derivation of Sufism. Some of them are in favour of
"„siff" and

",stif, "

and others of

others still prefer to accept Sufism as a proper name itself without any

derivation. After considered reflection, it appears that the derivation of the word
Sufism from

"4"

is the most plausible one. This is for the following reason:

firstly, this possibility alone has no etymological problem in derivation. All other
possible derivations have a problem from an etymological point of view in some
way or another. Secondly, as cited above, the customs of that time support this
theory; and finally as being a symbol of a certain life-style

fi7f

does not exclude

the meanings which are implied by the other derivational possibilities whereas
these other options, once one of them is accepted, exclude the rest.
As a result, it may be said that the origins of the word Sufism point to the
practices of an ascetic nature such as poverty, fasting, promptly following the
commandments of the Divine law: They do not really point to Divine Love. The
only derivation which might serve the flourishing of Divine Love in the Sufi's
heart seems to be the word (purity) by its connotations of cleansing the heart
from the sins and worldly desires hence, dedicatirig it to God only. With regard to
our subject, "the concept of love", we do not get much from the derivation
suggested in the last option, either. All the derivations seem to revolve around the
ascetic elements, although at times there are glimpses of Divine Love in the
sayings of certain Sufis. Therefore, it may be said that in early Sufism, the theme
of love of God did not play as large a role as it played in later ages when Sufism
evolved into maturity. Not only the derivation but also the lives of the early Sufis
support the concept that the notion of the love of God was not a first priority in
the lives of the first Sufis. Hence a short review of the lives of the early Sufis will
be given in the respective chapters of this study with special reference to their
affinity with Divine love.

30 M.

Smith, Readings from the Mystics of Islam, (London, 1972), p.2
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2.3 First Appearance of Sufism and the Dominant Element of Ascetic
Understanding
2.3.1 Asceticism in the Qur'an and Prophetic Traditions
2.3:1:1 The Qur'an
Thus far, we have studied the word 'Sufism' solely from its etymological
perspective. The purpose of this investigation was to establish and to identify the
origins and nature of Sufism with particular reference to the role played by the
concept of love in the derivation. We shall now turn to the investigation of Sufism
from the textual sources of Islam viz., the Qur'an and the Traditions. The reason
for investigating from this perspective is due to the fact that Sufis essentially
present themselves as Muslims, coupled with the fact that they adamantly claim
that their teachings originate from the Qur'an and Sunnah.
It is very possible that when the early Sufis looked at the Qur'an, the first thing
that struck their eyes and affected their souls, were the verses which refer to the
worldly life as beguiling Muslims with its temptations. In these verses, the
worldly life is described as an amusement which prevents the Muslim from his
journey to God, vain desires which act as an obstacle, rivalry in multiplying
wealth and children which hinder the remembrance of God, temporary enjoyment
of deceitful things which are perishable as opposed to the life of the hereafter
which is eternal and everlasting. They saw in the 'pages of the Qur'an abundant
testimony to support the belief that the amassing of worldly possessions and the
inclination of the heart to worldly glitter incurred the displeasure of God. To give
some examples from some of the possible verses which are employed by the
Sufis:
"The life of this world is made to seem fair to those who disbelieve..."31
"And the life of this world is nothing but a sport and pastime. And surely the
Abode of the Hereafter is better for those who are righteous. Will you not then
understand?"32
".... But the enjoyment of the present life is but little compared to the Hereafter."33
"Know that the life of this world is only a sport and a pastime, and an adornment,
and a source of boasting among yourselves, and of rivalry in multiplying riches
31 Qur'an, 2:213 (Pickthall1)
32 Ibid., 6: 33.
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and children; ...And the life of this world is nothing but temporary enjoyment of
delusive things."34

After mentioning all the vices of the worldly life and its distraction of man from
his real objective i.e., the pleasure of Allah, the Qur'an warns the believers not to
fall into this trap in the following verse: ". ...So let not worldly life beguile you."35
Concerning the roots of the ascetic form of Sufism in the Qur'an, there are plenty
of similar verses, all to that effect. Those verses which are mentioned often in Sufi
books were all of an ascetic nature i.e. admonishing its listeners to beware of
worldly glitter and encouraging them to adopt an ascetic life style. Hence, they
established rules to attain salvation through practices which are of an ascetic
nature. Not only was asceticism a lifestyle for them, it was also an inspiration to
develop other Sufi concepts. The concepts of Qur'anic teachings were also
reconceptualised and moulded by this central motif of asceticism. For example,
the concept of "tawakkul" meaning "trust in God" was defined from an ascetic
point of view to the extent that some Sufis thought that having water and food
during journeys through deserts would be against

tawakku1.36

However, it cannot be said that the Qur'an only contains verses which advise an
ascetic lifestyle. It is true that there are many verses concerning this, however, this
is only one side of the coin. The other side is that the Qur'an allows the
permissible (.1)a151) things and says that all the best things are for Muslims both in
this world and the next. For example: "Say: 'Who has forbidden you to wear
decent clothes or to eat the good things which God has provided for His servants?'
Say: These are for the enjoyment of the faithful in the life of this world; but they
shall be theirs alone on the day of Resurrection."37
What the Qur'an forbids is a kind of extreme indulgence in the attractions of life
and forgetting the purpose of life. In connection with the concept of ascetic life, a
comparison can be drawn with Christian monasticism. The verses which refer to
33 Ibid., 9: 38 (Muh.)
34 Ibid., 57:11
35 Ibid., 35:5 (Pickthall)
36 See chapter on tcnvalcicul in al-Ta 'arruf, p.100-101
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Christian monasticism can give us an idea about the Qur'an's approach to
asceticism, as well. The Qur'an considers monasticism as an innovation in
Christianity itself; "...and (as for) monasticism, they innovated it -We ordained it
not for them- only seeking Allah's pleasure and they observed it not with right
observance. So We give those of them who believe their reward, but many of
them are evil-doers."38

However, the verse does not give a value judgement concerning whether
monasticism is disliked or encouraged. The Qur'an only says that the Christians
invented it but did not apply it properly. In a sense the Qur'an seems to approve of
monasticism if it is applied in a proper way. However, this point, which is not
clear in the Qur'an, was explained by a tradition of the Prophet "Do not impose
austerities on yourselves so that austerities will be imposed on you, for people
have imposed austerities on themselves and Allah imposed austerities on them."39
This clarifies the Islamic approach. To conclude, the Qur'an advises an ascetic
kind of lifestyle but seems to refuse an absolute asceticism deserting the worldly
life totally. The traditions of the prophet will illuminate this point further.

2.3:1:2 The Traditions

It was not only the Qur'an, that the Sufis used as their reference as far as
asceticism was concerned. In addition to the Qur'an, the Sunnah of the Prophet
was also heavily relied upon. Therefore, the early Sufis trace the origins of Sufi
practices to the Prophet of Islam and take inspiration from his sayings and his
conduct.
According to the Sufi perspective, the Prophet preferred an ascetic life and this is
well recorded in Hadith books. Among his sayings, the ones concerning
asceticism and renunciation of the world constitute lengthy chapters. These
sayings are collected under the name "The chapter pertaining to piety and
softening of hearts (Kiab al-Zuhd wa al-RagNiq) in the Hadith books. In these
chapters, renunciation of the world and poverty are praised; in contrast, collecting
wealth is denounced. The following tiadith shows the attitude of the Prophet
towards the worldly life by his comparison of the world with a dead lamb's ear.
37 Qur'an, 7:32
38 Ibid., 57:27 (Pickthall)
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"Allah's Apostle (peace be upon him) happened to walk through the market
coming from the side of Aliya and the people were on both sides of him. There he
found a dead lamb with very short ears. He took hold of its ear and said: Who
amongst you would like to have this for a dirham? They said: We would not like
to have it even for less than that as it is of no use to us. He said: Do you wish to
have it free of any cost? They said: By Allah, even if it were alive (we would not
have liked to possess that), for there is defect in it as its ear is very short and now
it is also dead. Thereupon Allah's Apostle (peace be upon him) said: By Allah,
this world is more insignificant in the eye of Allah than it (this dead lamb) is in
your eyes". 4° This badith vividly describes the value of the worldly life in
comparison to the life in the hereafter.
According to Sufi teaching, because God does not give any significance to the
world, the Sufi must follow the same path. He must see it as a prison house, not as
a desirable place to live in. As narrated by Abu Hurayrah: "Allah's Apostle (peace
be upon him) said: "The world is a prison-house for a believer and Paradise for a
non-believer." 41 As nobody wants to stay in prison however comfortable it may
be, so Sufis escape from it, never looking back at its temptations.
As a result, in many sayings of the Prophet, the poor who deserted the wealth of
the world, are praised. In addition to this, it is related that they will enter Paradise
five hundred years before the rich. 42 The Prophet also prayed to God to take his
life as a poor man and resurrect him among the poor.43
In accordance with his teaching the Prophet led an ascetic lifestyle in practice.
Information about the details of his ascetic life, has chiefly come through the
accounts of the Prophet's wife A' isha; she reports, for example, that they could
not kindle a fire for many days (in order to cook food) because of the lack of food.

39 Abii Ddwud, al-Sunan, Adab, n.4886
4° Muslim, al-Sa411), Zuhd, n. 7059
41 Ibid., Zuhd,n. 7058:
42 Ibn Majah, al-Sunan,. n.4112
43 Ibid, Book 37, n.4136
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During these days they satisfied their intense hunger with a few dates and some
water."
For the early ascetics, hunger was another essential principle. They consider
hunger as the best tool for mortification and treatment of spiritual diseases.
According to these early Sufis, poverty and hunger bring about many virtues. Not
only, do they encourage abstemiousness and refrain from unlawful pleasure but
they also stimulate trust in God. Trust in God, too, is an important element of
early Sufism. Faith only has meaning when the believer has such trust in God that
he confides in Him wholly, and leaves all his affairs in God's hands. The Prophet
said "If you trusted in God as you should, He would sustain you even as He
sustains the birds, which in the morning go forth hungry, and return in the evening
filled."45
Not only was his diet of an ascetic nature but also the furniture and the dwelling
of the Prophet were very simple. The Hadith books, in describing the simplicity of
his furniture, note that; "The mattress of the Prophet was made of a leather case
stuffed with palm fibres".46
Before proceeding further, one important point must be made regarding the
Prophet's lifestyle. It should not be thought that the Prophet chose such a way of
living out of shortage. Rather the Prophet preferred it out of his personal
inclination towards otherworldliness. This can be illustrated by the fact that, even
after the victory of Islam in the Arabian Peninsula, with the resultant power that
this brought, the Prophet, nevertheless, still maintained an ascetic lifestyle. This
inclination continued throughout the whole life span of the Prophet up to and
including his death. According to `Aisha's narration, when the Prophet died, there
was nothing in their wooden tub which a living being could eat but a handful of
barley.47

" Bulchäri, al-„SaNIA Rig gq,n. 465
45 Abmad b. tianbal, Musnad, al-Mubashshirii, n.200, 348, 351 (K.T.)
j
46
Riqàq, n. 463
47 Ibid., Zuhd, n. 7099
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Taking inspiration from incidents such as these, the Sufis make much reference to
the voluntary nature of the Prophet's asceticism. They imitated the Prophet to
such an extent that they preferred a life of hardship, even if they had the
opportunity and the means of leading a comfortable life. Illustrations of such
practices will be provided in the later pages of this study.
To conclude this part of the discussion, there seems to be a consensus among
Islamic sources to the effect that the Prophet lived an ascetic life. Hence on the
basis of such a consensus, there appears to be no further necessity to provide yet
more examples. Both the Qur'an and the Prophetic traditions have ample and
clear examples to determine the Sufis' attitude towards the worldly life and its
attractions. As far as the worldly life is concerned, early Sufis tried to reflect these
Qur'anic and Prophetic principles in their systems.
For the ascetic movement the second important issue was worshipping God
constantly. They would spend much of the night awake praying (ordät) and
performing other religious duties recommended by the Prophet. They also found
ample evidence in the life of the Prophet for such practice. Al-Mughira b. Shu`ba
relates that: "The Prophet used to pray so much that his feet became swollen, and
when he was asked why he prayed so much, he would say, 'Shall I not be a
thankful slave (to Allah)?" In conclusion, asceticism cannot merely be
described as abandonment of the world, for there is also equal emphasis on
continuous worship of God.
It is true that the Prophet stressed ascetic ideas and also provided examples of its
highest form. However, he also benefited from the permissible things. In a famous
badith, he forbade one of his companions to fast for a whole lifetime, not marry a
woman, and to spend all the nights in worship.49
However, in later ages the intoxicated Sufis did not show the same attitude to the
worldly life. They commented on these concepts and developed different
approaches as well. Contrary to the literal understanding of the early Sufis they

48 Ibid., Riqgq, n. 478
49 See Ahmad b. Fjanbal, Musnad, 22070 (KT.)
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gave metaphorical meanings to those concepts which hence increased their
effectiveness.

2.4 Social Background
It is important to analyse the factors which gave rise to asceticism and in which
asceticism developed and flourished. This will reveal to us the reasons why
asceticism gained ascendancy among the early Sufis, at the expense of other
alternative concepts. It is known that in most religions, with the passage of the
time, the followers might deviate from the original teachings. There might be
several reasons for this deviation. Sometimes it might be the persecution of
religious people and coercive emigrations (as in the case of Jews) making the
practice of a religion difficult. On the other hand, the deviation might be the result
of vast earthly opportunities which tempt the followers of the original faith. If we
apply this model to the Islamic religion the latter reason was the cause of
deviation i.e., the material wealth that the Muslims acquired within a short time of
their emergence as a young faith. In fact the two essential sources of Islamic faith,
the Qur'an and the Sunnah, warn the Muslims of these dangers. The Qur'an says:

"Abundance (wealth and possessions) diverts you" 5 ° This formula seems to be a
general theme underlying all religions, since all religions seek to combat the
desire of hoarding wealth and riches at the experise of other peoples' suffering.
Indicating the reality that people seek worldly wealth rather than spiritual wealth,
the Qur'an says "But you prefer the life of this world, whereas the Hereafter is
better and more lasting." 51 Furthermore, the traditions of the Prophet contain
warnings of the future dangers that wealth would bring for the then nascent
Muslim community. The following hadith shows the concern of the Prophet about
the future of his followers:
Allah's Apostle (peace be upon him) said: "How would you be, 0 people, when
Persia and Rome were conquered by you?" `Abd al-Rahman b. `Awf said: "We
would say as Allah has commanded us and we would express our gratitude to
Allah." Thereupon Allah's messenger (peace be upon him) said: "Nothing else
besides? You would (in fact) vie with one another, then you would feel jealous,
50 Qur'an, 102:2(Muh.)
51 /bid., 87: 18. (Pickthall)
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then your relations would be estranged and then you would bear enmity against
one another, or something to the same effect. Then you would go to the poor
emigrants and would make some the masters of the others."
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This danger that the Prophet foretold, appeared to the Sufis to have been realised
in their day and age. Certainly, the first century of Islam was singularly favourable
to the growth of asceticism. Shortly after the passing away of the Prophet, Muslim
armies invaded an immense territory stretching from Spain to the Indus Valley as
early as 711 CE. This continuous expansion of the Empire brought vast amounts
of wealth to the then poor and ascetic society. The ideal of spreading Islam turned
into a desire for mere conquest and collecting wealth. 53 This shift in attitude
shocked the conscience of the sensitive believers.
In addition to this, the unity of the Ummah began to weaken with theological and
political disputes between different sects. The civil war between 'Ali, the son in
law of the Prophet and Mu`äwiyah caused harsh theological disputes about the
imamat (leadership of the Muslims) leading to deep divisions in the Ummah.
Consequently, the sincere people, deeply concerned about these adverse
developments, turned to asceticism. In so doing they hoped to divorce themselves
from intractable religious problems.54

Looking from their perspective, one may understand that those Muslims who had
seen the Prophet's and his friends' simple life style would be upset by seeing the
spread of luxury and religious insensitiveness as a result of the spread of wealth.
These abrupt changes in the social, political and theological arena led a group of
devout Muslims to turn to the simple and ascetic life of the Prophet as a reaction
to the corruption of the Muslims.55

As a result, beginning from the eighth century CE. pious Muslims who remained
faithful, to the high ideals of Islam and its prophet began to form themselves into
small groups. Their common aim was to condemn the deceptive attractions of
52 Muslim , al-algt, Zuhd, n. 7067
53 A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p.30
54 'A. `Aftfi, al-Tascrwwuf al-Sawrah, p.67-68
55 al-Suhrawarcli, `Aw arif, p.63
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worldly life and encourage to taking up an ascetic life. 56 In the beginning, because
their movement was the result of a reaction to the corruption of the rulers and
society due to increasing wealth, they always stressed the abandonment of riches
and preference of poverty. In preferring an ascetic life style, these groups had
previous examples within their societies, from other religious traditions. The most
prominent were Christians, therefore, their influence will be briefly looked at in
the following section.

2.5 The Christian Element

There is a striking similarity between the appearance of Christian asceticism and
Islamic asceticism. In the beginning because of severe persecution, the Christian
community led an ascetic life. This earthly life was regarded as a trial and
discipline for the life of the next world, in an age when the life of every Christian
was liable to be cut short by intense persecution. However, the plight of the early
Christians changed after Christianity became the official religion of the Roman
Empire. The persecution stopped and Christians could benefit from the privileges
of the empire's resources. The Church closely associated itself with the State and
as a result it started to lower its principles, therefore sacrificing the essentials.
Hence corruption started amongst the clergy. As a reaction to this corruption,
devout Christians developed an even more rigid asceticism in order to maintain
the old standard of purity and renunciation. In that way, they wanted to express
their rejection of the compromise with the world to which the Church had
consented.57
There is a widespread tendency among the scholars of Sufism to say that the early
ascetics were influenced by the Christian ascetics. And strong evidence is
presented by them to support this theory. Almost two centuries before the advent
of Islam there were Christian ascetics and their monasteries in North Arabia."
Many Arabs had at least a superficial knowledge of its rites and doctrines. These
monks and other wandering hermits offered to the pagan Arabs a model of ascetic
life and inspired certain individuals, known as Panffs, to reject idolatry and
56 'Mar, Muslim Saints, trans. by Arberry, (London, 1976), p.3
57 See M. Smith, Studies in the Early Mysticism in the Near and Middle East, (Oxford, Oneworld,
1995), pp.10 -34;
58 'A. Badawi, Tarikh al-Ta,sawwuf al-Isläml, p.32-35
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profess monotheism. In addition, Sufi books relate many anecdotes in which a
Muslim ascetic meets a Christian monk and they exchange ideas. As an example,
it is narrated of Ibrahim b. Adham, a great ascetic, that he said: "I have learned the
ma`rifah (knowledge of Allah) from a Christian monk called Samln." 59 It must
be remembered that many Christians converted to Islam, and they might have
brought their religious convictions with them.6°

For such close communication and relationships to exist between Christian and
Muslim ascetics, certain social and theological conditions were present. First of
all, Islam did not reject the old religions as totally wrong as one would suppose. In
fact Islam only claimed to correct them. Besides, in the Qur'an, the Christian
monks who led an ascetic life were praised in very clear words:
"You will find that the most implacable of men in their enmity to the faithful are
the Jews and the pagans, and that the nearest in affection to them are those who
say: 'We are Christians.' That is because there are priests and monks among them;
and because they are not proud."61
Christian monks are respected by the Prophet and by his friends. So it is quite
possible that they influenced the Muslim ascetics. However, as A1fifi 62 stresses,
this influence was more in terms of organisation rather than principles, for those
principles were abundantly present in Islamic sources. Otherwise, there would
have been a complete parallel between them, which was not the case. To give a
few examples: Muslim ascetics married and had a family life; apart from that they
did not desert society. Of course, there are extreme examples among them but this
did not change the general atmosphere.

2.6 The Early Ascetics

A study of the biographies of the early Sufis at random, shows that they were
mainly people of an extremely ascetic nature. They also came from diverse
59 See 'Attar, Muslim Saints, pp.62-79
E.E. Calverley, Islam an Introduction, (The American University Publications, Cairo), p.78; see
I. R. Netton, Muslim Neoplatonists, (London, George Alen & Unwin, 1982), p.70-71; A. J.
Arberry, The Mystics Of Islam, p. 4
61 Qur'an, 5:82 (Picicthall)
62 'A. `Afifi, al-Tasawwuf, al-Thawrah, p.71
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backgrounds. There were among them Quean-recitors (qurrf), students of the
hadith and lay people who had repented and turned to the ascetic life. Their most
prominent representative was the famous theologian, tlasan of Basra (d.728), who
may be regarded as the founder of the Basrite school of ascetics and mystics. He
spread ascetic ideals by giving emotionally charged sermons, describing the
horrors of Hellfire. These first ascetic tendencies which formed the basis of
Sufism lacked any interest in speculative thought. klasan and his friends
advocated strict renunciation of the world and permanent remembrance of their
sins. They mostly relied on the Prophet's words;
"If you knew what I knew you would laugh little and weep much."
Therefore the first Sufis were also called as al-bakkg`iin "those who constantly
weep" after their practice of meditation on their shortcomings and sins.63

Ibrahim b. Adham (d.777) is regarded as the best example of one who fled from
the attraction of the worldly life. He was of noble birth, a prince of Balkh.
According to al-ljujwiri's account, Ibrahim b. Adham repented, abandoned
everything and entered on the path of asceticism and abstinence. 64 He is also well
known for his classification of asceticism for the first time in the history of
Sufism. According to him "asceticism" (zuhd) is divided into three stages: a-)
renunciation of the world, b-) renunciation of the happy feeling of having
achieved renunciation, c-)the stage in which the ascetic regards the world as so
unimportant that he no longer looks at it. 65 All this shows the emphasis put on
ascetic attitudes in this early age.

For Ibrahim salvation was dependent upon ascetic practices. In the hagiography
books, almost all the early Sufis are described as taking up an ascetic lifestyle.
'Attar relates that Malik b. Dinar (d.748) applied himself to the Lord's work,
taking up the life of austerity and discipline. 66 However, in the following ages of
Sufism these attitudes would be criticised and the ascetics were ridiculed because
they spent much of their energy fighting something which did not exist in reality.
63 A. Schimmel, M Dimensions of Islam, p. 30; al-Ta'arruf, p.29
64 al-Hujwiri, Kashf, p.103
65 A. Schimmel, M. Dimensions, p. 37; also see al-Qushayri, al-Risälah, p.291-92
66 `Attar, Muslim saints, p.100
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Sometimes the negative attitude was so excessive that it went to the extremes;
they not only hated the world but also the people living in it. For example alklujwiri summarises the philosophy of Fuclayl b. `Iyacl (d.803) as follows; "...All
this shows his hatred of the world and its people, and his contempt for its
temptations, and his refusal to abase himself for the sake of worldly gain".67
Flight from the world was not enough for salvation according to the early Sufis. In
addition to ascetic principles, these Sufis also greatly advocated fear of God. An
example of such an attitude, is shown by al-Isfahani who informs us that, Fuclayl
was a very thin man due to fear of God and a constant feeling of sadness.68

These Sufis seemed to understand the Qur'an and Islam from one side only.°
Certainly, in the Qur'an there are passages which draw man to extreme fear but
there are also verses which portray God's mercy.
As shown in the examples above, the early Sufis generally lived an ascetic
lifestyle in order to achieve spiritual realisation (perfection). They also understood
asceticism in a literal and physical sense. Thus, it is possible to say that Sufism
began as an Islamic, ascetic style of life, but it was not the only way of attaining
perfection. Perhaps it was one of the best methodswhen Sufism appeared at the
end of the eighth century. In later ages, Sufis deVeloped different methods to
accomplish their aims, including the adoption of Love as a method of attaining
spiritual perfection. In this research the evolution of "Divine love" will be studied
chronologically and with specific importance given to certain cornerstone Sufis
who contributed to the development of this concept.
2.7 Conclusion
1- The general view among the Sufis concerning the derivation of the word
Sufism is that it is from the word ",sf?' (wool), as wool signifies and symbolises
the abandonment of the world and its temptations. This gives us a clue to the early
Sufis' philosophy since their understanding of religion is centred mostly around

67 al-Hujwiri, Kashf, p.100
68 al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-Awliya, (Cairo, Matba'at al-Khanji, 1935), v.8, p.84
69 A. J. Arberry, The Mystics ofIslam, p.5
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ascetic practices, self-mortification and the belief in salvation through these kind
of practices.

2- Amongst the early Sufis, there was a tendency to react to the corruption of their
age which was a result of the spread of wealth. In general, extreme actions
produce extreme reactions. The early Sufis were not an exception to this rule and
they produced an extreme attitude. Thus, their teaching was mainly concerned
with an ascetic life style and denunciation of worldly life in order to balance the
worldly desires and temptations of their time in the lives of the public as well as
the ruling class.

3- The most important feature in early Sufi teachings was fear of God. It was the
fuel which sustained the ascetic ideals. The following remarks of Sufyän alThawri reflect this attitude explicitly: "Only extreme fear enables one to support
the burden of devotion" 70 Furthermore, the early Sufis sought to find a basis in
the Queän for this way of life by stressing more the verses threatening wrongdoers. They also chose Qur'anic verses which described the awesome and
majestic side of God. They did not speak much about the mercy of God, always
drawing attention to the verses which described the vivid scenes of hellfire and the
trials of the day of Judgement. However, this approach to worshipping God lost
its appeal in later Sufism and was even met with cdntempt.
4- Their understanding of God is characterised by negativity. In their belief, God
is ruthless, never forgiving any sin and punishing even the smallest sin. As a result
their relationship with God seemed basically dependent on fear. This is in clear
contrast to, say, the God of Ibn 'Arabi or Ibn al-Färicl, the all-loving God who
created the universe and man out of His love for us. 71 Their God was a lover in all
forms, the source of eternal love.
5- Emotionally, they were dry and very sober ascetics who favoured a literal
understanding of religion. For example, the verses which advise the desertion of
worldly life were interpreted in their strict literal sense: any alternative
7 ° al-Isfahiini, Abil Nu'aym, Hilyat al-Awliya", v.6, p.362
71 See 9.3.1 God's Love for man; 8.3:4 Love as the Purpose of Creation
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interpretation giving some flexibility to their strict renunciation was condemned.
However, in later Sufism, Sufi concepts were re-interpreted in a more spiritual
sense: As an example, poverty became spiritual poverty, i.e., to feel that we are in
need of Allah at all times. As a result, even in extreme wealth one would be a poor
person in the technical sense. Hence, an ascetic life, in the original sense almost
came to an end.

6- As far as the relationship between ascetics and theologians is concerned, the
ascetic ideals of the early Sufis were welcomed by Muslim theologians in general.
They did not have the fierce conflicts with theologians which later Sufis did.
7- The ascetic teaching of the early Sufis later developed into many different
teachings but in all ages an ascetic outlook preserved its central place amongst the
new teachings. In all Sufi classics, the majority of Sufi practices take their basis
from ascetic principles. It seems that asceticism was like the foundations of the
building of Sufism. Even the Sufis who advocated intoxicated love did not
exclude ascetic practices from their system. They gave it a different colour which
will be discussed in later chapters.
8- The early Sufi ascetics seem not to have been greatly interested in the concept
of Divine Love. There are some glimpses of love shining in their statements
However, these are extremely rare when compared to their words about fear of
God. They were so preoccupied with fighting the attractions of the world, that
they had no chance to contemplate the Beauty of the Owner of the world. This
preoccupation was both their strength and weakness. It was a strength because it
saved them from worldly concerns but it was a weakness because fear and ascetic
practices are not ends in themselves. As a result, we do not find ecstatic words or
actions attributed to these early Sufis.
9- For the Sufis who inclined more to intoxication and love of God, asceticism
had two functions. First of all, in the beginning of mystical training, they all
admitted the necessity of ascetic practices. Indeed we see that almost all the Sufis,
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like It5bi`a, al-Ghazali, Ibn 'Arabi, Ibn al-Färie who are the subjects
of the following pages, practised extreme asceticism. However, for them,
asceticism had a value only when it furthered the relationship of love between
God and man. It was not an aim in itself as it seems to have been with the early
ascetics. For the Sufis who were inclined to the love of God, asceticism was a
means to clean the soul from all kinds of base desires, purifying the heart from
worldly concerns. This was a process of emptying the heart and only the
beginning of mystical instruction. The second important stage was to fill the heart
and soul with the knowledge and love of God Otherwise, ascetic practices did not
benefit the mystic, and might even harm his relationship with people because of
its negative attitude. In fact, many Sufis who preferred love and intoxication in
God's love to fighting with God's world severely criticised dry and negative
attitude of the ascetics in later ages to the extent that their ideals were ridiculed.
They were blamed as harsh and senseless, and unsuccessful in attaining spiritual
perfection. Because of their unnecessary preoccupation with asceticism and
poverty, they could not reach the highest degrees of Sufism.73
A further positive aspect of asceticism for the intoxicated group was that in many
cases the ascetic life style became a test for the genuineness of the Sufis' claims
because the Sufis of love sometimes made extreme claims which were suspected
by the generality of the people. As a proof of their claims to love in extreme, they
are expected to show an ascetic attitude to the worldly desires. Hence if a Sufi did
not lead an ascetic life he was suspected of being a fake Sufi.

72 See the lives of the Sufis in the relevant chapters.
73 See 8.3:4 Love as the purpose of creation; 9.4 Love and Asceticism
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CHAPTER THREE
The Paradigms of Love in the Qur'an and Bible
3.1 Introduction
As the holy book of Islam, the Qur'an plays an essential role in shaping the
teachings of all Islamic sciences. All the sciences take their roots from the Qur'an or
at least claim to originate from it. Sufism in general and the concept of love in
particular is not an exception to this rule. All the Sufis who have written about the
concept of love, frequently referred to the Qur'an. Therefore, it is imperative to
search the Qur'an thoroughly to find out what it says about the concept of love.

3.2 The Paradigm of Love in the Qur'an
In a broad sense, the Qur'an, refers to three kinds of love. It describes the love
between man and God, between man and the opposite sex and lastly between man
and his worldly desires'. In all the passages in which this tertiary classification is
mentioned, the most often used word is tubb. Other synonyms of the word "Ijubb"
are also used occasionally to describe the concept of love. However, it is interesting
to note that the most important word that describes the concept of love in Arabic,
`ishq (passionate love) is not used in the Qur'an.

This is an interesting usage of the Qur'anic vocabulary regarding Divine Love as
there is no specific word in the holy book which describes the love between God and
man. For this reason, using the same terminology for both Divine and profane love
can be said to have its origins in the Qur'an. Therefore, the Sufis who used the
terminology of profane love to express the themes of Divine Love are in a sense
following the methodology of the Qur'an. Among Sufis no one seems to refer to this
usage in the Qur'an i.e. the dual nature of the words used for love.

In order to understand the Qur'an's position and terminology as far as Divine Love
is concerned, it is necessary, therefore, to explore the verses that describe the
relationship of love between man and God. Therefore, this chapter only aims to
study the Qur'anic verses which illuminate the nature of love between God and man
'Qur'an, 3:14; 76:27
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and as a result, will exclude the two other aspects of love viz., the love between man
and the opposite sex and the love of worldly desires. However, these two aspects
will be referred to shortly since they possess an important relationship to Divine
Love.

In the process of studying the Qur'anic verses, recourse will made to some of the
important and influential exegetes. On the other hand, the Sufi orientated exegetes
will not be used frequently since the aim is to learn how the Queanic verses are
understood by non-Sufis. As a result, the information gathered from these sources
will be utilised to make a comparison of different Sufi understandings of love and
that which is found in the Qur'an. In addition, such an approach will also enable us
to comprehend the nature and differences between the respective paradigms of the
Qur'an and Sufism.
It must be noted that the Qur'an acknowledges a mutual loving relationship between
God and man - both from God towards His creation and from His creation towards
God. The following verse is the major verse that includes both of these respective
loves; "0 you who believe! whoever from among you turns back from his religion,
then Allah will bring a people, He shall love them and they shall love Him." 2 This
verse indicates two kinds of love: Firstly, God's love for mankind, secondly,
mankind's love for God. In addition to this, the verse also refers to the order of love
between man and God i.e. God's love precedes man's love. This paradigm
(consequential order) will be used in the following chapters of this research. That is,
first God's love for man will be studied, then man's love for God will follow.
3.3 God's Love For Man:
By and large, the Exegetes of the Qur'an, acknowledge that there is a mutual bond
of love between God and man. However, the differences arise regarding the nature
of this love which is outlined in the Holy Book. Although there have been many
explanations made by exegetes, fundamentally, their views fall into two broad
categories.
3.3:1 The First Group of Exegetes:

2 /bid., 5:54 (Shalcir)
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The exegetes, like theologians, firstly discuss whether love as understood by human
beings, can be attributed to God. This problem seems to be the most essential and
controversial problem among the exegetes as well as theologians. On the one hand,
there are those exegetes who defined the word love to mean; "inclination of the heart
towards the beloved". 3 For this group, therefore the only logical conclusion from
this definition is: love cannot be applied to God in its literal sense. In other words,
they think that it is impossible for God to love someone or something other than
Himself since inclination of God to someone other than Himself suggests that God is
not perfect and therefore desires to achieve perfection through His beloved. 4 This
idea is in total disagreement with the transcendental nature of Islamic theology. As
explained before, 5 in Islamic theology, God is the most perfect being and He is not
in need of His creation. In this regard, it is of interest to note that some exegetes as
well as theologians (especially the Ash `arites) are both in agreement in sharing these
concerns.
Among this group, al-Zamakhshari (d.1144), is very important since he not only
offers his own opinion as to how to apply love to the Divine being but he also
clarifies his position as far as the Sufi understanding is concerned. He believes that
God's love for his creation is to reward them in the best way in return for their good
deeds. In other words, God cannot love man Himself directly since this implies
equality between man and God as two equal partners of love. He is far too exalted to
be the object or subject of man's love. On the other hand, this concept cannot be
denied since it is clearly repeated in the Qur'an. In order to handle this discord, the
exegetes follow the footsteps of the theologians and give a different meaning to the
concept of love.
The most favoured meaning that the exegetes burden the concept of love with is
"forgiveness". According to them, the concept of God's love is interconnected with
the idea of God's forgiveness. For example, in al-Qurtabi's (d.1273) understanding,
God's love for man signifies His forgiveness of man. He draws this meaning from
another verse. In his understanding, the verse that "Allah does not love the

3 al-Qushayri, Latf al-Ishärät, (Egypt, Tablcilc al-Thurds, 1981) p.145;
4 See J. W. Sweennan, Islam and Christian Theology, (London, Lutterworth Press, 1947), v.2 p.61
5 See, 1.3.1 Application of Love to God
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unbelievers" 6 means; "Allah does not forgive the unbelievers."' I n short, it may be
said that al-Qurtabi equates God's love for man with His forgiveness.

Similarly, al-Qäsimi shares the same opinion as al-Zamakhshari and does not
approve of the usage of love for God in its literal sense. For him love means the
inclination of the like towards like, the feeling between the lover and the beloved. 8 It
is evident that both al-Zamakhshari and al-Qasimi are striving to evade attributing to
God human features by rejecting the use of love for God in its literal sense. This
kind of approach has become an important pattern among the exegetes to this day.
As an example the author of an important commentary in the Turkish language,
Hamdi Yazir, writes that God's love for his creation means God's willing His
servant's good both in this world and the next world. 9 Therefore, it may be argued
that this line of thought will always be alive among the exegetes at all times.
There is another approach to these oft-quoted verses which speak of God's love.
This approach is to understand the verses in the historical context and strive to find
out whom God loved in person in the time of the Prophet. It seems that this
approach is used for polemical reasons and especially to supply fuel to the
discussion as to who is the rightful caliph after the Prophet. For example, Ibn Kathir
(d.1373), in his voluminous work, does not give any explanation about the nature of
God's love. However, he explains this verse in an historical context. He explores the
question as to who the people were whom God loved when this verse was revealed.
He mentions the names of some companions of the Prophet such as Aba Balcr.1°
This approach is not favoured among the exegetes since it restricts the verse to the
boundaries of time and space. Consequently, such an approach would damage the
claim that the Qur'an has universality and validity in all ages. As a result, few
exegetes emphasise the historical aspect of the verses that refer to love between God
and man. They prefer to generalise such verses that might be restricted by time and
space, in order to include the believers who might live at any time provided that they
possess the required qualities.
6 Qur'an; 3:32
7 al-Qurtiibi, al-Jami' Ii Ahkam al-Qur'an, (Beirut, 1993), v.3, p.60
8 al-Qäsind, Jamal al-Din, Mathisin al-Ta'wil, ed. by M. Ftedd `Abd al-Baqi, (Cairo, 1376/1957),
v.6, p.612
9 H. Yazir, Hak Dini Quran Dili, v.3, p.1717
10 Ibn Kathir, al-Tafsir al-Qur'an al-Agin, (Beirut, 1992), v.2, p.69
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To summarise, this group of exegetes accepts the existence of love between God and
man, but they do not accept it in its literal sense with its human connotations. In
order to achieve this end, they associate another meaning with the word "love" when
it is used for God; they define it as will. "God loves" means "God wills something
for someone in a favourable manner" or "God forgives"; on the other hand, they
explain man's love as "obedience" to God. Their understanding of God's love for
man may be explained in the paradigm of "reward in return for obedience".

In order to clarify the understanding of the first group, the following example may
be given. According to the exegetes in the former category the loving relationship
between God and man is similar to that of a master and a servant's relationship. The
servant obeys the master and the master, as a result of this obedience, rewards the
servant generously. Certainly, this shows that the Master cares for the servants by
rewarding their obedience and forgiving their mistakes. However, this also shows
that He does not enter into a personal relationship with them. He does not even show
His face to His servants because He is high in His palace and is transcendent.
Therefore, it is hardly suitable to name this kind of relationship as that of love. There
is not much of a personal relationship in this understanding that the concept of love
normally requires.
From the Sufi point of view this idea is not acceptable. According to them forgiving
and favouring is the outcome of the bond of love and only one of the results of it.
Therefore they are strongly against equating God's love with His forgiveness or
other bounties.

3.3:2 The Second Group of Exegetes

The first Group of exegetes related God's love to His actions (at äl) but not to His
essence. God in a sense loved man through His forgiveness. On the other hand, the
second group relates God's love to His essence (dhät). However, they cannot clarify
the nature of God's love. They believe that God loves us personally but in a way that
we cannot explain as we cannot understand God's love. This is because we cannot
understand His essence. He loves us without a modality (bilä kayj). In their
understanding, they go one step further from the basic understanding of the "reward
versus obedience" paradigm. However, they do not qualify God's love for man with
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any adjective. "It is certain that God loves man as stated in the Qur'an but His love
is not similar to the human loves, as He is not similar to any created form. 12 His love
is unique to Himself.

For them it is not sufficient to view the relationship between man and God as one
that is confined to the boundaries of reward and punishment. For example, al-`/Tililsi
states that God loves us with His essence. 13 This means that He tries to establish a
kind of personal relationship between the master Himself and the servants. In this
sense, it may be said that this group of exegetes are closer to the Sufi understanding
of love, for Sufis too go beyond the mere paradigm of reward versus obedience and
seek to go on to a higher plane which attempts to seek closeness and nearness to
God. However, these exegetes, unlike Sufis, do not establish theories and systems
regarding the concept of love. What they do in fact is to give material to the Sufis to
elaborate on and transform into a theory.
There is, however, one aspect of love on which both the first and second group of
exegetes agree; the precedence of God's love over man's love. They deduce such a
conclusion from the order of the words used in the verse that describe the mutual
love between man and God. It is a well known principle that commentators of the
Qur'an give importance to the order of the words. A word in a verse bears a
different meaning depending on the order. To daffy this point with an example, alRazi (d.1209) suggests that since God's love for men is mentioned before the love of
man, it means that God's love precedes man's love. Consequently, if God had not
loved man beforehand, there would be no way that man could love Him." Thus, alItazi

shares the same opinion as the Sufis in his understanding of the verses, because

what he said in plain words is reflected in the sayings of many Sufis.

As far as God's motive behind the creation is concerned, the Qur'an does not give a
clear answer. However, the following Qur'anic verse gives some clue as to the cause
of the creation; "I created the jinn and humankind only that they might worship

11 Tabdtabd'i, al-Mizän fi Tafsii• al-Qur'an, (Beirut, 1983), v.5, p.383;` i-ilfisi, Shiliab al-Din, Mil)
al-Ma %aril, v.2, P. 34
12 M. Rida, Tafsir al-Manar, v.6, p.438
Rühal-Ma'ani, , v.6, P. 162
14 al-Räzi,
al-Kabir, (Cairo, Matba`ah al-Balgiyyah, 1938), v.12, p.23
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Me." I5 . However, since the concept of worship also includes love as explained in the

verse 2:165 it can be indirectly stated that God created the world out of love and in
order to be loved. This issue which is not clearly stated in the Qur'an is clarified by
a hadith which is claimed to be authentic by the Sufis: "I was a secret treasure and I
loved to be known, therefore I have created the creation." This matter will be
discussed further in a following chapter where the hadfths are studied.

3.4 Man's love for God:

According to the Qur'an, man has the power and the capability to love God. It may
even be stated that only man has the privilege of loving God by His own will. In
many places, the Qur'an states that everything in the universe, be it animate or
inanimate, worships God. However, to have a relationship of love with God seems
to be only in man's power. The verse "Verily we have honoured the Children of
Adam" 16 might indicate this nature in man. This is also evident from the rich
literature of love be it profane or Divine. In the previous chapters, information was
provided in order to explain the nature of man's love from the perspective of
different sciences. Now, the Qur'anic guidelines as to man's love for God will be
studied.

It is interesting that the same pattern of thought which is outlined under the title of
God's love for man repeats itself also in this section. In other words, the exegetes

who did not consider God's love for man possible in a literal sense (the first group
of exegetes), consequently thought that man cannot love God either. In the same
way, the exegetes who thought that God may love man, believed that man may also
love God. There follows an examination of their explanations and justifications.

3.4:1 The First Group of Exegetes:

They defend the idea that loving God means obeying His law and following the
example of the Prophet. This argument is clearly explained in the Qur'an as" Say: If
you love Allah, then follow me (meaning the Prophet Mohammed) , Allah will love
you and forgive your faults, and Allah is Forgiving, Merciful" 17 This verse directly
correlates man's love for God with his obedience to the Divine law as described and
15 Qur'an, 51:56, (Pickthall)
16 Ibid., 17:70 (Pickthall)
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conducted by the Prophet. The cause behind the revelation of this verse (sabab alnuzal) also assures this cognisance. As al-Qurtilbi narrates, when the Christians of
Najan, visited Madinah on their mission, they started to claim that their belief
regarding Jesus was a true result of their intense love for God. Upon this the
Muslims approached the Prophet and asked "0 Prophet of God we also love God, do
we not?" Then the archangel Gabriel appeared and revealed to the Prophet the above
verse. 18 In this manner, God through Gabriel, clarified to Muslims how to fully
demonstrate their love towards God.

The understanding of the first group of exegetes is much closer to the basic
understanding of the Queän. 19 As one of the most important exegetes, alZamakhshari, strongly defends this understanding against other arguments.
According to him, man's love for God is to respect and to obey Him: anything
which exceeds this boundary is wrong and unacceptable. 2 ° It appears that for alZamakhshari and the exegetes who adhere to this argument, all accept that the
servant should not demand a personal friendship with the master but must be
satisfied with the rewards given to him. This is because to be able to love, one needs
knowledge about the object of love in order to understand the characteristics of the
Beloved's essence. This is not possible for man as far as God is concerned.
Therefore, al-Zamakhshari denies any other possibility for the understanding of love
and in particular the Sufi understanding. He criticises them severely since they
claimed that it is possible to love God's essence. He describes them as the most
illiterate people who are the arch enemies of knowledge, as far as their
understanding of love is concerned. The reason for this severe criticism is because of
the Sufis' contention that they love the very essence of God: they maintain that their
love originates from the contemplation of the essence (dhat) of God. 21 The answer
to this allegation will be provided by al-Räzi in his most detailed discussion of the
issue in the following section.
3.4:2 The Second Group of Exegetes

17 Ibid., 3:31 (Picicthall)
18 al-Qurtabi, al-Järni' li Alikäm al-Qur 'än, v.3, p.60
19 See, Qur'an, 3:31
20 al-Zamalthshari, Kashshiff, v.1, p. 326
21 Ibid v.1, p. 621
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Their understanding is fundamentally different from the first group. It may also be
understood as complementary to it. This is due to the fact that their understanding
contains within it a definition based on the criteria of obedience. In their exposition,
they in fact create a hierarchy of the definitions of love. As far as they are
concerned, love which is solely defined in terms of obedience, is inferior to the
concept of love which centres around loving God for his own sake.22
Their criticism is further developed for they go on to refute the other side of the
argument by posing the question: "on what basis can the love be explained between
man and God". The former group of exegetes understood the cause of love in its
literal sense: that is in order to escape pain and to attain pleasure. However, this is
the first stage of love: it is not the only definition of love. The second group of
exegetes brings another dimension into this understanding; in their opinion, love is
not always concerned with attaining pleasure or escaping pain in the physical sense.
Apart from these sensual motives there is another motive which seems more
intellectual than physical. It is the appreciation of beauty and perfection without
physical attachments through intellect only. 23 This manner of viewing and
explaining the concept of love i.e. in an intellectual non-physical manner is followed
by later Sufis of great repute, in particular by al-Ghazäli.24
In line with the above manner of reasoning, the iriost analytical commentary belongs
to Falchr al-Din al-Räzi. In his commentary, he treats the subject of love, beginning,
by outlining the general attitude of the Muslim scholars towards the love between
God and man: He states that "The ummah (the whole Muslim community) reached a
consensus in using the term love (al-hubb) for God but they differentiated in its
understanding. The majority of the theologians believe that love is an aspect of
God's will; thus it neither pertains to His essence nor to His attributes. When we say
that "we love God" this means 'We love obeying and serving God or we love Him
rewarding us."25

22 ' AIUSL R fit al-Ma äni„ v.2, p.34
23 Ibid, v.2, p. 34
24 See 7.3 al-Ghazili's Understanding of Love
25 al-Räzi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, v.12, p.232
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Al-Räzi does not agree with this understanding and he further criticises it, i.e., to
understand "love" merely as "obedience". He criticises the theologians for being
very literalist in their understanding. He states that "these theologians thought that
the only loveable things are the physical pleasures such as eating and drinking for
their sakes. However, there is another kind of love which is not related to physical
enjoyment. It is the spiritual or intellectual appreciation of the object of love. AlRäzi thinks that the theologians could not understand that spiritual perfection (alkamil) may be loved for its sake as well. They thought that love is only related to

physical love. To show the differences between intellectual and physical love he
gives the following example: "We love prophets and heroes because of the attributes
of perfection they hold and not because they benefit us physically. In comparison
with God who is the most perfect in His attributes beyond comprehension, the
perfection of man equals nothing. Even the perfection which is attributed to man is
solely borrowed from God's perfection. Hence the most perfect among the so-called
perfects (akmal al-kämilin) is God. If we love man for the attributes of perfection
such as heroism, generosity and so on, then God must be loved more for the
attributes of perfection He possesses. Therefore God is loved and should be loved
for His own sake, not for the sake of His rewards." 26 In this manner al-Rdzi shuns
the mere physical understanding of love and inclines more to the understanding of
intellectual love.
A logical result of intellectual love is certainly knowledge. Since for the intellect to
function the fuel is knowledge. Therefore, the second element of al-Räzi's
exposition is that he establishes a positive interconnection between love and
knowledge. We cannot understand His perfection without gaining some knowledge
about Him. For it is impossible to love something regarding which one has no
knowledge. al-Räzi who is not ignorant of this relationship between love and
knowledge, holds that the most important cause of love is knowledge (ma`rifa) of
God; hence he suggests observation of the Divine order in nature. According to him,
the more one glances at the wonders that God has created in the universe, the more
God's perfection is recognised. Consequently, the more one knows God the more
one loves Him. al-R5zi also deduces that since God has infinite perfection,
knowledge about Him is also infinite. Accordingly, there is no limit in knowing
26 al-Räzi, al-Tafsir al-Kabk, v.12, p.232
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(ma Wfa) God so there is no limit in loving God. 27 In this connection al-Räzi implies

that the path of love never ceases. The lovers always progress to higher and higher
states. In this sense we note the words of al-Bistätni who said concerning his love "I
have drunk seven oceans and still ask is there any more?" It is of interest to note at
this point the similarities between the views of al-Rdzi and al-Ghazäli. On reflection,
it becomes clear that they share almost identical ideas as to the relationship between
love and knowledge. However, al-Ghazall develops this positive relationship
between knowledge and love of God in more depth.28

al-11,5zi, also psychologically explains this exposition by giving an example from
human life. Even love of despicable things such as love of money and hope of profit
makes the merchant work very hard to the extent that he forgets his hunger and
thirst. In comparison, for a Sufi it is possible to forget himself for the love of the
creator; even the love of base things changes the psyche of the merchant, how, then,
does the love for the highest object of love change the Sufi's life? According to al' i loving God is the highest level of love and should result in the annihilation of
Itàz
one's sensory and intellectual capacity. It may be concluded that for al-Räzi, love's
cause is knowledge and its end is annihilation (fang) of the lover. Thus al-Räzi
opens the way for Sufis to develop their understanding of love in relationship to
annihilation (fanä) and knowledge (ma irifa).29
There are many other exegetes who also discussed the issue of the meaning of love
in addition to al-Räzi. Of these, al-Qushayri is of interest as he sheds light on two
further and divergent aspects of the same subject. The first emphasis regards the
cause of love towards God. al-Qushayri believes that the cause for man's love is a
God given (wahbP bounty. If God did not love us first we would be unable to love
Him; how can humans who are created from mere lumps of clay speak about love?
The answer is that our love for Him is a reflection of His eternal and original love
for us. It is crucial to note that this notion would go on to form an essential theme
concerning all the prominent theories of love which would be expounded in the
centuries to follow.

27 Ibid., v.1, p. 233
28 See, 7.3:1:d The Relationship between Knowledge (Ma 'rifa) and Love
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Secondly, al-R5.zi establishes a direct relationship between love of God and faith.
According to him, loving God is an article of faith i.e. it is not possible to have faith
in God without loving Him. 3 ° For him, to believe means to love. It is not enough to
say with one's tongue or believe in one's heart that God is worthy of worship. This
attitude will not achieve its pure culmination and sincerity if it is not supported by a
firm and penetrating love for the reality which a person outwardly claims to
worship. In this respect true devotion and worship is synonymous with loving the
God to whom a believer turns in devotion.

al-Qushayri's equation of love with faith reminds us of the following verse: "And
there are some among men who take for themselves objects of worship besides
Allah, whom they love as they love Allah, and those who believe are stronger in
love for Allah." 31 In this verse it may be deduced that God is boasting of the strength
of love that His believers have for Him. The believers are distinguished from the
non-believers by the intensity and power of love as far as their objects of worship
are concerned.
In the light of the above verse, it is also of interest to note that the most unforgivable
sin of Islam i.e. shirk (association of partners to God) is transformed by them into an
alternative meaning. The exegetes deduce that this verse also informs the believers
of another kind of association (shirk). This new concept is that if one contains in
one's heart more love for something other than God then one has committed shirk in
that one has associated partners in one's love for God. Hence the association of idols
with God is not from the perspective of His unity only i.e. believing that there are
other deities sharing the divinity of God. It is also a kind of association of partners to
God to give a portion of that love to others which is only deserved by God.32
A comparison between these two groups gives us the essential differences in their
understanding of love. For the first group, man's love manifests itself as obedience
whereas the second group believes that obedience is not the love itself but a result
and fruit of love for God. The former's understanding of love i.e. as obedience is
29 lbid, v. 12, p. 233
30 a1-Qushayri, Laraif p.421
31 Qur'an, 2:165, (Shalcir)
32 eAltig, RIM al-Ma ` gni, v.2, p.34
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considered by the second group as only one of the results of the process of love.
According to them it is merely one product of the relationship of love. Although
they accept the first group's understanding (love equals obedience - to love God is to
obey God), they believe, in addition, that the real nature of love is to love God for
His perfection (kanhil). As far as the Sufi understanding of love is concerned, it
appears that the latter group of exegetes is closer to the Sufi understanding of love.

As a result of the above discussion we can summarise the position of the exegetes as
follows. The commentators are divided into two groups as far as the concept of
Divine Love is concerned. On the one hand, we have certain exegetes who believe
that God's love for man may be equated with the goodwill and grace of God upon
his creatures. In their understanding, God cannot love His creation in the literal
sense of the meaning because this implies God's need of creation.33
On the other hand, we have exegetes who maintain that man's love for God is
possible on the personal level. They do not stop at this contention, in fact they
proceed one step further and claim that it is necessary to love God. They are closer
to the Sufi theorists of love since they suggest a personal relationship between man
and God.
3.5 The Characteristics that God loves in Man
After accepting the possibility of love between God and his creation, the Qur'an also
directs man to the principal qualities that attract God's love. To be suitable for the
love of God, the Qur'an requires Muslims to adorn themselves with good
characteristics. The more these good characteristics are acquired, the more man
deserves to be loved by God. The Qur'an explains in great detail the characteristics
that God loves or does not love in man. 34 These verses are not related to issues of
how to pray and devote oneself to God only. Among the major issues addressed by
these verses are the commands that serve to organise social life among the members
of the Muslim community in a way characterised by justice and fairness. If an evil
act is committed against another human being, it is still a reason to be construed as
an obstacle between man and God.
33 The reason is explained in the previous chapter, see, 1.3.1 Application of Love to God
34 Tabatabd'i, al-Mizan fi tafsk, v.5, p.383
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it is necessary that both wings are utilised in its flight. Similarly, it is essential for
the lover of God to use the wings of fear and love equally. In summary the Qur'an
seems to suggest a balance of fear and love towards God. It is not pure love or pure
fear, but a mixture of both in a balanced way.
Although Sufi Classics maintain this balance by mentioning fear and love of God in
the same categories, it is interesting to note that this balance is not always kept by
the early Sufis as was mentioned in the preceding chapters. Their main concern was
fear of God.

4- Apart from that, God also confirms that He loves the servants who do good deeds
and behave well: "God likes the servants who do good deeds.(mu1riniin)42
In short, God loves any good action and behaviour, for example, being just and
repentant. 43 However, the good characteristics are not limited to the ones which are
mentioned in the Qur'an. In addition to the Queanic list, any other good
characteristics which are practised by the Prophet must be added to this list since he
is the best example for the believers as stated in the Qur'an. This will be discussed
in the next chapter.

3.6 The Characteristics that God does not Love in Man

In the above section, the positive steps to attract God's love were mentioned. In
addition to this, the Qur'an also informs us of the characteristics that would render
Divine Love impossible. In general terms, it could be said that sins are the veils
between man and God. Among them the one which must be avoided most, is shirk
as explained below. In order to establish a relationship with God which is strongly
based on love, the second step is to refrain from bad characteristics and to strive to
wipe them out totally.
The worst unforgivable sin in Islam is shirk, attributing partners to God in worship.
Attributing partners to God is not only in worship it is also possible with regard to
love. For example, the Qur'an strongly rebukes the unbelievers because of their love
42

Qur'an, 5:93

43 /bid, 2:222
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God explains to us the conditions of attracting His love in great detail. If man wants
to be loved by God he needs to abide by the rules which are explained in the Qur'an
since God promises His love when these rules are accomplished. The following
verse confirm this notion: "Surely (as for) those who believe and do good deeds, for
them will God bring about love." 35 al-Qurtribi says that when the servant obeys the
commandments, God plants in peoples' hearts a love towards this slave. He refers to
the tradition of the Prophet that when God loves a servant he commands Gabriel to
announce his love 36 . Al-Suytiti also supports this meaning.37

The phrase 'good deeds' that is mentioned in the above verse also logically recalls
the 'bad deeds' as well. Therefore, the Queanic rules which describe the attainment
of love may be divided into two sections. Firstly, the characteristics which God
loves in His servants and secondly the ones which God does not love. For example,
some characteristics which God loves in His servants are:

1- God loves the faithful who strive to be righteous and purify themselves; "for
Allah loves the righteous", and, "Allah loves those who make themselves pure."38
. 2- The Believers are also described in the Qur'an as those who do good deeds for the
sole purpose of attaining God's love: "...And they feed, for the love of Allah, the
indigent, the orphan, and the captive..."39

3- Interestingly, God loves those who fear Him. 4° This is a clear contrast with the
Biblical teaching that speaks of a love which casts out fear. 41 It seems that Christian
love excludes fear from its principles which form the bedrock of its system of belief.
In contrast, the Qur'an quite often stresses the importance of fear and seems to
regard it as a complementary part of love. To give an analogy from the Qur'an, fear
and love can be likened to the two wings of a bird which flies to the Divine
presence. Since a bird cannot arrive at its destination by using only one of his wings

35 Qur'an, 19:96 (Shakir)
36 al-Qurtibi, al-Jämi' li Ahkain al-Qur'än, v.3, p.136
37 al-S UYfiti, J., Tafsir al-Jaldayn, p.412
38 Qur'an, 9:108 (Y.A)
39 lbid, 76.8 (Y.A.)
46 /bid, 3:76; 9:4,7
41 John, 4:18
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for idols: "You have chosen only idols instead of Allah. The love between you is
only in the life of the world. Then on the Day of Resurrection you will deny each
other and curse each other, and your abode will be the Fire, and you will have no
helpers." 45 It may be deduced from this verse that the love between God and
believers will continue even after the Day of Resurrection. All other forms of man's
love will disappear, except man's love for God: moreover the worldly friendships
and love which are not established through God's love will even transform to hatred.
There is also an indication that when the servant meets the creator, all worldly states,
such as, fear of God and abstinence from pleasures, will disappear leaving only love.
So love is eternal and abiding and is superior to other states because of its
continuous and unchanging nature.
Shirk is a sin which is committed against God. In addition, there are also other
crimes that are considered to be against God such as to be ungrateful to Him: "God
does not love the traitor to faith and the thankless (to God)." 46 There is, in addition,
another category of crime that is condemned by God. These are the crimes which are
committed against Muslim fellows and humanity in general. Both of these are also
obstacles between man and God's love. In short, these characteristics constitute
almost anything which harms fellow muslims, hence a believer should distance
himself from such evils. To give a few examples of the characteristics that the
Qur'an condemns:
Transgressing the social rules: "for Allah loveth not transgressors." 47 Wasting the
riches given by God: "But waste not by excess: for Allah loveth not the wasters."48
Therefore, it may be said that God's love is very much related to personal conduct
towards the community as wel1. 49 The more one is loved by society, the more one is
loved by God. In other words, if someone is harming society, according to the
Qur'anic principles, it may be said that this person is not loved by God. Therefore,
loving God means perfecting one's characteristics in the positive way. Hence, love
44 Mid, 2:165, (Shalcir)
45 Ibid, 29:25 (Pickthall)
46 Mid, 22:38 (Y.A.)
47 Ibid, 2:190 (Y.A.)
48 Ibid, 6:141 (Y.A.)
49 Tabdtabd'i, al-Mizän fi Tafsfr, v.4, p.384
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Secondly, the loving nature of the word Allah is also supported by other attributive
names that He named Himself. These names are called by the Qur'an the beautiful
names of Allah54 . In general scholars mention 99 beautiful names (al-Asma' alIjusnä) for God, depending on the verses in the Qur'an. From these names the most
often used ones are "al-Rahman" 55 and "al-Rahlm". They mean extremely
compassionate and extremely merciful. 56 These two names of God are the parts of
Basmala. Basmala is a phrase which is recommended to be recited at the beginning
of all actions 57 , therefore it is one of the most recited phrases among the Muslims. It
means "In the name of Allah, the most Gracious, the most Merciful" and this phrase
appears in the beginning of every chapter in the Qur'an.

Finally, among the other names that God calls Himself, there is one name which
needs special attention. One of the beautiful names of God mentioned in the Qur'an
is "al-Wadi-id" meaning "full of love" 58 The word al-Wadikl is an example of a
peculiar form in Arabic language i.e. that when a verb is put into a derivative form,
it gives a meaning that may be both the subject and object of the verb. Therefore,
God is first, the subject (the lover) and then, the object (the beloved) of the verb
'love'. As a subject, God loves His friends and forgives their sins. He is also the
object of their love; He is also loved by His believers. 59 Ibn al-Kathir prefers to
explain the word al-Wad lid by His forgiveness.60
In addition to this meaning mentioned, al-Qurtfibi gives a very different meaning to
the word "al-Wadiicr , that is Wadüd means having "no son". In this sense he says
God has no son for whose sake He would forgive the sins of mankind 61 In this sense
although it is not mentioned by other exegetes, there is an implication of the
Christian concept of atonement and love. The implication is that God forgives His
servants directly without the intermediary of a son. Although the Qur'an rejects

54 Ibid, 17:110
55 See Qur'an, 17:110
56 see Ibn Kathir, al-Tafsir al-Qur'an, v.1, p.19
57 al-QurtUbi, al-Jami ' li Ahkäm al-Qur'an, v. 1, p.29
58 Qur'an: 85:14 (Y.k)
59 al-Qurtiibi, al-Jami' li APICam al-Qur'an, v. 10, p.195
60 IbnKathir, al-Tafsir al-Qur'an, v.4, p.497
61 al-Qurtibi, al-Jarni' li Alicam al-Qur'an v. 10, p.195
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in the Qur'an is an active process i.e. it requires actions which are beneficial to
society. It is not only a mere emotion towards the Beloved. On the contrary, the
Beloved demands from His lovers to translate their love for Him into useful actions
towards society. This is also clear from the Qur'anic epithet which is often used to
describe the Muslims: Those who believed and have done good deeds. 5 ° Faith and
good deeds are often mentioned together, hence it can be argued that Islam is a
religion of action rather than of dogma. This is also true for the Queanic concept of
love.

3.7 The Origins of the Word Allah
In addition to the Qur'anic verses regarding love, there are other things which must
be taken into consideration. For example how God describes Himself in the Qur'an,
is He a loving God or a destructive, vengeful God? In order to answer this question,
the names that describe God will shortly be outlined. The issue that will be analysed
in this section consists of three aspects. These are: firstly the search into the proper
name that God is called in the Qur'an, secondly other names that He named Himself
and lastly among these names the one that directly invites associations with love.

Firstly, God's proper name in Islam is "Allah" meaning God. The derivation of the
word Allah gives an important clue as far as the concept of love is concerned. The
majority of lexicographers are of the opinion that it is derived from "Walah"51
meaning anxiety, love and sympathy which a mother feels for her child. Later on the
word signified "love" only. For that reason in some Indian translations of the Qur'an
"Allah" is translated as "Man Mohan" i.e., the Beloved of the hearts. 52 This point is
also supported by the verse in which God equates His special name "Allah" with the
attributive name "al-Rahmän" (the Merciful). In the Qur'an, God states: "Say: 'Call
upon Allah, or call upon Rahman: by whatever name ye call upon Him, (it is well):
for to Him belong the Most Beautiful Names". 53 God's proper name "Allah" is not
like His other names. It is the greatest name (al-Ism al-A 'pm) that God has chosen
for Himself. The occurrence of these two names together shows that the name Allah
has a merciful nature.
5 ° Qur'an, 2:82; 9:111
51 al-Sabrini, Rawai` al-Bayan Tafsir Ayat Alicam min al-Qur'an, (Dimashq, 1977), v.1, p.20
52 M Valiuddin, Love of God, p.87
53 Qur'an, 17:110 (Y. A.)
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incarnation, such a commentary on the word al-Wacial seems to be peculiar to alQurtiibi only.

Depending on the Arabic grammar, there is another implication that the prefix "al"
in the beginning of al-Wadad renders. The prefix "al" also connotes "only" so it
may even be said that God is the only lover and the Beloved, since He originates all
the loves which are attributed to others 62 . Hence, in the real sense, all the love
belongs to Him.
To conclude, God's proper name as well as the most important attributive names
which are deducible from the verses of the Qur'an, all indicate that, God is a loving
and caring God. Although, He named Himself with the names of wrath like al-Muchl
(the Humiliator), al-Munpqim (the Avenger), the names which indicate love are
more often used by Him.
3.8 Profane Love
As stated above, this research does not intend to study profane love. However, since
some Sufis draw parallels between Divine and profane love it is necessary to know
the Qur'anic approach to profane love. It may be easily deduced from the Qur'an
that the love towards the opposite sex is something natural and created by God. This
verse contradicts Sufis, such as Rabi`a, who think love for human beings is an
obstacle in their way.
"And among His Signs is this, that He created for you mates from among
yourselves, that you may dwell in tranquillity with them, and He has put love and
mercy between your (hearts): verily in that are Signs for those who reflect." 63 The
verse clearly explains that it is perfectly natural to love and marry women since they
are created for this purpose. Furthermore, this is a mercy of Allah, that he created
man and women as complementary to each other. Because of their natures they
attract each other." As a result, the Qur'an does not see marriage as an obstacle to
the love of God. Therefore, Muslims and particularly the Sufis always married, and
few Sufis like Itabi`a spoke against marriage as an obstacle to Divine Love. 65 In the
62 T. Bayralc, The Most Beautiful Names, (Vermont, Threshold Books, 1985), p.60
63 Qur'an, 30:21 (Y.A.)
64 al-Qurtabi, al-Jami' li Ahlcam al-Qur'an, v.3, p.414
65 See, 5.2:2 Rabia's rejection of Marriage
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light of these verses Rabi`a seems not to have any Queanic proofs to support her
anti-marriage love theory.

Although the Qur'an does not consider the love between man and woman as
intrinsically evil, it tries to keep this love within its legal boundaries. The Qur'anic
paradigm of love indicates that the loves that are directed to profane objects should
not be more than the love that is shown to God. Therefore, the Qur'an does not
tolerate excessive love between man and woman, as well as love for other worldly
desires. In the following verse God urges the believers that if their love of worldly
desires exceeds their love for God, then they should await the calamities from God
as promised clearly in the following verse: "Say: If your fathers and your sons and
your brethren and your mates and your kinsfolk and property which you have
acquired, and the slackness of trade which you fear and dwellings which you like,
are dearer [literally more beloved ahabba] to you than Allah and His Messenger and
striving in His way, then wait till Allah brings about His command"66

Interestingly, the Qur'an encourages the principle that the love of worldly things
should be beneficial to Divine Love and in agreement with it. The Qur'an gives the
example of the Prophet Solomon and such a love; "And he said, "Truly do I love the
love of good, with a view to the glory of my Lord,"- until (the sun) was hidden in
the veil (of night):" 67 In conclusion, the Qur'an dos not approve of excessive and
blind enmity to worldly love as long as they do not obstruct the way to God's love.
This idea was not welcomed by the early Sufi ascetics who hated all worldly gains.
In contrast, the Bible seems to discourage the love of women. The reason for this is
that love is the first sin man committed in Paradise before the Fall. The idea of
original sin and Eve's seductiveness are emphasised. As a result, married life is only
tolerated on a utilitarian basis for the procreation of men and to increase the
followers of the Church. 68 It may be argued that because of this attitude in the Bible,
it is not possible to find a positive relationship between profane and Divine Love.

66 Qur'an; 9:24 (Shalcir)
67 Ibid., 38:032 (Y.A.)
68 F. Schuon, Esoterism as Principle and as a Way, p.130
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On the other hand, the Bible seems to direct this love to another channel i.e. the
neighbour. In the Christian paradigm, to love the neighbour is an explicit
commandment and specifically mentioned in the Bible. In comparison to the Bible,
the Qur'an does not stress the love of neighbour as a part of Divine Love. However,
the Qur'an does this in a more general sense by commanding good and forbidding
evil to anyone as explained above.

3.9 The Concept of Love in the Bible
In order to understand the place that the concept of "love" occupies in the Qur'an, a
comparison with the Bible might be useful. When making a comparison of the holy
books of Christianity and Islam, it must be remembered that the Qur'an does not
totally refuse the truthfulness of the Bible, 69 but it claims that some parts of the
Bible are corrupted. Therefore, the similarities that may be expected from the two
Holy books are of the same origin from the Qur'anic point of view. To serve this
aim, the paradigm that is used for the Qur'an will be used for the Bible as well. In
this way it will be easy to follow and compare the patterns of thought in the two
Holy books.
In the Qur'an, love is considered as one of the modes of relationship between God
and man. It is difficult to claim that love is the most essential relationship, since
there are other kinds of relationships that overshadow the concept of love. For
example, other terms such as taqw I (fear of God or refraining from the forbidden),
tawba (repentance), occur more often than love does. Hence, love is not given

primary importance among the other Qur'anic terms as it is one Qur'anic motif
among many others. In addition to this, there is no direct commandment to love God
as there is in the Bible. Also, in many verses, the Qur'an warns man to fear God."
Under these circumstances, it seems that, in comparison, love plays a central role as
a new understanding in the Bible: love is represented as the essence of religion and
the most distinctive attribute of God. In particular, the verse "God is love", is the

69 The Qur'an speaks of a single Gospel which is given to Jesus. Hence, Muslims think that there
is only one Gospel that is revealed to Jesus and dictated by him as the Qur'an was dictated. See,
the Qur'an, 5:47 However, from a Christian perspective the Gospels are the records of Jesus'
sayings and life. In that sense they equal the traditions of the Prophet Muhanunad.
7 ° As an example the following verses might be cited. Qur'an, 2:40; 6:72;
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most fundamental concept 71 in Christianity. As a result, it may be said that love
plays more of a central role in the Bible than in the Qur'an.

3.9:1 God's Love for Man According to the New Testament
The concept of love is repeated often in the Bible. However, according to Moffat, in
the synoptic tradition, there is much more of the spirit than of the letter of 'love'.
Especially the conception of God as Father in itself implies the love between Him
and his creation. 72 Therefore in Moffat's view, the truth is implied rather than stated.
In addition to the love of the Father the picture is completed with that of the Son.
As to the manifestation of this fatherly love, there are tremendous differences
between the Islamic and Christian understanding. In the Qur'an, God's love was
manifested in His forgiveness of man. In a general sense this is also a valid
understanding of the Bible. However, there is a great difference between the nature
of these two types of forgiveness. In the Qur'anic concept of forgiveness, God
forgives His slaves without being changed in His nature. Whereas in the Biblical
understanding, God forgives His slaves rather differently. To cleanse humanity from
sin and especially from original sin, He voluntarily takes on human form and lets
Himself suffer the shortcomings of human nature. This is the doctrine of the
incarnation of God in Jesus and his eventual crucifixion. 73 Especially, through the
crucifixion which is the ultimate manifestation of God's love, a new relationship
between God and man is established, relying on the sacrificial love of God for man.
Regarding God's love for humanity, John writes: "...not that we loved God, but that
he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins." 74 This verse
encapsulates the most distinctive features of God's love for man.
Hence, in the Biblical sense, God's love is active and self-sacrificial. It is active
because it is totally God's gracious initiative. God has no expectations or any benefit
from His love for us. He is the first initiator of love towards man and His sacrifice
and love for humanity reaches its peak in the death of Christ. However, God's love
does not carry the imperfections that our love possesses. His love is not a result of
71 C. R. Smith, The Bible Doctrine of Grace, (London; The Epworth Press, 1956), p.95
72 J. Moffatt, Love in the New Testament, p.67
73 For the dual nature of God see, Readings in Christian Theology, ed. by Hodgson, P C.& King,
Robert, (London, Fortress Press, 1985), p.205-236
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need for the beloved. His love is totally gracious, He has nothing to gain by loving
the works of His hands; whatever He does is out of sheer benevolence. He loves
man although mankind possesses nothing valuable which attracts love. Furthermore,
God sacrifices His only Son to atone for the sins of humanity. Hence the Son is the
focal point of the Father's love.75

Paul especially emphasises the sacrificial aspect of God's love for man. According
to him, there was an initial bond of love between God and Adam before the fall.
However, the crime which Adam and Eve committed broke off this relationship.
God, however, was not happy with the situation of man's separation for Him. To reestablish the initial bond of love and enable redemption, He introduced the
crucifixion. Therefore, God's love is the source of reconciliation, which had been
brought about by the death and resurrection of Jesus. It seems that in the paradigm
of Paul's love the central focus is the idea of Jesus' crucifixion.
The Qur'anic concept of love is completely different from the Biblical paradigm of
love. It does not accept incarnation and trinity. 76 In order to see the differences, the
Qur'anic paradigm of God's love may be applied to the Biblical one; the Qur'anic
paradigm of love is depicted by the example of a master-servant relationship. If we
apply the same example to Christian love, the following picture would emerge: the
master having seen the miserable condition of His servants, degraded himself to the
level of a servant. He disguised Himself in the dress of the servant and tasted the
same shortcomings that they were suffering. In this way, God established the
relationship which was broken before. From the Qur'anic perspective 77 , this kind of
attitude is unthinkable for God. He does not need to sacrifice Himself, He cannot
enter a son-father relationship with His creation and to believe this is absolute
blasphemy.
This point brings us back to the understanding of Jesus according to the Qur'an.
From the Qur'anic point of view, Jesus is only a prophet of God' s and like other
Biblical prophets, he has no share whatsoever in the divinity of God. The miracles
74 John, 4:10
75 D. J. Atkinson, The Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology, p.9
76 Queän, 5:17
77 Ibid., 5:17
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attributed to Jesus do not make him God, they only prove that he is a true prophet.
Concerning his suffering on the cross, firstly it is denied by the Qur'an. Secondly,
even if the crucifixion is accepted, this does not change anything as far as Jesus'
nature is concerned. Because the Qur'an mentions the stories of many prophets who
were killed or injured by their people. Hence, the Biblical version of God's love for
man is Islamically unacceptable for the reasons which have been explained above.
However, there are similarities between the two loves, as well. The Qur'an agrees
with Biblical love concerning several features. In the Qur'an, it is God who
instigates the love towards His creation. In the second feature, God informs us that
"The Prophet Muhammad, like Jesus, was sent as a mercy from God for the
worlds." 79 But the difference is that Jesus is a prophet only, having no Divine nature;
there is no father and son relation between God and His messenger. Although the
messenger is a manifestation of God's mercy and love for His creation, there is still
a strict separation between God and Jesus as there is between God and other
prophets. 8 ° The Prophet Muhammad is a human being, carrying the Divine message
to humanity. Therefore in the Qur'an, God's love is not particularly centred around
the Prophet Muhammad. In the third place, God's love is active, since He has
initiated the love towards His creation, but this is not self-sacrificial in the Christian
sense. In the Qur'an, God always confirms that He is quick to accept the repentance
of believers and slow to punish them because of 'their sins but this does not mean
sacrifice. It rather shows His grace towards humanity. In the last feature, the Qur'an
commands love between believers but does not command one to love the ungodly
and unbelievers. This attitude of the Qur'an is similar to the Old Testament
understanding, rather than that of the New Testament's.

3.9:2 God's love for man according to the Old Testament
In this connection, the understanding of love in Judaism might be of assistance,

since the Qur'anic understanding of love is similar to this rather than to the Christian
one. In comparison to the New Testament understanding of God's love for man,
from a Judaistic perspective this love manifests itself differently. In Jewish belief,
God's love is exclusive and particularistic. This means that the object of God's love
78 Mid, 3:49-51
79 Mid, 3:164
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is generally the people of Israel. Even the prophets never say that the Lord loves
other peoples, or that mankind is object of His love. God's love is the result of His
election, manifested in the covenant he has made with Israel. This clearly appears in
Deuteronomy 7:7-8, where the Divine Love for Israel is mentioned. His free and
personal love for Israel is most strongly manifested especially by the deliverance of
the Jews from Egypt.
Unlike the New Testament, the Old Testament states that God's love is not given
freely to everybody. He loves the righteous and obedient. 81 If the people appear to
be unworthy of God's love because of ingratitude and infidelity, His love will
change into wrath. 82 Hence, if the sinner does not repent and give up sin, he cannot
be an object of God's love. These ideas are almost identical with the Qur'anic
understanding of God's love for man.
However, there are certain elements that the Qur'ãn rejects in the Jewish
understanding of God's love. Especially their claim of being the only loved ones of
God. The Qur'an refutes the exclusiveness of love for the Jews only: "And both the
Jews and the Christians say: "We are the children of Allah and His loved ones." Say:
"Why then does He punish you. Nay, you are but human beings, of those He
created.. . " 83 Nevertheless, the Qur'5n admits that previously the Jews occupied a
special and privileged relationship with God. , However when they broke their
covenant" they lost their special place. They became equal with the rest of
humanity. If they do good they are rewarded and if they do evil they are punished.85
The implication of this verse is that the Beloved does not punish His lovers. This
idea is very common among the exegetes 86 a beloved does not will evil for his
lovers. Because the Christians and Jews will be punished, it is not a valid claim.
Hence, the Queän urges that they need to leave this vain hope and accept the truth.
The Qui. ' än also suggests a test for the Jews and Christians who claim to be the sole
loved ones of God "Say: If the future abode with Allah is specially for you to the

8° This matter will be discussed fully in the next chapter.
81 Ps. 146:8, Prov, 15:29
82 Encyclopaedia Judaica, (The Macmillan Company, New York, 1971) v.2, p.525
83 Qur'an, 5:18
84 'bid, 5:13-15
85 Tabersi,Maima` al-Bayän fi tafsk al-Qur'an, (Sayda, Matba'at aPirfan, 1935), v.2, p.176
86 al-SuyTtti, Tafsk al-JalNajn, (Beirut, n.d.), p.145; 1bn 1Cathir, -Tafsir al-Qur'an, v.2, p.33
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exclusion of people, then invoke death if you are truthful. 87 In this way the Qur'an
seems to test the lovers of God by suggesting that they choose death, since death
means union with the "lover". And a true beloved is always eager to meet his
beloved. Thus, the Qur'an uses the human paradigms of love to test the lovers of
God.
In the Jewish scriptures, God's love does not extend to the enemy. In fact, the Old
Testament in one place commands hatred of the enemy "Thou shalt love thy
neighbour and hate thy enemy" 88 Hence, it may be suggested that Judaism uses
hatred as a value creating process. This notion is also supported by the description of
God's nature in the Old Testament. Many verses in the Jewish Bible describe God as
a jealous God who always takes His revenge from His enemies. 89 He commands
them to take vengeance: "The Lord spoke to Moses and said, 'You are to exact
vengeance for Israel on the Midianites.... ,9 ° At times, the Jewish God seems like a
ruthless king who is giving commands to his army. This attitude is of course in
complete disagreement with Christian love. 91 However, it is not dissimilar to the
Qur'anic paradigm of love since the Qur'an also mentions God's vengeance and
punishment for the non-believers and enemies.
All these characteristics of Jewish love explain why Christianity places so much
emphasis on love as a Divine and human form,of relationship. Although, the same
command is used in both the religions, it does not have the same meanings.
Christian love gives a completely different meaning to the commandment. As
Nygren states; "It is not the commandment that explains the idea of love but the
quite new meaning that Christianity has given it." 92 This means that although,
Christianity and Judaism take their philosophy of love from the same
commandment, they differ very fundamentally in the understanding of the verse.
The reason for allocating such a long discussion to the Christian and Jewish
concepts of love is that they have their parallels in the Qur'an and Sufism. The
Qur'anic conception of love is closer to that of the Old Testament in its simplicity
and clearness. Whereas the Sufi paradigms are much closer to the Christian
87 Qur'an; 2:94 (Shaldr)
88 Matthew, 5:43
89 Exodus, 34:15; Numbers, 25:10-12
943 Numbers, 31:1-2
91 A. Nygren, Agape and Eros, p.64
92 Mid, p.61
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understandings of love. The details and possible reasons for these similarities will be
dealt with in the following chapters.

3.9:3 Man's love for God according to Christianity

Concerning man's love for God, the Bible contain many explicit verses. For
example, there is a clear commandment to love God: "...and you shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and
with all your strength." 93 So it may be argued that loving God is the fundamental
pillar of Christianity. God's unmotivated and sacrificial love for man, described
above, demands a reciprocal, imitative response from those who benefit from
it. 94This response is required, not only towards God but also towards neighbours.

As to the nature of man's love for God, the New Testament gives quite similar ideas
to the Qur'anic conceptions of love. For example, loving God means serving Him
and obeying the commandments. Jesus says; "He who has my commandments and
keeps them, he it is who loves me; and he who loves me will be loved by my Father,
and I will love him and manifest myself to him." 95 Secondly, the Bible states that
loving God means preferring Him over worldly gains; "No one can serve two
masters: Either he will hate one and love the other, or else he will stand by the one
and despise the other, you cannot serve both, God and Mammon." 96 Therefore,
loving God means sheer devotion to Him in a state of humble confidence and
contentment with Him.
Some Christian theologians, like their Muslim counterparts, are concerned with the
dissimilarity of man's love to God's love. For example, Nygren shares the same
concerns with the Muslim theologians that we should not place God and man in the
same level. Nygren stresses that these two loves possess completely different
natures. "Therefore, we cannot speak of loving God in precisely the same sense as
we speak of loving one another. Human love includes the motive of enriching and

93 Mark; 12:30
94 D. J. Atkinson, The Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology, p.9
95 John, 14:21.29
96 Matthew, vi.24
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developing other's lives. This meaning is absent from the thought of love for
God." 97 He is the perfect Being and He is not in need of anyone's love.
Although there are similarities, the essential difference between Islam and
Christianity is that the Christian concept of love is very much centred around
dogma. Hence, it is more important to believe in the dogmas, such as crucifixion on
the cross, resurrection and atonement. In other words, the theoretical side of man's
love for God is stressed more than the practical requirements. In contrast, the
Qur'anic paradigm of love emphasise the practical requirements of love. After
believing in God, the Qur'an, like Judaism, requires strict obedience to the law. Law
and love are equally emphasised, whereas in the Biblical tradition the practice of the
law is sacrificed for the dogmas of love.

3.9:4 Man's love for God according to Judaism

It is quite safe to say that the manifestation of man's love for God according to
Judaism, is almost identical with that of the first group of exegetes presented above.
God loves Israel as His chosen people and favours them over others". In return,
Israel loves God because of the covenant they have made with Him. Therefore,
God's love demands a corresponding love from the other. God's love for Israel is
not free and absolute as it is in Christianity. His love for Israel is conditional, it is
not shown to everybody, it is only directed to the believers who keep the covenant.
Therefore man's love for God is manifested as obedience to the requirements of the
law, and loyalty to Him. 99 It is also a love which is intimately related to fear and
reverence. loo God's love for man depends on man's adhering to these principles,
otherwise, the love will quickly transform into wrath.
From the Qur'anic point of view, all these commentaries are without exception
acceptable, there is nothing objectionable. Therefore the Qur'anic understanding of
love is closer to the Jewish understanding. This similar attitude is also valid for the
understanding of law as well. In both religions the law is Divine and must be

97 A. Nygren, Agape, p.94-95
" Psalms 78:68, 87:2
" Deutronomy, 4:4; 10:20, 11:22; 13:5
1 °° Ibid, 5:29; 6:24

88

observed to the letter. Both approaches require practical outcomes and are not
centred around dogma.
It is interesting that both in the Old and New Testaments man is commanded to love
God with all his heart and power. In the Queän, however, there is no direct
commandment to love God with the same emphasis, but there are indirect references
to this effect. However this gap was filled by the traditions of the Prophet. In many
hadiths, God through the medium of His Prophet openly commands man to love

God.
3.10 Love of neighbour

Love of the neighbour, per se, is not a subject of this study. However, it is very
important to love one's neighbour in both Christian and Jewish traditions, because
neighbourly love seems to be a manifestation of man's love towards God. The
commandment to love God is immediately followed by the love of one's neighbour.
"The second is this, 'You shall love your neighbour as yourself ' There is no other
commandment greater than these." 1°1 This verse shows the importance given to this
love in Christianity. As Bornkamm asserts "the summary of the law in the double
commandment of love is probably peculiar to the message of Jesus."1°2
The Old Testament also has the same commandment to love God and one's
neighbour. However, in Jewish love it is not so closely associated with Divine love.
It is one of the many obligations that might be considered in the scope of the law.
However, in Christianity, loving the neighbour without any expectation became one
of the essentials of the faith, since neighbourly love is considered as the reflection of
God's freely given 'agape' love to humanity. The immediate occurrence of the
commandment regarding loving one's neighbour after God, signifies that
neighbourly love is a reflection of God's agape: as God loves us without any
motive, in the same way the Christian should love his or her neighbour
disinterestedly.
Neighbourly love does not discriminate between the righteous and the ungodly. It
even extends to one's enemy. The New Testament insists this love must be the
im Mark, 12:31
102 cited in Schrage, Wolfgang, The Ethics of the New Testament, p.70
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distinguishing feature of Christian love. To love your brother or sister in Christ is
both a mark of obedience to the Lord and an appropriate response to the way in
which God already loves you. In order to show this difference Jesus says:
"You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbour and hate your
enemy.' 1 ° 3 But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute
you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for he makes his sun
rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust."°4
Christian love is the exact imitation of God's love: God lavishes His gifts even on
the ungrateful, likewise the Christians should do favours to those who have no
intention of returning them.
The priority of the law of love, as stated in Mark 12, means that love of God and
one's neighbour are no longer an ordinary requirement demanded by the Torah: it is
"greater" 1 ° 5 than the others and the "first" 1 ° 6 of all. Of course, both the Qur'an and
the Old Testament do not talk of such a high level of neighbourly love. Therefore
Christianity is quite unique in this matter. In comparison with the Qur'an, the second
part of the commandment concerning "neighbourly love" is the main difference
between the two Holy books. We find similar commands in the sayings of the
Prophet Muhammad, but they are more a matte,r of ethics rather than theology as in
the Bible.
Another point of interest in the commandment of neighbourly love is that it even
embraces enemies. (Luke 6:35 and Matt. 5:54) These enemies include both personal
and religious enemies, the enemies of God and of God's people. This commandment
is in clear disagreement with the Qur'anic commandment of loving for the sake of
God and hating for His sake e.g. to love the friends of God and hate His enemies.
God openly commands the believers : "0 you who believe! Take not my enemies
and yours as friends (or protectors),- offering them (your) love, even though they
have rejected the Truth that has come to you..." 1" The Qur'an claims that it
commands a middle way (ummatan wasapn) between Judaism and Christianity. It
—
1 °' Matthew 5:43.10
1 °4 Ibid., 5:45, Version: RSV
1 °5 Mark, 12:31
1 °6 Ibid., 12:29; Schrage, W., The Ethics of the New Testament, p.71
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does not command hate and revenge on the children of enemies, as in the Old
Testament, or command one to love enemies as in the Bible. It commands a
balanced love in the middle of these two extremes.
Secondly, the exegetes believe that the Christians and Jews distorted the meanings
of "sonship". This is also clearly mentioned in the Qur'an. 1 ° 8 For example Ibn Kathir
states that God addressed Jesus and Israel as His sons to honour them. However,
distorting this metaphorical language they claimed that they are like sons of God in
closeness to Him.1°9

In summary, although the Qur'an stresses the importance of love both in relation to
God and the creation, it is not as strong as in the New Testament. The Qur'an also
has many verses describing hell-fire, the dreadful end for sinners, and God's
attributive names which describe His majestic side.
3.11 Conclusion
1-A quick glance into the verses of the Qur'An shows that the Qur'an contains verses
that make it possible to establish a close loving relationship between God and man.

2-The love between man and God is a mutual love. However, there is a difference
between man's love and God's love.
3-If the commentaries are disregarded, the Qur'anic verses relating to the concept of
love seem to define man's love for God as obedience and piety. To use Nygren's
classification it could be called a "nomos" relationship. In such a relationship, God's
love for man is understood as his rewarding and favouring him above others.
4-The commentators on the Qur'ãn have two inclinations, one group sides with the
theologians and understands love as rewarding obedience. For the other group, love
means appreciation of intrinsic values in the object of love, this is closer to the Sufi
authors, However, the commentators who are closer to the Sufi Classics never divide

1 °7 Qur'an, 60:1 (Y .k)
1 °8 Mid, 5:13
1 °9 See Ibn Kathir, al-Tafsk al-Qur'an, v.2, p.33;
al-Suyrni, Tafsir al-Jalgayn, p.145;
al-Qurtabi, al-Jami', v.3, p.80
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people into different groups such as the awäni and khaw4 (the lay people and the
elected ones) as in the Sufi classics.

5- The Queän cannot be described as a book of love only. It equally uses the motif

of fear as a relationship between God and man. In comparison, it is clear that the
Bible gives an essential place to love in its system of belief.11°

6-The Qur'anic paradigm of love is centred around the practical elements. It requires
many good activities and the refraining from evil actions. To do this one needs to
follow the Prophet in all matters of life. In this regard, the Queän is in complete
harmony with the Old Testament. On the other hand, the paradigm of love in the
New Testament is more closely connected with dogma.
7-The Qur'anic paradigm of love does not disapprove of profane love if it is kept in
its limits. The criterion of this limit is when there is a collision of these two loves i.e.
Divine and worldly loves, one should sacrifice the latter for the former.
8-The Qur'anic paradigm of love does not accept any privileged status for any
nation or ancestry. Everybody is equal in God's eyes and everybody is expected to
show the same obedience towards Him.

II ° A. Nygren, Agape and Eros, p.41
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CHAPTER FOUR
The Paradigm of Love in the Traditions of the Prophet

4.1 Introduction
The previous chapter dealt with the Qur'anic paradigm of love. In this chapter the
concept of love will be explored from the perspective of sayings of the Prophet
Muhammad, since the Prophet himself also explained the subject of love
extensively. This chapter can also be considered as a continuation of the previous
chapter which is on the Qur'anic paradigm of love. The reason for this is that the
I-Jadith explains the ambiguous mutashäbihât remarks of the Qur'an. Hence, this
chapter will aim to look at the different aspects that the Ijadith brings and will
endeavour to omit repetitions.
It must be also remembered that in Islam, the model of the Prophet is always
taken as an example in all religious issues.' In the following verse, the Qur'an
commands the believers to follow the example of the Prophet. "Say: If you love
God, then follow me (the Prophet)." 2 This command has two significant
outcomes. The first is God commands believers to obey the Prophet, secondly the
phrase "if you love God" directly relates obeying the Prophet to loving God.
Hence, this verse makes the Prophet a channel , of God's love. In effect, what this
means is that one can attain the closeness and love of God through the Prophet.
The sayings of the Prophet, which are known as "hadith", place special emphasis
on the concept of love. In comparison to the Qur'an, the Hadith contain abundant
information which addresses the issue of love between God and man, as well as
between human beings. One possible explanation for this fact is, perhaps due to
the fact that the Prophet used a language which was grounded in the everyday
experiences of the people. Furthermore, the Prophet lived amongst the people and
this provided many opportunities for him to make pronouncements on many
issues, including, on the nature and different aspects of love. On the other hand,
the Qur'anic verses and pronouncements were few in number and employed a

1 J. Renard, Seven Doors to Islam, Spirituality and the Religious lives ofMuslims,
(Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1996) p.235
2 Qur'an, 3:31
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language and vocabulary which inclined towards the transcendence of God. In
contrast to the transcendental language of the Qur'an, the Ijadith have the
characteristics of an immanental language. Because the language of the Ijadiths
leaned more towards tashbk, they are easily understood. This might be the reason
why classical Sufi authors such as al-ljujwiri, and Qushayri, relate these traditions
without making extensive commentaries on them'. They take it for granted that
these traditions would be understood without any need for further exposition or
explanation.

This chapter will be tackled in a similar manner to the previous ones as far as the
structural organisation is concerned. We will begin by looking at God's love for
man. This will be followed by man's love for God. This was the framework
adopted in the previous chapters. However, in addition to this, we will also look at
the issue of love between human beings and man's love for God through the
Prophet. This final form of love is not the subject of our study per se, it is only
covered because the Ijadith literature at times considers human love as an
indication or manifestation of Divine Love.
Bearing in mind the compendious collections of ljadith available to the
researcher, this study will primarily rely on the traditions that Sufi classics
extensively referred to in their writings. Secondly the authorised Hadith
collections will be used in order to escape the discussion of the authenticity of the
badiths used. These collections are Bukhäri, Muslim, Aba Dawacl, Tirmidhi,
Muwalla. Hence this chapter will exclude some badiths which are used quite often

by the Sufis but not authenticated by the Hadith authorities. For example the oft
used badith by Ibn 'Arabi: "I was a hidden treasure and loved to be known...".
However, such badiths will be discussed, in the following chapters if they are
discussed by the Sufis that this research covers. Hence this chapter will aim to
depict the paradigm of love independently from the Sufi influences. In this way,
the paradigm of love will be presented according to the traditions of the Prophet
which are accepted authentic by the badith scholars. This will enable us to

3 See for these traditions; al-thijwiri Kashf, p.305; al-Qushayri, The Principles, pp.325-26
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compare different Sufi paradigms of love with the Prophetic one and see the
development of the concept of love after the Prophet.

4.2 God's love for man:
As a starting point for analysing the paradigm of love in the traditions of the
Prophet, the following badith is of great interest from our perspective. For not
only does it confirm passages in the Qur'an but at the same time, it clarifies the
Qur'anic text. In particular, it addresses the way in which 'God's love for man'
manifests itself. As was explained in the previous chapter, the Qur'an does not
give much detail on how God's love for man is manifested. In contrast, the
following badith gives some hints in this direction, namely, that God's love for
man manifests itself gradually: starting from Himself this love is spread over all
the angels and mankind:

"When Allah decides to love any of his servants, He summons Gabriel (on whom
be peace) and commands him: "I love So-and-so, therefore you, too, love him".
So Gabriel begins to love him. Then Gabriel calls out in heaven, proclaiming:
Allah loves so-and-so, therefore you, too, love him". Following this the
inhabitants of heaven begin to love him. Then acceptance [love] is established for
him amongst the inhabitants of earth."4
From this badith, several conclusions can be derived. First, this badith confirms
that love can and does exist between man and God. This is a significant statement
as it provides a strong foundation for later Sufis to build their paradigms of love.
None of this would have been possible, if the basic assumption that love is not a
phenomenon which merely exists amongst humans but it also possible to exist
between God and man. To say that God loves man implies human characteristics
attributed to God. This implication, fundamentally erodes the pivotal position that
the concept of tanzill has in Islam, i.e., that there can be no similarities between
God and man. Therefore, although the badith is clearer and more detailed in its
treatment of the concept of love than the Qur'an, it nevertheless does not
categorically state an unambiguous or clear position.
4 Bulchäri, al-,SalA, Taw bid, n.577, trans. by Khan, M. M., (Beirut, Där al-Filcr, 1391/1973);
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Secondly, this hadith informs us of the criteria which can be used to determine
whether a man is loved by God or not. One needs only look at the popularity and
love that a man has amongst his fellow human beings. If a man is loved and
respected amongst his fellow human beings then that is an indication that he is
likely to be the beloved of God. This criterion is interesting for it takes love out of
the realm of the Divine and immeasurable into the realm of humanity and that
which is measurable. In a sense, this hadith makes love more accessible and
understandable by ordinary people and gets rid of the mystique which usually
surrounds the concept of Divine Love. This is in stark contrast to the later Sufi
understanding which develops complex, confusing systems and criteria of Divine
Love which are incomprehensible to ordinary believers and only open to the
selected few from amongst the Sufis.
The simplicity of this approach is commendable. Nevertheless, in this simplicity,
too, there is scope for confusion. The mere fact that someone is popular and loved
amongst the people does not necessarily mean that that person is the beloved of
God. For example, does the fact that a movie star is popular amongst the people
mean that they have traversed the stages of Divine Love? It would appear that this
was not the intended meaning of this criterion. To fully understand the ambit and
application of it we must make explicit the assumptions on which this criterion is
based. Foremost amongst these is that the community must comprise pious
Muslims: it is their opinion of the man in question which counts. In addition, it
could be said that popularity amongst the people is a necessary but not a sufficient
condition. In other words, popularity must exist but there is need for more, for
example, the man in question must have a pious and obedient character. This
function of witnessing the character of others has its roots in the Que 5n. Muslims
are called as shuhada' witnesses of God on earth. This notion is also emphasised
by the Prophet: "You are the witnesses of God on earth" supports this idea and
confirms that the people's opinion about one another will be valued on Judgement
day. s Hence, the badiths place man in a high position in order to determine the

Muslim, Abu al-Husayn, al-,Sahlly Birr, n.157
5 al-Sulami, 7ithaqät, p.506; Bulchari, al-$atih, al-Jang'iz, n.448
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value of love. Man is both the lover and the judge who decides on the validity and
strength of love.

Thirdly, this badith stresses the mutual nature of the love between God and man.
It is not a one way process either on the part of God or on the part of man. This
notion is not new as it is also found in the Qur'an. Indeed, this is one of the
instances in which the badiths reiterate and expand on the Qur'anic paradigm of
love. The Qur'an mentions that "He loves them and they love Him". As well as
the badith quoted above, other badiths provide us with additional elements which
go to make up this mutual relationship. The most significant embellishment in this
respect is that man's love is made a precondition of God's love. If man wants to
be loved by God, then he himself must first love God. In other words, he must
initiate the process. In a badith narrated by `Ubäda bin al-Samit, it is reported that
the Prophet said:
"Whoever loves to meet Allah, Allah (too) loves to meet him and whoever hates
to meet Allah, Allah (too) hates to meet him".6
It is accepted by most of the exegetes that love is initiated by God. However, this
badith seems to depict a different picture. According to this badith, man is the
initiator of love and the existence of love depends on the actions of man rather
than God. The choice that he makes, determines whether or not he will be the
beloved of God. This position is interesting from another perspective. It indicates
that man can become the beloved of God on the basis of his actions. This is in
contrast to some of the later Sufis who claimed that man could only become the
beloved of God on the basis of His favour alone. On the face of it, this seems to be
a contradiction. Nevertheless, one possible synthesis between these two
viewpoints can be suggested. Man's actions allow the possibility of him being
entered into the register of the beloved. His actions do not mean that God is bound
by the force of a causal relationship to make the man His beloved. In the final
analysis, it is God's choice (or mercy) alone which determines the inclusion of
man amongst the beloved of God.

6 Bulchari, al-,Sabiti, Riq gq, n.41
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Another point which is hinted at by the aforementioned badith is the Sufi position
regarding death. Does the desire to meet Allah mean the desire for death? For
beyond that, lies the meeting with God. Necessarily this implies that to fear death
indicates a strong weakness of love. An allusion to this idea is found in the Qur'an
when it advises the Jews to long for death if they are true in their assertion that
they are the beloved of God. 7 In other words, fear of death is being presented as a
criterion to judge the level of man's love for God.

This position would appear to go against the natural fear of death which exists
amongst men and which is recognised in other badiths. Furthermore, fear of death
need not necessarily imply a weak love of God. The lover may fear death because
of his love. For instance, the lover may be ashamed to face his beloved due to a
sense of not fulfilling the duties and obligations of a lover. An alternative view
put forward by al-klattabi, while commenting on this badith, is that the longing to
meet Allah referred to in the badith, does not refer to love of God. Rather, it
implies a longing for the life of the hereafter in comparison to the desire to stay in
the life of this world forever. This interpretation side-steps the need to enter into a
judgement on the lover's quality of love.8
Concerning the relation between death and love l the Sufis in later ages developed
very different concepts. As an example, al-I:lanai demanded his own death,
pronouncing that in his death lies his life. They thought of death as the removal of
the barrier between the lover and the Beloved.9

4.2:1 Causes of God's love for Man:

In the Qur'anic paradigm of love, it is suggested that God loves those believers
who do good deeds like charity, repentance, patience and so on. In addition, it was
suggested that God loves those who refrain from the evil and selfish demands of
the ego. All these principles are reinforced by the kladith tradition which provide a
more detailed way of conduct. Most of the chapters of I-Jadith books are devoted

7

Queän, 62:6

8 Ibn tiajar, Farb al-Ban, Egypt, v.24, p.159
9 See 6.4:2:1 Suffering in God's love.
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to good conduct that will attract God's love for man. Since they are similar with
the Queanic paradigm of love they will not be repeated again.
However, there is one badith which brings a new dimension to the good conducts
that are described by the badith and the Queän. This important tradition will now
be analysed:
"Whoever despises any of My Friends, has declared war against Me

And the

most beloved things which My slave comes nearer to me, is what I have enjoined
upon him; and My slave keeps on coming closer to me through performing
nawtil (works of Supererogation) 1 °, until I love him; and when I love him I am,
to him an ear, and an eye and a hand and a helper. Through Me he hears, through
Me he sees and through Me he takes."
This badith highlights two ways in which man attains the rank of beloved: firstly,
through obligatory acts of devotion (fanricl) and secondly through voluntary acts
of devotion. However, it should be pointed out that the emphasis is on the latter in
preference to the former. 12 Obligatory acts of worship make man approach God,
however, they are only the preliminary acts. The real love is only established
when man voluntarily dedicates himself to God.
This notion that man should voluntarily devote himself to God played an
important role in shaping the concept of disinterested love. It is possible that this
badith might have been present in the minds of Sufis when speaking about
disinterested love. Obligatory acts of worship are seen as the duty of all believers
as a thanksgiving to God, on the other hand, voluntary acts of worship are
considered as the token of pure love for God.
tladith commentators understand "God's becoming the servant's ear, hand and
eye" as God's protection of the believer's senses against sins. Such as preventing
the servant's ear from listening to abhorrent words and preventing his hand from

1° Praying or doing extra deeds voluntarily.
II BulchAri, al-,Satitt, Riqgq, n.509
'2 R Kuculc, Sevgi Medeniyeti, (Ankara, 1991), p.150
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things which are forbidden by Islam. 13 They did not understand the hadith in an
incarnationist way at all.

However, the Sufis understood many different things from this hadith. Their
understanding of this hadith was that when a servant arrives to a certain degree of
love, then his senses are annihilated in the Divine being. The above mentioned
badith especially gave Sufis such as Ibn 'Arabi and Ibn al-Färicl much intuition in
terms of the unity in love and unity of Being (waljdat al-wup7d). Their
understanding of this hadith will be studied in the following chapters of this study.

The ideas surrounding the concept of Unity of Being were developed to such an
extent that they became unacceptable in the eyes of mainstream scholars. Sufis
themselves realised this; for example, al-Ghaz511, having grasped the potentially
disastrous implications of this hadith in terms of Islamic faith, warns the Muslims
against a literal interpretation of the above badith. He felt this necessary in order
to safeguard the Muslims from falling into the same mistakes as the Christians.
For instance, the Muslim should not believe that God has become man, such as
the Christians who in al-Ghazali's opinion understood Jesus to be God. However,
al-Ghazäll's warning is of a negative nature and he does not explain the
implications or significance of this hadith but oily says that this badith has secret
meanings which are revealed to only a few people." The notion that some secret
meanings are revealed to only a selected few, seems to be contrary to the I-Jadith
traditions which address all the believers and do not discriminate among the
believers.

4.3 Love of God and the Prophet:

Concerning man's love for God, the most important contribution of kladith is the
clarification of the place that the Prophet Muhammad occupies in this relationship
between man and God. In the Qur'anic paradigm of love, as explained before,
there is no direct reference which commands believers to love the Prophet. It was,
however, implied strongly that the Prophet must be obeyed and indirectly loved.
In contrast to the Que5n, the traditions of the Prophet contain clear
13 Ibn tlajar, Fath al-B an, v.24, p.138; al-`Ayni, ' Umdet al-Qki ', v.23, p.90
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commandments for the Muslims to love the Prophet in addition to their duty to
love God.

In addition, the sayings of the Prophet have the distinctive feature of mentioning
the love of God and the Prophet together. The implication of this needs to be
brought to light, namely, that love of the Prophet needs to be distinguished from
the ordinary virtues and injunctions enjoined upon the believers. In fact this is not
the case: love of the Prophet occupies a pivotal and important position. If loving
the Prophet was regarded as an ordinary virtue among others, there was no need to
study it under the heading of love for God. However, the hadiths regard loving the
Prophet as an essential part of faith almost next to the love of God. Therefore, in
this chapter love of God and the Prophet will be studied under the same title.

Another striking fact in the traditions is that whenever the word love is mentioned,
it is usually followed by the word "believing in" or "having faith" in Islam.
Hence, the hadiths relate love and faith closely to each other. There are abundant
examples which need not all be enumerated here. Nevertheless, it will suffice to
give a few representative illustrations. For example, the Prophet declared that
"None among you can be a true believer unless he regards God and His Prophet as
dearer to him than all others." 15 This hadith indicates that faith means loving God
and his Prophet in the highest degree. Without the love of God and the Prophet
one cannot be a believer. This kind of love can be regarded as the love of faith.
A further example of a hadith is the following in which the perfection of faith is
described in terms which are closely interconnected with love.
Narrated by Anas: The Prophet said, "Whoever possesses the following three
qualities will have the sweetness (delight) of faith:
1. The one to whom Allah and His Apostle becomes dearer than anything else.
2. The one who loves a person and he loves him only for Allah's sake.
3. The one who hates to revert to disbelief as he hates to be thrown into the fire."16

14 al-Ghazäll, Plyg', v.4, p.382
15 Bulchari,
Imän, n.14
16 Bulchäri,
Iman, n.15
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The first two qualities relate to the love of God and his Prophet directly. As for
the third, it makes clear that hate and love are closely related concepts; hating evil
things increases one's love for God.

It is clear from the hadiths quoted above that the concept of love is mentioned
throughout the kladith literature. The question arises, however, did the Prophet
himself ask God to make himself a lover of God? In order to answer this, one
must turn to the supplications of the Prophet. Furthermore bearing in mind that the
supplications of the Prophet are greatly valued by the Muslims, it would appear
that their influence on the later Muslims would be equally great.
There are a few narrations in the kladith collection in which the Prophet asks God
to bless him with His love: "0 Allah, vouchsafe to me your love and love of him
who loves you, and the love of that which draws me closer to you and makes your
love for me dearer than cool water."17

These hadiths again indicate the significance of attaining true love of God. The
metaphor of cool water seems to have been chosen specifically by the Prophet. In
the extreme hot climate of the Arabian peninsula, it possesses incalculable value
to the continuance of one's life. Water is the source of life and it is only around an
oasis that life is possible. Hence, it may be deduced, that love of God is the
source of all religious activities. Without love for God no one can be a real
believer.
Secondly, the Prophet asks not only for God's love but also for the love of those
who love Him as well. Hence, it is not an obstacle according to the Prophetic
paradigm of love, to give a share of love to others on the condition that they are
loved by God. However, such a love should not act as an obstacle between man
and his God.
Loving the Prophet is not only a requirement of faith, it is also a thanksgiving for
the service be has provided to believers. As his reward for his services, the

17 al-Tirmidhl, al-Sunan, ed. by I. Awd, (Beirut, Iliya' al-Turdth al-'Arabi, nd.) Da 'crwat, n.3491
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Prophet does not ask for material prizes but rather he asks for "love" from his
followers. Indeed, this is a Divine decree for all the Prophets that they are only
allowed to expect love in return for their services.: "Say: I do not ask of you any
reward for it [my service] but love for my near relatives;" 18 Shakir's Shi'i
interpretation of the verse is also supported by the exegetes such as al-Razi 19 and
Ibn Kathir." Hence Shi'i interpretation of the verse was taken by the mainstream
exegetes as well.
From a different perspective, this badith contains in itself the germs of a theory
which was developed by later Sufis, that is, one always loves the benefactor.
Loving the benefactor is engraved in human nature. Since the greatest benefit is
guidance to the truth, it follows that the prophets deserve the highest degree of
love among any human beings.

In the Qur'anic paradigm of love, obedience and love have been mentioned
together quite often. Some exegetes even accepted that loving God means to obey
Him and nothing else. Therefore, the relationship between love and obedience
should be clarified by the Hadith since the Qur'an did not put forward explicitly
whether love only means obedience or something more than this. This ambiguity
is clearly removed by the sayings of the Prophet. For example, the following
badith clearly differentiates between obedience and love for God. The badith
states that loving God is a more important duty than any other commandment. It is
narrated that a Bedouin came to the Prophet and said, "When will the day of
judgement come?" in reply the Prophet said: "What have you prepared for that
day?" Feeling ashamed, the Bedouin said broken-heartedly: "0 Prophet, I have
not piled up prayers, fasts, charity and alms; the little I have in my possession is
the love of God and His prophet only. The Prophet said "You will be with those
whom you love."21

Is Qur'an, 42:23 (Shalcir)
19 Ra4,Mafätiljal-Ghayb, v.14, pp.166-67
29 IbnKathir, Tafsk al-Qur'an, v.4, p.100
21 Buichari, al-,Salfili, Add), 5702 (K.T.)
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The criterion put forward by the badith in order to be with God and his messenger,
is not mere worship and other good deeds but primarily love for God. The
significance of this issue was understood by the companions of the Prophet . For
example, Anas who is the narrator of this badith adds that "After the propagation
of Islam I have not seen Muslims more pleased with anything than this good news
that people will be with those whom they love".22

From the discussion so far it may be concluded that the I-Jadith literature provides
some support to the propositions that love between God and man exists and is a
fundamental element of the perfection of faith. Furthermore, this love culminates
in the lover attaining 'togetherness' with God. This concept of togetherness with
God played an important role in shaping the paradigm of Sufi love. As for them
Being with God (ma Vyyat) is explained in terms which cannot be found in the
tiadith literature, for example, fana', (annihilation) jam' (unification). Whatever
the expression used by the Sufis there is one thing upon which they all agree:
being with God is the highest aim for the Sufis not comparable with any other
pleasures. Therefore, only the lovers of God will get the highest status, they will
have the glory of both this and the next world by being with God.23
The Ijadith literature also indicates the reasons why we need to love God and His
messenger. In a badith narrated by Tirmidhi, the Prophet addresses this question
and says: "Love God on account of the boon He confers on you every morning,
and love me owing to the love He has for me.24
This badith clearly indicates that God's limitless bounties on mankind is the
motive behind our love for Him. According to Prophetic understanding, loving
God for His beneficence to mankind is quite acceptable and there is nothing
shameful in this, as some Sufis held. 25 They thought love for paradise opposes
love for God. On the contrary, the Hadith collections do not oppose love for
paradise or the hereafter to love of God. In fact, the Queän and the hadiths are full
of descriptions which remind man of the bounties and favours given by God and
those that will be given.
22 Ibid, n.5702
23 al-Suhrawardi, 'A., 'A wärif, p.507
24 al-Tirmidhl, al-Sunan, Man gqib, n.3789 (K.T.)
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In addition, this badith indicates that we must love those who are beloveds of the
Beloved i.e. the prophets, saints and pious Muslims who are loved by God.
Though some Sufis such as At:a Seid al-Kharraz and Rabi`a al-`Adawiyya claim
that their love for God left no space even for the love of the Prophet
Muhammad. 26 Therefore, it can be definitely stated that according to the kladith
collections, loving the Prophet Muhammad, since he is the most beloved of God,
is an essential part of the Islamic faith.

4.4 Love for God's Sake:

The traditions of the Prophet also address the subject of human love. Due to the
fact that the traditions place Divine Love at the basis of all human loves it may be
possible to categorise this sort of love as "Love in God or love for the sake of
God". This love is regarded as the best connection that can exist between man and
God. Similarly, it is also described as the best bond between human beings.
Loving other human beings and creatures especially for the sake of God is
considered as the best action in the hadiths. Hence, human love also has a close
relationship with Divine Love. These issues are mentioned in the Qur'an
concisely.
In a hadith the Prophet (pbuh) says: "There are people from the servants of Allah
who are neither prophets nor martyrs; the prophets and martyrs will envy them on
the Day of Resurrection for their rank from Allah, the Most High. The people
asked: Tell us, Apostle of Allah, who are they? He replied: They are people who
love one another for the sake of Allah without having any mutual kinship and
material benefits. I swear by Allah, their faces will glow and they will be sitting in
the light. They will have no fear (on the Day) when the people will have fear, and
they will not grieve when the people grieve.'
In order to understand the significance of this hadith, it is important to bear in
mind that according to the Qur'an, the Prophets and martyrs have the highest rank

25 See 5.4:2:a Selfish Love (Ijobb al-Hawa)
26 See 5.4:3 Love for God's Sake (al-tlubb LillA)
27 Abfi Däwild, Sunan, al-Ijkah, n.3520 (K.T.)
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in the Divine scheme. In addition, it is also believed by the Muslims that no one
can reach the level of the prophets. Another important thing is that the Judgement
day is described as a day of extreme fear and anxiety. Considering this
background the lovers in God will get a very good treatment. The hadith places
lovers in an enviable place even by the most respected servants of God.28

On the authority of Abu Hurayra, the Messenger of Allah (pbuh) said: On the Day
of Resurrection, Allah will say:
"Where are those who love one another for the sake of My glory? Today I shall
give them shade in My shade, it being a day when there will be no shade but My
shade." 29
This hadith confirms again that to love one another is one of the most rewarding
acts in the eyes of God. Hence, believers should love each other for God's sake.
This is one of the most important conditions that attracts God's love and therefore,
the Prophet links the acquisition of God's love to the acquisition of people's love.
In order to establish a relationship of love between the faithful, the Prophet
explains the means by which the believers can love each other. The nature of this
method is at its fundamental level to help each other and to respect each other.
The Prophet (pbuh) commanded the believers to love each other, and to salute
each other. 3 ° As an example, the following hadiths can be given: "Shake hands
and rancour will disappear. Give presents to each other and love each other and
enmity will disappear."31
Having said that the highest form of love for God's sake is the one that does not
involve any interest in the receiving end of love. The Hadith literature accepts that
there are motives among the Muslims to love each other but the most important
motive should be the common faith that they share. This is explained in the
following hadith:

28 S. Därlk A Itinoluk Sohbetleri, (Erkam Yayinlari, Istanbul, 1992), p.155
28 Bulchari, al-,Sahih, kän, n.629
30 Ab5 Da-wild, Sunan, al,,Calät, n.996:
31 Ibn Malik, Muwattn,Adab, n.416:
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Abu Hurayra narrates that: Allah's Apostle (pbuh) said: A person visited his
brother in another town and Allah deputised an Angel to wait for him on his way
and when he came to him he said: Where do you intend to go? He said: I intend to
go to my brother in this town. He said: Have you done any favour to him (the
repayment of which you intend to get)? He said: No, excepting this that I love him
for the sake of Allah, the Exalted and Glorious. Thereupon he said: I am a
Messenger to you from Allah (to inform you) that Allah loves you as you love
him (for His sake).32

It could be said that the Prophet tries to establish a society on mutual and
disinterested love among its members. These traditions are also the basis of the
Islamic ethics. In short, these are in short to forgive the wrongdoers 33 , to treat
them with mercy, tolerance and patience and not to be angry with them. 34 These
rules seem to target the creation of a loving society. The biblical phrase "love thy
neighbour as thyself' finds its translation in the sayings of the Prophet as
"Narrated Anas: The Prophet said, "None of you will have faith till he wishes for
his (Muslim) brother what he likes for himself."35
Another extra dimension which the tladith paradigm of love provides is that of
hate. The traditions state that the believers' hat 9 should be for the sake of Allah
i.e. hate the ones that are hated by God. In the Islamic traditions hate is brought
alongside the conception of love and is presented as the corollary of love. The
Prophet (pbuh) said: The best of the actions is to love for the sake of Allah and to
hate for the sake of Allah.36
In sum, love is the best mode of conduct between the faithful. From the
perspective of this study, the paradigm of love in the Hadith literature has a very
down to earth conception as opposed to a complicated and esoterical dimension.
The most interesting element of this approach is the emphasis it places on
defining loves in terms of love between the believers. It would appear that the

32 M1 a1-$417.2, al-Birr, n.6226
33 In the Qur'an it is stated 91 times that God is most forgiving.
34 0. R. Dogrul, Tanri Buyrugu, (Istanbul, 1980), p.104
35 BuldiAri, al-„Calp7), Jmãn, n.7
Abfi Dawüd, Sunan, al-Sunnah, n.4582
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purpose of the prophetic message was reform of the morals of the people and to
build a stable and peaceful society. Therefore to link the love of God who is the
source of the Islamic faith, with the love of the people in society would result in a
more healthy and strife-free society. If this approach is compared with that of the
later Sufis, a slight difference may be discerned. For example, the later Sufis were
not necessarily motivated by the desire to reform society or to present a simple
and easily comprehended paradigm of love. The involved and more esoteric
conceptions of the later Sufis will be discussed in their turn in later chapters.

4.5 Love Between Man and Inanimate Beings:
The Hadith paradigm of love, in addition to the element of hate, introduces a

further dimension which extends the ambit of love to include not only, God, man,
and animate beings but also inanimate beings. In this connection, the traditions
describe mountains, trees and even cities as objects which cannot only be loved
but which also can love in their own right. The following hadiths can be taken as
the examples of such love between the inanimate items and the Prophet: Yattya
related to me from Malik from Hishäm Ibn `Urwa from his father that the
Messenger of Allah, may Allah bless him and grant him peace, came in view of
Uhud and said: "This is a mountain which loves us and we love it."37
In human terms, we think that we can love an inanimate thing but how can an
inanimate thing love a living human being. It was mostly Sufis who tried to solve
this dilemma. This last group of hadiths played an important role in Sufi
paradigms of love. Especially, Sufis who believed in wandat al-wujrxi referred to
such tiadiths which attribute a kind of life form to inanimate beings. This helped
them to develop their ideas that everything in the universe is alive. However, only
the elected people can understand their speech like the Prophet or the friends of
God. In this sense, the whole universe became a living being singing the praise of
God to the Sufi.

4.6 Conclusion

37 Imam Malik, Muwatta , (Beirut, Dar al-Nald'is, 1971), n.1602
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1-The Prophetic paradigm of love can be described as the love of faith. The main
emphasis is mainly the relationship between love and faith. The perfection of faith
necessitates exclusive love for God and the things He loves, such as His Prophets
and His speech (the Qur'an).

2-The language contained in the I-Jadith literature points more towards the
immanence (tashbA) of God as opposed to His transcendence. That is God is
described in human terms. For this reason, they clarify the Qur'anic paradigm of
love, since these paradigms are more transcendental in nature and hence more
ambiguous.

3- In addition to loving God, the traditions also emphasise the significance of
loving the Prophet. Although implied, there was no clear commandment in the
Qur'an, that loving the Prophet is a part of the faith. This is a new dimension that
the Prophetic paradigm of love brings to the Qur'anic one.

4-The traditions sets as the cause of man's love towards God, the bounties that
God has supplied man with. Hence there is no blame for man for having selfish
considerations in his obedience. There is no harm in loving Paradise and the
bounties in it. The liadith even praised the love, of the hereafter, since it is in the
hereafter that the believer will meet his Lord.
5- The paradigm of love according to the hadiths, requires moderation in the
gratification of bodily needs. This love is strengthened by preaching and working
for God's religion. It does not target personal salvation only, it also takes interest
in the well-being of the society.
6- The prophetic understanding of love is equally concerned with the outer and
inner aspects of the Shari`ah. It commands obedience to the Qur'an and the
Prophet. Hence, it does not approve of ecstatical words which ignore obedience to
Shari' ah.
7- In the Prophetic paradigm of love, human beings are the channel of love
between man and God in both directions. If God loves an individual, He makes
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others love him/her, as well. Similarly, if an individual loves God, s/he also loves
others for His sake.
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CHAPTER FIVE
R7abi` a's Paradigm of Love

5.1 Introduction
We have surveyed in the previous chapters the general framework of love
according to the Sufi classics, the Qur'an and the Prophetic traditions. This analysis
will now further broaden this framework but with a more focused perspective. We
will now turn to the lives of the individual Sufis. This perspective will enable us to
see Sufism as it was practised in the daily life as a reality, and not merely as an
abstract theory. Furthermore, it will reveal to us how the Sufis shaped, moulded,
and refined their basic ideas of Divine love found in the sources of the Qur'an and
tladith traditions.
The spotlight will be focused on a selection of Sufis. However, one is faced with an
acute dilemma, namely, who will be included and who will not. To justify the
selection one needs to establish certain criteria. This research will rely on three
broad criteria. The first is to select those utilising the Arabic language in their
works. This excludes the Sufis who have written, for example, in Persian or in
Turkish. This approach confines the scope of this study to the original language of
Islam.
The second criterion is the degree of their contribution to the concept of love. This
is significant because we need to focus solely upon those Sufis who had an impact
and enduring influence on this concept. Therefore, this criterion will bestow a
clearer and focused direction to our study. The third is originality, in other words
the new dimensions that the Sufi brought to the understanding of Divine Love.
As far as methodology is concerned, the theories of love by these selected Sufis,
will be presented in paradigms, and the prominent and different sides of their
understanding will be emphasised. In addition to this, they will be compared with
one another.
According to the above criteria, the first Sufi who will be studied is Rabi`a al`Adawiyyah since she is known as one of the first Sufis to present an organised
system of love. Therefore she stands out among the early ascetics like a star of
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Divine love. Al-Badawi goes so far as to call her a martyr of Divine love, which is
generally attributed to Al-I-Jallaj. 1 It must be noted that Rabi'a had not completely
built an original system of love to deserve such a title. What she did was to
emphasise the importance of disinterested love for God; and this was much needed
at her time. She basically divided love on the basis of its motives, that is, whether
the love is motivated by self-interest or not. This simple division proved to be very
successful: it became a central theme in almost all Sufi books, and inspired
individual Sufis' theories on love, 2 to the extent that almost all Sufis employed it.

In addition to her contribution to the concept of love, Rabi`a is also important
inasmuch as she is one of the original female Sufis emerging in the eighth century.
This is important since it shows that Sufism gave women the greatest opportunity to
attain the rank of sainthood. As a result, the title of saint was bestowed upon
women equally with men. 3 This is due to the fact that in Islam there is no formal
canonisation; it is only a general acceptance among the Muslims in addition to some
well-known Sufis of the time.

5.2. llabi`a's life

Her full name is R5bi`a Bint Ismäil al-`Adawiyyah al-, Basriyyah. According to the
one account given by Smith, she was the fourth daughter of the family, so she was
called Räbi`a meaning "the fourth". Her father's name was Ismd'il, and he was a
poor man but at the same time he was intensely pious. As far as her titles are
concerned "Al-`Adawiyyah and Al-Qaysiyyah" are words that originate from the
tribe of Qays b. 'Ad!, to which she belonged. The first title refers to the 'Adi part of
the name while the second refers to the Qays in the name of the tribe. Furthermore
her other title, al-Basriyyah, is derived from her birth place al-Basra

.4

' 'A. Badawi, Rabi'a al-'Adawiyya Shahklat al-ishq al-iläht (Cairo: Maktabat Al-Nanda, n.d),
p.6
2 A. `Affifi, al-Ta,sawwuf al-Thawra al-ROiyya, p.198
3 `Att5r, Tadhki rat al-Awliyä', edited by Nicholson, R., A., (Caphane-i Markazi, 1905), p.59; M.
Smith, Räbi`a, p.1; Although 'Attar (12th century) like al-Sha'räni (16th century) are not the
best sources as far as Räbi`a's life and sayings are concerned, nevertheless they are important
since they help us to understand how Rabi`a's paradigm of love is conceived in the later
centuries. Therefore, they are referred to in this research.
4 Ibn al-Mulaqqin, U A, Tabaqät al-Awliy,r, p.408
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The biography and history of Rabi`a have been objects of scholarly questioning. An
example of such an approach is found in the writings of Baldick. He claimed that
R5bi`a's existence as a historical figure is questionable. Not only does he deny the
words ascribed to Räbi`a, he also fundamentally questions whether or not she
existed. 5 This is a claim with the potential to weaken the structure of R5bi`a's
influence at its foundations. However, there are limitations and flaws in Baldick's
arguments. The first limitation is that Baldick overgeneralise his ideas and presents
them as if they are proven. He picks up on any similarity between two personalities
and immeditely rushes to conclude that one is the product of the other. Such an
approach cannot be acceptable at all times. Hence, Baldick first preconceive the
hagiographical sources as unreliable and doubts their authenticity, then, he bases
great theories on the basis of these inauthentic sources. For example, he argues that
religious prostitution has continued in Islamic tradition but he cannot present any
Islamic source to support his claim. As a result, Baldick uses a modern French
source to back his claim that religious prostitution continued in Islam under the
disguise of religious piety, he cannot bring any Islamic source.'
Apart from Baldick's methodological flaws, he also ignores the vast amount of
references to Räbi`a in almost all Sufi literature. Especially the reference al-Jähi?
(d.868C.E.) made to Rabi`a is very significant' since al-Jähiz is known as a
i
trustworthy author. In addition to the fact that he was not known as a Sufi author it
is also a significant indication as to his objectivity. This indicates with some degree
of certainty that Räbi`a was not a ficticious figure.8
Furthermore, this research aims to highlight her contribution to the development of
'the concept of love' rather than to discuss her history. Even if we assume for a
moment that she did not exist, or the words attributed to her are not hers, this does
not change her importance. This is because Räbi`a is perceived by her
contemporaries and later Sufis as exerting a significant influence in some
perspectives not matched by any other individual. Therefore, for the aims of this

5 See J. Baldick, 'The legend of Rabi`a. of Basra: Christian antecedents, Muslim counterparts.'
Religion. v. 20, 1990. pp.233-247; J. Baldick, Mystical Islam, (London: I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd,
1992), p.29
6 J. Baldick, 'The legend of Rabi`a of Basra: Christian antecedents, Muslim counterparts.'
Religion. v. 20, (1990), p.237
7 al-Jahiz., al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, ed. `Abd Al-Saläm, M.,(Beirut, Dar al-Fikr, 1968), v.3, p.163
8 Badawi also discusses this problem in detail. See 'A. Badawi, Rabi 'a al-'Adawiyya, p.71-75
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research, what is important is the perception of the Sufis rather than a study of her
life.9

5.2:1 Her Birth

Kabi`a was born about 95 or 99 A.H. (717 A.D.) in Basra and spent the greater part
of her life there. She died in 185 A.H. (801 A.D.) and was buried at Basra.1°
According to 'Attar, she was born into a poor family and when she was young her
parents died and she was orphaned. This helpless situation was made even worse
by a famine in Basra: She and her sisters are separated. Itabi`a was then alone, and
was captivated by an evil man who sold her as a slave."
Räbi` a was forced to work very hard in her master's house. Nevertheless, she spent
all the night in the worship of God. Räbi`a's master on seeing her devotion to God
was deeply moved. In addition to this, Attär narrates that her master witnessed
some miraculous happenings, such as a lamp on her head suspended without a
chain while she was in ritual prayer. In the end, her master set her free. Being a free
woman, Räbi`a journeyed into the desert. After spending some time there she left
and obtained a cell in Basra wherein she engaged in devotional worship.I2
If this narration is accepted as a true reflection of her life, it seems that she suffered
as a slave in her childhood as well as in her adulthood. This fact might give some
insight into the psychology of Räbi` a' s mind. For example, it might provide an
explanation for Räbi` a' s reasons for devoting herself wholeheartedly to her God.
The nature of Islamic society in her time was that it was essential for free females
to be under the protection and guardianship of some male relation. In the case of
Itabi` a, such a protector did not exist; her father had died when she was young and
as a result she had been forced to wear the shackles of slavery. She replaced her
intense loneliness with God's closeness. In this way she satisfied the psychological
gap which she suffered painfully. It can be argued that if Räbi` a had not suffered
this painful episode in her early life it would have been less likely that she would

9 M. A. Sells, (ed.) Early Islamic Mysticism, (Paulist Press, Newyork, 1996), p.155
10 Ibn Khallilcan, Wafayät al-A `yän, p.287; Ibn Al- 'Intact, Shadharät Al-Dhahab v.2 p.157
11 'Attar, Tadhkirat al-Awliya' , edited by Nicholson, R., p.60.
12 Ibid., p.61
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turn towards God so sincerely: thus Sufism would have been deprived of her
valuable contribution.

There are also stories about her pilgrimage to Mecca and her encounter with
Ibrähim b. Adham. These show a clear picture of a woman renouncing this world
and its attractions and giving up her life to the service of God. However, her
remarks about the Kata as "this is an idol worshipped" created discussions
amongst the theologians. If her words are accepted as authentic then it is forerunner
to al-Hall -ars understanding of pilgrimage and Ka`ba.13

Once Rabi`a had determined to lead a life of devotion, she manifested her choice
by strictly following the popular form of Sufism of her time. The characteristic
features of this were a life of denial, abstention and asceticism." This attitude also
determined her perception of marriage. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that
Räbi` a's approach towards marriage was highly negative.

5.2:2 labi` a's rejection of Marriage

As far as marriage is concerned, it has very little relevance in the discussion of the
philosophies and ideas of great historical personalities. If Räbi`a's views on
marriage were merely personal and private to her, it would be of little interest as a
subject for academic research. For Räbi`a, however, this is not the case. Marriage
has some negative implications in her understanding of love. Therefore it is a
legitimate avenue of investigation for the scholar.

In sum, Räbi`a could safely be described as being anti-marriage. She would think
of marriage as an obstacle in the path of Divine love: and anything hindering
achieving this was to be shunned. This was not merely out of personal desire on
Räbi`a's part: such a stance was the natural result of her love. This meant that an
anti-marriage attitude was a fundamental component in her philosophy.
It is ironic to note that despite Räbi`a's strong dislike of marriage she received
many proposals of marriage. She rejected all of these proposals. Among those who
13 See for a detailed discussion, 'A. Badawi,

Räbi 'a al-Adcrwiyya, p.80-82
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wanted to marry her was `Abd al-Wäbid b. Zayd (d.793). Itäbi`a did not welcome
his offer and answered him: "0 sensual one, seek another sensual one like yourself.
Have you seen any sign of desire in me?"

This strong reproach is remarkable for `Abd al-Wäbid was not a sensual person.
Nevertheless, this answer indicates that for Räbi`a marriage meant sensuality even
though `Abd al-Wäbid is not known to be a man of sensuality. This can be
supported by the fact that he was the founder of one of the first monastic
communities near Basra.
It was not only ascetics who wanted to marry her. There were also richer and
influential men making proposals. For example, the `Abbäsid Amir of Basra, (from
145 A.H. to his death) Muhammad b. Sulayman al-Hashimi (d.172 A.H.) proposed
marriage to her. He even offered a great sum of money as a dowry. RAbi`a replied
to him:
"It does not please me that you should be my slave and that all you possess should
be mine, or you should distract me from God for a single moment".16
This answer again proves that for Räbi`a, marriage is a hindrance and distraction
from the path. It is also understood that she considers marriage as slavery to the
spouse. Hence it is incompatible to give absolute devotion to God while
maintaining the ties of husband and wife.
Another proposal is attributed to the great mystic saint Hasan of Basra (d.728).
Although chronologically it is impossible that Hasan of Basra proposed to Rabi`a
for the simple reason that he died some 70 years before her death. However, this
story is given in more than one account. In her reply to him, another significant part
of her understanding of marriage is found:
"The contract of marriage is for those who have a phenomenal existence (i.e. who
are concerned with the affairs of this material world.) Here (i.e. in my case)

14 al-Sha'rärd, Lcrwäqih al-Anwär fi Tabaqät al-Akhyar, (Cairo, Malctabat al-Adab, 1993), p.153
15 Abfi Tälib Makki Qrrt, v. II, p.57
16 NIKhallikan, Wafaygt, P. 286; Munawi,A1-Kamicib, p.201, Abri Talib Maldcl, Qat, p.57
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existence has ceased, since I have ceased to exist and have passed out of Self. My
existence is in Him, and I am altogether His. I am in the shadow of His command.
The marriage contract must be asked from Him, not from me."17
This quotation has the potential to be understood in many different ways. The
ambiguity opens up different possibilities. For instance, there are some scholars
who argue on the basis of this dictum that Rabi`a was a proponent of the concept of
spiritual marriage. Spiritual marriage can be defined as the rejection of marriage in
its ordinary sense. Spiritual marriage makes the object of devotion not earthly
spouse but heavenly God.

al-Badawl concludes from her last remarks that Räbi`a was in fact married but her
marriage was with God, in a spiritual marriage (al-zawby al-n.74 He also finds
some other supportive dialogues for this claim about Räbi`a's life. One such
dialogue is that of her friend Hayfinah. Her words to Räbi`a were: "Stand up, surely
the bridegroom of the guided has arrived"18
By these words, according to al-Badawi's understanding, Haynilna implied that
"God has arrived." This causes al-Badawi to think that some female Sufis
developed the idea of spiritual marriage. al-Badawl suestions whether Sufis also
influenced the Christian Mystics. 19 al-Badawi's conclusion is interesting, as it is
generally assumed that Sufism took some of its ideas from Christianity. In a sense,
this is a reversal of roles. al-Badawi in this regard refers to St. Teresa of Avila and
her ideas on spiritual love. These have some resemblance to the ideas expressed by
Räbi` a. Possibly al-Badawl was referring to the following words of St. Teresa:

"It [spiritual marriage] will demand total, unswerving, exclusive fidelity to God,
and if the soul is so careless as to set her affections on anything which is not God,
she will risk losing all. Spiritual marriage is the highest summit of spiritual
progress possible in this earthly life. The state of spiritual marriage is utterly
ineffable, for this secret union takes place in the inmost centre of the soul, and the

17 al-Munawi, al-Kawfflcib, p.201; 'Attar, F, Tadhkirat, p.59
18 H. M. al-Nishabdri, ' Ugalä', p.288; Badawi, 'A., Räbi 'a al-Adawiyya, p.26
19 'A. Badawi, RAi 'a al-Aderwiyya, p.26-27
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soul is

so completely detached from all created things that it has no frame of

reference within which it might describe its experience of Gocl."2°

Although strong parallels can be drawn between the thoughts of St. Teresa and
RiTibi`a, it is still difficult to claim the presence of spiritual marriage in Sufism
generally and in Räbi`a's life particularly. 21 The most that can be said is that there
is a superficial similarity between the two. However as far as Sufi thought is
concerned, this theory did not receive a general acceptance by the Sufi authors. It
appears that this kind of interpretation is a fairly new phenomenon since there is no
mention of such a theory in the Sufi classics.22

It is more plausible in the light of the historical circumstances and the general Sufi
literature to argue that it was It5bi` a who was influenced by the Christian mystics
and not the other way round. This was for the simple reason that Christian monks
were common at the time of ItAbi`a and there is evidence to suggest that there was
inter faith communication between the two. 23 In addition to this, there are many
incidents of Christian mystics embracing Islam. Therefore, it can be said with a
great deal of probability that these Christians introduced some of their previous
ideas into their new faith. Otherwise, such attitudes would not have been expected
from Muslim ascetics. It must be noted that Islam places a great emphasis on the
institution of marriage. It extols its virtues and encourages its widespread existence
within the Islamic society.

The origins of the concept of spiritual marriage can shed further light onto the way
Räbi` a is viewed by Sufi scholars. According to Islamic tradition, Mary the mother
of Jesus did not marry and devoted herself to God, this belief lends itself towards
the idea of a spiritual marriage. Some of the biographers of Itabi` a found similar
narration in the Queän. For example, her chief biographer 'Attar, compares her
with the mother of Jesus, Mary 24 and refers to her as the second Mary. In this way
`Attär emphasises that there is nothing wrong in Räbi`a's rejection of marriage, as

20 E. W. T. Dicken, The Crucible ofLove, (Longman and Todd ltd, London, 1963), p. 428
21 'A. tlifni, Räbi 'a al-Adavviyya, (Cairo, Dar al-Rashad) , p.100
22 See 'A. al-Nashshar, Nash' Al-Fikr Al-Falsafi, v.2I, p.202
13
See, 2.5 The Christian Element
24 According to Islamic sources Mary is known to have never married.
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20 E W. T. Dicken, The Crucible ofLove, (Longman and Todd ltd, London, 1963), P. 428
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23 See, 2.5 The Christian Element
24 According to Islamic sources Mary is known to have never married.

119

Mary constitutes a Qur'anic example to Räbi`a's situation, hence her choice of
non-marriage must be respected.

As a conclusion, from all her rejections it is understood that she considers marriage
as an obstacle in the Sufi way to God. Marriage is sensuality, following the desires
of base sentiments. Secondly, she considers herself as not suitable for marriage
since she has lost herself in God wholly. This last idea also opens up possibilities
that later exert a great influence on the development and thought of the later Sufi
conceptions of love. The most obvious one was the concept of fana' (selfannihilation) in God as the ultimate end of the path of love.'

5.2:3 Her students
Räbi`a had many disciples and associates, who visited her to benefit from her
advice and teachings. Her biographers constantly associate her with Hasan of
Basra, whom they portray as her disciple and follower. Again this is historically
impossible since he died long before she was born. Either her name was introduced
into anecdotes relating to Hasan, or Hasan's name has been substituted for that of
one of her contemporaries. It seems that the latter happened. However, the
importance of these supposed meetings is found not in their historicity but in its
implication. The implication is that the Sufi biographers favoured Räbi`a's
understanding of Sufism and disliked Hasan's gloomy approach to religion and
Sufism. They portrayed them in certain times as having met on several occasions.
During these meetings they debated on the problems that related to the mystical
path. In all of these meetings, Räbi`a was presented as the victor and Hasan as the
vanquished. Confirming this idea Sells writes:

"A large number of anecdotes consist of verbal jousts amongst Räbi`a and several
early Sufis, including I-Jasan of Basra and Ibrahim Adham. In comparison with her,
these great men of the age are shown as still held down by affectation and
egoism."27

25 See 9.3.3:2 Love and Farhi'
26 al-Munawi, al-Kaw,Vcib, p.200
27 M. A. Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism, p.153
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Behind this attitude, it can be deduced that her philosophy of love is favoured over
the strongly ascetic and gloomy worldly view of the above mentioned Sufis and the
likes.

Another ascetic with whom she is associated, and with greater probability, is Rabat'
al-Qays of Basra (d.810). They both are contemporaries and also of the same
school of thought. In addition, among Itabi`a's important associates, Sufyan
Thawri (d.778) is mentioned in hagiography books. He was a great authority on the
Traditions. He was even rebuked by Rabi`a for his excessive interest in the study of
the Traditions and therefore being distracted from the life of devotion to God.28
This also shows the general Sufi attitude to the scholars of exoteric sciences. In
general the Sufis see the scholars of exotoric sciences as insincere and literalist i.e.
only following the letter of the law and ignoring the spiritual side of it.

There are some stories that Itabi`a met the famous Sufi Dhu al-Nun Al-Misri. He
died A.D. 856 and therefore survived Itabi` a by nearly half a century. It is possible
that he may have met her in his early years. 29 Beside these personalities, she had
also many visitors to her house who came to benefit from her advice, such as AlSalib b. `Abd al-`Aziz and Kiln b. tiari, Malik bin Dinar.3°
It seems that her disciples and friends were mainly men. Nevertheless, sources
indicate that she had some female associates and followers: Mu'adha al`Adawiyyah, Laylä al-Qaysiyyah, Umm al-Darda and her servants, Mariam of
Basra and `Abda bint Shuwal are mentioned in hagiography books.31
From all the above it is very clear that Rabi`a was acquainted with the current Sufi
movements; since all her associates were the leaders of the Sufi thought at that
time. Contrary to the advantageous position of men in religious issues, she was
given pre-eminence above her male contemporaries. As a result, it can be said that

28 Abii Talib Makld, Qat, v.2, p. 57; 'Attar, F, Muslim Saints and Mystics, trans. by A. J. Arberry,
(Redwood Burn, London, 1976), p.49
29 M. Smith, Rabi 'a, 17
Abd Tälib Makki, Qit, p.57
31 M. Smith, Rai 'a, 19
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her philosophy of love influenced her contemporaries greatly. It is now relevant to
look in detail at the elements of Räbi`a's conception of love.

5.3 The characteristics of RAbi`a's understanding of love
5.3:1 Her background
Kibi` a's era was marked with a strong sense of ascetic flavour as explained before.
In this respect, Räbi`a is like a bridge connecting the ascetic form of Sufism with
its love dominated form. The majority of her associates, some of whom are
mentioned above, are the Sufis who concentrate on ascetic life and fear of God as
the main route to salvation.
As an example of this understanding and ItAbi`a's background, Hasan al-Basri can
be considered. He is nicknamed misanthropic by Margaret Smith. He describes
zuhd in the following manner: "Zuhd in this world is to hate its people and all who

are in it and to leave what is in it to those who dwell in it.""

Itäbi` a, who belonged to this early school, was an ascetic of extreme
otherworldliness but her asceticism was directed to and resulted from the love of
God. Although seemingly she and the other ascetics of her time had the same
ascetic view of the world, the motive behind this was quite different. This is
indicated in one of her dialogues, that once one of her friends prayed in her
presence: "0 my God! I ask You for freedom from this world (earthly things)"
On hearing her friend's words she replied:
"You must be very fond of this world, if you were not fond of it, you would not
speak of it, either good or ill, remember the saying `whoso loves a thing speaks
much of it'".33
In Rabi`a's background the ascetic approach to Sufism, concentrating on poverty,
sadness and the fear of God, dominated her time. R5bi`a was a different voice in
this context by introducing "love of God" to Sufism. It cannot be ignored that an
ascetic approach to the worldly life is, and always has been, the indisputable
element of all the main mystic movements of almost all religions. In that sense,
Räbi`a is not different from the main stream understanding. However, her
32 al-Qushayri, al-Risälah, p.118
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asceticism was different from the main stream Sufism of her day. The motive
distinguishing her from the others was her love for God. This is clearly expressed
in the anecdotes attributed to her.
They show clearly that Itiibi`a lived the life of a true ascetic. For example, Jähi?, in
his famous book al-Bayan wa al-Tabyk, classifies her name under the chapter of
"mentioning of the female ascetics and pious of Basra."34

Al-Jahiz's account of Räbi`a is very important since they were contemporaries, and
Jahi is known to be a trustworthy author. By contrast, some writers such as
Melchert believes that her sayings are nothing but expressions of the common
ascetical concern prevalent at that time for single-minded devotion to God. 35 In this
way, the author seems to diminish the uniqueness of Räbi`a's contribution.
However, in the light of her life and sayings, it can be argued that Melchert's
statements do not reflect a complete picture of her. Furthermore, the majority of the
modern authors regards Räbi` a as the foremost person who introduced the element
of selfless love into the austere teachings of the early period. In this way, she gave
Sufism the true colour of mysticism.36
One can argue that there were many Sufis in Räbi`a's time that spoke on the
concept of love. The question arises of which features distinguish Räbi`a from her
contemporaries. Broadly speaking, it is the fact that Itabi`a presented a well
organised theory of love; although It5bi` a was not the first among the Sufis who
discovered that the way to God must be sought through love. In addition to this, it
is also true that she was perhaps the first to lay stress on the doctrine of the
"disinterested love" of God. This was a new concept to many of her fellow-Sufis
who mostly worshipped God in hope of eternal reward, or in fear of hell fire. She
developed the understanding of Divine love and blended it carefully with
asceticism having lost none of the feelings of love and sentiment.

5.4 Her understanding of Love:

33 'Attar, Muslim Saints and Mystics, trans. by A. J. Arberry, p.51; Munawi, al-Kawdlcib, p.202
34 al-Jähiz, al-Bayän wa al-Tabyii, ed. `Abd Al-Saldm, M.,(Beirut,al-Filcr,
Där, 1968), v.3, p.163
35 M. Christopher, 'The Transition from Asceticism to Mysticism at the Middle of the Ninth
Century C.E.', Studio Islamica, 1996/1, ed. A.L. Udovitch and A. M. Turlci, (Paris), p. 61
36 S. A. Nadeem, A Critical Appreciation of the Arabic Mystical Poetry, (Lahore, 1979), p.18
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5.4:1 God's love for man:

The general position of the majority of the Sufis regarding this matter is that they
mostly focus on their love for God. On the other hand, they do not speak much
about God's love for His creation. In this respect, Itabi`a is not an exception: she
does not speak very much about God's love for man. Instead, she mostly speaks of
her love for God. It can be said that this is the prominent feature distinguishing Sufi
love. In contrast, Christian mystics put more emphasis on God's love for man.

Looking at love as a relationship we need to determine from which side this
relationship is initiated, the lover or the beloved. The majority of Sufi classics
suggested that Itabi`a believed it is God alone who begins the relationship of love.
We can find evidence for such a suggestion in some of Räbi`a's poems. For
example, there may be an indication in the last verse of her poem in which she
attributes the cause of both of her loves to God:"So there is nothing to thank me for
in either love: the thanks are to You in both.""
Not only is God the initiator of love, He is also the one who bestows the special
kind of love which distinguishes Rabi`a's philosophy of love, namely, disinterested
love. By both kinds of love Räbi` a is referring to the love which is based on selfinterest, and to the love that is disinterested and above any selfish motives. God is
the sole agent in putting both kinds of love into the hearts of His creation. As God
placed selfish love into the nature of man, He also places the disinterested love into
the hearts of those who love Him. The following definition of love by Räbi`a
confirms this idea:
"Love has emanated from pre-eternity (azal), passed unto post-eternity (abad) and
perceived no one among the eighteen thousand worlds competent to imbibe even a
draught of its sherbet. When at last Love reached the truth, this maxim alone
remained: 'he loves them and they love Him.'"38
Among many implications, this definition shows that love emanates from God first.
Therefore, it is not possible that this kind of love can be attained merely on the

37 al-Malcki,

Qa, v.2, p.57

124

basis of one's efforts and devotions alone. Räbi`a's pronouncements, on the other
hand, contain a small vacuum, in that she does not address the issue of the motives
behind God's love for man. It is only a one sided representation of a relationship
which is in its essence based upon two actors, viz. God and man.

The primacy given to the idea that God is the initiator is quite central to Räbi`a's
understanding and finds expression in her explanation of other Islamic ideas. For
example, her answer to the question whether the repentance of the sinner is
acceptable or not, is that: "No one can turn [in Arabic to repent also means to turn]
to God before He turns to them."39

This supports the view that God always makes the first move, in this case, to the
heart of the man. The choice, then, ultimately lies with man: either to return this
love back to God or to ignore it.
Rabi`a is not alone in giving precedence of God's love over and above human love.
For example, Abri Yand of Bistam (d.875) echoes the same sentiments as Rabi`a
in the following statement, the only difference is in his choice of words and style of
expression. He says: "I fancied that I loved Him, but on consideration I saw that
His love preceded mine.""
Rabi` a's God is also characterised by a certain degree of jealousy. Her God is a
jealous God. His jealousy requires that His devotees should love Him and Him
alone. Devotion should be undivided and focused for God wholly. Therefore,
It5bi` a emphasises loving God solely, without making partners to Him. In a sense
this is an extension of the concept of shirk in Islam into the arena of love. Whereas
the jealous God of the orthodox does not allow anybody to worship anything
besides Him, Rabi`a's God will not allow any to share with Him that love which is
due to Him alone." 41 These ideas of Itabi` a can be exemplified with reference to an
excerpt from one of her poems:

38 'Attar, TadhAirat, p.67; Qur'an, 5:54
39 al-Mtmawi, al-Kawgab, v. I, p.202
40
aI-Isfa1ãni, Hilyat al-Awliyä', p.34; al-Sulami, A., Tabaggt, p.72
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"0 Beloved of the hearts, I have none like unto thee.
Therefore have a pity this day on the sinner who comes to thee.
0 my hope and my Rest and my Delight
The heart can love none other but thee.”42

In summary, Räbi`a's conception of God's love consists of three essential
elements. First, God is the originator and initiator of Love. Second, He alone is the
bestower of His love on His creatures. Finally, He is a jealous God who will not
admit any partners in the love due to Him.

5.4:2 Man's love for God

Sufis selected different criteria in their analysis of man's love for God. Some
selected the final culmination of the process of love as a criterion.° Some selected
the knowledge of love. It is possible to increase these criteria. With regard to
Rabi` a, her analysis of man's love towards God is based on man's motives. She
broadly classifies these motives into two groups. If the first priority of man's love
is his own self interest then she names this love as selfish love. On the other hand,
if man's love stems from his realisation of the wonder and glory of God and is
divorced from self-interest it is classified as disinterested love.

5.4:2:a Selfish love (Ilubb Al-Hawa):

The first component of Räbi` a's philosophy of love is selfish love as opposed to
disinterested love. Räbi`a neatly describes the selfish love in the following piece of
her poetry:
"I have loved You with two loves, a selfish love and a love that is worthy of You.
As for the love which is selfish, I occupy myself therein with remembrance of You
to the exclusion of all others,'"
Rabi`a was aware of this selfish love in the nature of human beings, therefore she
does not deny that she loves God for her own good. Whilst Räbi` a accepts this
41 M. Smith, Rabi 'a, p.108
42 al-Munawi, al-Kawga, p.202; trans. by Smith, M., R àbi 'a, p.55
43 See 6.4 al- al-klalläj's Paradigm of Love
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selfish love, she does not approve of it. She draws an analogy to explain the selfish
love and its defects. She depicts the selfish lover of God, that is, the person who
loves God for his own ends, as a bad employee. In an anecdote related by 'Attar,
we see the differences in the motives of devotion between her and her associates.
'Attar relates that once a number of elders came to Itabi`a, and she asked one of
them:

"Why do you worship God?" He answered: "There are seven degrees in Hell,
which are a source of dread and threat to me; and everyone must pass by them in
fear and terror". Another said: "The different spheres of Paradise are places of rare
delight, and much rest is promised". Then, Rabi'a rejoined: "He is an evil servant
who worships God from fear and terror, or from the desire of reward; but there are
many of these". They asked her: "Why do you worship God; have you no desire for
Paradise?" She replied: "The neighbour first, and then the house. Is it not enough
for me that I am given leave to worship him? Even if Heaven and Hell were not,
does it not behove us to obey Him? He is worthy of worship without any
intermediary."45
From this anecdote it can be deduced that man should not love God for the sake of
paradise or hell. She believes that God deserves worship even if He did not have
paradise and hell. Otherwise, God is lowered to a degree that He becomes an object
of love like many others. God has no more value than a doctor that gives medicine
or a person who helps man in some way or another. In this respect some other Sufis
like Shibli (d.945) went to extremes by equating selfish love with polytheism.
Shibli asserts that: "To love Him for His acts of grace means to be a polytheist.46
Rabi' a's words on selfish love also attracted the attention of al-Ghazali. According
to him by selfish love Rabi' a means: "The love of God which is resulted from the
material benefits that He showers upon His servants."

44 Abfi Tälib Maklci, Qi7t, v.2, p57
45 'Attar, Tadhki rat al- Awly g', p.69; trans. by P. Losensky & M. Sells, TAbi`a: Her words and
Life in Attar's Memorial of the Friends of God' in Early Islamic Mysticism, ed. Michael A. Sells,
p.166
46
Hilyat al-Awliya', v.10, p. 369; A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions ofislam, p.78
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However, al-Ghazali asserts that compared to the eternal happiness from the
favours of God the ephemeral happiness pales into insignificance. This
commentary of al-Ghazäli is also supported by al-Zabidi. He also states that RAbi`a
might mean by her selfish love; the love of God because of the favour and worldly
pleasures received from Him.47
From the Prophetic perspective there is nothing wrong in loving God for the
benefits that He supplies for man. In one hadith the Prophet says:"Love God for
His bounties on you".48

The motive behind this love is in the nature of all creatures. Therefore, man, too,
loves God for His favours and bounties upon man. Itabi`a regards this love as
selfish love since it is self-centred and perceives everything from the narrow
perspective of its self. It regards itself alone as its point of reference. For Räbi`a,
since this love is always bound with the favours received from the Beloved, it is not
accepted with high regard. In a sense it lacks the purity defined by Räbi`a's
outlook.
There is nevertheless a place for selfish love in Rabi`a's scheme; although love
which evolves from one's self may be something i despicable, it does have some
benefits. For example, does it not show that the person is in fact capable of some
kind of love; even if it is selfish love? Developing this train of thought further one
can view selfish love as a stepping stone to real love, that is, disinterested love.
Support for such a view can be derived from scholars such as al-Saldcalcini. If we
take al- Saldcäkini's opinion that:
"At the beginning, Räbi` a was like any other ascetic, praying to God from fear of
His punishment and in expectation of His reward; then she progressed from
asceticism to Sufism..."49

47 'A. Ijifni, Räbi 'a al-Adawiyyah, p.18
48 Tirmidhi, Manaqib, 31; See 7.3:1:b The causes of love according to al-Ghazali.
49 W. al-Salcicalcini, First Among Sufis, trans. by Safwat, N., (Octagon Press, London, 1982), p.53
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It might be thought that selfish love is a necessary step in the process of arriving at
disinterested love for God. There is much evidence in Rabi`a's life to prove this
hypothesis, such as she fainted at hearing the mention of hell or fire. Her close
friendship with the ascetics of her time also make us think that she was an ascetic
before becoming an advocate of disinterested love.
However, this particular point concerning the interrelation between selfish love and
Divine love is developed into completed theories by the later Sufis like Ibn AlFaricl and Ibn 'Arabi. They remove the clouds of suspicion about physical love and
make it one of the pillars of their love theories.'
Rabi` a's influence can be noted in later Sufi writings. As an illustration 1-Jujvviri
writes: "Believers who love God are of two kinds: those who regard the favour and
beneficence of God towards them, and those who are led by that regard to love the
Benefactor..."5'
Thus far, we have relied upon Rabi`a's poetry as a source of her philosophy. In this
respect the researcher is faced with a problem of historical accuracy. Did Räbi`a
herself produce the poetry that is attributed to her or is it the invention of her
biographers and followers? Historically, it is not clear whether Räbi`a actually
composed the poetry which is attributed to her, or merely learnt the poems of
various poets and later recited them on appropriate occasions and in appropriate
context. It seems that the latter conjecture is more likely: because the same verses
are attributed to other Sufis as well." Having said that this does not change the
reality of Räbi`a. The vast influence she left concerning the concept of love is a
good example of this.
Moving on to another idea, the question arises: "How does Räbi` a's view of love
compare with the conceptions of love found within other faith traditions?" This
study will focus on the tradition of love found within the religion of Christianity;
due to the fact that many similarities can be found between Rabi`a's love and the

50 See 8.5:2 Natural Love
51 al-I-Jiljwiri Kashf al-Mahj iib , trans. by Nicholson, p.307-308; see M. Smith, Rai 'a, p.93
52 J. Baldick, Mystical Islam, p.81
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Christian traditions. Muslim scholars seem to be aware of Jesus' message of love.
The story that Jesus Christ came across three groups of pious people, one said we
worship for the fear of Hell, the other group said we worship for the hope of
paradise and the last group said we worship for our love for God. Jesus said: "You
are the closest people to God on the day of the judgement."'
Among Christian theologians almost the same idea was put forward by Gregory of
Nyssa. There are some parallels between Räbi` a' s selfish love and love which is
called "Eros love" in Christianity. Eros love is considered as human-centred and
selfish. It regards the benefit and satisfaction of the lover (man) as the first priority.
Therefore, Eros love is condemned by the famous theologian Nygren."

5.4:2:b Love of God because of His Worthiness: (al-Z-Iubb Huwa Ahlun Lahu)

The first part of her theory of love, that is selfish love, was a starting point. It is not
the essential part of her system rather it is the negative attitude that must be cleaned
away from the heart of the one who loves. After this purifying comes disinterested
love, the real body of love that 11.5bi`a strongly defends. All Itabi`a's teachings
about Sufism centre on the idea of disinterested love for God. This great
achievement, might not solely belong to Itabi`a: but no other Sufi had given it as
much emphasis. Many of her dialogues with her associates and her anecdotes
strongly stress this side of love for God.
What does disinterested love for God means? Very basically Itabi`a answers this
question as: "God deserves (ahlun) being loved by His creation for Himself only,
that is, without any extra motive. God is worthy of worship and love for the
qualities of perfection and beauty that He possesses. Therefore, even if He did not
have paradise to reward or hell to punish them He still should be loved.'
Hence her love originates from appreciation of the beauty, and perfection and other
qualities that God possesses, whereas the selfish love does not regard such high

53 al-Faldir al-R5zi, al-Tafsk al-Kabir, v.12, p.231; Abii Talib Maldci, Qat, v.2, p.56
54 Throughout his work Agape and Eros, Nygren strives to prove Eros is not a Christian concept of
love. Instead, he claims thatA gape is the only way to describe Christian love,
55 Abil Talib Makki, Qt7t, v.2, p.57; M. Smith, RA/ 'a, p.126
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matters. It only regards the benefits that it receives from the benefactor. This
conception of disinterested love is deduced from this following piece of her poetry:

"I have loved You with two loves, a selfish love and a love that is worthy of
You

As for that which is worthy of You, therein You lift the veil that I may see You.
Yet is there no praise to me in this or that,
But the praise is to You, whether in that or this."56
Regardless of the difficulty of ascertaining her exact formulations out of this short
couplet, Räbi` a gained fame as the one who distinguished between the selfish love
of God who seeks paradise and the selfless love who thinks only of the Divine
Beloved. One can think that this short couplet cannot address so many diverse
issues and cannot be taken as the basis of disinterested love. However, this couplet
gave inspiration to many important Sufis and they always referred to this couplet
when they explained Rabi`a's theory of love. For example, Abii Talib al-Makld
interprets this love in his Qat Al-Qulfib: "This is the sublime love for the majesty
of God. It comes not from ambition nor from any sensory joy. Nor does it deserve
any reward for that."57
Al-Ghaz511, who will be studied in his own accord in the following pages, also
comments on Rdbi` a' s couplet. According to him, Räbi`a's second kind of love,
that is, the love 'worthy of Him' is the love of God's beauty which was revealed to
her; and this is the higher of the two loves, and the finer of them. The delight
arising from the beauty of the Lord is that which the Prophet of God explained,
speaking of his Lord Most High:
"I have prepared for my faithful servants what eye has not seen nor ear heard and
what has not entered into the heart of man."58

al-Ghazäli further illuminates the discussion by adding that when this vision is
attained all anxieties and sensual desires seep out from the heart and mind of man.

56 Ibid., v.2 p.57
57 Abd Tälib Makki, Qat, v.2, p.57
58 al-GhaZáli, Ihya', v.4, p.267
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In other words they are completely annihilated into non-existence. Furthermore, the
heart becomes filled with its grace. Even if the Gnostic ('ärij) were cast into the
fire he would not feel it because of the absorption that he has attained in the path of
Divine love. It has in a sense made him oblivious to anything associated to his
personal self. He recognises nothing nor does he perceive anything apart from the
majesty and beauty of God. Even if the favours of Paradise were spread out before
him, he would not turn towards them because of the perfection of the grace he
receives. In support of al-Ghaz511's ideas, al-Zabidi added that this kind of love is
the strongest kind of love as it continues to exist under all circumstances.

59

The analysis of Rabi`a's words by the Sufi authorities indicates that Räbi`a's love
for God does not result from His beneficence to her. This idea is also supported in
many anecdotes about her. In a conversation related by `Attär:

Ja'far asks her: "When is the servant satisfied

(7. äch)

with God Most High?"

The answer comes: "When his/her pleasure in misfortune is equal to his/her
pleasure in prosperity."60
With these words, she means that God must be loved not only in prosperous times
but also in times of severity and hardship. In other words, the person should not
think of his/her well-being rather he/she must give full attention to God's
worthiness. This notion is more explicitly stated in her famous prayer:
"0 My Lord! If I am worshipping you from fear of fire, burn me in the fires of hell;
and if I am worshipping you from desire for paradise, deny me paradise. But if I am
worshipping you for yourself alone, then do not deny me the sight of your
magnanimous face."61
These ideas have very close parallels in the Christian understanding of love. A
comparison with Christian notions of Divine love is instructive in relation to the
light that it sheds on our understanding of Räbi` a's philosophy. For example, as far

59 'A. klifni,
RAi a!- 'A
p.18
60
Abü Tälib Makki, Q t7t, II, p.40; a1-Munawl, al-Kawgcib, v.1, p.201
61 See Abii Talib Maldd, Qilt, v.2, p.57; W. al-Sakkalcini, First Among Sufis, p.54
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as the problem of motives was concerned the Christian mystics have also dealt with
this. It is interesting that Gregory of Nyssa has made the same analysis as RAN'
concerning the worship and pious acts of man:
"...the most perfect and blessed manner of salvation-- I mean salvation through
love. For salvation occurs through fear for some people, when we look at the
threats of punishment in Hell and separate ourselves from evil for that reason. And
there are others who also act in accordance with virtue through the hope of rewards
that is received for those who live well; they are won over not by the love of the
good but by the expectation of the returns. But the one who achieves perfection
casts aside fear. (For, when it is not out of love that one stays with the master; but
through fear of the beating that one does not run away: that is the condition of a
slave). And he disdains the actual rewards that he might not seem to consider the
reward as more important than the one who gives benefit. Rather, he loves with
heart and soul and might, not one of the things that come from God, but of himself
who is the source of the good things."62
There is a close resemblance between Räbi`a's disinterested love and "Agape" love
in Christianity. Both of them are "God-centred" in contrast to selfish human love.
This kind of love for God does not give priority , to the interests of the human.
Besides, it rejects the idea of any kind of benefit, whether it is material or spiritual.
Therefore, Rabi`a's understanding of love is quite similar to the Agape motif in
Christian theology. According to her, God is not a mere instrument to satisfy the
desires of men in the hereafter. In Christian Agape the disinterested love originates
from God; God loves His creation disinterestedly, and the Christian mystics imitate
this. Räbi`a also admits that God is the source of all the love.
Bringing the discussion towards the modern era, it seems that Rabi`a's philosophy
has re-emerged. In modern times a parallel of Ralbi`a's disinterested love is found
in the Quietists' understanding of love. They contend that our love for God must be
utterly and completely pure of all self-interest whatsoever: "We must desire
nothing for ourselves; nor take any personal satisfaction in making the

62 Quoted in C. Osborne, Eros Unveiled, Plato and the God of Love, p.77
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renunciation. We must leave everything to God in perfect trust. We may not even
desire to gain heaven or to avoid hell for to do so would import an element of selfinterest in our service of God."'

A poem by the Lebanese Christian poet and philosopher from our modern time
addresses the same issue in the following manner. Gibran portrays the covetousness
behind worship and the shackles of self-interest as the driving force behind one's
worship. It is not an unconditional love but a love that expects rewards and
benefits; and, in the absence of these, will not perform worship. One could
characterise this as a business relationship with God based on worship and return
of favours. In the words of Gibran these `Räbi` aistic' sentiments are echoed in
beautiful poetic language:
"Religion is a field unplanted except by those who accomplish an interest from it return.
If it were not from fear of hell, none would worship any God;
And if not for the expected rewards, they would deny God."64

Having looked at the theoretical aspects of R5bi` a's philosophy of disinterested
love, there remains one other issue regarding the practi p ality of it; bearing in mind
the weaknesses found within the human species, especially the desire for self
promotion and self interest. The question is Räbi`a's disinterested love might be
idealistic but is it realistically speaking capable of implementation in life? Is it
really possible to love someone completely disinterestedly? Is it possible to have no
selfish interest at all in loving God? Is it not indispensable for the lover to have a
certain amount of self-interest in the beginning of his/her love. A realistic view of
human nature demands recognition of the fact that without self-interest the soul
will never have any adequate initial motive, although it is to be hoped that this selfinterest will give rise to some better motives. Therefore, the idea of self-interest
should not be regarded as a kind of necessary evi1. 65 It must be regarded as a step to
disinterested love of God. In the Que5n, there are many verses which explain in

63 E. W. Dicken, The Crucible of love, (London, Longman and Todd ltd, 1963), p.495
64 W. al-Saklcakini, First Among Sufis, p.72
65 E. W. Dicken, The Crucible of love, p.497
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great detail the reward the obedient servants get as well as the punishment for the
disobedient. In a sense the Qur'an accepts the selfish behaviour of the servants as
normal. It might be thought that Rabi'a's disinterested love is not for the beginners but
for the Sufis who have gone a long way on the Sufi path.

5.4:2:c Practical Examples of Disinterested Love in Räbi`a's Philosophy
Rabi`a conveys her message of Divine love through different channels: poetry, Arab
proverbs, and, short puns. In addition to these, she uses a distinctive method: Rabi`a,
not only by her words but also by her actions, tries to communicate her disinterested
love to her friends. In an anecdote related by Afiaki:

"One day a number of her friends saw Rabi`a walking hastily; carrying in one hand
water and in the other fire. Upon being asked where she was going, she answered: 'I
want to throw fire into Paradise and pour water into Hell so that these two veils
disappear, and it becomes clear who worships God out of love, not out of fear of Hell
or hope for Paradise. What if the hope of Paradise and the fear of Hell did not exist?
Not one would worship his Lord or obey Him."66

In this anecdote Rabi`a tried to show vividly that worshipping God must be out of pure
love, unadulterated with other thoughts. In this way, Rabi`a liberated the religious life
from all kinds of shackles: including both spiritual and material gains. Because she was
the first person to introduce this motif there were doubts as to her Islamic background.
Some went so far as to suggest that Rabi'a was not a Muslim. They accused her of
bringing Christian ideas into Islam.

R5bi`a

did not reject paradise completely as an evil. It was good, but for her it was an

obstacle for the highest good, that is, the love of God. Therefore, it is of the utmost
importance to note that Rabi`a did not desire paradise as it acted as a hindrance to her
devotion to God. Asked what she thought of Paradise, Rabi`a replied with an Arabic
proverb: "First the neighbour, then the house"."

66

see al-Afläki, Manäqib al- 'Arifin p.114a, quoted in Smith, M., Räbi 'a, p.98
67 `Attär, Tadhkit at al . Awliya', p.69; See al-Munawi, al-Kawäkib, v.1, p.203;

135

To her, God is a jealous God, who detests His servants' distractions away from
Him. On one occasion explaining the reason of her illness she tells: "All I know, I
swear to God, is that recently Heaven was revealed to me, and I felt a slight
inclination of heart towards it. I reckon that the Almighty's jealousy has chastised
me through this sickness. It is a sort of Divine reproof"68

As a result, it is easy to get the impression that Räbi`a's philosophy of love is full
of negative characteristics; for example, the denial of any kind of self-satisfaction
or any of the pleasures allowed in Islamic law. Nevertheless, there are positive
elements in Räbi` a' s philosophy. It is to these that we shall now turn our attention.
It could be argued that Räbi`a's understanding of love was of a positive nature as
well as having some negative elements. One example of the approach to seeing the
positive in Räbi`a's philosophy is to consider attitude and outlook to the problems
and vicissitudes of life which inevitably fall upon man at some time or other in his
existence in the world. Like her contemporaries she did not blame the world, or
other things, to show her love for God. On one occasion, it is reported that she
visited a man of knowledge from Basra who started talking about the wretchedness
of the world. She gave a deep sigh and said:
"You are a man who must love this world, for he who greatly loves something,
keeps talking about it... if you had completely freed yourself from this world, it
would not have mattered to you: neither its wretchedness nor its goodness"."
In the same way, she reprimanded her spiritual brethren, Suflän Al-Thawri, Wilk
b. Dinär and $51ib b. `Abd al-Jalil, when in her presence they talked about the
devils of the world. 7 ° She strives to change the negative approach of her friends to
the world and its affairs. The mere asceticism of her friends that lacked any kind of
flexibility and theosophy was gradually transformed by her philosophy. Therefore
she was an activist not a reactionist. Instead of blaming things she tried to change
herself She removed the word hate from her vocabulary.

68 al-Munawi, al-Kawgab, v.1, p.203; J. Nurbakhsh, Sufi Woman, (New York, Nimatullahi
Publications, 1983), p.45
89 al-Munawi, al-Kcn vgab, v.1, p.202
7° AbU Tälib Makld, Qat, v.2, p.57; W. al-Sakkakini, First Among Sufis, p.56
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Once she was asked: "Do you hold Satan as an enemy?" She replied: "No". The
other, astonished, asked: "How is that?" Räbi`a said: "My love for God leaves no
place for hating Satan"71

According to her hating Satan is wasting energy and time which might be used in
more positive activities, that is, for the love of God. Further, Itähi`a's lovephilosophy also shapes her understanding of other Sufi terms and she explains them
from the perspective of her love for God. For example she describes cidq
(truthfulness) in the following way: "Truthfulness is to forget punishment while
seeing the Lord."72
In other words, only those who truly love, can be truthful since they do not realise
pain in the presence of their beloved." This `Itäbi` anisitic' idea not to feel pain in
the presence of the Beloved seems to influence al-klalläj. However, al-klallaj
developed the idea of forgetting the punishment in the presence of God to far
extremes as will be discussed later."
In these examples, it is clearly seen that she always defines spiritual states of
Sufism from the perspective of love. Although at times al-Saldc5kini exaggerates
Itabi`a's position, it seems right that she depicts R5bi`a as the mentor of her Sufi
friends, and always having the last say in the discussions.75
Räbi`a's conception of love is inextricably bound with her notions of worship and
obedience to God. In this regard she seems to equate love with the obedience of the
beloved. Looking from the perspective of the Qur'än and Hadith, she seems to be
in conformity with them. Therefore, it would be wrong to assume that Itabi`a's
understanding was alien and different to the orthodox opinions of Islam. According
to Itäbi`a, love for God means obeying His commands. In the following couplet she
clearly states this:

71 'Attar, `Tadhlcirat a1-Aw1iy5', in Early Islamic Mysticism, ed. Michael A. Sells, p.163
72 Nurbalchsh, Muslim Women, p.48
73 See Qur'an, 12:31
74 6.4:2:1 Suffering in God's love •
75 W. al-Sakkakini, First Among Sufis, p.66
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"You rebel against God, yet claim to love Him. I swear by my faith that that is
most strange. If your love were sincere, you would have obeyed Him, since the one
who loves obeys the one he loves."76
Divine Love in Räbi`a's understanding also serves another purpose. It is a method
by which one can not only attain closeness to God but can also acquire the
knowledge of him. This cannot be achieved by merely fearing God. To gain an
understanding and knowledge of something requires some form of love for it. Thus,
it appears that her philosophy inclines towards the view that it is impossible to gain
the knowledge of God in a state of despair and fear. God can only be appreciated in
the best way if His love for his creation is stressed. Her philosophy of love was to
love God for His Sake and not for anything else.
Due to her contribution to Islamic understanding in general and to the Sufi
perception in particular, the verse: "He loves them and they love Him"" became
the central focus of Sufis and poets. They tried to find out the secrets and features
of this love (mahabba) instead of His wrath and the punishment of His creation.
To sum up Räbi`a's teaching on love; she teaches first that love must shut out all
but the Beloved: that is, the saint must turn his back on the world and all its
attractions. Secondly, she teaches that this love must be disinterested, that it must
look neither for reward, nor for relief from punishment: but it must seek only to do
the Will of God and to accomplish what is pleasing to Him.
It is also necessary to look at the ultimate culmination of Rabi`a's Divine love. In
other words, what is the final destination of the one who loves, having begun this
journey of devotion and disinterested love? Will it result in being absorbed in the
beloved, for example, or will it be some form of closeness with the beloved without
unification. According to Räbi`a, the Sufi mystic attains his goal through the stages
of love when at last he beholds the Divine Beauty unveiled. Räbi`a thus combines

76 M. Smith, Rain 'a, p.98 quoting KashfAl-Ma hj fib, p.58,
77 Qur'an, 5:59 (Pickthal)
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her teaching on love with the doctrine of al-Kashf, the unveiling of the Beatific
vision to the one who loves.78

This is in line with the prophetic tradition stating that the believers will see God in
the hereafter as plainly as they see the moon in its fullness on a cloudless night."
By means of love, the Sufi attains to mystic gnosis and "the heart becomes filled
with its grace". That knowledge comes directly as a gift from God and from it the
Gnostic proceeds to contemplation of the unveiled Essence of God. Rabi` a
throughout her life had her eyes fixed upon that goal. In one of her poems she says:
"My hope is for union with You, for that is the goal of my desire." 80
Räbi` a understands love as obedience and submission to the will of God. Sufyän
Al-Thawri asked her: "Why don't you ask God to alleviate your pain?"
She answers: "He Himself wills that I suffer, isn't that obvious to you? Still despite
your knowledge you urge me to pursue my own desire in defiance of His, though it
is wrong to oppose the Beloved's Will."81
All Sufis who keep the way of love see death as the meeting time with God. Some
even called it "The wedding night". R5bi` a also found nothing to be afraid of in
death: "Death is a bridge between friends. The time now nears that I cross that
bridge, and friend meets Friend."82
From the perspective of the Qui' än, it can be said that Räbi`a's understanding of
selfish love is not consistent; as the Queän uses on innumerable occasions the
promise of reward for the obedient and the threats against the disobedient servants.
If Räbi` a, without criticising these two elements, had brought the third way of
relationship with God, that is, of disinterested love it would be perfectly suitable to
the Qur' anic paradigm.

5.4:3 Love for God's sake (al-klubb lillgt):

78 The Islamic Encyclopaedia, v. 3, p. 70
79 Bulchäri, al-,SabilA Tawhid, n.6882 (K.T.)
80 al-Hurayfish,A1-RawcIAI-Faiq, (Cairo, Mi. 1279), p.214
81 `Attär, Muslim Saints, trans. by A. J. Arberry, p.40; J. Nurbaldish, Sufi Woman, p.46
82 J. Nurbalchsh, Sufi Woman, p.66
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Having surveyed Räbi` a' s love for God, there remains for us another perspective of
ItAbi'a's philosophy: this is regarding the implications of her philosophy of love as
far as it related to the rest of mankind. Although Räbi'a does not give us a clear
idea about her love for her human-fellows, there are a few anecdotes that reveal her
attitude to human love. These anecdotes all indicate that she has a negative
approach to human love. For example, on seeing Rabäh al-Qays carrying a
relative's child she says: "Never would I have imagined that there was a place in
your heart available for other than God."83

If Rabi' a's love had only excluded normal people from her system there would not
have been a big problem. However, there is one idea in Itähi` a' s philosophy of love
that created a controversy amongst the orthodox scholars and theologians. This
related to her exclusion of the Prophet in her system of Divine love. Although in
the traditions of the Prophet, it is clearly commanded to love him, R;a- bi'a states that
her love for God left no space to love the Prophet. Räbi'a's love of God was to
such an extent that there was no room for any other kind of love, even for the love
of the Prophet. On one occasion she said that: "I saw the Prophet in a dream, and
he said to me: '0 Rabi' a, do you love me?' I said: '0 Prophet of God who is there
that does not love you? But my love to God has possessed me so much so that no
place remains for loving or hating any, save Him.'"84
This concept is contrary to the orthodox understanding of Islam, in which both the
Prophet and God are loved together. To separate between God and the Prophet
seems to disagree with the injunction of the Que5n. In addition, it can be argued
that although Rabi'a had many similar, and at times identical ideas, with Christian
love, she is singularly different in excluding the love of the Prophet. Turning back
to Christian love, it is essential to love Jesus to the extent that the absence of love
for Christ means that one cannot be accepted as a Christian. This idea differentiates
her from her Christian counterparts.

5.5. Traces of the Other Sufis on Räbi`a

83 Ibid., p.62
84 'Attar, 'Räbi`a: Her words and Life in Attar's Memorial of the Friends of God.' trans. by
Losenslcy, P., in Early Islamic Mysticism, p.163
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Räbi`a had a close circle of Sufis around her but none of the biographers identify
them as her teacher or masters. The main reason must be that she lived in the
formative period of Sufism and at that time Sufism did not establish itself as an
institution. It was rather a movement of individual ascetics who renounced the
worldly life to devote all their time for the worship of God. Later in the III. Century
of the Hijrah these early ascetics tended to establish institutions for their followers,
and the Sheikh-Murid, (master-disciple) relationship began to establish itself
among the Sufi circles.

As the resources always show Räbi`a as the leader of her contemporaries it might
be possible that the poems which she used to express her ideas are borrowed from
others. In that sense we see the traces of other Sufis such as Dhil al-Niln.
`Abdurratiman al-Badawi suggests that Räbi`a may have been influenced by
Christian Mystics. He even compares her with Teresa de Avila, a Christian Mystic
of the 16th century. Teresa believes that the man has initially fear and terror at
seeing God's majesty. This fear later transforms into a deeper fear of offending
God; but not a fear of punishment, for that is of no account in comparison to the
loss of God. 85 She says: "0 death, I know not why anyone fears thee, since life is in
thee!"86
Al-klifni rejects this idea for the simple reason that the objectives of love in
Christianity and Islam are different. Islam absolutely denounces the idea of
incarnation, so there is no possibility for that influence."
The close resemblance between R5bi`a and some other Christian mystics might be
because of the influence of the Christian mystics or Christian converts to Islam.
However, taking her biography into consideration there is no historical evidence
that Räbi`a herself came from a Christian background or she was in any close
relationships with Christians. This does not mean, of course, that she was not

85St. Teresa of Jesus, The Complete works of Saint Teresa of Jesus, trans. edit. by Peers, E.
Allison, (London, Sheed & Ward, 1946), v.I p.263-64
86 Ibid, v.2, 407
87 'A. 1-,lifni, Rgi 'a a!- 'A
p.100
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indirectly influenced from their ideas since the Christian and Muslim population
lived side by side for centuries and influenced each other.

5.6. The Influence and the Contribution of WAIN, on the Other Sufis

Riibi` a undoubtedly had the utmost influence in respect of the following centuries
of Sufism. From this influence, this research will concentrate on her influence
particularly on the concepts of love in the following centuries. Again to narrow
down the scope, the study of her influence will be restricted to the Sufis who are
specifically studied in this research.

Räbi`a's paradigm of love was received warmly by most Sufi authors. The reason
why she received such a wide welcome is that Sufis found in her a different
understanding of the Sufi way. She was a devoted ascetic, practising all kinds of
renunciations. On the other hand, she was looking at God from the perspective of
love. Almost all Sufi classics refer to her ideas concerning the love of God. Her
ideas played an important role in both practical and theoretical Sufism. Confirming
this idea Smith writes:

"As a teacher and guide along the mystic way, Räbi`a is greatly revered by the
Sufis and practically all the Sufi writers speak of her teaching, and quote her
,
sayings, as being the highest authority."88
All the classic writers, such as Abirt Tälib al-Makki, al-Qushayri, al-Suhrawardi, alGhaz511, refer to her teaching in general and on love in particular. Abii ralib alMaldci, the author of Qat al-Quiz-lb a Sufi book which mainly deals with the
practical side of Sufism, and others from these Sufi authors, elevate her to the peak
of Mystical stations. In his chapter dedicated to the concept of love, al-Malcici
almost exclusively analyses the thoughts of Itni`a. Furthermore, al-Makki gives
her a more prominent position over Sufyän al-Thawri by showing Räbi`a in the
station of "al-Khullah" (friendship) with God."

88 M. Smith, Rgi 'a, p.47
89 See Abli Tälib Makki, Qiit, v.2, p.55
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Al-I-Jalläj's understanding of love is also similar to Räbi`a's disinterested love in
essence. He accepts that the one should not think of one's own interest in the
mystical path. However, he goes one step further than Rdbi`a and defends the view
that the one who loves God must sacrifice himself in the path of love.'

Ibn 'Arabi accepts she is on the same level as: `Abd al-Qädir Al-Gaylani; and, Abil
Su'ild b. al-Shibli. They are accepted as the most important Sufis of their times. Ibn
'Arabi remarked of Räbi`a: "She is the one who analyses and classes the categories
of love to the point of being the most famous interpreter of love."91

Ibn 'Arabi also deals with issues Räbi` a spoke on. It can be argued that ItAbi`a's
division of disinterested love and interested love provided the material and basis for
Ibn `Arabi's spiritual love and natural love respectively. However, Ibn 'Arabi
develops Räbi`a's ideas and does not copy her directly.
Her theory of love for God's sake without any other motive such as hope of
paradise or fear of hell has become the central topic of Sufism and in particular in
Sufi poetry. Fariduddin `Att5r, the biographer of Ithi`a says that: "When He fills
your mind with paradise and houris know that by certain that He keeps you far
from Himself."92
Interestingly, her fame and influence are not restricted to the Islamic lands only.
The legend of Räbi`a was brought to Europe by Joinville, the chancellor of Louis
DC, in the late thirteenth century. Räbi`a's figure was used in a seventeenth-century
French treatise on pure love as a model of Divine love." This shows that she was
known as a model of pure love among the Muslim lands to the extent that she was
chosen as a representative. As a result, her fame reached Europe.

5.7 Conclusion

9° 6.4:2:1 Suffering in God's Lcve
91 al-Munawi, al-Kcrw.gib, p.203-204; C. W. Ernst, The Stages of Love in Early Persian Sufism,
from RAbi`a to Ruzbihän, p.439, in The Heritage of Sufism vol.], Classical Persian Sufism: from
its Origins to Rumi, ed. by Leonard Lewisohn, (Khaniqahi Nimatullahi Pub., London, 1993)
92 'Attär, Man fig Al-Tayr, edited by M Jawkl Shakar, (Tehran, 1962), quoted in Mystical
Dimensions, p.204
93 A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p.8
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1-She was unanimously accepted as one of the earliest Sufis who spoke on love
with such a strong emphasis. Therefore her philosophy of love overshadowed the
theories of her contemporaries in regard to Divine love.

2- Räbi`a's originality and contribution to Sufi understanding of love lies in her
division of love into the branches: interested (selfish) and disinterested love. This
issue is the core of her philosophy.
3-Her paradigm of love can be summarised in the shortest terms as "love God for
His worthiness and do not expect anything in return for your worship."

4-Her love is exclusive and absolute love for God alone. In Räbi`a's paradigm of
love there is no place for human love. She gives a negative attitude to profane love
and consequently, her understanding of marriage is also of a negative nature. She
considers marriage as an obstacle to full devotion to Divine love. On the contrary,
mainstream Islam encourages marriage and dislikes anti-marriage attitudes.

5-Her exclusion of the Prophet from the scope of Divine love also supports the
previous paragraph that she had opposing ideas with mainstream Islam. From the
Qur'anic and Prophetic points of view, this idea is open to criticism, since both
these sources seem to consider both these loves (love of God and the Prophet) in
the same category.

6-In her understanding of the mystical path, the concept of fear has also played an
equally important role. She does not exclusively speak of love but also makes use
of the element of fear quite often. Therefore, she can be accepted as a bridge
between two opposing poles of Sufism, that is, fear-centred Sufism and lovecentred Sufism.
7-Her understanding of love is quite simplistic as a result, preferred over the
complex theories of love like al-Hall5j or Ibn al-Faricl. The latter's understanding
of love has deep philosophical roots, hence open to the few who have a command
of philosophical thinking. Simplicity of understanding is one of the reasons why
R.5bi` a's theory is acceptable by the majority.
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8- Ria-bi`a's paradigm of love and worship is quite in harmony with that of the
Queän except in the understanding of the rewards. The Queanic paradigm
"obedience versus reward" is not received warmly by Räbi` a. If we classify this
concept it can be as selfish love in ICabi` a's understanding.
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CHAPTER SIX
Al-Ijallars Paradigm of Love

6.1. Introduction

It seems that for the early Sufis including Rabi`a, the concept of love was
generally defined as a feature of their worship of God. In other words, the concept
of love had been understood to be the exclusive motive behind worshipping and
obeying Him. These early Sufis thought that their worship and devotion to God
were motivated either by the fear of God or by the love for God. The former
motive can be illustrated with reference to the personality of Hasan al-Basri. His
view was that the driving force behind his worship was due to the fear of God,
coupled with God's chastisement of those who disobeyed him.'

These two different motives played different roles in the lives of the Sufis. As for
the latter view, i.e., love as the basis of worship, Itabi`a is represented as the best
example. Rabi`a's main achievement was to exclude the love for paradise as a
legitimate goal of mysticism on the grounds that it is a selfish desire and not a
good motive for the Sufi wayfarer. However, Itabi`a and her contemporaries did
not place the notion of love in the centre of their philosophy. As a consequence,
Itabi` a was more or less an ascetic Sufi, who did not utter controversial utterances
which will cause quarrel among the mainstreaM scholars. 2 In general, what she
preached about love did not conflict with the Qur'anic principles. She had
reasonable grounds based on the Qur'an and Sunnah of the Prophet, on which she
laid the foundations of her understanding of love. This fact meant that she
received a general acceptance by Sufis as well as the orthodox scholars in this
matter.
However, in the following ages, the concept of love followed a dangerous path.
This dangerous expansion was most acute, where it concerned the nature of the
relationship between the lover and beloved. In other words, do lover and Beloved
preserve their independence? Or does love entail the complete obliteration of the
lover's soul in the Beloved? If the answer leans towards the former position then
the Sufis love is of a sober nature, for he still maintains his own separate identity.

I See al-Qushayri, Risälah, p. 118, 140, 275
2 See al-Munawi, al-Kawaib, v.3, p.201
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On the other hand, if the answer leans more to the latter position , then the Sufi's
love is of an "intoxicated nature", in that the lover has completely lost his identity
and annihilated himself in the Beloved. Therefore, it is possible to divide the Sufis
into two broad categories; the sober and the intoxicated. Both of these groups are
associated with some famous Sufis. For example, Junayd is known as the leader
of the sober Sufis and al-Hallaj as the protagonist of intoxicated love.3

Furthermore, al-ljallaj attempted to solve many theological questions on the basis
of his conception of the role of love. Nothing escaped al-I:bilk' and in this
connection he discussed issues such as, 'the understanding of unity of God', 'the
motive behind the act of creation', the status of Satan as far as love is concerned'.
Before a detailed analysis of al-Hall -dr s methodology and views is provided, it
would be useful to provide some indication of al-klallar s life and background.
This will allow us to place al-Hallaj in context and may provide us with some
useful insight into understanding his ideas.
6.2. His Life:
AbU al-Mughith al-I-Jusayn Ibn Mans& al-klallaj was born around 858 AD in the
southern Iranian community of Tar in the province of Fars. His grandfather was a
Zoroastrian 4 and a descendant of Abft AyyTtb, who was a companion of the
Prophet Muhammad. At an early age al-Hallaj went to live in the city of Wash, an
important Iraqi centre for textiles, trade and Arab culture. As understood from the
word `al-Ijallal (meaning cotton-carder), his father may have supported the
family by carding cotton.5
A1-lja1151s inclination towards an ascetic way of life began at an early age when
he was 16. His intense curiosity and deep interest pushed him further and further
along the path of devotion. He was not content with memorising the Qur'an only,
he strove to gain an appreciation of its deep and profound mysteries. This trend

3 aRlallaj himself declares that God made him intoxicated with His love in, Akhbär al- 1fall4, ed.
by L. Massignon, (Paris 1936), p.17; al-Salami, Tabaqat al-$Cillyyah, p.311
4 al-Khatib al-Baghdädi, Tärilch Baghdad, (Malctabat al-Khanci, Cairo, 1931) v.8 p.112; According
to Ibn Nadim he was a Persian, but whether of Nishapur, Marw, Taligan, Rayy or Kuhistan is
uncertain, see al-Fihrist, p.283
5 al-Salami, A., Tabaqät, p.307; `Abd `al-Husayn b. Mans& al-Hall -kr, Majallat
Kulliyyat al-Adab wa al-Tarbiya, no;3-4, (Jamiat al-Kuwait, 1973), p.304; See for a full account of
al-Hallaj's life H. W. Mason, .AI-Hallaj, (Surrey, Curzon Press, 1995); Browne, E., G., A Literary
History of Persia, v.1, p.428-436
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continued into his adolescence during which he began to withdraw from the world
and to seek the company of individuals who were able to instruct him in the Sufi
way. 6
There are many accounts in the Akhbär al-ljalläj which report that he exposed
himself to very extensive mystical activities such as fasting for days on end and
worshipping in excessive heat in Mecca. This information from his biography
should not be dismissed lightly, for it provides us with an insight into the nature of
s thinking. Contrary to the stereotype of aRlallaj as a theosophical Sufi,
these practices indicate that al-I-Jallaj did not reject the practical side of Sufism
and the methods which were developed by those who preceded him. 7 Where alHalläj parted company was, with the conclusions and culmination of these
practices. This will be explained in the following pages.

6.2:1 His Masters
al-Hallaj studied under many Sufis; the first of his masters was Sahl b. `Abdullah
al-Tustari (d.896). Known as the author of the first Sufi exegesis of the Qur'an, alTustari taught al-Hallaj for two years 8 when he was 16. Two years later, he moved
to Basra, where he became a disciple of `Amr b. Uthman al-Makki. 9 `Amr was a
scholar of Iladith as well as being an authority on Sufism. However, their
relationship did not last long and they separated soon because of some
disagreements between them. m As a result of a dispute, `Amr became a staunch
enemy of al-Hallaj. In the end al-Hallaj left Basra and sought the advice of Junayd
of Bagdad, under whom al-Maldci had likewise studied." Junayd advised him to
be patient. 12 For a brief spell of time al-tiallaj stayed under the guidance and
discipleship of Junayd. However, as had happened with previous masters, alHallaj broke away from Junayd as well.
From this brief survey a few interesting deductions can be made. It seems that alHallaj did not have a conventional Sheikh-Murid relationship with his masters. In
Hayàtuhu, Shi'ruhu wa Nathruhu, (Dar 'Ala' al6 al-Saldi, S., al-ljusayn b. Manar
Din, Dimashq, 1996), p.50
7 al-tiallaj,Akhbar al- lja114, p.18-19,43
8 al-Khatib al-Baghdadi , Tärikh Baghdad, v.8 p.112
9 'Attar, Muslim Saints, p.265; al-Khatlb al-Baghdadi , Tärikh Baghdad, v.8, p.112
1 ° See al-Sarraj, al-Luma', p.499; al-Munawi, al-KctwAib, v.1, p.545
" al-Sulami, Tabaqät, p.307; al-Khatib al-Baghdadi , Tärikh BaghdäcZ v.8, p.112
12 Ibid., v.8 p.112
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one way or another he always broke away from them. This attitude shows us that
he had an uncompromising and a rebellious nature acting against the established
customs. He did not accept the truths of others as his own but always stamped his
own mark on these matters. As al-I-Jujwiri l3 states, it was not his beliefs which
made him unpopular among the Sufi Sheikhs of his time, but it was his rebellious
and outspoken nature which did not allow him to develop an enduring relationship
with his masters and colleagues." This attitude of al-klall5j, is described by
Mason as "individualism" 15 . In sum, he was an original personality and it is
difficult to say that he was easily influenced by his masters.

6.2:2 His Travels:

It would seem to be possible to find a connection between al-I-Jalläj's dynamic
personality and his travels. The most likely inference is that his outlook on life
was strengthened and reinforced by the experiences gained and contacts made
during his travels. Furthermore, it is also true that al-I-Jana-is dynamic character
reveals itself in his lifestyle. He travelled extensively in the Islamic lands;
preaching, teaching and writing between the years c.895-910. He made a
pilgrimage to Mecca, where he followed a strict course of mystical practices and
exercises for a year. He travelled to such regions as Fars, Khuzistan, Khorasan,
Transoxiana and Sistan. 16 One distinctive characteristic of al-I-Jallaj is that he did
not attach himself to any place he visited; for 1 example, he never settled in any
place for a long time just as he never settled with a master for any length of time.

During his travels, he expounded his views on the nature of the relationship
between man and God to receptive audiences. Thus, he preached and wrote about
the way to an intimate relationship with God. Needless to say, in the course of his
journeys he attracted large numbers of disciples, some of whom accompanied him
on a second pilgrimage to Mecca. Following this he returned to his family in
Baghdad. Shortly afterwards, he set out by sea for a mission to territories hitherto
not penetrated by Islam i.e. India and Turkistan. According to his own account,
his aim was to preach Islam. However, his adversaries interpreted these visits as
13 al-tifijwiti, Kashf trans. by Ab5 a1-`2k7A'im, p.180
14 al-Sha'rani, Lawaqih, p.234; al-Sulami, Tabaqat, p.307
15 H. Mason, `Hallaj and the Baghdad School of Sufism', in Sufi Magazine, (Autumn 1992), p. 21
16'Attär, Muslim Saints, by A. J. Arberry, p.266; al-Baghadi , Tarikh Baghdad, v.8 p.113
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quests to learn the art of black magic. 17 Following a third pilgrimage to Mecca, he
again returned to Baghdad and began to invite people to his way of Sufism
(c.908).
It is quite possible that during his travels, he came into contact with sages and
religious leaders from a number of other religious traditions. This could perhaps
account for the nature of his ideas which to his orthodox contemporaries smacked
of heresy. Indeed one of the charges at his trial was that he had borrowed ideas
alien to Islam , for example, from India, and had mixed them with his own in
order to come up with an outlook on Islam which was wholly out of keeping with
its orthodox character. 18

6.2:3 His execution

It would be no exaggeration to say that al-I-Jall5j is most commonly associated
with his dramatic trial and execution. The inevitable conclusion of al-tlallaj's
approach to Sufism meant that he offended the existing religious authorities of his
time. This led him to live a life of suffering and constant rebuke ultimately leading
to his death. Although it is not necessary to go into great detail about the nature of
the execution and the preceding events, it would be useful in passing to briefly
highlight some of the events.
It was not merely the ideas of al-klallaj which led to his execution: the impact and
influence of his ideas was a far more worrying thing for the religious authorities.
For wherever he went, al-I-Jail -4j succeeded in attracting people towards his ideas.
After making his third and final pilgrimage to Mecca, he returned to Baghdad and
attracted a large group of followers. 19 Because of his controversial personality and
sayings as well as his involvement in the political intrigue of the Abbasid court,
he was imprisoned. After eight years imprisonment he was ultimately sentenced to
death and executed in the year 309/913. 20 There is an abundant amount of
literature available which documents the minute proceedings of al-I-Jalläj's time in

17 Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, (Cairo, Matba'at al-Istiqamah), p.283
"Ibid., p.283
19 al-Baghdádi, Tarikh Baghdad, v.8 p.114
20 'Attar, Muslim Saints, p.264; Michael, A. Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism, p.266;
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captivity and his subsequent execution. In the light of this, there seems to be no
necessity to labour the narrative of these events.21
From the perspective of this study, however, a few general comments about the
execution can be made. The first thing that faces the observer is that the motives
of his execution were not clear cut. In this respect, the historical issues
surrounding his execution are complex and are far from providing a true picture.
Nevertheless, it is possible to discern some underlying themes. For example, the
general notion that al-Hallaj was executed because he claimed to be the Divine
truth (ana al-baqq) seems no longer to be popular, at least, in modern scholarship
which favours a more political interpretation of the events. It was not the
utterances of al-tialläj but the political implications and connotations of them
which led to his trial. As Nicholson states, the legal members of the court insisted
that he should be accused of having included the pilgrimage to Mecca amongst the
class of religious obligations that are not absolutely binding. However, more
important than this was the charge that al-Halläj was a Qarämita agent. 22 This was
a major accusation pronounced in order to destroy al-tiall5j bearing in mind the
Qar5mita were regarded as a heretical and dangerous sect at that time. Their
importance can be seen from the fact that shortly after al-Hallaj's execution, the
Qarämita sacked Mecca and carried off the Black Stone the sanctity of which is so
great in the eyes of the Muslims.
Such an interpretation of the execution of al-Hallaj is further supported, if one
compares him to other Sufis in former times like Aba Yazid al-Bist5m1, who
made similar ecstatic utterances. In those cases, the owners of such statements did
not suffer the fate that was allotted to al-Halläj. They were certainly not executed.
In a similar manner later Sufis, including Ibn 'Arabi whose ecstatic utterances
were widely known, were spared such treatment. Indeed, Sufis such as Ibn 'Arabi
gained support and encouragement from the political leaders of the time.

21 See al-Sha'rani, Lawaqih al-Anwar, p.236; al-Munawi, A., al-Kcrwfflcib, v.I, p.544
22 R. A.Nicholson, The Idea of Personality in Sufism, (Cambridge, 1922); Qarmatians are the sect
who fought against the injustices of the Abbasid court. The leader of this movement was Hamdan
b. Esh`as al-Qannat The followers of this movement were Shiites consisted of workers and
traders. (see Mirali, Ismail, al-Qaramita wa al-Haraka al-Qarmatiyya, (Beirut, 1983); also see M.
J. Sharaf, A lam al-Tagrwwuffi al-Islam, (Iskandariyyah, Dar al-Jainalt al-Misriyyah, p.119-21
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In the light of the above, it is possible to regard al-I-Jallãj's execution as driven by
political considerations under the pretext of religion and heresy. 23 Al-lciallaj can
therefore be seen as a victim of politics and it is open to speculation that; had he
been alive in more politically stable times, he would have been treated more
favourably. This mixing of politics with the history of Sufism left a negative scar
on its history. The execution of al-Halläj was seen as a landmark event. It
provided the opponents of Sufism with the support of the state in their animosity
and hatred of the movement. However, it is unfortunate that very few people
actually saw the political motives behind the execution at the time.

Another recurring theme in the Sufi literature is that, although al-I-Jalläj genuinely
experienced his Divine ecstasies, he was wrong to divulge these experiences and
he certainly should not have proclaimed them in public. According to Abfi Bakr
al-Shibli (d.945) : "al-I-Jall5j and I are of one belief, but I kept silent while he
spoke openly." 24 It is also narrated that al-Shibli saw God in his dream. He asked
God why He had allowed His devotee, al-I-Jalläj, to be executed so cruelly, and
God's answer was: 'Whom my love kills, I will be his blood money'25.
From al-Shibli's words it can be deduced that the mysteries of the Sufis should be
kept secret. This is because, he guessed, mainstream Islam and the jurists will not
tolerate the open revelation of Sufi mysteries at that time. As for al-klalläj, he
violated this principle and went public. Similarly, the execution of Sheikh alIshräq al-Suhrawardi (d.1191) confirms this attitude of mainstream Islam towards
Sufis who openly reveal their inner states. However, the above mentioned
persecutions and executions often had counterproductive results and in some ways
helped to promote the ideas of the Sufis. In this regard it is interesting to note that
Netton emphasises the fact that the execution of the Sufis did not always succeed
in curtailing their ideas. As an example, he highlights the position of Shihab alDin and al-I-Jallaj and states that their tragic ends increased the significance of
their messages after their deaths.26

(Ramtan, Egypt, 1995), p.58
23 A. a1-Saqq5f, al-lja114 cnv ,Sawt
24 al-Baghdädi , Tarikh Baghdad, v.8, p.121; al-1:10jwiri, Kashf,trans by Aba a1-V4rirn, p.180
25 Schimmel, A., Deciphering the Signs of God, (Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 1994),
p.124
26 I.R. Netton, Seek Knowledge, p.44
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Moving on to the second group of scholars, that is, those who opposed him, the
views of Ibn al-Nadim are revealing as a representative example of this class. In
his words: "a1-1-Jusayn Ibn Marisfir al-Halläj was a crafty man and a conjurer who
ventured into the Sufi school of thought, affecting their ways of speech. He laid
claim to every science, but nevertheless (his claims) were futile. He even knew
something about the science of alchemy. He was ignorant, bold, obsequious but
courageous in the presence of the sultans, attempting great things and ardently
desiring a change of government. Among his adherents he claimed divinity,
speaking of Divine union..."27
Because of prohibition and the burning of his books few texts have come down to
us intact, although numerous anecdotes and aphorisms have been collected as the
Akhbar

Aside from these, we have a collection of poetry attributed to

al-Halläj, and a single sustained text, the
surviving manuscripts. The

Tawäsin

TcrwAsin,

with a very thin set of

was written in prison in his last years

therefore it is the most important document which transmits his philosophy.

6.2:4 His background

The age in which al-Haltaj lived, namely the end of the third and the beginning of
the fourth century may be seen as the pinnacle of the Islamic religious sciences.
For example, the famous collections of the traditions of the Prophet were
compiled in that period. The period also witnessed the systematisation of Sufi
doctrines which were developed into fully-fledged theories. In other words, the
ascetic teachings of the early Sufis gave way to the other theories and teachings
such as annihilation, unity of the Being, passionate love of God and so on2s . Many
of al-Ijalläj's contemporaries played a crucial role in this process. The one
common factor between them was that love was the primary way of approaching
God.
Some of the views of al-Hall -di s contemporaries will be presented below in order
to understand the climate of ideas in which he was developing his theory of love.
According to Yahyd b. Muädh al-Räzi (d.871): "One mustard seed of love is

271n
al-Flhrist, p.284
28 See Ozturk, Yasar Nun, Hallac-i Mansur ye Eseri, (Istanbul, Yeni Boyut, 1997), p.18-21
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dearer to me than seventy years of worship without love."29 YaIN5's preference
for love is better understood in the context of the rigid understanding of the
worship by jurists who emphasised the outward rituals and formalities of worship.
He was against the ritualism and dry devotion which lacks sentimental
dimensions. According to him love is the most important thing behind devotion.

The views of Aba Yazid Bistämi also provide us with insight into the climate of
mystical ideas which prevailed at the time. He is the closest person to al-tiallaj as
far as the understanding of love is concerned. He is accepted as the representative
of intoxicated Sufism, preferring ecstasy and loss of senses in Divine love, to the
sober understanding of Sufism. 3 ° Al-Ualläj followed his footsteps, in other words
al-Bistätni's understanding of love and unity opened the way for al-tialläis rise.
Aba Yazid's teachings insisted on the love of God, absolute unity of God and
annihilationfanä' of the soul in God.31

Although Abii Yazid was regarded as one of the first intoxicated Sufis who
uttered ecstatic words on Divine love, he was overshadowed by al-Halläj. Abft
Yazid's expressions of the total identification of the lover with the Beloved such
as "Subbänr (Glory be to me!) "Mä A`mna Sha'ni" (How great is my majesty),
were reflected more strongly in al-I-jalläj's utterances. Al-Bistami's words about
unity and love were accepted as being imparted in the state of intoxication
therefore they were not regarded as fully responsible utterances. 32 Whereas alI-jalläj with his insistence on his words, accepted the full responsibility of his
philosophy. Therefore, none of the early Sufis were as daring as al-Uallaj in their
exposition of the concept of love. This degree of daring reached to the extent that
he is known as the first Sufi who shed his blood for the sake of his love. His own
words that depict the lovers' devotional ablution (wu(ICI) as performed with their
own blood (alluding to his bloody execution) also supports this notion i.e. he is a
martyr of love.33

29 al-Qushayri, Abd al-Qäsirn, al-RisNah; p.326; Bhatnagar, R. S., Dimensions of Classical Sufi
Thought, (London and the Hague, East West Publications) p.56
3°
Kashf al-Mahj ab, trans. by Abii al-` Aza'irn, p.219
31 R. S. Bhatmagar, Dimensions of Classical Sufi Thought, p.56
32 See al-Sha'räni, La-wäqih al-Anwär, p.175
33 'Attar, Muslim Saints, p.270
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To Bistäml, pure love of God is only possible when the lover completely denies
his own self. He states that: "When I considered the world to be my enemy and I
went to God , His love possessed me to such an extent that I became an enemy of
myself." Similarly, because of his love al-Hallaj becomes an enemy to himself
and in one of his ecstatic utterances asks the Muslims to kill him. Both Sufis
understood the existence of the lover's identity as the biggest block that separates
the lover from the beloved.34

Abfi Hasan Sumnfin al-Muttibb (d.905) as understood from his sobriquet "alMu tibb" (the lover), regarded the station of love to be higher than the station of
gnosis on the path of God. He asserts that love is the foundation and principle of
the way to God, that all 'states' and 'stations' are stages of love, and that every
stage and abode in which the seeker may be admits the possibility of destruction,
except the abode of love, which is not destructible in any circumstances so long as
the way itself remains in existence." 35 Quoting this statement of Sumnfin, alHujwiri comments that this is a peculiar doctrine to the Sufi sheikhs. Al-Hujwiri's
comments seem to be reasonable since it is only Sufis who elevated the concept of
love to such great heights. It is again Sufis who made love 'cast out fear'.

36

Contrary to mainstream Islam, they made the role of fear less and less important a
subject in their books and talks.
Sumnfin also states that the path of love towards God is full of affliction, "so that
every common man may not claim for love and may run away seeing its agony."37
This concept of suffering for the sake of God's love would have an important role
in al-Halläj's system.

Another associate of al-Halläj, Abfi al-Hasan al-Nfiri, believes that the real
proximity to God (qurb) is enjoyed by the seeker at the stage of Pure Love. He
describes love "as the rending of the veil and the revelation of what is hidden from

34 al-I-Jallaj,ilkhbär, p.75
Kashf al-Mahj a, trans. by Ab5 al-VvAlm, p.309
35
36 O. P. Cyprian Rice, The Persian Sufis, (George Allen & Unwin Ltd, London, 1969), p.61
37 R. S. Bbatnagar, Dimensions of Classical Sufi thought, p.56 quoting 'Mar, F., Muslim Saints
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the eyes of men."" Likewise al-ljalläj reveals his love bravely, following alNun' s statement.

`Amr b. `Uthm -än al-Maklci (d.909), one of the masters of al-kialláj, was an
eminent theologian and was considered a great authority in Sufi circles. Hujwiri
even attributes to him "Kiab al-Mahabbah" 39 meaning The Book of Love. This
also shows the importance of the love among the Sufi Sheikhs of the time.
Although al-Makki is known to be an author who defends a kind of Sufism which
does not conflict with mainstream Islam, he nevertheless devoted much
importance to the concept of love.

AM al-Qasim b. Junayd of Baghdad was one of the most important personalities
in al-Hallaj's period. He was recognised as a leading Sheikh or the spiritual
master of his time. The Sufis of the later centuries were deeply influenced by his
mystical views on the love of God, gnosis, self-annihilation and the Soul's
unification with God. Junayd developed the sober understanding of Sufism. His
understanding of Sufism and in particular love is important since his ideas
contrast with al-I-Jallais understanding, al-Junayd being champion of the sober
understanding of Sufism and al-Halläj championing the intoxicated approach.

6.3 Sobriety and Intoxication

These two terms connote two different modes of Sufism. Sobriety means keeping
full control of one's consciousness in the presence of Divine manifestations as
opposed to intoxication which means losing consciousness. Intoxication involves
a loss of personal identity; the soul is completely filled with spiritual power, and
the boundaries of legal prescriptions are no longer observed. The Sufis such as alljallaj advocated a spiritual life which was marked by ecstasy 4° (wajd) and
preferred intoxication over sobriety. Rumi refers to this intoxication as Man,Fiki
wine, not angariwine. Angikiwine meaning the wine which is made out of grape.
It is also interesting that Schimmel states that the metaphor of intoxication and

38 M. Smith, Readings from the mystics of Islam, p.33
39 al-kliijwiri, Kashf al-Mahj rib, trans. by Abil al-'Azä'im, p.309; see M. Smith, Readings from the
Mystics of Islam, no46, p.44
49 For a detailed study of al-tlalläj's ecstatical words see C. W. Ernst, Words of Ecstasy in Sufism,
(State University of New York Press, Albany, 1985)
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wine provide a strange paradox since Islam prohibits all kinds of intoxicants.'"
Even this offers us an idea about the controversial character of intoxicated Sufism.

Against the intoxicated disposition of the Sufism of al-Hallaj and Abu Yazid, alHujwiri presents Junayd's methodology, which he names as Junaydiyya. 42 AlJunayd' s understanding of love will, therefore, be presented in order to
comprehend al-Hallaj more clearly.

Junayd's understanding of love is very closely connected with his understanding
of the concept of fan g ' (annihilation). According to him before God created this
world, our souls were with Him without our worldly bodies and senses. God
dressed our souls with bodies and sent us to this world to test us. Some souls have
forgotten their pledge (mithaq) to God43 and engaged only with the affairs of this
world, whereas some yearned to return to the state of unity with God, as was their
situation before the creation took place. This return to the proximity of God in
Junayd's understanding, depends on the soul's progress on the path of the Love.'"
Love is the sole connecting link between a Sufi and his Lord. In al-Junayd's
teaching love means that the attributes of the lover are changed into those of the
Beloved.'"
Junayd, like Bayazid understood the love between God and man to be the
,
annihilation of the lover's attributes in the Beloved. Up until now, whatever has
been said about the mutual love between man and God by the Sufis did not
contradict the Qur'än and Sunnah, in other words it was not difficult to
compromise between them.

However, al-Hallãj's statements about love were quite different. He was not
speaking of the annihilation of the characteristics of the lover in the Beloved only.
He was going further and in a sense saying that the body of the lover should be

41 A. Schimmel, Deciphering the signs of God, p.108
42 al-Hrijwiri, Kashf , trans. by Abu al-`A?a'im, p.225; For more on al-Jwiayd's Sufism see 'A.
Hassan, The life, Personality and Writings of.Al-Junayd, (London; Lowe & Brydone, 1976)
43 According to the Qur'an the souls accepted God's lordship before they were sent to he world.
See Qur'an, 7:166; A, 'Ali Hassan, The life, Personality and Writings ofAl-Junayd, p.76
" A. 'Affifi„ al-Tapwwuf al-Thawra al-Rahiyya, p.208
45 M. Smith, Readings from the Mystics ofIslam, p.35
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annihilated in the body of the Beloved, which was anathema to the orthodox Sufis
as well as scholars.
Secondly, what made al-Hallaj different from the other Sufi masters of his
generation was that he insisted on announcing publicly his vision of mystical love.
This was contrary to the cardinal principle that the accomplished mystic was
never to divulge to the public experiences that were beyond their comprehension.
Such elitism did not conform to al-I-Jallaj's more populist notion of mysticism. As
al-Bacili relates, al-kiallaj believes that "the intoxicated Sufi exposes all the
secrets."'

However, the attitude of al-Fjalläj was unwelcome not only to the theologians but
also by eminent Sufis of his time. For his lack of caution, he was ostracised by his
former teacher Junayd. 47 For Junayd knew very well that mystical experience and
thought cannot be rationalised and that it is dangerous to speak openly about the
deepest mysteries of faith in the presence of the uninitiated. Junayd, therefore,
refined the art of speaking in Ishar at, that is subtle allusion to the truth. This trend
was first attributed to Kharraz (d.890 or 899) but it became characteristic of later
Sufi writings." al-klalläj did not comply this rule of secrecy and this was the
cause of his separation from his master Junayd.
This brief survey of al-Halläj's contemporaries and immediate predecessors
indicates that before al-Ha1l5j'5 appearance in the Sufi circles, the concept of love
was widely accepted as a cardinal way in the Sufi journey to God. The abundance
of their sayings provide enough evidence to support this. It can be argued that love
had even won the upper hand in comparison to other Sufi concepts which were
favoured before, such as asceticism. This continuous rise of the role of love in the
Sufi way from the ascetic and fear centred understanding of the early Sufis,
reached a different level with al-Halläj. Now it was the time for al-Hallai to come
in to the arena with a different kind of love. In the following pages his
understanding of this love will be studied in more detail.
46 See Alchbär, p.86; al-Baq11, Kiti1b Mashrab al-Arwä/.1, edited by Nazif M., (Edebiyat Fakultesi
Matbaasi, Istanbul, 1973), p.122; al-Sha'rRni, Lawäqih al-Anwar, p.235
47 al-fiallaj, Akhb,k, p.38
48 A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p.59

159

6.4 al-Uallärs Paradigm of Love
Having briefly looked at the background of al-klall5j and the context in which he
lived, it is now time to shed light on his paradigm of love. As in the previous
chapter the following structure will be adopted: firstly his understanding of God's
love for man and secondly man's love for God will be analysed.

6.4:1 God's love for man:
It may be strongly asserted that the foundations upon which al-klallaj builds his
comprehensive system of Sufism is the concept of love. He takes as his starting
point the mystery of creation. This also includes his ontology. In al-I-jallärs view
the mystery of creation can be explained on the basis of God's love:

"Before all things, before the creation, before his knowledge of the creation, God
in His unity was holding an ineffable discourse with Himself and contemplating
the splendour of His essence in itself. That pure simplicity of his self-admiration
is Love, which in His essence is the essence of the essence, beyond all limitations
of attributes. In His perfect isolation God loves Himself, praises Himself, and
manifests Himself by Love. And it was this first manifestation of Love in the
Divine Absolute that determined the multiplicity of his attributes, and His names.
Then God, by His essence in His essence, desired to project out of Himself His
supreme joy, that Love in aloneness, that He might behold it and speak to it. He
looked in eternity and brought forth from non-existence an image, an image of
Himself, endowed with all His attributes and all His names: Adam. He created
Adam in His own image, thus the human became the place of His manifestation"49
This lengthy passage has been quoted directly as it encapsulates the building
blocks of al-Ijalläj's paradigm of love. The fundamental notion which can be
extracted from the above is that al-tiallaj's cosmological outlook links the
existence of man with the attributes of God. The reasons for man's existence are
closely tied up with the existence of God's love for man. God created man in
order to see a manifestation of himself. As a consequence, man will surely be
49 L. Massignon, The Passion of al-Hallaj, trans. by Herbert Mason, (Princeton University Press,
1982), p.103-104 ; Nicholson, R. A., The Idea of Personality, p.40
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loved by God as he is a manifestation of God. In other words the quotation makes
clear that God's love for His essence

(d/ä), is manifested in the creation of man

and His love for man. Therefore, God will inevitably love man.
Another point which is hinted at in the above quotation concerns the essence of
God. The above quotation is distinctly characterised by the repetition of the word
essence

several times. According to al-Ejalläj, the essence of God in his isolation

is to praise Himself and to manifest Himself through love. This leads to an
important conclusion, namely, that the essence of God is manifested through love.
Love is the distinctive characteristic and feature of God's essence. Therefore God
is all about love.

The significance of his paradigm of love is that it is very comprehensive and
explicit. No Sufi before him had articulated such views in such clear and forceful
language. This fact is acknowledged by many others. For example, al-Baqli notes
that al-klalläj is the first to put forward the paradigm that God created man to
participate in his essential love without any motive other than that of pure Divine
generosity. 5 ° The consequence of this theory is that if God created us with love,
then, it must be love that He wants back from us. The other things he commands
us to do, such as worshipping, obeying and fearing Him, must all comply with our
love for Him.
However, al-I:lanais ideas were not welcomed by everybody; theologians and
jurists thought differently, al-Ijallaj's words about creation carried different
connotations. When these were combined with other sayings of al-ljalläj, in
particular, his poetry, his position began to seem more heretical than ever and he
was accused of introducing concepts antithetical to the essence of Islam. For
instance consider the following line from one of al-tialläj's poems: "Glory to God
who revealed in His humanity (n gs fit) the secret of His radiant divinity (aliit)."51

50 L. Massignon, The Passion of al-Hallaj, v.3, p.104; (AkhMr, no;10, p.26)
51 al-klallaj, Akhbar, p.26; Nicholson, R. A, The Idea of Personality, p.40
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Theologians such as Ibn Dawad al-Isfahäni and AV' `Umar Ibn Yfisuf accused altla115j of promoting the Christian concept of incarnation ((iuh71).52 In their
opinion, al-Ualläj's words eradicate the distinction between the Divine and the
human. The end result of this is a type of pantheism which is out of character with
the mainstream teachings of Islam. Al-Ualläj was open to attack in this way,
especially as he employed terms which were also utilised by the Christians. For
example, terms such as "lAur and "näsaf' 53 were Christian terms used to
identify Jesus' Divine and human nature. He was, consequently, accused of
believing in the incarnation (hul al) of Divine in man as in the case of Jesus.54

To what extent are the criticisms of the theologians justified? This question can
best be answered by bearing in mind the nature of al-Uall5j's utterances. When alUalläj's work is looked at as a whole one can find passages which show that at
times he talks of the absolute transcendence of God, at others he discusses His
incarnation (bull-II), and at others still he expounds on the oneness of God. He very
often admits that God is God and man is man and both are clearly distinct from
each other. For example, he says: "Allah does not mix with the human, he does
not resemble them in any respect.""
However, all of these utterances were dependent on the mystical state that alUalldj was in at the time. Therefore, to focus only on one aspect of al-Ualläj and
to characterise him under one category is to fail to understand al-Ualläj as a
whole. In sum then, al-Ualläis thought is a complex mix of opposites and
paradoxes which must be understood in the context of his spiritual state at the
time of utterance.
Following such an approach would lead to a more balanced and clear
understanding of al-Uallaj. This can be exemplified by the writings of some Sufi
scholars who took this approach. Their treatment of al-Uall5j is not one of
criticism but one of synthesis; they attempt to find a solution which will explain
and excuse al-Ualläis actions whilst at the same time conforming to the

52 H Corbin, History ofIslamic Philosophy, (Kegan Paul International, London, 1993), p.198
53 Lab& and Ni4at are two Syriac words that are used to describe Jesus's Divine and human
natures. These phrases seem to have passed into Arabic through Syriac Christians.
54 'I. `Abd
al-Husayn b. Manp7r, p.312; Ibn Taymiyya, Majmil'at al-Rasa 'ii, v.I, p.179;
S. Dayf, Tarikh al-Adab, p.480; A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p.72
55 al-I-Jallaj, Akhbär, p.47, al-Halläj, Tawäsin, p.78
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normative rules of the sharfa. The most prominent of these is al-Ghazäli whose
views are presented below.

Al-Ghazali tried to solve the position of al-Halläj by excusing his words in the
state of ecstasy and excluding them from theological responsibility. In alGhazali's analysis, all the sayings of Sufis can be differentiated into certain types.
Broadly stated, these are firstly, statements which are uttered in a state of sobriety
and secondly, those uttered in a state of intoxication or ecstasy. Following his
binary classification in the Misha al-Amväi-, al-Ghazäli classifies Abil Yazid, alBistämi and al-Halläj in the same group of ecstatic Sufis. He writes:
"All the Gnostics (Arifun) have a consensus that after arriving to the sky of truth
they have seen nothing as existent but the one reality that is Allah. The perception
of plurality disappeared in their eyes and their reason stopped, in a state of
bewilderment they could not think of anything but only God. In this state of
intoxication, one of them said 'I am the truth' (alluding to al-Hallaj), the other one
said 'Glory be to me' (alluding to Abil Yand al-Bistami)."56
However, al-Ghazäli believes that these kind of statements of intoxicated lovers
should not be revealed for the public good. In sum, al-Ghazäli wants to convey to
the theologians that a mystic can have a different experience of tcrwPid in the state
of Divine intoxication and he cannot be held accountable for the expression of that
experience as long as it is kept secret. In his al-Futrihat Ibn 'Arabi also has the
same stance as al-Ghazali, according to him al-Hallaj' s ecstatic words were
uttered when he was in the state of intoxication. Although many people deviated
from the true path by such words, he did not deviate. 57 This position of al-Ghazali
and Ibn 'Arabi is further echoed in the writings of other eminent Sufis. For
example, al-Hujvviri also believes that al-Hallaj's words are true as far as their
meaning is concerned. However, because he uttered them in a state of intoxication
there might be some inaccuracy in the expression of these meanings by al-Halläj.
al-Hujwiri also believes that al-Hallaj's words should not be accepted as evidence
to base a verdict against him, since he was an intoxicated Sufi most of the time.58

56 al-Ghazzali, Mishkat al-Anwar, ed. by 'A. Badawi, (Cairo, 1964), p.57-58
57 K. M. al-Shaybi, Sharh Dtivan al-Ilalläj, (Beirud& Baghdad, 1974), p.180
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There is one other major component of al-I-Jallals paradigm of love that needs to
be highlighted. This is the notion that God's love for man is eternal: it always
existed and will always continue to exist. This idea corresponds to the Qur'anic
notion that God's love precedes man's love. 59 According to al-tIallaj, as God has
created man in love, it therefore follows that God's love for man precedes man's
love for God. From this, we can infer that God takes the first initiative towards
man. In other words, God's love for man precedes man's love for God.

Having established that God's love is antecedent to man's love for God, al-Uallaj,
then, explores the nature of the manifestation of God's love. What does man
experience in practical terms in this relationship as a lover? The key idea here is
that God's love manifests itself in a negative manner. In the opinion of al-I-Jallaj,
God tests the servants whom He loves: if God loves someone He drives others to
attack him. This is done so that the person concerned turns his face solely towards
God. As a consequence, the lover of God faces enmity and hatred.° It is
characteristic of al-Hall -di s theory of love that "enduring pain and calamities"
plays an important role. In Ibn Arabi's terminology this phenomenon could be
described as God's manifestation of His love in the state of jalg.
What are the motives behind the suffering of the lover of God? The answer to this
has been partially hinted at in the last paragraph, namely, that the lover of God
turns his attention solely to Allah. Linked with this is the idea that God sends
these calamities in order to perfect the human soul that loves Him. The more the
lover suffers, the more he will realise that others cannot help him, and in time he
will learn to be pleased with the Divine Will, treating both suffering and ease
alike. The lover is pleased with any condition as long as God has wished for it.
It is interesting to note the stark similarities this view has with the Qur'anic view.
In fact, it can be argued that this idea is in complete conformity with the Qur'anic
and Prophetic paradigms of love. Many illustrations of this idea can be provided
from the Qur'an. A few examples will illustrate the point. God states that he will

58 See a1-I-Jiljwiri, Kashfal-Mahjt7b, trans. by Abd al-Vg.d'ina, p.181
59 al- Qur'an, 5:54
60 K. M. al-Shaybi, Sharh Diwän al-tiallg, p.202
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test His servants through trials and calamities. 6 ' In the traditions of the Prophet, it
is also stated that God tests his beloved servants. For al-Halldj, therfore, love
means to suffer in the way of the Beloved.62

Before proceeding, it is necessary to mention that, al-fiallaj's idea of the suffering
of the lover contrasts to the notion of suffering in Christianity. In al-Halläj's
paradigm, it is man who suffers for the sake of God. However, in Christianity the
roles are reversed and it is God who suffers because of His love for man. In both
traditions, God loves man but the nature and expression of this love manifests
itself in a different way. As far as al-klalläj is concerned this difference helps to
illuminate his position. If, as his opponents claim, al-Hallaj was introducing
Christian ideas into Islam, then, there would be little difference in the notion of
love and suffering in both al-klalläis view and that of Christianity. However, as
there is a great difference, this points towards the fact that al-Halläj was not
copying the Christian understanding of love.

6.4:2 Man's love for God

From a historical perspective earlier Sufis, such as, Itäbi`a and Dhu'l-Nrin alMisri had tried to establish the supremacy of disinterested love towards God. The
reason was that the early ascetic Sufis loved God for reasons that could be
described as selfish. Although the attitude of It5bi`a kept its freshness in alI:lanai's milieu (third/ninth century), al-Hallaj shifted the emphasis of love from
practical matters of worship into theological discussions of tawhid. This position
can be exemplified by Sufis such as al-Bistämi and Junayd. This
development reached its climax with al-Halläj and from then on, the concept of
Divine love took on a different character.
In Räbi`a's love, there was a lover and a beloved as separate entities, and the lover
loved the beloved for his own benefit. Itabi` a's love indicated as a target and endresult the vision of God. According to the Prophetic paradigm of love, there was
nothing wrong in desiring to see God, only few groups like Mu`tazilah refused

61 See Qur'an, 3:154; 34:21
62 al-I-Jallaj, Akhbàr, p.54
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it. 63 On the other hand, al-I-Jalläj replaced Räbi`a's aim with another one. The
target was to unite with God's essence by means of love. The lover only desired to
annihilate himself in the attributes of the Beloved in order to be united with Him.
In his famous book Kitg al-Tcrwäsin, al-klallaj describes this kind of love
beautifully with the metaphor of the moth and the fire; the moth signifying the
lover and the fire signifying the Beloved:

"The moth flies about the flame until morning, then he returns to his fellows and
tells them of his spiritual state with the most eloquent expressions. Then he mixes
with the coquetry of the flame in his desire to reach perfect union."64

However, the path to achieving unity with God is not an easy task. The mystic has
to go through certain stages. According to al-klall5j the way to unity must be
achieved through three phases. The first phase consists of ascetic practices; the
second is the stage of passive purification; the final stage is the life of union in
love with God. The method of al-I:lanai has been documented by contemporary
sources at that time. There follows one such statement which gives some insight
into the method of al-Hall5j:
"Halläj maintained that he who trains his body by adherence to the rites, fills his
heart with pious works, endures the loss of pleasure, and masters his soul by
forbidding himself desires, thereby raises himself to the station of 'those who are
being drawn closer' (to God). Thereafter the steps of the distances that separate
the lover from the beloved gradually recede, until his nature is purified of what is
carnal. Then, if there is no carnal bond left in him, the spirit of God, by whom
Jesus the son of Mary was born, descends into him. Then he becomes 'he whom
everything obeys (Mutg )'; he wants nothing more than what carries out the
commandment of God; every act of his from that time onwards is God's act, and
every commandment of his is God's commandment."65
It appears therefore that union with God can only come about by first ridding
oneself of all carnal desires. Success in this leads to the spirit of God entering the
63The Mulazilah claim that it is impossible to see God.
64 al-tlalläj, Tawäsk, trans. by al-Tarjumana, A., (Lahore, Islamic Book Foundation, 1978), p.24
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lover. As a result, the actions of the lover cannot be separated from the actions of
the Beloved. In other words, man loses his own identity completely and becomes
a mere automaton, as it were, of God.
Indeed, similar concepts had been developed by the Sufi leaders before al-I-Jalläj.
For example, Junayd's definition of love as "Substitution of the lover's attributes
with the attributes of the Beloved" 66 In other words man should take on the
characteristics of God. This approach alludes to the hadith of the prophet, which
encourages the believers to adorn themselves with the attributes of God.

Junayd's way of expressing the fact of union with God limits itself to the
attributes of God. al-ljallaj, on the other hand, expands his terminology to include
the essence of God. The former's position can be described as more cautious
whereas the latter's can be seen as more outspoken and open to misinterpretation.
The following couplet of al-I-Jalläj lends some justification to the above view.°
"I have become the One I love, and the One I love has become me!
We are two souls infused in a (single) body.
And to see me is to see Him, and to see Him is to see us."68
On the other hand, al-Qushayri brings al-I-Jallaj's understanding of love closer to
Junayd's: He writes "to al-Husayn b. Mans& the inner reality of love is that you
remain always with your Beloved and strip off your own qualities." 69 According
to this opinion al-I:lanai did not say anything different from Junayd, the difference
was only in appearance. Whereas Junayd hid the inner depths of his experience alI-Jallaj revealed the secrets, sometimes using controversial words leading to the
misunderstanding from others."
6.4:2:1 Suffering in God's love

65 L. Massignon, The Passion of al-Hallaj, v.3, p.40
66 al-Qushayri, p.321
67 al-Suhrawardi, A. `Awarif, p.508
a L. Massignon, The Passion, v.3, p.42, see for similar verses, al-I:lanai Akhbar, p. 75
69 al-Qushayri, Risälah, trans. by B.R. Von Schlegell, p.323
7 ° See al-I-JfAjwiri, Kashf al-MahjUb, trans. by Abfi al-`Az'im, p.181
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In the previous section, we alluded to the significance of suffering in al-I-Jalläj's
paradigm of love from the perspective of God's love for man. This section will
explore the suffering from the viewpoint of man's love for God. For al-tIalläj
man's love for God involves suffering in God's love. The following dialogue
between al-I-Jalläj and a dervish shortly before his execution, reveals this aspect of
al-tialläj's concept of love. It is reported that someone asked akialläj, 'What is
love?' He answered, 'You will see it today and tomorrow and the day after
tomorrow.' That day he was killed, the next day he was burned, and on the third
day his ashes were scattered in the wind."71

By these words, al-I-Jalläj implies that the lover should be ready to pay the price of
his love, even if it leads to death. He personally gives a living example of such
self-sacrificing love. For him the pleasure of the Beloved is more important than
his personal well-being. Al-tIallaj is in this respect unique when compared to
other Sufis. For him the lover should under no circumstances hide his love for the
fear of offending others or averting harms to himself. For example, the advice of
al-Hujwiri and al-Ghazäli that al-klallaj should not have revealed his ecstatic
experiences has no value in the eyes of al-Uallaj. If he had followed such advice,
he would then have concealed his love for God and like many other Sufis would
have escaped a tragic end. Even his last words on the scaffold reflect his deep
devotion to the notion of self-sacrifice. "It is enough for the lover that he should
make the One single." Al-Hujwiri explains this statement "i.e. that his existence
should be cleared away from the path of love and that the dominion of his lower
soul should be utterly destroyed." 72 Al-Haliaj carried this opinion to its extreme
ends, so much so that he asserts that the ablution of the lovers is not perfect unless
it is performed with one's own blood. 73 However, al-tlallaj's sacrifice does not
stop at this point: he goes further and declares that the lover even prefers eternal
punishment for the sake of His love. Al-klallaj alluded to the position of Satan in
this respect.
Finally, aRlalläj's concept of sacrificial love also has its parallels in the themes
of Christian love. For example, Cowper says: "It is better to reign in hell with

71 'Attar, Muslim Saints, p.270; see al-Munawi, A., al-Kawgcib, p.546
72 al-kli.ljwiri, Kashf al-Mahj fib, trans by Aba al-`Aza'ira, p.311
73 ` Attãr, Muslim saints and Mystics, p.270
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Christ than to be without him in heavei 1" . 74 This indicates that suffering in God's
love is a general subject, not only in Islamic Sufism but also in other mystical
disciplines.

6.4:2:2 Iblis
It may be strongly argued that, al-Uallay s most important contribution to the
understanding of love is his Satcmology. In Tawasin al-klallaj depicts Satan as a
sincere lover of God and criticises the previous Sufis for being silent regarding his
position in the scheme of love. He says:

"The most eloquent of mystics kept silent about Satan, and the sages lacked the
strength to utter what they learned about him. Satan is more informed ('arif) than
they about worship; he is closer than they to the Being, he has devoted himself
more zealously to serve Him; he has kept more to his vow than they; he has drawn
nearer than they to the Beloved."75

Continuing in this manner, al-I-Jallaj boldly declares his beliefs about Satan
contrary to the silence of his contemporaries and predecessors. His account, is in
many ways unique and does not correspond to the traditional interpretations of the
story of Iblis (Satan). The common interpretation of the Qur'anic story is that Iblis
refused out of pride to bow down before a human being made of an inferior
substance. Satan reasoned that: Adam was created out of clay and he was created
out of fire; clay is inferior to fire; it must, therefore follow that Adam was inferior
to him. This was the logical conclusion of the syllogism based on those premises.
As a result of this, Satan refused to bow down to Adam on account of his superior
nature. The consequence of this refusal of a Divine command was his banishment
from Paradise. 76
In al-klallaj's retelling of the story, the character of Iblis is portrayed in a different
light; Satan is seen as a positive character in contrast to his negative portrayal in
the Qur'an. al-I-Jallaj does not deny Iblis' pride and disobedience; these are clearly
present in his version of the story. However, the themes of story go beyond the
74 J. Moffat, Love in the New Testament, (Hodder &Stoughton Lim, London), p.27
75 K. M. al-Shaybi, Sharh Di-wan al-Ha114, p.175; The Passion of al-Hallaj, trans. by M. Herbert,
v.3, p.315; al-Hallaj, Tawasii, p.55
76 Qur'an, 2:34; 7:11,12,15
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bare categories of pride and disobedience. They are expanded to include the
further dimensions like intricacies of love, and love madness.

From the Islamic point of view, to prostrate before a human being, is idolatry even
though Adam can be regarded as being a manifestation of the Divine image. The
reasons for Satan's refusal are interestingly explored by al-Hall -4 According to
him Iblis disobeyed the Divine Command because he would not acknowledge any
object of adoration other than the one God. When God threatened him with
everlasting punishment, Iblis asked, "Will You behold me when You are
punishing me?" God answered "Yes". "Then" said Iblis; "Your beholding me will
take away from me consciousness of the punishment. Do unto me as you wish!"77

On such grounds Iblis refused to obey the command to prostrate himself before
Adam, he cared nothing for threat of eternal condemnation. In the eyes of all:lanai, therefore, Satan became a martyr of love and accepted the path of
suffering in the knowledge that God will be beholding him eternally whilst
punishing him.
ARIallaj develops an interesting method by which to defend the action of Satan
and to cast it in a more positive light. He achieves this by making an important
and fundamental distinction between God's eternal will and His temporal
command. Normally, God's eternal will and command seem to be one and the
same thing.
For al-tIall5j, however, this is not always the case, and on some occasions they
might be different. Applying this to the story of Iblis, God's eternal will is that no
one should be worshipped except Him. Therefore, His command that Iblis
prostrate himself before Adam seems to be contrary to His will. Satan having
understood this Divine will by his wisdom ('iran), faced two choices: either he
could obey the eternal Divine will or the Divine command. He had to make a
choice as both of these were incompatible to each other. Satan decided, therefore,
to obey the Divine Eternal will and as a result became a model of love sacrifice.
This choice of Satan and the reasoning behind it, is beautifully echoed in the

77 a1-klallaj, Taws, p.46, 53; Nicholson, R. A, The Idea of Personality, p.43

170

words of Attar. Satan proclaims: "to be cursed by Thee, is a thousand times dearer
to me than to turn my head away from Thee to anything else."'
Iblis is not the only example presented by al-Hallaj to explain the concept of
suffering in love. He adds Pharaoh into the list of his teachers and friends." In his
choice of examples, al-Hallaj selects those personalities who are generally
portrayed as disobedient and cursed by God. Al-Halläj transforms them into
"martyrs of love" and strongly identifies himself with them. Pharaoh is one such
character in addition to Satan. In the words of al-Hallaj: "Iblis was threatened with
hell-fire, yet he did not recant. Pharaoh was drowned in the sea, yet he did not
recant, for he would not acknowledge anything between him and God. And I,
though I am killed and crucified, and though my hands and feet are cut off, I do
not recant!" 8 ° In conclusion, Satan, Pharaoh and al-Hallaj became outcasts who
transgressed the formal law to attain a higher goal. Yet the reason for the
transgression was each one's love relationship with God; this bond functioned as a
higher law for the Sufi who had attained perfection.81
This idea of al-Hallaj was further developed by later mystics who followed his
approach to the status of Satan in the scheme of love. From amongst these the
most important were mystics, such as, Ahmad al-Ghazäli 82 `Ayn al-Qudat
Hamaddni, Sarmad in Delhi, Shah `Abd al-Latif in Sind.83
Al-allay s suffering also had a noble and forbearing element in it. If it was God's
will that the lover should suffer, then, it was futile to blame and curse those who
inflicted the pain on him; They were merely the means employed by God, and
therefore instead of cursing them they should be showered with praise. Al-Ijallaj
demonstrated this when he spoke on the scaffold moments before he was
executed. "...And these thy servants who are gathered to slay me, in zeal for thy
religion and in desire to win thy favour, pardon them and have mercy upon them;
for verily if You had revealed to them that which you have revealed to me, they

78 al-tiallaj, TcnvAS in, p.46; Schimmel, A., Mystical Dimensions, p.195
79 See al-tiallaj, Taw ask, p.51
"al-Ijalläj, Tawäsin, p.54-55; The Idea of Personality, p.44
81 The Encyclopaedia of Religion, ed. Mircea Eliade (New York; 1987), by Peter J. Awn, p.109
82 W. C. Chitticic, Faith and Practise of Islam, p.208
83 A. Schimmel, As Through a Veil Mystical Poetry in Islam, (Columbia U. Press, Newyork,
1982), p.33
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would not have done what they have done; and if you had hidden from me that
which you have hidden from them, I should not have suffered this tribulation.
Glory unto Thee in whatsoever Thou doest, and glory unto Thee in whatsoever
Thou willest!"84
However, al-tIallaj in his paradigm of love gives the lover a weapon which allows
him to endure the pains and suffering inflicted upon him. This weapon is none
other than the Sufi's love for God. Al-Hallaj considers God's love as a shield
against all kind of difficulties and calamities. He claims that he does not feel the
pain of the calamities and persecution of his enemies because of his love for God.
The following couplet sums up this element of al-ljalläis paradigm:
"Nothing harmful effected me when the calamities attacked on me
No harm touched me because of my love."

85

Räbi`a's emphasis on loving God for His own sake is also another component of
al-I:MI[151s love. In one of his prayer to God he says: "0 God, because of what I
feel of the sweet breaths of thy love .... I despise the solid mountains and hold the
earths and thy heavens in contempt. By Thy truth, if Thou sell me Paradise in
exchange for a single moment of my ecstasy or for one passing gleam of the least
of my spiritual states, I would not buy it! And if Thou wert to set Hell-fire before
me, with all the diverse kinds of torment that are contained therein, I would deem
it of no account in comparison with my suffering when Thou hidest thyself from
me.! 86 These words are nothing but a paraphrase of R5bi` a's following prayer :
"0 My Lord! If I am worshipping you from fear of fire, burn me in the fires of
hell; and if I am worshipping you from desire for paradise, deny me paradise. But
if I am worshipping you for yourself alone, then do not deny me the sight of your
magnanimous face." 87
This also proves that al-ljallaj did not refuse the heritage of his ancestors as far as
the concept of love is concerned. However, he sealed them with his unique stamp.
Therefore, he is not an imitator but an original person who can add his own
flavour to the ideas of others.
84 al-tIall5j, Akhbär, p.8; The Idea of Personality, p.47; al-Munawl, Kawaib, p.545
85 K. M. al-Shaybi, Sharh D/1.411 al-lfallg, (Beirud & Baghdad, 1974), p.206
86 al-klallaj, Akhbär, p.68; The Idea of Personality, p.50
87 W. al-Salcicalcini, First Among Sufis, p.54
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6.5 His influence
The execution of al-I-Jallaj by the authorities seemed to be counter productive. It
failed to put an end to the views and ideas of al-I:lanai Indeed, his influence
became even stronger after his execution even stronger than it had been during his
life time." His ideas seeped into all walks of life: poets, theoreticians, public
preachers, and other Sufis constantly referred to him. Sometimes they admired
him and at other times they rejected him. Praise or blame did not matter, the
important thing was that al-kiallaj was being discussed and his name became a
symbol of "mystic love ". Furthermore, his influence was not confined to the Arab
world only, he was equally well known in India perhaps because of his travels in
this region. The following folk song from Sind is a testimony to this:
"When you want to know the way of love,
Ask those who are like Mansur"

In Nicholson's words "the power and vitality of this man's ideas are attested by
the influence which they exerted upon his successors. His ashes were scattered,
swept away, as he prophesied, by rushing winds and running waters, but his words
lived after him."9°
Al-I-Jail -di s metaphors and symbols became a common feature of later Sufi poetry
and literature. This is one of the lasting influences of al-Hall5j. As an illustration,
the metaphor of the moth was often used by the later Sufis especially in Persian
poetry. Through these means al-tiall5j's symbols entered the literature of the
West. For example, Goethe used the metaphor of the moth in his West-Ostlicher
Diwan.91
In addition to his metaphors and symbols, the stylistic features of al-Halläis
poems also trickled into later times. His most distinctive feature is the direct and
intimate manner in which he addresses God. His poetry is sprinkled with the
pronouns of "me and you", in a sense this is the voice of love itself, in which the
true intimacy of the lover and the beloved is conceived mutually. The gulf and
distance between the lover and beloved is minimalised. This unique feature of al88 E. G. Browne, A Literary History of Persia, v.1, p.436
89 A. Schinunel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, p.76
" R. A. Nicholson, The idea of Personality, p.26-37
91 A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p.70
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flalläj is reflected and echoed in the love dialogues of the later mystical poets.92
Even though much of his subtle theology is not properly understood by the
general populace, his joy in suffering for love of God has made him a favourite
symbol for those who believe in personal piety and for those who are willing to
suffer for their ideals.93
Taking the major Sufis, studied in this research, it seems that al-flalläj had a most
lasting influence upon Ibn 'Arabi and Ibn Flric1. 94 In particular, the following
ideas recurred in a more refined way in both Ibn `Arabi's and Ibn al-Faricl's
works. First, the idea that love is the motive behind the act of creation. Second,
man is the highest manifestation of God. Third, the positive portrayal of Satan and
Pharaoh as martyrs of love. These ideas will be elaborated under the respective
chapters.
6.6 Conclusion
1-In al-fla1151 s paradigm of love, God is not a remote Potentate 95 . In the
relationship of love, God seems to be an equal partner to man. They mutually
share the same ecstasy of love.
2-The second important element of al-fla1151s paradigm is the idea of suffering.
Love can be seen as synonymous to suffering. Only through suffering, is man
purified from all other false loves and is drawn into the direction of Gods love
alone.
3-Linking with the last point is al-fla1151s dislike of the elitism of the Sufi
Masters of His time who advocated that the lover must conceal his love from all
others. On the contrary, al-flalläj maintained that the Divine secrets of love
should not be kept to the Sufi circles only, they can be revealed to the public. This
self exposure element of al-flallai could equally be interpreted as a result of his
complete annihilation in God and therefore his consequent loss of conscious
control over himself.
4- Al-flallars view can be clearly contrasted with that of Itabi`a. Contrary to her
view, there is little if any mention of the fear of God in al-flail -61s paradigm.
Through al-flailäj, the concept of fear seems to lose its power on the Sufi piety.
92 L. Massignon, The Passion of al-Hallaj, v.3, p.51-2
93 Encyclopaedia of Religion, al-Hallaj, by Schimmel, A., (New York, 1987), v.6, p.176
94 al-Munawi, al-KawNcib v.I, p.548
95 I. R. Netton, Seek Knowledge, p.76
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5- Al-ljalläj was accused by his opponents of importing Christian ideas into
Islam. This accusation was given added support by the similarities that existed
between al-klallaj and Jesus. For example, the similarities of their respective
executions, their emphasis on suffering in love, their preaching of pure love and
al-kialläj's saying that " I will be killed on the religion of Jesus". For these
reasons he was accused of being a secret Christian.96
6- Al-Hall5j had a tolerant outlook to those that did not understand him. In this
respect he had a magnanimous personality. For instance, although he claimed that
he had the truth and love of God he did not blame the general people as ignorant.
He tried to settle the dispute by explaining that those members of the general
public who executed him were right in so doing since the exterior of the law
commanded this. This shows that al-klalläj respected the formal law; he did not
believe that he was above it.
7- Al-Halläj can be seen as the originator of the idea that Satan and Pharaoh were
sincere lovers of God and should, therefore, be seen in a positive way. This idea
was seen as deeply controversial and dangerous by his opponents. Al-Hallär s
exposition of such ideas shows his daring and bold nature.
8- Al-Hallkj's influence was enhanced by his execution, whereby His ideas gained
more popular acceptance seeping in to the cultural dimensions of Islam. For
example, the poetry and prose of later times. Furthermore, his symbols, metaphors
and imagery became embedded in the thought and speech patterns of society.
9- Al-klall5j became a symbol of martyrdom in the path of Divine love. His
meeting with and especially his attitude towards his own death played an
important role in this image. He displayed himself to be a man utterly fearless of
death. It is this notion that if a person does not fear his/her death, then the ultimate
has been conquered; how can the mortal powers control the one who laughs in
face of death. His execution set an unprecedented example of how Sufis should
react regarding their own temporal demise.
10-It can be also argued that al-klallaj through his openness and bravery has paved
the way for later Sufis to express their mystical union openly. By the time of
Riimi we seem to be embarking upon a more liberal age, where intoxicating
expression is met with less controversy.

96 M.J. Sharaf, A 'Um al-Tagrwwuf, p.134
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CHAPTER SEVEN
al-Ghazall's Paradigm of Love
7.1 Introduction
Among the Sufis we have covered so far, the most systematic and clear idea of love
belongs to the famous mystic and theologian Abfi Ijämid al-Ghazäli. In comparison
to foregoing Sufis, al-Ghazall's thought is presented in a more systematic way. He
presents his theory of love in the clearest way, using brilliant illustrations embedded
in a strong psychological analysis. In his magnus opus, Ihyã Vliim al-Din, he
presents his mystical teaching of love in an ordered sequence of thought: original,
profound and mature.

In addition to his methodical originality, there is another feature setting him apart
from other Sufis. His predecessors did not concern themselves very much with
reconciling Sufi ideas with mainstream Islam, but al-Ghaz5li did strive to reconcile'
the two. This underlying theme permeates most of his writings. As a result of this
approach, he succeeded to some extent in influencing the attitudes of both schools
of thought. Before him, the orthodox scholars looked upon the Sufis with suspicion;
they thought Sufis such as al-Hallaj mixed Islamic teachings with innovations,
foreign elements and heresies. Al-Ghazali limited this hostile tension and made
Sufism acceptable to the main body of Islam.
In addition, al-Ghazali, attempted to prove that love for God is necessary from the
point of view of human nature. This position and approach of al-Ghaz5li put him in
an important place as far as this study is concerned. In the light of these general
principles, the following pages will attempt to present and analyse his paradigm of
love.
7.2 His Life:
His full name was Abfl krämid Muhammad Ibn Muhammad Ibn Muhammad
al-Ghazäli. Al-Ghaiali was born at TUs (near Meshed in eastern Iran) in 450/1058
A.D. and was educated there. He continued his education in Jurjan, and completed
it at Nishäpiir. While at Nishäpilr, he was taught by al-Juwayni who is famous as
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"Im gm al-ljaramayn" (the imam of the two sacred cities of Mecca and Medina).
After the latter's death in 1085, al-Ghazali was invited to go to the court of Nizam
al-Mulk, the powerful vizier of the Seljuq sultans. The vizier was so impressed by
al-Ghazali's scholarship that in 1091 he appointed him chief professor in the
NiVämiyah College in Baghdad.2

During his time at the Ni4amiyah college, he passed through a deep spiritual crisis3
which also left him physically incapable of lecturing for a time. As a result, in
November 488/1095, he abandoned his academic career and left Baghdad on the
pretext of going on pilgrimage to Mecca. He disposed of his wealth and adopted the
life of a Sufi. After spending some time in Damascus and Jerusalem, followed by a
pilgrimage to Mecca 4 in November 1096, al-Ghazall settled in Tus. It is here that he
started to train his disciples, He led a kind of monastic communal life with them.

Al-Ghazali defends the abandonment of his career and adoption of a mystical
monastic life in his autobiographical work al-Munqidh min al-Dalg (The Deliverer
from Error). Therefore, we are fortunate enough to have first-hand information
about his experience of Sufism. Most biographers of al-Ghazali do not doubt the
authenticity of this spiritual crisis. According to `Umaruddin the reason for the
truthfulness of this experience is that al-Ghazal' was inherently very inquisitive, and
filled with an intense earnestness for truth.' Hence, such a spiritual crisis could be
expected from al-Ghazali. Contrary to `Umaruddin, Lazarus-Yafeh questions the
originality of al-Munqidh. He thinks that there are remarkable resemblance between
al-Munqidh and the opening pages of Kitab al-Wagya by al-I-jarith al-Mubäsibi
(d.243/857). Hence the Munqidh is not an original work but a compilation of other
works.' On the other hand Watt's approach is a synthesis of the two whereby he
brings them both together. He does not doubt that al-Ghazali had an actual
I al-Ghaz;ili , The Faith and Practice, trans. by W. M. Watt, p.13; Schimmel calls this a marriage
between mysticism and law. See A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p.95; P. K. Hitti, History of
the Arabs, p.436
2 W. M. W att, Muslim Intellectual, p.21-3
3 For a detailed conunentary of al-Ghazali's spiritual crisis, see M. 1.1maruddin, The ethical
Philosophy of al-Ghazzali, (Lahore, Ashraf Printing Press, Reprinted 1982), pp.59-67; Macdonald,
D.B., The Life of al-Ghazzal', JAOS, XX, (1899) (71-132) p.75
4 al-GhazAli, al-Mungidh min al-Dalal, ed. by Thaliba, Jamil and lydd, (Matba`ah Jämi`ah alSuriyah, 1956), p.99-100
5 M. `Umaruddin, The ethical Philosophy, p.60
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experience. However, he believes that al-Ghazali added his intellectual findings to
his experience. Hence, al-Munqidh is not solely a presentation of his experience but
also his intellectual studies.

Almost ten years later, in 1106, he was persuaded to return to teaching at the
Nigmiyah College at Nishäpfir. One reason put forward to explain al-Ghaz511' s

return to active teaching was that a "renewer" 7 of the life of Islam was expected at
the beginning of each century. His friends argued that he was the "renewer" for the
fifth Islamic century. As a result he returned to his post a second time and continued
lecturing in Nishäpftr until 1110. 8 Later, in that same year, he returned to Tus where
he died the following year in 505/1111.9
The above mentioned claim that al-Ghazäli was the renewer of the century seems to
have been accepted by al-Ghazäli himself. It is not the aim of this research to
determine whether al-Ghaz511 is a renewer mujaddid or not. Nevertheless, it can be
mentioned in passing that the evidence among the scholars indicates that he revived
Sufism as well as other Islamic sciences. Al-Ghazäli's own belief regarding himself
as a renewer, might explain the motivation behind his prolific literary output
encompassing a wide range of disciplines such as philosophy, theology, logic,
Sufism, law and so on. However, this research will restrict itself to its main aim,
that is, a study his understanding of love.

7.2:1 His Works:
Al-Ghaz511 was a prolific writer. More than 400 works are ascribed to him, but he
probably did not write so many. Frequently the same work is found with different
titles in different manuscripts. However, many of the numerous manuscripts have
not yet been carefully examined. Furthermore, several works have also been falsely
ascribed to him, and others are of doubtful authenticity. Nevertheless, at least 50
genuine works are extant.19

6 H Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies in al-Ghazzali, (Jerusalem:The Magnes Press, The Hebrew Press,
1975), p. 19; See W. M. Watt, Muslim Intellectual, p.51
According to a hadith God sends a renewer (mujaddid)in every century. See AbCi Dãwüd, Sunan,
al-Malffliim, n.3740 (K. T.)
al-Munqidh, p.99-115
9 al-Ghazall , The Faith and Practice, trans. by Watt, W. M, p.9
I ° For the assessment of al-Ghazali's works in detail, see 'A. Badawl, Tärikh al-Tagninvuf
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From al-Ghazäli's vast collection of writings the greatest work seems to be the
Ihyä"Ulani al-Din. In forty "chapters" he explains the doctrines and practices of
Islam and shows how these can be made the basis of a profound devotional life,
leading to the higher stages of Sufism. Among these mystical stations, one whole
chapter is devoted to the concept of love. Because of this, the Ihya' will be the main
reference for this study. Although he considers this concept in his other works, they
are but a summary of what he has written in Ihya'.

The fact that al-Ghazäli was a professor by profession distinguishes his style and
approach to the Sufi concept of love. Before him, the Sufis like Räbi`a and al-I-Jall-dj
took for granted that God should be loved, without really giving the reasons.
However, al-Ghaldli's approach is different from the rest of the Sufis. He does not
force the believers to accept blindly that God is the only real object of love; on the
contrary, he intellectually tries to prove and persuade his readers that we need to
love God. As a result, his chapter on Divine Love is presented in a logical and
intellectual way. This point will be further explained in the following stages of this
chapter.
Although the Ihyg' is the magnum opus regarding the concept of love, Mishkät alAnwar (The Niche for Lights) is also a significapt work dealing with the subject of
Divine love. This work sheds further light on the relation of mystical love to
knowledge (ma`rifa).

7.2:2 His teachers and background:

Al-Ghazali does not give much information about his Sufi masters. He refers to
many Sufis who lived before him but he does not admit to a master-disciple
relationship. However he gives some clues in the Mungidh as to the sources of his
Sufism. He states that he became acquainted with Sufi beliefs by reading their
books. Among these books, he expressly mentions, Qat al-Qulab (The Food of the
Hearts) by Abfi fa-lib al-Makki, the works of al-Härith al-Muhäsibi (d.857), alJunayd, al-Shibli (d.945), Abii Yazid al-Bistà-tni and other discourses of the leading
Sufis of his time. 11 In his works, there are references to be found to all the great
mystics of his time. Indeed, Fazlur Rahman argues that al-Ghazali' s writings are the
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culmination of the movement to bring Sufism into the orthodox fold, a movement
triggered by Sufi authors like al-Sarraj (d.987), al-Kalabädhi, and al-Qushayri. 12

After comprehending the intellectual side of their fundamental teachings, al-Ghazali
understood that what was most distinctive of Sufism is something that cannot be
apprehended by study: but only by immediate experience (dhcrwq), by ecstasy and
by a moral change. His own writings on his spiritual training indicate that his guide
and masters were the Sufi books that he had studied before. In addition, his strong
will allowed him to further his understanding and gain insight into the ecstatic
experiences of Sufism. Therefore, after a period of indecisiveness, he left Baghdad
for Damascus, to practise what he learned from Sufi books:

"In due course I entered Damascus. And there I remained for nearly two years with
no other occupation than the cultivation of retirement and solitude, together with
religious and ascetic exercises, as I busied myself purifying my soul, improving my
character and cleansing my heart for the constant recollection of God most High. As
I had learnt from my study of Sufism. I used to go into retreat for a period in the
mosque of Damascus, going up the minaret of the mosque for the whole day and
shutting myself in so as to be alone."13

Al-Ghazäll's lasting influence can be still seen today in the same mosque that he
frequented. The "al-Ghazäll corner" can be seen crowded by Sufi minded people.
However, some scholars disagree with the notion that al-Ghaldli did not have Sufi
masters. For example, M. Saeed claims that al-Ghazäli did have masters. He also
rejects the view that al-Ghazall's final resort to Sufism was merely the result of his
disillusionment with philosophy and dissatisfaction of scholastic theology. He
claims that this is only part of the truth. In support of this M Saeed presents the
following evidence to show that al-Ghazäli was not totally foreign to Sufism.
Firstly, after his father's death, al-Ghaz5li's guardian was a Sufi devotee. Further,
al-Ghazäli in his youth studied and even practised Sufism, first, under Yusuf al11 al-Ghazal', al-Munqidh„ p.96
12 Fazlur Ra/unan, Mom, (The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1979) p.140
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Nassäj in Tris and then under al-Fannadhi at Nishäpür. Secondly, his brother
Ahmad al-Ghazäli (d.1126) made a name as a great Sufi; likewise his teacher alJuwayni. All of this indicates al-Ghazali inclined towards the Sufi way of thinking.
As a result of this, Saeed accepts al-Ghazäli's adoption of Sufism as the
continuation of these early influences and not simply the consequence of his failure
to find the philosophical solution to the problems of theology. 14

Al-Ghazäli was acquainted with Sufis and Sufism in his youth, however, this does
not necessarily mean that he would accept Sufi thought. Furthermore, it was quite
normal to have an acquaintance with Sufism in that period. However, it is submitted
that his real encounter and return to Sufism was due to the scepticism that he later
experienced in life. As Macdonald rightly states, until the time of his conversion, alGhazall's approach to theological and legal studies were business-minded, that is, to
get material wealth, fame and respect.15
Al-Ghazäli' s background was that he lived during the period of the Abbasid
caliphate, which at the time was in decline having lost much of its central power to
local dynasties. These dynasties often invaded and, at times, controlled the capital
of the Abbasid Empire located in Baghdad. For example, a few years before the
birth of al-Ghaz5li, Baghdad was under the control of the Buwayhid dynasty, a
Shiite sect who believed in the infallibility of the Imam. In 1055, the Seljuqs
overthrew the Buwayhids and effectively governed Baghdad during the formative
years of al-Ghaz5li. The rule of the Seljuqs was a prosperous one and reached its
peak under the reign of Alp-Arslan (1063-1072) and Mälik-Shah (1072-92).

16

During this period, NOm al-Mulk (1063-1092), the Grand Vizier played a crucial
role in stabilising the educational atmosphere under the background of the great
controversies and sectarianism of the time. In particular, the advent of Greek
philosophy and the contact with different cultures had given rise to sects such as the
Batinis. He did this by formalising Islamic education through the establishment of
formal schools known as madrasas, which followed a strictly prescribed
13 al-GhazAll, al-Munqidh, p.100; The Faith and Practice, trans. by W. M. Watt, p.62
14 M. M. Sharif, A History of Muslim Philosophy, v.1, p.617
15 D. B. Macdonald, The Life of al-Ghazzal', JAOS, XX, (1899) (71-132) p.75
16 W. M. Watt, Muslim Intellectual, p.12-14
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curriculum. The first madrasa was opened around 960 A.D. followed by many
others. This movement saw its climax during the viziership of Ni?am al-Mulk, who
founded at least nine Nizamiyya colleges, scattered from Mosul to Herat. In
addition, he provided scholarships for students.17

The purpose behind the establishment of these colleges was, primarily, to challenge
the growth of the Ismailies. According to the them, revelation (that is the Qur'an)
can only be understood through the mediation of an infallible Imam. In other words,
the power and authority of the Qur'an and Sunnah was made subservient to the
interpretation of the Imam. In contrast, Sunni Islam insisted that the Qur'an and
Sunnah were supreme: the Caliph's duty was merely to oversee their
implementation in real life.
It appears from the writings of the time, that the Ismailites were propagating their
ideas with some success. As a response, al-Ghazali, now a professor in one of the
most respected Nizamiyya colleges, took up the challenge to defend Sunni Islam
against these heresies. 18 In doing so, al-Ghazäli, relied predominantly on the Qur'an
supplemented by intellectual analysis. He did not speak with isharat and ambiguous
words since they might be construed to support Batini ideas. This background
should be kept in mind in order to understand, al-Ghazali' s intellectual approach to
the concept of Divine love that will be the subject of following pages.

7.3 al-Ghaall's Understanding of Love
In his Ihyä"Ularn al-Din, al-Ghazali devotes a large chapter to the study of the

concept of Divine love. It is entitled Kitab al-Mahabbah wa al-Shawq wa al-Uns
wa al-Rida which can be translated as "The book of Love, Yearning, Intimacy and
Satisfaction." 19 In this chapter, al-Ghazali handles the subject by analysing the roots
of human psychology. In particular, he studies the relationship between the human
psyche and love. It can be argued that this is one of the most original contributions
that he has made. As a consequence, his analysis of love is dominated by an
17 Mid, p.22
18 See al-GhazAli , The Faith and Practice, trans. by W. M. Watt, p.26-29

183

intellectual approach. He, step by step, explains the concept of love based on
rational methods and techniques of enquiry, inter alia, why rational human beings
love one another? What are the motives behind love? However, the downside of this
approach, in some ways, is that it lacks the emotional elements that are generally
associated with the concept of love. For example, we do not see the ecstatic
utterances in his study of love, as we have seen in al-Halläj or Ibn al-Farid.
In the previous chapters, we presented God's love for man first and man's love for
God second. However, al-Ghazäli presents his theory in the opposite way. To
reflect his theory more clearly, as an exception, we will follow his style and study
man's love for God in the first place.

7.3:1 Man's Love for God:
In order to understand the importance that al-Ghalali places on the concept of love
as a Sufi mode of relationship with God, it is necessary to begin with his theory of
mystical states and stations. Al-Ghazäli gives a long list of mystical states and
stations. All mystical virtues, according to al-Ghazäli, need to be acquired by the
disciple on the Sufi path. However, these mystical stations and virtues do not
possess an equal amount of importance. Some virtues or stations act only as a
means for higher virtues and stations. Hence, he divides them into two main groups:
a) those which are 'means stations' and b) those which are 'end stations.'2°
The first group are only means for the second group of states. Therefore the first
group of states have a limited value as being channels in order to reach the end
stations. Means stations prepare the disciple for the perfection that the end stations
require. For example, the stations like repentance, patience, and asceticism are the
means stations to purify the heart and prepare it for the knowledge and love of God.
Their only function is to help the novice acquire those stations regarded as ends.
The 'end stations', however, are sought for their own sake and not for any other
objectives. Consequently, they are an end and not a means for other purposes. By
the virtue of being end stations, they are eternal and everlasting. In contrast, the
means stations are ephemeral. Whereas the means stations possess a temporary use
19 al-Ghazali, Ihyä' v.4, p.311-381
29 Ibid., v.4, p.311
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and benefit to man in this world, the end stations are eternally valuable and will not
leave the soul even at death. They will remain in the soul eternally. Among these
end stations the most significant one, according to al-Ghazall, is the station of love.
In addition to love, amongst the other end stations are gratitude (shukr), unity
(tawhk1), trust (tcrwakkul), love (matiabbah), yearning (shawq), intimacy (uns) and
satisfaction OM. 21

This division also determines the methodology of al-Ghazali in the Sufi path. In
close resemblance to his division of the states and stations into two groups, he
divides the Sufi training into two stages. The first stage is to remove the evil
qualities of the soul that constitute obstacles on the path to God by selfmortification and self-training. After purification of the inner self, the second stage
begins. This is the stage of acquiring praiseworthy qualities, namely, repentance,
patience, gratitude, hope, fear, poverty, asceticism, trust, love, yearning, intimacy,
satisfaction, intention, sincerity, truthfulness, vigilance, self-examination, and
meditation. Without acquiring these virtues in perfection, no one can attain nearness
to God. Many of these virtues are also called the stations of those who traverse the
way to God (maqämat al-sälikin). 22 It can be argued that in the first stage, the Sufi
concentrates on the means stations in order to cleanse the heart and the soul. Only
after this preparation, the mystic becomes ready to acquire the end stations.
In order to demonstrate the gradual development of the mystic from one station to
another, al-Ghazäli presents the stages of the Sufi path in a gradually ascending
order. He puts repentance at the bottom of this ladder, as many Sufis do, and love at
the top. In summary, two things can be deduced from al-Ghazäli' s approach to the
mystical stations: Firstly, love is not a 'means station' used temporarily but is an
'end station.' Secondly, love as a station is the highest one among its sister stations.
There is no higher stage than the acquisition of the love of God.
As a consequence of this general outlook, he ranks other mystical stations in their
standing to love of God. In his view; repentance, patience, gratitude, hope, fear,
poverty, asceticism, Divine unity, and trust, in this order, all lead to love; whereas
21 Ibid, v.4, p.311
22 see al-GhazIall,

al-'Abidin, (Damascus, 1994)
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yearning, intimacy, and satisfaction are the fruits or by-products of love.Therefore his
central focus is on love when he evaluates the rest of the mystical stations. In addition to
this general role of love among all these stations, love also plays a special role in the
evolution of each single stage. For example, he presents the evolution of the station of
asceticism in three stages in relation to the concept of love: The lowest grade is the
abandonment of the world in order to escape from punishment, this is the asceticism of
those in whom fear predominates (kh,ff' ifürz). The second stage is a little higher and more
virtuous than the first one and it is the abandonment of the world in order to enter
Paradise. Therefore in the second stage, the motive of asceticism is hope and not fear.
However, there is another stage of asceticism that is the highest grade of all. This
consists of forsaking the world for the love of God and not for any other reason, such as
fear or hope. In summary, only the lovers of God posses the highest grades of asceticism
and the highest grades of other mystical stations.23

This classification reminds us of Räbi`a's understanding of love. However, al-Ghazäli is
more realistic than 125bi`a. Unlike her, he does not reject the motives of hell and paradise
(fear and hope) completely in worshipping God: rather he stresses that the motive of
pure love is the highest of all the motives in the Sufi path to God. Thus, he
accommodates all sorts of lovers without excluding any of them -whatever their
motivation might be.

It can be suggested that according to al-Ghaz511, the Sufi path can be divided into two
stages. Those placed before the station of love and those after it. The stations before
love, such as repentance, patience, asceticism, only prepare for it. Any station beyond
love of God, such as yearning and intimacy are only manifestations of love and its byproducts. 24 It is clear that love is the central criterion in the evaluation of al-Ghalall's
mysticism.
After this general introduction into the mystical system of al-Ghaz5li, we can
confidently speak of the significance and place of love of God. In accordance with his
general methodology of Sufism, he first starts to remove the doubts concerning the
possibility of love between man and God. Hence, he starts the discussion from
23 A. Muhammad, The Ethics of al-Ghazäli, (Petaling Java; Central printing, 1975); al-Ghazdli, Ittyg'
v.4, p.365
24 Ibid., v.4, p.311
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the theological side and quotes the argument of the theologians who believe that
man cannot love God. al-Ghaz511 describes these theologians as Zalfirites, 25 and
their argument is that 'love is only possible among the members of the same genus,
between individuals having the same degree and level of existence'. 26 As a direct
consequence of this belief, the 7,Thirites understand the word love (Pubb) as
meaning obedience. According to them, love is nothing but obedience to God. 27 To
al-Ghazali this understanding is completely wrong and those who hold such views
do not grasp the reality of religion. Al-Ghaz5li after presenting their arguments sets
out to refute them and attempts to show that love is perfectly possible between man
and God.
In order to refute his rivals, al-Ghaz5li employs two main methods: one is rational
persuasion and the other is reliance upon the revelation. Concerning the first one,
al-Ghazäll uses this method very effectively because of his grasp of the Greek and
Islamic philosophy of his time. 28 In addition to this, he also uses human love and
human psychology as a basis in order to explain Divine love. Consequently, he
often exemplifies the characteristics of human love in order to explain the concepts
of Divine love.
In order to clarify the concept of love and worsliip, he first analyses the concept of
worship. According to him a person obeys someone only after loving him.
Obedience is dependent upon love and, therefore, love precedes obedience. In other
words, worship is not the love itself but only one of the fruits of the love for God.
In addition to this rational explanation, he adds evidence from the two sources of
Islam; the Queän and the sayings of the Prophet. This is the second part of his
methodology. The existence of the love of God is mentioned in God's own words
24 Ibid, v.4, p.311
26 In Kimiyr he specifies this group as the sect of Zoliirites; the sect that believes in the letter of
the law only. see al-Ghazall, The Alchemy, p. 66-7
26 Van Den Bergh claims that this notion, that there can be no love between God and man because
of the too great distance between them, had been already affirmed by Aristotle in his Nicomachean
Ethics. He thinks that the Nicomachean Ethics had been translated into Arabic and this saying of
Aristotle may have become a common notion among the theologians. See Van den Bergh, S., 'The
Love of God in al-Gliazäli's Vivification of Theology', Journal of Semitic Studies, v.I, (1956)
13.306
al-Ghazall, The Alchemy, p. 105
28 al-Ghazall's works on philosophy, such as Talgfut al-Faläsifa indicate that he has studied the
philosophy of his time. The refutations which are written against his Tafut al-Falisifa also show
his influence on the development of Islamic philosophy.
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which supports the possibility of Divine love (maPabba), The following verses
form the basis of his evidence from the Qur'an: "He (God) loves them and they love
Him"" "Those who are believers love God much".3°

According to him these verses clearly prove, not only the possibility, but the
necessity of a mutual love between God and man. 31 Al-Ghaz.ali buttresses these
Qur'anic evidences with that derived from the Ijadith. He gives a number of
examples from the sayings of the Prophet that make love of God a condition of the
Muslim faith such as: "No-one can be a believer until God and his apostle become
dearer to him than his family, riches and all mankind." 32 . In another badith, the
Prophet reminds the believers to love God because of His benevolence, and to love
the Prophet because of God's love for him." 33 Based on these sources of evidence
and others similar to them, he refutes the idea that love for God is not possible from
a theological point of view.
Having proved the possibility of Divine love from Qur'an and Ijadith, he sets out to
investigate the psychological and rational reasons behind the concept of love. Thus,
it can be argued that al-Ghazäli is not a mere relator of the Qur'an and the traditions
of the Prophet. He is actively engaged in plucking out deeper meanings from the
textual sources by employing rational methods, coupled with a psychologically
orientated approach.. In order to see how al-Ghazali harmonises the revelation with
logic, one need only compare al-Ghazali's account of love of God with that of alMakki and al-Qushayri, 34 both of whom were studied by al-Ghazali. Contrary to
them, al-Ghazali's originality lies in his deep analysis of human love and its
application to Divine love. Whereas the Sufi authors before him did not enter a deep
analysis of love; they rather chose to quote the words of others.
7.3:1:a Nature of Love
Al-Ghazäli, before entering the subject of Divine love, first of all furnishes us with
the background information about the nature of human love. According to him, love
29 Qur'an; 5:54 (Pickthal)
30 Ibid, 2:165
31 al-Ghazali,1-04', v.4, p.312
32
j al-,Salpli, Imän, n.14
33 al-Gliazali, /./.1yr, v.4, p.312
34 See a1-Qushayri, Risgah al-Qushayriyya, trans. by B.R. Von Schlegell, p.325-342
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is an instinctive emotion which exists in every human being. In his words, 'love is a
natural inclination of the subject towards objects that give pleasure.' Following this
definition, the opposite of love, i.e. hate, is 'a natural repulsion to objects that give
pain.' Thus, al-Ghazäli places pleasure and pain as the basis of the love that is an
instinctive human emotion. In addition to these two essentials, there is another
component of the emotion of love, namely, knowledge. Both, love and hate imply
knowledge of objects that give pleasure or pain. Unless objects become known to a
human being there can be no occasion for either inclination to or repulsion from
them. 35 Therefore, al-Ghazäll's understanding of love is closely connected with the
knowledge ('i/m) of the nature of the beloved.
Knowledge, in this perspective, means to know the attributes of the beloved. In
order to decide whether the object of love deserves to be loved or not, one first
needs to know the nature of the beloved. Hence, knowledge precedes love and
determines its intensity. God possesses all the necessary requirements to be the
object of man's love. Therefore, as far as Divine love is concerned, knowledge of
God is almost synonymous with love of God, in other words, without first knowing
God no one can love Him.
Due to the significant importance that knowledge occupies in his theory of love, alGhazäli further elaborates on his understanding of epistemology. According to him,
knowledge is gained through two channels. The first revolves around the faculties
of sense perception, viz, sight, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching. These, he
points out, are not in the sole possession of man, they are common to all living
beings; humans as well as animals. As far as his second channel is concerned, this is
exclusive to mankind. He calls this sense "the sixth sense". He names this faculty
alternatively as intellect ('aq1), light (Ink), and heart (qa1b). This sense is centred in
the heart.36
Al-Ghazäli pays special attention to prove that this internal perception is superior to
the perception of the five senses. He thinks that this internal perception is more
35 al-Gliazäli, Myä', v.4, p.313
36 al-Ghazäll, makes clear in his al-Munqidh that man consists of body and heart and by heart he
means the reality of the spirit (ri11.1) not the physical heart which is owned by the dead as well the
animals. See al-Munqidh min al-DaIN, p.110; a1-Ghaz.51i, The Alchemy, p. 83
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powerful and reliable than the external eye that can be seen as the most potent
means of acquiring knowledge. People, who accept that the five senses are their
sole means of perception, are on the same level as the animals. 37 Since these people
are habituated to the temptations of the flesh their hearts are thereby burdened with
hindrances which will not let them feel pleasure in the knowledge of God.38
After having presented the arguments to prove the superiority of the heart as far as
epistemology is concerned, al-Ghazali goes on to utilise this position of the heart in
his remaining discourses. He attempts to appeal to our sixth sense (heart) whilst at
the same time providing an intellectual underpinning for his arguments. For
example, he examines the causes of human love towards others and suggests that
there are five causes. From these he proves the necessity of Divine love since all
these causes are fulfilled by love of God in the most perfect way.

7.3:1:b The causes of love according to al-Ghazali:

Al-Ghaz5li's uniqueness stems from his practical and realistic approach to mystical
issues. Even a subject which is difficult to define, such as love, in the hands of alGhaz511 becomes structured, organised and coherent. Al-Ghaz.51i, at times, tends to
take on the role of a psychologist and in this connection, he makes reference to
human life and experience. The psychological background of love is broached and
developed by al-Ghazäli; in particular the conditions in which love can prosper. The
information and insight gained from this endeavour are later utilised to clarify
Divine love and to prove that loving God is as necessary as loving one's own self.
al-Ghazali's pondering and reflections at this stage culminate in his five causes that
engender love in the lover. These will be dealt with in the order that they are
presented by him.
According to al-Ghazdli the first cause of love is love of the self and the conditions
which enable one to survive. This is inherent in the nature of every living being. All
living beings desire to exist and to be alive. In other words, this can be termed as
the love of permanent survival." In connection with the love of survival, human
beings desire to survive in a way that will maximise their enjoyment. A fortiori they
37 al-Ghazäli, Iljyg', v.4, p.314
38 M. Umaruddin, The Ethical Philosophy, p.122
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long for things that will lead to this enjoyment and will despise the things that will
diminish this enjoyment. As for the latter, the ultimate thing that is disliked by man
is death. However, under extraordinary circumstances, such as suicide, man prefers
death to life. The reason for this is not because death is intrinsically good but
because it enables one to escape pain; and escape is deemed to be more "enjoyable"
than painful existence. In summary, life forms the basis of all kinds of pleasure for
man; and it is an 'end' per se. Moreover, all things that lead to this 'end' are also
loved and desired: things that help self-preservation such as wealth, health,
offspring, friends, and relatives. These are only loved because they are bound up
with the continuance of a man's own existence and perfection. Hence, if one has to
prefer between his life and the other, one would choose his own life in normal
circumstances.°

The second cause of love is beneficence. It is in the nature of man to love one's
benefactor or something giving benefit to him. We love our benefactor because of
the benefits that we receive from him. Eventually, this too, comes back to selfinterest, for the benefactor is not regarded as an end but as a means to continuation
and perfection of life. A person does not love his benefactor for his own sake as he
loves his own self Therefore, if the benefits which are received from the benefactor
cease, so the love for him or her stops. Ir) a sense this type of love can be
characterised as conditional love. In order to clarify this, he provides the following
example: a patient loves the physician, not for his own sake but because he is a
means to health. Similarly man loves money because of what it will buy not
because it is a piece of paper. 41 The love for these objects of means is directly
proportionate to the urgency of a person's need for the benefactor's benefits.

Loving God for the benefit he bestows upon us, is always met with caution, because
to love God for His favours is to make Him a means like the others for the good of
1

man. In al-Ghazäli's opinion, God must be the end of man's love not a means of his
satisfaction. In order to further this notion, he also refers to some Biblical sources to
show that loving God for secondary reasons is unacceptable. He writes:

I

39 M. Smith, al-Ghazgl, the Mystic (Lahore; Hijra International Publishers, 1983) p.175
40 al-Ghazali, //.7y,f, v.4, p.314
41 Ibid, v.4, p.314
41 al-Ghazali, Illyä", v.4, p.315
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"God revealed to the Prophet David that: 'The dearest of my servants are those
servants who worship Me without receiving any favour from Me. Who is a greater
sinner than one who worships Me in greed of Paradise and in fear of Hell. If I had
not created paradise and hell, should I not be entitled to your worship?'"42
In addition to David, he relates a story regarding Jesus. "Once Jesus was passing by
a group of people worshipping God in devotion. They said, 'we worship God for
fear of Hell and for the hope of paradise.' Jesus answered; 'You are afraid of a
created thing and hopeful of a created thing.' He showed his dissatisfaction with
their understanding of worship. Later, he met another group of people saying; 'We
worship God because of our love for Him and His glory.' He showed satisfaction
with their approach to God and said; 'You are, then, the real friends of God. I have
been ordered to live in your company.' 43 Al-Ghazäll's quotation of this incident
also indicates that he was aware that the essence of Christianity revolved around
disinterested love. This episode also indicates al-Ghazäli' s broad approach to
support his ideas, even from non-Islamic sources such as Christianity.
The Third cause of love is to love well-doers and benefactors (al-muhsin) without
taking self-interest into consideration. The preyious cause was a selfish cause since
the lover loved his beloved for the benefit he derived. However, a human being can
love unselfishly as well. Human nature loves well doers because of their good
actions even if one does not benefit personally from the favours of these well doers.
As always, al-Ghaz5li presents an example to explain: "When you hear the good
and just conduct of a certain king in a far away country, you love him, even though
his goodness or wickedness cannot reach you because of his distance or because the
king died long before."44 In this way, al-Ghaz511 shows that human nature loves the
well doers disinterestedly.
Although disinterested love in the Sufi circles is usually associated with Räbi`a's
name, the argument was not presented in an intellectual and systematic way before
al-Ghazäli. He proved the shortcomings of loving God for worldly benefits and for
42 Ibid, v.4, p.323
43 Ibid., v.4, p.323
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His benevolence. He argued that because benevolence increases and decreases it is not a
reliable motive as far as love of God is concerned.

The fourth cause of love is beauty (jarnäl) and goodness (husn). Human nature loves
beauty and goodness instinctively. Al-Ghazall's opinion is reflected in the words of the
contemporary scholar Schuon who states: "The soul loves beauty, and it is thereby
constrained to virtue, which is the beauty and happiness of the soul; beauty and the love
of beauty, give the soul the happiness to which it aspires by its nature?" 45 In a sense
'Loving beauty' is the characteristic of mankind which differentiates him from the rest of
creation.

Having asserted that human nature loves beauty intrinsically, al-Ghazali sets out to
investigate the nature of beauty. According to him beauty is of two kinds: external and
internal beauty. External beauty is the physical beauty appreciated by the external eye,
such as the beauty of birds, trees, women and so on. al-Ghazali explains the concept of
external beauty by giving the example of the enjoyment a person gets when s/he watches
green scenery and running water; he argues that they are loved for themselves, not for
the sake of drinking the water or eating the green things. It is true that man loves
drinking water but the appreciation of the running water is a different sort of aesthetical
pleasure.

In summary, where Beauty is perceived, it is natural to love it. Consequently, if God is
beauty, He must be loved by the one to whom His Beauty is revealed. Schuon names
this beauty as sensible beauties," which is more to the point since they are the beauties
perceived by the senses. However, God's beauty is not sensory in this world but will be
seen in the next world. 47 Nevertheless, the lover of God indirectly learns from the
Qur'an and the Sunnah that God is most beautiful and the most perfect.

45 F. Schuon, Esoterism as Principle and as Way, trans. by Stoddart, W., (Middlesex, Perennial books
limited, 1981), p.94
46 Schuon gives the same name to the second kind of beauty with that of al-Ghaz511, that is internal
beauty, Ibid., p.94
47 See more on the vision of God in al-Ghazdli's theology, M. Umaruddin, The Ethical Philosophy,
p.190-191
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Al-Ghazall recognises the limits of external beauty in contrast to 'internal beauty'.
It is the beauty of inward qualities that do not have a physical form in the physical
world and cannot be comprehended by means of the five senses. However, it is
perceived by another sense. al-Ghaz511 calls this sense variously as the reason, the
light, or the heart. Internal beauty is difficult to understand. Most people only
perceive and appreciate external beauty; since this is apparent to the eye and does
not need any extra endeavour. Furthermore, since it is easy to detect external beauty
even children perceive it. However, only those who have equipped their souls with
spiritual qualities perceive internal beauty; in other words, those who have been
through mystical training. In his Mishkät, al-Ghazali also compares the degrees of
certainty that we receive from the internal and external eye. He concludes that the
perception of the heart is more reliable than the perception of the external eye and
he explains the details of the defects of the external eye.°
At this juncture, it can be noted that the third and fourth causes of love are quite
similar, in the sense that they do not benefit the lover physically and directly.
Hence, they do not carry selfish motives that will motivate the lover. For this
reason, Umaruddin, an important author on al-Ghazali, regards the third and the
fourth cause as identical.° Although it may be reasonable to join these two causes
under one heading, their reclassification is against the author's original
classification. 50 Thus, these two causes are analysed separately.
The fifth and final cause of love is similarity and affinity existing between the

lover and the beloved. Love normally flourishes amongst persons of similar nature
and habits. Al-Ghaz5li's final cause has psychological value as well. Furthermore, it
indicates that al-Ghazäli was a keen observer of his surroundings. To exemplify this
cause of love he draws our attention to the phenomenon of how friendship forms
and develops amongst people. He states: "The young make friends with the young
and the elderly befriend others like themselves." This rule of friendship formation is
not confined to humans alone: al-Ghaz5li even extends it to the animal kingdom.

48 See al-Ghazali,_Mishkat al-Anwär, trans. by Muhammad Ashraf, The Niche for Lights, (Lahore,
Ashraf Press, 1952) p. 83
49 M. Umaruddin, The Ethical Philosophy, p.122,
3° See al-Ghaz.dli, Ilyä", v.4, p.318
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"The animals, too, make this distinction; so that the same species are drawn to each
other, whereas different species attack one another."51

Al-Ghazäli's study of the psychological reasons behind love sets his paradigm of
Divine love on a rational footing. Therefore, its overall character is more
intellectual rather than emotional in comparison, for example, with al-Hall5j or Ibn
al-Faricl. As a result, he seems to perceive love as being something attainable
(kasbP by personal striving and effort. This opinion is divergent from the popular

view among Sufis that Divine love is a gift of God and is not attainable on the basis
of human effort alone.

7.3:1:c The Only Object of Love

After explaining the causes of love, al-Ghaz511 concludes that a man should turn all
his love to the direction of God. For, in reality all love should be due to God; for the
simple reason that, in essence, God possesses all the causes of "love" in their
entirety and in perfection. These causes are fulfilled by God in a real sense whereas
human beings possess these characteristics only in a metaphorical sense. In other
words, they do not intrinsically possess the aforementioned causes of love but they
merely reflect Divine perfection. Al-Ghaz511 enumerates these causes of love and
attempts to demonstrate that all of these are fulfilled by God. Thus, in his paradigm
of love only God deserves to be loved in this extreme way. 52 His explanations,
illustrations and arguments are now presented.

Taking the first cause of love, namely, the love of existence and survival, al-Ghazali
believes that the love of God is a logical corollary for mankind. If one loves his
existence, then, he must, of necessity, love God the creator of it. Man is absolutely
dependent on God not only for the initial act of creation, but also for the continuous
maintenance of his life. Like everything in the universe, man only survives by the
virtue of Divine grace. Therefore, it is nothing but ignorance to love life alone and
to forget God who creates life and sustains it, viz, to forget that existence, perfection
and the sustenance of mankind are gifts of God. It is only God who gives life and if
He did not sustain this act of creation man would have never survived beyond his
51 Ibid., v.4, 324
52 /bid, v.4, p.319
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own coming into existence. In summary, creation exists only through His grace and
mercy. 53 Hence, they are obliged to love God for this great favour.

Moving on to the second cause of love, that for the benefactor due to his gifts and
bounties, al-Ghazali maintains that it is God alone who bestows all benefits and
bounties on man. There is no other partner to God who can provide man with
sustenance and rewards. This fact is testified in the Qur'an, for God says: "If you
count the favours of God, you will never be able to number them." 54 Again, if one
loves one's benefactor, one must love God who is the real benefactor and the sole
cause of every benefit received by mankind. The benefits that men provide to each
other are in essence from God; man cannot be a real benefactor, he is only the
means of God's beneficence.55
It follows from these statements that every single person should be a lover of God.
The reality, however, is different. Al-Ghazali, explains this phenomenon by
resorting to man's lack of knowledge. Anyone who loves anything other than God,
loves the thing because of ignorance. The good deeds that people perform for one
another are really deeds done by God through the servants' actions. Al-Ghazali, as
always, provides illustrations to support his ideas and to make them acceptable to
his readers. For example, he states: "Suppose a man donates all his wealth to you.
From this you may think that he has brought benefit to you. This is a wrong notion.
Who created the benefactor and his wealth? Who made you dear to him and turned
his face towards you? Who threw the thought in his mind that in this donation,
which benefited you, lies his worldly and after-worldly good? So the real benefactor
is only God himself."56
Moreover, benevolence in the real sense can only be attributed to God. Human
benevolence is motivated by all kinds of expectations, be it material or spiritual but
only God's benevolence is perfectly disinterested and consequently can be classed
as true benevolence.

53 Ibid, v.4, p.318
54 Queän, 14;34 (Y.A.)
55 al-Ghazäli,117y,r, v.4, p. 319
56 lbid, v.4, p. 320
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As for the third cause of love, namely, the love and admiration of a benefactor
even though his beneficence does not reach you, al-Ghazali asserts that God again
deserves to be loved under this heading. The lover admires the qualities of the
benefactor. For example, if one hears of a king who has been generous to his
subjects he will love the king for his quality of kindness even though the king's
generosity has not affected him. al-Ghazali claims that a fortiori, God must be
loved as He created the benefactor in the first place. The benefactor is only
reflecting a small portion of the perfect qualities of God.

This line of thought leads to the fourth cause, namely, love of all that possess
beauty. One loves the elegance and the perfection of another even though there is
no physical benefit to the lover. In a similar manner to the third cause al-Ghalali,
believes that in reality God is the source of all beauty. The beauty of others was
bestowed by God. In fact, their beauty is only a mere reflection of the Divine
attributes of God. Al-Ghazall goes to great lengths to stress the absolute perfection
of God. The logical outcome of all this is that 'He is pure from defects and evils and
therefore He alone deserves to be loved in the real sense.'57
The fifth and final cause of love is the love based on affinity and similarity between

the lover and beloved. This, also, in al-Ghazali's view, necessitates the need to love
God. Man loves God because of the affinity between the human soul and God. This
position creates a slight dilemma from the perspective of mainstream Islam. This is
due to the great importance attached to the concept of tanzili that demands complete
'separateness' between man and God. In order to arrive at a synthesis of these two
apparently conflicting ideas, al-Ghazali relies on a source that must be accepted by
all Muslims, namely, the Qur'an. Al-Ghazali refers to the passages in the Qur'an
where God has alluded to the affinity between man and God: "When I fashioned
him (man) and breathed (nafIch) into him of my spirit." 58 This relation or affinity is
further amplified in the following verse: "I have made you My vicegerent on
earth" 59 For al-Ghazali the reason why man is able to be the successor of God is due

57 Ibid., v.4, p.321-23
58 Qur'an, 15;29 (Y.A.)
59 Ibid., 38:26 (Y.A.)
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to the affinity between him and God. He also relies upon badith literature to provide
further support for this position: "God created Adam according to His image."6°

A few important points, regarding al-Ghazäli's position, should be made at this
point. Firstly, it must not be assumed that al-Ghazäli believed that man was created
in the physical image of God. Rather, in his view man, was created in the spiritual
image of God, in the sense that man reflects God's attributes and perfection in the
best way. It was for this reason that God commanded the angels to bow down to
Adam. This interpretation distinguishes al-Ghazäli from the alternative view that is
most prominently associated with Christianity. In this view, man was created in the
physical image of God. The Christians also further deviated in this matter and held
Jesus to be the Son of God. It is only a small number of people who understand the
secret of this affinity in its true sense. They are those whose only method is to
follow the Commands of God."61
Secondly, al-Ghazali's conception of man being created in God's image must be
distinguished not only from the Christian perspective but also from the perspective
of other Sufis, such as al-I-Jallâj. There is a danger, that statements, such as these
made by al-Ghazali, could be misinterpreted. For example, in the case of al-I:lanai,
his statements resulted in dangerous consequences as explained before. Therefore
al-Ghazäli clarifies what he meant by the word 'image'. He explains that the image

(prah) is not the exterior appearance that is perceived by the five senses, but is the
internal affinity. Al-Ghazäll warns against misunderstandings about the nature of
this affinity because, in his opinion, this notion has misled countless number of
people and Sufis before. Some inclined to anthropomorphism whilst others turned
to pantheism, and went so far as to claim that: "I am God."62
This notion that man was created in the spiritual image of God also had
repercussions on the history of Sufi ideas and the thinking of Sufis who came later.
Most importantly, Ibn 'Arabi took up this emphasis and accorded it a prominent
position in his conception of love. The details of al-Ghaz5li's influence and Ibn
`Arabi's ideas in general will be analysed in later chapters.
60 al-Ghazäll,

ilyyã', v.4, p. 324
61 Ibid, v.4, p. 324
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The foregoing paragraphs have detailed al-Ghazdli's five causes of love and their
application to Divine love. It further remains to point out that al-Ghazdli did not
accord all of these causes equal prominence or ranking. In his opinion, two of the
above causes have a special significance. These are the second and the fourth
causes. As for the former, namely, love for the benefactor due to his bounties and
gifts, al-Ghaz511 believes that this occupies a prominent position amongst general
people. As for the latter, namely, love of God because of His beauty, al-Ghazali
similarly accords this a high ranking. Furthermore, he goes on to rank these two
causes in the order of their spiritual value. Quoting al-Junayd's words, he states that
the first kind of love belongs to the general people, whereas the few elect own the
second. Hence, al-Ghazäli admits that most people love God because of selfish
reasons. The ones who love God only for the sake of God's worthiness and beauty
are really few. 63 It seems al-Ghaz511's dual classification based on benefit and
beauty has its roots in the approach of Räbi`a, for al-Ghazäli held her in high esteem
as a spiritual guide.

7.3:1:d The Relationship between Knowledge (Me rya) and Love
According to al-Ghaz511, all the physical and spiritual senses are created for specific
purposes. For example, the desire for food has been created so that man may have
the urge to earn food, and preservation of life, for without food one will die. In a
similar vein, the aim behind the creation of the intellect is to recognise the creator
and then to love Him. 64 Hence, intellect has the power to understand the Divine
realm.
As a consequence, al-Ghazäli gives precedence to knowledge (ma `rifa) over love.
This knowledge is essential because without it, there can be no love. The stronger
the knowledge, the stronger the love. In al-Ghazäli's paradigm, love is not merely
an emotion: rather, it is the highest form of cognition, as well. Both emotion and
cognition are united; to love God is to know Him and to know Him in a real sense is
to love Him. Al-Ghazäli supports this relationship by Hasan al-Basri's words: "He
who recognises his Lord, loves Him, he who recognises the world adapts to

62 Ibid, v.4, p. 324
63 lbid, v.4, p. 323
64 See Ibid., v.4, p. 325
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renunciation." 65 This statement of klasan neatly summarises al-Ghazäli's
understanding of love and knowledge. It follows from this statement that he who
does not know that he comes from God, cannot love God. For this reason fools
cannot love God." With these sharp words al-Ghazdli indicates the significance of
intellect in his paradigm of love.

In al-Ghazäli's paradigm knowledge also has other functions. For example, it is a
seed of the next world's mushAada. He who does not sow this seed in this world
can not expect fruits in that world.° To al-Ghaz511 the fruit of knowledge is love
and its fruit is beatific vision. Beatific vision is only given to the believers who
acquire knowledge and love of God in this world. The faithful who did not arrive at
that level, remain content only with the beauties of the Paradise.68

Al-Ghaláli presents Räbi`a as the model of a perfect lover of God, who desires the
vision of God rather than the beauties of Paradise, by quoting her famous words
about Paradise: "First the neighbour then the house." 69 He also asserts that the
rewards of Paradise are in proportion with the love of God. Similarly, love of God
is in proportion with the knowledge of God. So ma`rifa is the source of eternal
bliss. 70 The happiest man in the hereafter is the one who loves God most during this
life.

An important distinction must be made between al-Ghazäli and other Sufis
regarding the vision of God. According to him the vision of God is only possible in
the hereafter and not in this world as some of the Sufis supposed. Even the Prophet
himself did not see God on the night of ascension. In this matter al-Ghazäli agrees
with Rabi`a al-Vidawiyyah, and refutes al-Hallaj. Although he does not denounce
al-I-Jallaj and the likes of him as verging on infidelity, he believes that their
controversial utterances were uttered in moments of ecstasy. Hence, they must be
excused and their statements should be ignored.

65 al-Ghazäli, The Alchemy, p.106
66 al-GhazAll, Ja-wAir al-Qur'an, (Beirut, Ddr al-Afaq al-Jadidah, 1979), p.50
67 al-GhazAli, 4)4', v.4, p. 331
68 See al-Gliazäli, Jaw Air, p.50-1; al-Ghazäli, Mishkät al-Anwar, ed. by Abii. al-Vild `Afifi, p.47-8
69 al-GhazAli, Itlya', v.4, p. 331
70 Ibid, v.4, p.331
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This position of al-Ghazali is closely connected with his conception of the hereafter.
It leads him to describe the hereafter as the day of meeting with God. It is,
therefore, a joyous day in which the lover meets his or her Beloved. For the lover of
the life of this world, in contrast, it is like a life of imprisonment in the cage of the
world. Death is a release from this cage.71

7.3:1:e Causes of Increase in the Love of God
It was mentioned earlier that al-Ghazäli's love is of a more intellectual nature.
Hence, he explains the rationale behind different aspects of love. In this context, he
also mentions the methods of acquiring love of God and increasing it. There are
chiefly two ways of strengthening love of God in man. In accordance with his
general Sufi training, one of these ways is negative and the other is positive.
1-Ousting the love of mundane concerns other than God from the mind, is the first
cause of increasing Divine love. Al-Ghazall likens mundane concerns to weeds. For
a good harvest, all weeds must first be ousted. He further explains his argument:
"The mind is like a cup, if it is full with water you can not fill it with vinegar, that is
to say, if it is full of worldly concerns and with their love you can not fill it with
Divine love." 72 He regards love of the world not only a great vice but also as the
vice from which all other vices proceed. 73 For al-Ghazall the words of unity (lcalima
al-tawhic1): "There is no Deity but God" means "Lä Mahbilba illa AllTh" that is,
"There is no object of love except God." Concerning the worldly desires, God says:
"Have you seen a person who took his low desires for his god." 74 From this verse, it
is understood that all the low desires that cause the servant to deviate from God are
considered metaphorically as deities even though they are not worshipped literally.
The more a Sufi inclines to worldly desires and concerns, the more he is distanced
from the love of God. Al-Ghazäli draws our attention to the practice of "zuhd',

71 Ibid, v.4, p. 333
72 Ibid, v.4, p. 334
73 See A. Muhammad, The Ethics of al-GhazalL p. 124
74 Qur'an , 25: 43

.1
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(renunciation of the world) to achieve the goal." Al-Ghazali is not very different
from the early Sufis in using asceticism, but with a different aim in mind. The early
Sufis renounced the world because of their fear of hell or hope for paradise whereas
al-Ghazäli advises to renounce it for the sake of God's love.
2-The second way of increasing love is to increase ma irifa by pondering over the
creation of God. In his characteristic style al-Ghazdli gives a further example from
the world of animals: "Consider the creation of a mosquito, think of its power in
spite of its smallness in size. How God created it in the form of an elephant, the
largest of animals. It has been given a trunk like that of an elephant. In addition, a
mosquito has been supplied with two wings. Everything an elephant has was given
to it as well. Although it is a petty creature, yet there are lessons to be learnt by
mankind."76
Apart from these suggestions al-Ghaz511 accepts the legitimacy of the use of music
and dancing to stir up the emotions of love. In Kimiyà" he writes: "We come now to
the purely religious use of music and dancing: such as that of the Sufis, who by this
means stir up in themselves greater love towards God, and, by means of music,
often obtain spiritual visions and ecstasies, their heart becoming in this condition as
clean as silver in the flame of a furnace, and attaining a degree of purity which
could never be attained by any amount of mere outward austerities." 77 This
statement clearly indicates that al-Ghazäli is different from the early ascetics by
regarding asceticism alone to be not sufficient in the Sufi path.
From al-Ghaz5li's above mentioned advice it seems that, in his understanding, love
is something that could be acquired by human endeavour and not simply something

bestowed upon man by God. For if that was the case, then, he would not indicate
the ways of increasing it. This distinguishes him from the Sufis who believe that
love is out of reach of man's personal efforts but only God's gift to His elected
servants.
7.3:1:f Signs of the Servant's Love for God
Al-Ghazäli establishes some criteria for determining the validity of those who claim
to love God. In his Kimiyä" he writes: "Many profess to love God. However, a man
can easily test himself by watching which way the balance of his affection inclines
when the commands of God come into collision with some of his desires. The
75 al-Ghazäli, JcnvAir al-Qur'an, p.33
76 See for more, al-Ghazäli, al-Hikmat fi Makhlaqat Allah, (Beirut, 1978)

202

profession of love to God which is insufficient to prevent him from disobedience to
God is a lie." 78 According to him love should show its signs on the mind, tongue
and bodily limbs of the lover. These will now be presented.

The desire to meet God; for example, to long for death in order to meet with the
Beloved. "A lover does not feel difficulty in going from his house to the house of
his Beloved to meet Him. Death is the key to this meeting. On the other hand, if a
lover dislikes death because he is not prepared to meet God yet, it is not a sign that
he does not love God." 79 Al-Ghazäli often relates the story of Abraham: when the
angel of death came to take the soul of Abraham, he said: "Have you ever seen a
friend take his friend's life?" God answered him: "Have you ever seen a friend
unwilling to see his friend?" 80 This notion was later developed in the poems of
Mimi who sees death as a day of meeting between a bride and bridegroom.

Another sign of love for God is to prefer God's will over man's low desires; for a
true lover's will is in harmony with his Beloved's. That is s/he refrains from
committing sin and persists in good deeds however difficult they are. Answering the
hypothetical question whether committing sin is compatible with love or not, alGhaz511 answers that committing sin is incompatible with the perfection of love.
However, when love is weak it is possible that a man might commit sin. Further, alGhazäll clarifies this dilemma with an example:

"A sick person despite loving his health, still eats things which harm his health. One
cannot infer from this that he does not like his health but the fact is that he cannot
overpower his baser desires. Similarly, a lover of God in the beginning commits sin
but when his love reaches perfection he does not commit sin." 81 However, these
words should be understood cautiously in the Islamic context. Since in Islamic
thought, everybody is prone to commit sins and nobody is considered perfect.
Hence, what al-Ghazali means is that the lovers of God do not commit sins
deliberately.

77 al-Ghazall, The Alchemy, trans. by C. Field, p. 69
78 Ibid, p. 59
79 al-Ghazall, /Pyg', v.4, p. 348-9
89 al-GliazAli, The Alchemy, p. 106
81 Ibid., v.4, p. 350
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Another sign of love is to remember (dhikr) God at all times. A lover's tongue does
not become tired of mentioning the name of the Beloved. 82 The lover's love
encompasses the Beloved's works and friends, indeed everything which has any
connection whatsoever with the Beloved. For example, to love the Prophet because
he is God's messenger or to love the Qur'an because it is His word indicates the
perfection of love. In this matter, al-Ghazali is refuting Itabi`a's understanding of
love. Rabi`a had maintained that her love for God did not leave any place even for
His messenger. In contrast, al-Ghazali says that the lovers of the Beloved must be
loved, as well. This does not imply a division or distribution of the love that is due
to God, since in reality all these loves go back to Him. Man's love for God
necessitates the need to love all creatures of God, even sinners, because they are
God's creation. He loves sinners for they are God's creatures though he hates their
bad conduct. 83 It can be argued that this positive approach prepared the way for alGhazali's success and fame.
Another sign of the true lover is the performance of devotional acts in solitude. The
nights must be most desired because they do not contain distractions and obstacles
to pray to God. If the lover enjoys the company of others and enjoys sleeping his
love is considered imperfect.84
In al-Ghazali's paradigm of love, fear also plays a role alongside with love. Both
love and fear of God are compatible and possible to exist simultaneously. However,
fear in al-Ghazali's teaching is very different from the early Sufis'. It is not the fear
of hell-fire but the fear of being veiled from God, that is, God's distancing (lb
the lover from Himself Only the lovers of God feel this fear, since the people who
have not tasted the proximity of God have never known its pleasures. In short this
fear is the fear of losing the Beloved. Al-Ghazali is in favour of balancing the love
of God with fear. He thinks that if the worship of God lacks fear, the worshipper is
deviated by laziness; if the worship of God only involves fear and lacks love, the
worshipper alienates himself from God.85
82 Dhikr literally means remembrance, 'recollection', 'mention'. In Sufism the word has acquired a
technical sense of 'litany' in which the name of God, or formula like 'God is Most Great' (Allahu
Akbar), are repeated over and over again in either a high or a low voice. See. I. R. Netton, A
Popular Dictionary of Islam, p.70-71; al-Ghafali uses this concept both in its literal and technical
sense.
83 al-Ghazali, Ittyä", v.4, p. 350-1
v.4, p. 351
84 al-Ghazali, The Alchemy of Happiness, p.119-20; al-Ghazdli,
85 al-GhazA11,110", v.4, p. 353
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Finally, the lover of God must keep his love secret: he must not publicise it or make
any claim to it. The disclosing of the secret is improper as well as disrespectful to
the Beloved. It is only excused when the lover is intoxicated by his love and
unintentionally reveals it. 86 However, it is important to note that al-Ghaz.511 is
against revealing the love of God with words alone. Therefore, disclosure which
becomes apparent via one's character and actions does not fall under the ambit of
this prohibition. This distinction seems to be an allusion to al-tiallaj and al-Bistami.
He excuses their revealing love for God in the state of intoxication. However, it
seems that he indicates a preference for al-Junayd's teachings regarding this matter,
namely, that a state of sobriety is preferable to a state of intoxication.

7.4 God's Love for Man
In the previous chapters, we began with the study of 'God's love for man' but since
al-Ghazali places this section after `man's love for God', we have decided to follow
his sequencing.
al-Ghazali starts this subject by looking into the Qur'an to find evidences that God
loves His servants: "He loves them and they also love Him."

87

In this verse it is

clear that God loves us as we love Him. However, the nature of God's love is not
same as man's love for God even though the Qur'an uses the Arabic word "hubb"
for both kinds of loves. al-Ghazali, as was mentioned above, describes love as an
"inclination towards an object which gives pleasure to the nature of man". This
inclination is an impulse to satisfy a need, and need logically implies a defect; an
urge towards the perfection of what is an imperfection. Since God is far from all
kinds of imperfections the literal sense of "hubb" (love) cannot be applied to God.
Only in a metaphorical sense it can be said that: "God loves His Servants". On the
other hand, man's love for God is used in a real sense.
Al-Ghazali elaborates on this point and argues that all the concepts used in the
Qur'an to describe God and man are not employed with identical meanings. For
example, the attribute of God's "existence" (wujild) is also used for man but the
86 lbid, v.4, p. 355
87 Queän, 5;54
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existence of man is very different from the existence of God. Whereas our existence
is dependent on God, His existence is from Himself. Therefore, the meaning of
existence of the Creator and the created are very different. This rule applies to all
other attributes of God such as His knowledge, will, power. When used for God,
they carry different meanings from their normal usage. God possesses these
attributes in an absolute and perfect manner whereas man possesses them
imperfectly.88
The reason for this variance in meaning is due to the shortcomings of human
language. The languages we use today are created according to human capacity and
are deficient to describe the Divine. Thus, when they are used for the Creator, they
are further restricted and explained with the Divine revelation. Therefore God's
love for man cannot merely be understood from our daily usage of the word "hubb"
(love). The Qur'anic data defines God's love as God's forgiveness, His purification
of the believers' hearts from worldly desires. Hence God's love towards us signifies
His removal of the veils between Him and man so the lovers' hearts may get a clear
vision of Him.89
In addition to this, al-Ghazäli thinks that when God loves his creatures, He loves
them not as separate beings from Himself; for affection to anything other than
Himself would imply an imperfection or need in Him. It may be said that God's
love for man is like His love for His own work.9°

Unfortunately, al-Ghazäli did not say very much in his commentary about God's
Divine Names, which include the name "al-Wadad" (the lover), in his Maq,sad al-

Asnr. Commenting on this name he only says that this Divine Name means that
God desires only goodness for his creation. 91 This can be an indication that alGhazali's understanding of God has more positive features.

To conclude, al-Ghazali believes that God's love is attained after man has purified
his heart. It is only then that God admits him to His proximity and removes the veil
from his heart in order to enable him to observe Him with his heart's eye. But,
nearness to God does not mean that any change takes place in God, for God is
88 al-Gha.z.511, Ilya', v.4, p. 345
89 Ibid, v.4, p. 336-7
9° M. Umaruddin, The Ethical Philosophy, p.125
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unchangeable. So whatever happens, happens to man. Man achieves proximity to
God, not in a physical or spatial sense: proximity to God can only be achieved
through the goodness of the man's character. Al-Ghazali explains this proximity to
God by an example. He says a student goes towards his master through learning and
acquiring his knowledge. The teacher does not descend to the level of student, but
the student ascends gradually to the level of his teacher. It is even possible that the
student surpasses his teacher in knowledge. In the same way, the servant approaches
God in proportion with his striving, however, the difference is that this movement
of man towards God never ends, since God is infinite. This means that man cannot
be an equal of God. 92 Al-Ghazali's teaching of love, therefore, refuses al-Hallaj's
claim that he and his Beloved are the same. al-Ghazali adheres to the mainstream
Islamic view which always stresses the transcendence of God.

7.4:1 The Signs of God's Love for Man

Similar to al-Ghazali's criteria for establishing whether a man loves God or not, he
also presents some criteria to determine whether man is loved by God or not. In this
connection, he enumerates some signs of God's love for His servant with the words
of the Prophet who said: "When God loves a servant, He throws him into dangers
and difficulties. If the servant loves Him with full love, He purifies him by making
him sincere". The Prophet goes on to clarify the meaning of "making him sincere"
as "God does not leave for him any family and property to distract his attention
away". So the sign of the love of God for His servant is that He separates him from
others and comes between him and other people and things.93
Another sign is that God takes responsibility for his servant's open and secret deeds
upon Himself; admonishes the servant and makes his conduct beautiful. God creates
in him hatred towards the world, gives him a taste for his invocation in solitude and
lifts the veil from the servant.94
These are a few examples of the signs of God's love for man and more examples
can be found. They all turn around the concept of testing the lover by trials. The
lovers of God prevail over all the difficulties. Furthermore, they possess all the
beautiful characteristics that the Qur'an and the hadiths advise.
91 al-Ghazali, al-Maq$ad al-Asnä fi Sharh Ma'änfAsm,§Allah al-Husnä, (Dar al-Mashriq, Beirut,
1971) p.132
92 al-Ghazali, /hya', v.4, p. 347
93 Ibid, v.4, p. 247
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7.5 The influence of other Sufis on al-Ghazali
From the foregoing discussion on the various aspects of al-Ghaar s paradigm of
love, it becomes apparent that he was not a pioneer who struck out a totally new
path concerning the concept of love. Rather he built upon and refined the ideas of
his predecessors. For instance, al-Ghaz5li in his large chapter on 'love' refers to
many Sufis who lived before him. Among these Sufis, RAbi`a al-`Adawiyyah's
disinterested love has an important place. Although he quotes some sayings of Sufis
about love like Suleiman al-Dafäni, Merilf al-Karin, he specifically relates and
comments on Riibi`a's statements on love. His explanation of Rabia's two types of
love indicates how much he benefited from her.
Harith al-Mubäsibi who wrote a book on love, was also used by al-Ghazäli to the
extent that he reproduces much of al-Muhasibi's teaching on the subject word for
word. Alongside these sober Sufis al-Ghaz511 refers to intoxicated Sufis like Abil
Yazid al-Bistämi, and al-Halldj. He defends these Sufis from the criticism of the
theologians. 95
Al-Ghazäli had found such teachings on mystic love available to him: it was
therefore no new doctrine. However, what al-Ghazali did was to develop and
systematise these existing ideas in a new and unique fashion. He analyses the types
of love and the causes of love, not only using his Sufi experience, but also resorting
to non-mystical resources such as psychology, philosophy, and so on. There is a
strong possibility that al-Ghazäli not only benefited from the systematic fashion of
the philosophy books but also derived some of his teachings from them. For
example, it is possible that from Neo-Platonism he took the idea that God is
Supreme Beauty and love is the natural inclination of the soul towards beauty,
whether terrestrial or Divine. Although he does not admit so, it is known that he
studied philosophy and even mastered it to the extent of refuting the Muslim
philosophers.

94 Mid, v 4, p. 347
95 See Ibid., v.4, p. 386

208

As well as using materials from the Sufis, al-Ghazdli also refer to Christian
sources. He always depicts Jesus Christ as a defender of disinterested love of God.96
But this reference to Jesus must not be misconstrued in a Christian sense as "the
Son of God", but a prophet of God like the rest of the prophets.97

7.6 Conclusion
1-) Al-Ghazdli for the first time systematised the concept of love with clarity and by
his great influence enabled "Divine Love" acceptable to the public and scholars
alike. This development was aided by the clarity of al-Ghazdli's works which were
accessible not only to scholars but also to the lay people. In this regard, he is in
stark contrast to the complex systems of aRlallaj or Ibn 'Arabi.
2-) Al-Ghazdli discusses and analyses the concept of love in depth and breadth, that
is, from religious, mystical, philosophical and psychological perspectives. This is
the most prominent feature of al-Ghazali. Before and even after al-Ghazdli most
Sufis discussed the concept of love only in mystical or religious perspectives.
Hence, they were never as comprehensive as al-Ghazdli.
3-His teaching of love utilises the legacy of the earlier Sufis who had contributed to
the concept of love. This makes him into a sound transmitter of the views of his
predecessors on love.
4-His study of love is predominated by his well-reasoned, psychological and
philosophical analysis of love. The emotional elements and the shatahat (excessive
claims of Sufis) of al-ljalldj, or Ibn al-Fdrici will not be found in his paradigm of
love. Hence, the mainstream theologians and scholars could not find many things to
reject in his understanding of Sufism in general and in particular in his
understanding of love.
5- He enabled others, who came after him, to build on the foundations he had laid.
Especially, his method of using psychological knowledge.
6-His teaching on love hovers between the sober and intoxicated form of it.
However, in general terms, he inclines towards al-Junayd's sober way in this
matter. He does so without severely criticising the intoxicated Sufis. He finds
mitigating circumstances for the conduct of those intoxicated Sufis like al-I-Jallaj

96 Ibid., v.4, p. 323
97 Mid, v.4, p.323
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and al-Bistãmi: saying that their words of "shath" are not condemned because they
were uttered in a state of ecstasy, therefore they are not accountable.
7-As a result of this attitude, al-Ghazäli brings Sufi love into the realm of orthodox
Islam. In his paradigm of love, there is no mad love98 and its eventual aberrations as
in al-Hallaj.
8- Al-Ghazali believes that sensual love is an essential part of human development;
and for this reason he imports the explanations of the sensual love into the realms of
Divine love.
9- A l-Ghazäll's love is a sort of intellectual love as opposed to Ibn al-Arabi who
says: "I call God to witness that if we confined ourselves to the rational arguments
of philosophy, ...no creature would ever have experienced the love of God."99
However, al-Ghazäli also uses emotional elements in his paradigm of love.

" This phrase is minted by M. Chodlciewicz, see his Seal of the Saints, trans. by L. Sherrard, (The
Islamic Texts Society, Cambridge, 1993), p.45
99 Ibn 'Arabi, al-FutOät al-Makkiyyah, (Cairo, 1911), v.2, p.326
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Ibn `Arabi's Paradigm of Love

8.1 Introduction
It is generally accepted throughout the history of Sufism that Ibn 'Arabi was one
of the most influential and controversial Sufis.' For most of the Sufis after the
13th century AD, his writings constitute the apex of doctrinal Sufism. In
particular, through his extensive works on Sufism, many loose ideas that were
cherished by the Sufis were transformed into well-defined doctrines. As Dr
Austin, a translator of Ibn 'Arabi 's works, has put it:

"Ibn 'Arabi gave expression to teachings and insights of the generations of Sufis
who preceded him, recording for the first time, systematically and in detail, the
vast fund of Sufi experience and oral tradition, by drawing on a treasury of
technical terms and symbols greatly enriched by centuries of intercourse between
the Muslim and Neo-Hellenistic worlds.., all who came after him received it
through the filter of his synthetic expression".2
His thoughts have attracted the attention of many scholars and Sufis throughout
time. Due to his immense contribution to Sufi thought, he is called al-Shaykh alAkbar "the greatest master", a title not given to anyone else after him. What Dr.

Austin stated about 1bn `Arabi's position within Sufi doctrine is also true
concerning the concept of love. He wrote a very long chapter on the nature and
different kinds of love. He transposed love as the central focus of his philosophy.
Therefore, no study of the concept of love would be complete without referring to
his works.
8.2 His Life
Muhammad Ibn 'Ali Ibn 'Arabi was born in Murcia in southern Spain in 1165 AD
(560 AH). He came from an ancient Arab family, Banft Tayy, who emigrated to
the peninsula. This is confirmed by his own words in the DAvän. 3 His father 'Ali

1 The correct form of Shaykh Akbar's name is Ibn al-`Arabi, however, to distinguish him from
Qadi Abü. Bala Muhammad Ibn al-`Arabi (d.1148), he is referred to as Ibn 'Arabi without the
prefix "al". See The Encyclopaedia ofIslam, (E. J. Brill, Leiden, 1965-71), v.21, p.707
Ibn 'Arabi, Sufis ofAndalusia, Trans. by R. W. J. Austin, (Beshara Publications, 1988), p48.
3Diwän, Bulaq, 1271 H., p.47, Muligdarat, I, p.155; quoted in Quest for the Red Sulphur, p.17
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Ibn al-'Arabi was clearly a man of standing and influence as he was a friend of the
famous philosopher, Ibn Rushd (d.1198) known as Averroes.4

Ibn 'Arabi lived in the far west end of the Muslim world of his time. He grew up
in an atmosphere steeped in the most important ideas - scientific, religious and
philosophical - of his day. The Iberian Peninsula was invaded by the Moors in 711
AD and the southern half of Spain had been `Arabised' under Islamic rule. Arabic
became the common language of all educated people. Here in al-Andalus the three
major traditions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam flourished side by side. The
result of this was an immensely rich and talented world, that we can still see signs
of today in buildings like the Alhambra in Granada, or the Great Mosque at
Cordoba. This was a world where the great classics of Greek literature, especially
Aristotle and Plato, were translated (first into Arabic and then into Latin) and
studied alongside the spiritual teachings of the three Abrahamic religions.5
After the occupation of Murcia by the Almohads, his family moved to Seville
which became home to Ibn 'Arabi for nearly thirty years, although he spent some
ten years in various towns of Spain and North Africa. Through his family
connections, Ibn 'Arabi seems to have met several of the celebrated scholars and
philosophers of his time. For example, Ibn 'Arabi writes of his meeting with the
chief judge of Seville, the celebrated jurist and philosopher Ibn Rushd.
Due to the fact that several comprehensive works have been written regarding Ibn
`Arabi's biography, it is not necessary to dwell upon these issues. 6 A brief
snapshot of the important milestones in Ibn `Arabi's life will suffice for our
purpose. One factor overshadowing the life of Ibn 'Arabi was his passion for
travel. In this connection, a parallel can be drawn to another great Sufi traveller,
al-Halldj. Both of them travelled extensively in the direction of their respective
Tasts'. There is however one important difference between them: al-Halläj
always returned back to his hometown, whereas Ibn 'Arabi left his homeland at
the age of 35 never to return.
4 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futahät v.1, p.153
5 S. Hirtenstein, Muhyiddin Ibn 'Arabi: The Treasure of Compassion , article in the World web at
http://www.IbnArabisociety.org/TreasureofCompassion.html
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Ibn 'Arabi made his way via Cairo and Jerusalem to Mecca, where he performed
the first pilgrimage in 1202. There he spent some two years in the company of the
most influential and learned families in the city, studying and writing. It was here
that he was inspired to compose his famous collection of poems, Tarjumän alAshwäq the 'The Interpreter of Desires' - love poems that give astonishing

insight into the moods and conditions of the spiritual path.

8.2.1 His Works
Among many other characteristics, Ibn 'Arabi is also distinguished from other
Sufis by the huge amount of his works. He is described by Brockelmann as a
writer of "colossal fecundity". 7 Ibn 'Arabi is one of the most prolific authors of
Sufism both quantitatively and qualitatively. He wrote over 400 works 8 including
the Fup-4 al-thkam, an exposition of the inner meaning of the wisdom of the
prophets.
However, his seminal work is assuredly al-Futilhät al-Makkiyya, a vast
encyclopaedia of spiritual knowledge. In addition to the prose works, he wrote
poetry as well. In his Diwan and Tarjumän al-Ashwäq, he wrote some of the
finest poetry in the Arabic language. Many people were scandalised by the
apparently erotic and sensuous imagery in these poems; and he was compelled to
write a commentary on them in his own defence. It is fortunate for us that he did
so, since his comments do much to illuminate the extraordinary depth of meaning
that he brings to bear on poetic images.9
Whilst it can be accepted that Ibn `Arabi's views were based upon his own
experiences, it should be borne in mind that the experiences were deeply rooted in
the textual sources of Islam. This is evidenced by the abundant use of the Queanic

6 Especially C. Addas, Quest for Red Sulphur, trans. by P. Kingsley, (Cambridge, Islamic Texts
Society, 1993)
7 A. Affifi, The Mystical Philosophy, p.12
8 U. Farrulch, rarikh al-A dab al-Arabi, (Beirut, Dar al-Tin, 1985), v.5, p.720
9 See Ibn 'Arabi, DhakhNr Shari) TarjumN al-Ashwäg, ed. by M.A Karwi, 1986, ; The
Tarjumän al-Ashwäq, translated by R A. Nicholson; S. Dayf, 'Asr al-Duwal wa Imärät alAndalds, (Dar al-Malrif, 1989), p.366
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verses and tiadith traditions, which are generously distributed in the works of Ibn
'Arabi.

The full dependence on the Qur'an and tladith gives Ibn 'Arabi a different quality
from the philosophers of Islam. The philosophers' main sources of inspiration
were their intellect and the principles of Greek philosophy. In contrast Ibn 'Arabi
gave little consideration to the intellect as an epistemological tool. He did not
regard the intellect as being capable of providing answers to spiritual and mystical
problems. However, this does not mean that the intellect played no part in his
system of belief. In fact, it can be argued that the intellect played a crucial role in
that it allowed Ibn 'Arabi to communicate his visions in the most refined language
of his time. Ibn `Arabi's approach to Divine love is not purely emotional. His
approach is more intellectual in comparison with Rabi`a or al-I-Jallaj 10

8.2.2 His Masters and Students
Ibn 'Arabi was eight years old at the time his family moved to Seville. There he
received his formal education. He studied the Qur'an, Queanic exegesis, the
Traditions of the Prophet, Law, and Arabic grammar from contemporary scholars.
These subjects were the normal curriculum of any Muslim student. He seems to
have benefited from the best of the teachers. 11 His knowledge and frequent
references to Qur'anic verses, the analysis of vocabulary with linguistic methods
and his deep knowledge of kladith, all show that he had the rigorous formal
education of his time. Even a quick glance at his works prove that Ibn 'Arabi had
a very good education.
It is also important to note that among the teachers during his early education
were Sufi scholars as well. However, his real contact with Sufism came when he
was older. According to his own account, he was initiated into the Sufi Way in
1184, when he was twenty years of age 12 . The early stage of his life prior to his
initiation was called by him a time of JAiliyya this was the period in which the
young Ibn 'Arabi remained divided between the attraction of this world and the
I ° T. Burcichardt, An Introduction to Sufism, The Mystical Dimension of Islam, Trans. by D. M.
Matheson Mackays of Chatham, (Kent, 1990), p.31
"Due to the length of the list of his teachers, we do not give their names. To give an idea, Ibn
'Arabi mentions about ninety of his masters in kladith science in an autobiographical note. For the
list see Quest for the Red Sulphur, p.312-314
12 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fur digt, v.2, p.425;
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other world. In that way, he reminds us of another great Sufi's work; Abil klämid
al-Ghazäli's autobiography al-Munqidh. Ibn 'Arabi, like al-Ghazali describes this
tie of Miiliyya in the beginning of his Rabal-Quds.13
Another important aspect of his mystical training is what is called at "Uwaysf
since in many places he states that his conversion was accomplished through
visions. Uwaysi is the mystic who has attained illumination outside the regular
mystical path, with the mediation of a dead master mostly through visions. Ibn
'Arabi claims that in his visions many important personalities became his
masters, such as the Prophet Jesus, Moses and Muhammad. For example, he
relates in the al-Furl11- .2N that he repented at the hands of Jesus. He says: "He
(Jesus) prayed for me and commanded me to practise renunciation (zuhd) and
self-denial (tajrk4" 14 All these show that Ibn `Arabl's mystical training has two
aspects which are always apparent in his writings. In many places, he relates a
truth that he attained due to a vision.
As to his terrestrial masters, Ibn 'Arabi benefited from many of them from an
early age. It is clear that much of his early youth was spent in the company of
Sufis of his time. For example, among some of the Masters that he names in his
books were: Abfi al-`Abbas al-Tryäbi 15 ; Abil Ya'qiib al-Kfimi16; sa lib al_
`Adawi l7 ; Abli Hajjaj Yiisuf al-Shubarbfili 18 . The list goes on and on, and
therefore only a few examples of his masters have been given here. In addition to
these masters, it is interesting that he also shows Jesus 19 as his master. His books
Rati al-Quds and al-Durrat al-Fakhira would give a better idea of the Sufi
masters he met.
It must also be added that Ibn `Arabi's understanding of what a master is, is not
quite the same as the one we normally understand in Sufism. It might be argued

13 See for more detail, C. Addas, Quest for the Red Sulphur, p.27-33
14 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futallät, v.2, p.49 (Yahya ed.)
15 Ibn 'Arabi refers to his understanding of love as well, see al-Futalgt, 2, 325
16 Ibn 'Arabi, RIM al-Quds, trans. R. W. J. Austin, p.69
17Ibid., p.74
18 Ibid, p.79; al-Durrat al-Fgdarah, p.82
19 Interestingly in al-FutgPät, he draws attention to the fact that his terrestrial master was also
Christic (' Isawi) nature. al-Futrrnät , v.1, p.233; "My master Abd al-`Abbas al-Urydbi was on the
foot of Jesus". al-Fut-02N, v.3, p.208; C. Addas, Quest for the Red Sulphur, p.51
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that for him the master is not a guide to take him to the Divine being. He seems to
have found that Reality by himself. The masters only served Ibn 'Arabi to explain
whatever he got through his visions. It is possible for that reason Ibn 'Arabi did
not just have one master, as was the custom of later ages; instead he tried to
benefit from all the masters he could reach. 2 ° In that sense he reminds us of allja115j.
One final reminder concerning his mystical teachers is that it was not only men
who were Ibn `Arabi's spiritual masters: many female Sufis played an important
role in his upbringing. In particular, Ibn 'Arabi mentions Fatima b. al-Muthanna21
and Shams Umm al-Fuqara'. 22 This factor is of immense significance in the
formation of Ibn `Arabi's mystical thought. Ibn 'Arabi, unlike his predecessors,
views women in a positive light. Furthermore, this explains the great use of
feminine symbolism in his works.

8.3 His Understanding of Love (matabbah)

8.3:1 The Nature of Love

In his Full/Mt' Ibn 'Arabi gives quite a detailed, involved and protracted
exposition of love. He begins his discussion by looking at the question of whether
love is definable or not. The answer in his view is that the essence of love is
indescribable: it is a phenomenon that can be only understood through experience
and what Sufis name as 'tasting (dhawq)' 23 . The corollary of such a view is that
Ibn 'Arabi takes a somewhat sceptical attitude towards those who put their love
experiences into words. According to him, those who claim to describe love are in
reality ignorant of the true nature of love. In effect it is not love that they are
describing, but rather the mere appearance or reflection of love.24
The above conclusion is a direct result of Ibn `Arabi's epistemological approach.
Ibn `Arabi's epistemological framework is characterised by a dual classification.
He divides the objects of perception into two parts: definable and indefinable. The
20 C. Addas, gives a remarkable picture of Ibn `Arabi's relation with his masters throughout her
Quest for the Red Sulphur.
21 Ibn 'Arabi, Rill) al-Quds, trans. by R.W.J Austin, p.143; Durrat al- al-Fgchirah, p.144
n Ibid, p.142
23 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futiihg, 2, p.315
24 Ibid, v.2, p.325
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former, as the name suggests are susceptible to language and can be imparted to
others without the loss of any meaning. As for the latter, the opposite is true in
that they transcend forms of language and cannot be translated into such terms.
They are in fact in a class of their own. In other words they can be described as sui
generis.25
Before going further, it is crucial to point out that Ibn 'Arabi's understanding of
love is intimately contingent upon his general philosophical outlook which is
based firmly on the concept of "Unity of Being" (wandat al-wuj ad). Indeed, it
could be said that his 'philosophy of love' is the natural conclusion of his teaching
of the "Oneness of Being". In order to fully grasp Ibn 'Arabi's approach to love it
is necessary to understand this concept first.
8.3.2 Watidat al-Wujacl
Wandat al-wujaci is the concept at the heart of Ibn 'Arabi's cosmological outlook.
It is an immense subject to study in the limited space of this research. However,
some insight is needed in order to grasp the concept of love in Ibn 'Arabi's
system. In this connection, a limited amount of this discussion will focus on the
intricacies of wabdat al-wuj lid in so far as this furthers our understanding of love.
This concept created an immense dispute among scholars and lay people alike. As
a result many scholars charged Ibn 'Arabi with heresy.26
The phrase wandat al-wuj (id literally means "the unity of being" 27 . It is an
approach to the understanding of the relationship between God and the creation.
To place the discussion in context, it would be useful to say a few words
regarding the mainstream Islamic understanding of creation and to see how far Ibn
'Arabi differed from this. The mainstream position was predicated upon the
premise that God created the universe out of nothing, that is, ex nihilo. It follows
from this premise that there is a duality between God and man: they have separate
entities. It is not possible for any intermingling to occur between them. They
remain in their respective domains of existence. Furthermore, creation has an
25 Mid, v.2, p.325
26 See for more discussion about the outcomes of the wandat al-wujild, Z. Mubärak, al-Tagavwuf
pp.134-176
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objective existence i.e. it exists per se and is real as opposed to being imaginary.
In Ibn `Arabi's view, however, creation does not have a real existence of itself. It
can be compared to the rays of the sun, wherein the real existence belongs to the
sun, and the rays do not possess any existence per se. Ibn 'Arabi is quite unique
when compared to his Sufi predecessors who also held similar views to wandat
al-wujiid For example Hallaj and Abil Yazid Bistami. Ibn 'Arabi distinguishes
himself from them by being the first to systematise the disjointed utterances.

Expounding his concept further, Ibn 'Arabi suggests that there is only one Being,
and all existence is nothing but the manifestation or outward radiance of that One
Being. Hence, everything other than the One Being, that is the whole cosmos in
all its spatial and temporal extension, is non-existent per se. However, it may be
considered to exist through the self-existent Being.28
As far as the concept of love is concerned, the natural consequence of this
teaching is that it is not possible to love something exclusive of God. Loving any
created object automatically entails loving God since He is hidden in all the
objects manifested in the universe: there is only the One Being in reality; and
there is only one Beloved in reality, that is, God. From this Ibn `Arabi's view of
wandat al-wuj ad can be more accurately described as "wandat al-hubb" that is the
oneness of love. Therefore whatever it is we love, we love God in it. In the words
of Ibn 'Arabi these objects of love are only veils between man and God: "In
reality everybody only loves the Creator but God is veiled by Zainab, Suad, Hind,
money or position."29
It may be understood from this remark that all mankind loves God and are
therefore all Gnostics ('ärifan). However, Ibn 'Arabi does not imply this.
According to him, the important thing is that man needs to be consciously aware
of the relationship between the Creator and the creation. It is in this recognition
that men are distinguished from each other as far as divine love is concerned. This
position of Ibn 'Arabi makes him a unique contributor to the paradigms of Divine
27 Husaini translates this as "unity of existence" see S. A. Q. Husaini, The Pantheistic Monism of
Ibn al-'Arabi, (Lahore, 1970), p.175
28 W. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, (State University of New York Press, Albany, 1989),
p.79
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love. However, this love must be brought to the level of consciousness. In other
words man must realise that, in essence, all his love is directed to God even
though on the surface it appears to be the love for a non-divine object.

This paradigm of love also has another corollary in that it shapes the choice of
language employed by Ibn 'Arabi as is apparent in the quotation in the last
paragraph. As Divine love is interconnected with creation and it is evident there
exists among mankind a body of language used to describe love towards his
fellow creatures, it raises the issue of whether the language of profane love can be
utilised to explain the experiences of Divine love. Ibn 'Arabi resolved this conflict
by accepting that it can. In Ibn `Arabi's writings the language of Divine love is
mixed with the language of profane love since the profane objects of love are in
reality divine.

This aspect of Ibn `Arabi's writing necessitates that those who approach it must
do so cautiously. For it can easily lead to misinformed conclusions derived from
the face value of the terminology employed by Ibn 'Arabi. Therefore, many
people were scandalised by his writing's apparently erotic and sensuous imagery;
and he was compelled to write a commentary on them in his own defence. 3 ° Ibn
`Arabi's use of profane language, for example, the praise of feminine beauty has
always alluded to divine realities. One can then answer Nicholson's question
regarding the Tarjumän al-Ashwäq: "Is this a love poem disguised as a mystical
ode, or a mystical ode expressed in the language of human love?" 31 It is both,
since in Ibn `Arabi's paradigm of love all kinds of love are divine.
At this juncture it is of interest to compare Ibn 'Arabi and Abil Harnid al-Ghazäli
in order to illuminate Ibn `Arabi's approach. One can detect a clear contrast
between both these personalities. Al-Ghaz5li strove to persuade people that God is
the only one who deserves to be loved, by proving that it is God who Mils all the

29 'A. klifni, al-Mcrwsrfah al-$0yyah, (Dar al-Irshäd, Cairo, 1992), p.290
30 Ibn 'Arabi, Zalchffir al-Aläq SharbTarjumän al-Ashwäq, ed. by M.A ICarwi, p.4-5
31 Ibn 'Arabi, Tarjumän al-Ashwäq, ed. and trans. by RA. Nicholson, (London, Theosophical
Publishing House, 1978), p.7
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causes of love in perfection, thus He should be loved. 32 Whereas Ibn `Arabi's
concerns were
different: to him all the lovers already love God in different manifestations and
they have no power to exclude God from their love. However, those people are
not aware of this love, hence the duty is to awaken them and make them conscious
of God's presence everywhere and in everything. Only this conscious love makes
the lover see God in his or her beloved in Zaynab or Fatima or Laila.
To give another example, God states in the Qur'an "We are closer to man than his
jugular vein". 33 However, most people are not aware of this proximity and as a
result do not benefit from it. Only those who feel this affinity, attain a higher
status in the mystical path. In contrast, those who are heedless of this closeness do
not benefit from divine love simply because they are not realising or internalising
their profane love.
As well as dwelling on the choice of language, Ibn 'Arabi also deals with the
domain of love within the human being. In other words, does it originate as a
result of intellectual activity or from the depths of the heart? In short, is it the
heart or the mind that generates and accommodates love? According to Ibn 'Arabi
love relates to the heart, that is, the spiritual part of man and not to the intellectual
,
faculties: because reason has no power to generate love, it is a product of the heart
only. The rational arguments of philosophy, though they enable us to know the
divine Essence, do so in a negative way: that is, God is not like this, nor like that.
Due to the negative nature of rational thought no creature would ever have
experienced the love of God through rational arguments. 34
This problem relates to the epistemological outlook of Ibn 'Arabi, in which reason
plays a secondary and limited role. In fact reason plays no part at all in the
generation of love. Furthermore, reason is powerless in the face of love for love
curtails the functioning of reason. If a lover can still manage to use his reason

32 See 7.3:1:b The Causes of Love According to al-GhazAli
33Queärt, 50:16
34 Ibn al-'Arabi, al-Futrhät, v.2, p.326
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after falling in love, then his love is not genuine. 35 This conflict between reason
and love will be dealt with in the following pages of this research.

8.3:4 Love as the Purpose of Creation

The concept of purpose behind creation engaged the minds of philosophers and
theologians for centuries. This question has been answered differently depending
on the sources employed by the disputants in this debate. As a universal religion,
the holy book of Islam did not remain aloof in providing an answer to this
question. From an Islamic point of view it appears that God created mankind in
order that they worship Him: the focus is on worship around which everything
else revolves. 36 As far as the purpose of creation is concerned, this seems to be the
only answer that the Que5n provides. However, Ibn 'Arabi by his analysis of the
meaning of worship arrives at a more refined interpretation which is embedded in
his philosophy of love. According to this interpretation he proposes that the
motive behind God's creation of the universe and mankind is His initial love. It is
solely His love that triggered the process of the creation. To support this position
he relies on two main sources as evidence.
Firstly, Ibn 'Arabi draws support from the following Qur'anic verse: "I have only
created mankind and the jinn to worship me." i (5 1:56) On the face of it, there
appears to be no direct relation between this verse and the concept of love.
However, for Ibn 'Arabi this verse has a more profound meaning. By analysing
the word worship (ibädah) he arrives at an understanding which is in harmony
with his ontological outlook. He draws a direct connection between worship
(ibädah) and love. For him the word worship means "to love in the extreme"

consequently, the verse signifies: "I have created man and jinn so that they should
love me in the extreme." Ibn `Arabi's interpretation of this verse can be contrasted
with the opinion of the mainstream exegetes. A vast majority of exegetes,
following the interpretation of the Prophet's companion Ibn `Abb5s, interpreted
"to worship Me" as having the meaning "to know Me."37

35 Ibid, v.2, p.326
36 Qur'an, 51:56
37 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fur Oat, 2, p.318
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The second major strand in support of Ibn 'Arabi's view depends on the kladith
narrations. Throughout his books there is constant reference to a badith famous
among the Sufis: "I was a hidden treasure and wanted to be known...." 38 In the alFutiitat, Ibn 'Arabi explains this badith in the following way: "God described
Himself by saying that He loved to be known by the possible things, since He was
not known." We can infer two possible conclusions from this: one is that God is
constantly being known and praised by His creation; and secondly God's love is
equal to His act of creation. Where there is the act of creation, it is inevitable that
the act of God's love will also be present. They are simultaneous and
interdependent. Therefore Ibn 'Arabi concludes that everything in the Universe is
either a lover or a beloved.

One possible consequence that can be inferred from the above is that, if one
considers that the manifestation of creation started by love, then it follows that the
channel of love provides the most suitable way of returning to God.
The purpose of creation merely provides the context of Ibn 'Arabi's philosophy of
love. What needs to be looked at is the nature of this love. In the following section
an attempt will be made to address this issue.
In this respect, we find a close resemblance between Ibn 'Arabi and al-I:lanai,
who also claims that the cause behind creation is love. It can be said that Ibn
'Arabi develops this basic and crude idea of al-Halläj into a universal principle.
By extending the scope of this principle to encompass the actions of all creation,
he makes love the absolute basis, by which all phenomena are explicable. In his
own words: "Every movement, every action in the universe is only directed by
love." In one of his magnificent verses, he summarises all of his philosophy: "We
came from love, we are created in love"39

38 The text of the badith attributed to the Prophet by the Sufis is "I was a hidden treasure, so I
loved to be known. Hence I created the creation that I might be known." The scholars of badith
consider it a forgery but for Ibn al-`Arabi this hadith is proven to be authentic through lcashf
(vision of the Prophet in dream), Ibn al-`Arabi, al-Futültät, v.2, p.399.28, trans. by W. Chitticic, in
The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p.391; also for more about the cosmology of Ibn al-`Arabi see W.
Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God, (State University of New York Press, Albany, 1988), p.1-162
39 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futattät, v.2, p.318
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Ibn 'Arabi's teachings always have two facets: tashbill (immanence) and tanzlh
(transcendence). He always mentions these two facets of the Divinity side by side.
Concerning the transcendental side of love, he thinks that although God created us
out of love, we can not attribute a beginning or a purpose to God's love for us.4
As we were always in his Divine Knowledge, we are always under His love even
prior to our existence. As there is no beginning to His existence, there is no
beginning to His love for us, as well. Hence God's love is eternal. We cannot
attribute changes to God. Thus it seems that Ibn 'Arabi is balancing his
immanental words mentioned above by these transcendental words.

8.4 God's Love for Man (al-tiubb al-II A4
In the beginning of chapter 178 of al-Futiihät al-Makkiyya which is dedicated to
love under the title of "Fi Ma`rifat Magm al-Mahabba"41 Ibn 'Arabi states that
love is a characteristic which is attributed to both God and man. However the
reality of this mutual love is unknown to us. Ibn 'Arabi calls God's love for man
"Divine Love" (al-Ijubb al-IIAI). Ibn 'Arabi like many other Sufis and classical
authors, such as al-Ghazäli and al-Qushayri, attempts to prove existence of a
mutual love firstly by referring to the Qur'anic verses, then to the sayings of the
Prophet Muhammad. The verses he refers to are 3:31, 5:54, and many others,
which stress the existence of a mutual love between God and man. In addition to
these verses, he also lists another group of verses that inform us of the
characteristics which attracts God's love towards His slaves. This style is very
similar to the Qur'anic paradigm of love as far as methodology is concerned.
Having looked at the general outlook of his philosophy of love, it would be useful
to determine the role of love in the process of creation in Ibn 'Arabi's ontological
framework. Ibn 'Arabi's understanding of love is the direct result of his
understanding of God. These are both inextricably linked and for him God is, in
some respects, a God of love, whose most fundamental activity is underpinned by
love. The essence of his God is love and not wrath. This approach can be
contrasted with the early Sufis who thought of God mostly as a wrathful and
vengeful God. The first Sufis' understanding of God was 'a God of punishment
40 Ibid., v.2, p.329
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who disliked the world so much that he even did not give a second glance to the
world.' As a result the concept of fear was the dominant emotion towards God.
For example, some of those Sufis went so far as to wish that they were not created
so as not to suffer the tribulations of Judgement Day. 42 Gradually, the pessimists'
understanding of God and the world was replaced by a more optimistic view; and
with Ibn `Arabi's unique contribution, love became the sole reason behind
creation not to mention worship.

Another interesting facet of God's love for man is its analogous nature with love
between humans which is characterised by reciprocity; if the lover is to submit
himself to his beloved, then, in the same way the Beloved must submit himself to
the lover. Ibn 'Arabi does not refrain from charging God to fulfil His
responsibilities as a lover; according to him the act of creation is God's
submission to His beloved. In other words, the creation constantly asks God, with
the "tongue of its state" (lisän al-häl) to do this or that and God constantly creates
these things. This is the necessity of God's name al-Wadad. 43 Therefore, because
God is al-Wad lid (the lover) this makes God satisfy the needs of His beloved. This
does not mean that God is being coerced to obey the commands of another being.
However, in reality, He only submitted to Himself since the possible thing is a
means of Divine seeking.44
Having established that God indeed does love man the question now arises how
this love manifests itself? In answer to this, he divides God's love for man into
two branches. The first is God's love for man for His own sake and the second is
God's love for man for man's sake.

8.4:1 God's Love of Man for God's Sake
Ibn 'Arabi distinguishes three kinds of love. The first one is called Divine love

(al-Hubb al-Ilaln) and God's love for man falls in this group. Interestingly, man's
love for God is also studied in this category. That is an important element since
Ibn 'Arabi believes that this mutual love between God and man is in reality a
41 This chapter will be used as the basis of Ibn al-`Arabi's idea of love in this research for the
reason that among his books this is the most comprehensive work of him about love.
42 See 2.6 The Early Ascetics
43 M. M. al-Ghuräb, al-ljubb wa al-Mahabba al-liffliiyya min Kalärn al-Shaykh al-Akbar, p.14
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unilateral love. al-Ijubb al-Ilahi is, on the one hand the love of the creator for the
creature in which He manifests Himself, and on the other hand the love of the
creature for his creator. Which is nothing other than the desire of the revealed God
within the creature yearning to return to Himself°. He bases God's love for man
on the prophetic tradition which is: "I loved to be known therefore I created the
creation" and the Qur'anic verse: "I have only created mankind and the Jinn, that
they should worship Me." 46 Ibn 'Arabi thinks that God created the world in His
image as a mirror to see His own greatness and beauty. Therefore, for Ibn 'Arabi,
the Queanic verse which reads; "..He loves you." means "He loves Himself."'"

This theory is exemplified by an analogy contained in the Fufiis wherein Ibn
'Arabi makes an interesting comparison and analysis between man's attraction to
women and God's attraction to man. Ibn 'Arabi obtains inspiration from a hadith
in which the Prophet remarks that there are "Three things made beloved to me in
this world of yours; women, perfume and prayer in which I find solace." 48 This
hadith makes clear that women are beloved of the Prophet. However, the question
that needs to be asked is why was this the case? Surely, there must be some
significance in this? Otherwise the Prophet would not have mentioned this factor
in the above quoted hadith? Ibn `Arabi's explanation revolves around the idea that
man loves woman because woman is a part of man. For, is it not true according to
a tradition of the prophet that she is created from the left rib of Adam?
Transposing this analogy to God, Ibn 'Arabi believes that God loves man because
man is a part of Him. Ibn 'Arabi bases his evidence on the verse that God says:
We breathed into him (man) of My [His] spire.° In summary, the whole longs
for its part as the part longs for the whole.
Ibn 'Arabi further illuminates the analogy drawn in the last paragraph: he draws a
close connection between God's love for man from a different perspective. God
loves man because in him He contemplates His own beauty and perfection, since

44 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Furiihat, v.2I, p.217.7, trans. by W. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p.82
45 H. Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn al-`Arabi, trans. by R. Manheim,
(Princeton U. Press, 1969), p.149
46 Qur'an, 51:56
Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futaliat , v.2, p.326-27
48 Nasal, Sunan, Ishrat al-Nisi', n.3878; (KT.)
49 Qur'an 15:29 (Y.A)
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He created man in His own form. This is similar to the reason why man loves
woman: through her he produces his offspring, which is in man's own form.

The culmination of this is that God describes Himself as having a deep longing for
contact with man. As an illustration, He says, in answer to a supplication by
David: "0 David, I long for them even more than they long for me". Ibn 'Arabi
sheds light on this in the following manner: "Since God has explained that He
breathed into man of His spirit, He is yearning in reality for Himself" s° Dawfid
al-Qaysäri, a famous interpreter of Ibn 'Arabi, explains the reason why God longs
for man more than man longs for Him. He writes that the intensity of longing
depends on the knowledge of mushaq (the one who is yearned for). Since God is
the source of all knowledge, His knowledge about the beloved (man) is more
perfect s ' Therefore, God's love is stauncher for those who long for Him.

This kind of love is for the first time defined by Ibn 'Arabi. However, traces of it
can be found in the works of al-Ghazali, pointing vaguely to this. A contrast can
be made: al-Ghazäli thought of creation as God's handiwork whereas Ibn 'Arabi
considers creation as God's manifestation.
Secondly, God loves humankind because they worship and praise Him. Many
,
verses of the Qur'an declare that everything in the universe, in the seven heavens
and the seven Earths worship and praise God constantly. 52 All have their own
praise for God 53 , so much so that no existent being is excluded from this system of
"natural worship" of God. 54 In short, God loves us primarily for two reasons:
firstly, as his handiwork; and, secondly, due to the fact that humankind constantly
praise and glorify His greatness. In this love, man's role is as a kind of mirror to
reflect God's beauty and secondly to worship and praise Him. This kind of love
can be named, according to his terminology "natural love": The love in which the
emphasis is on the interests of the Lover, that is, God.

Ibn al-`Arabi, Fu$r* al-ti/cam, trans. by R.W.J. Austin, The Bezels of Wisdom, (New York,
Paulist Press), p. 272-273
51 al-Qaysari, p.459
52 Qur'an, 17:44
53Ib1d., 24:41
54 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fun-11A, v.2, p.328
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It must not, however, be thought that these are the only reasons why God loves
man. The above mentioned reasons seem to be "God centred", in that, God is
taken as the starting point. However, there are other more altruistic reasons: God
also loves man for man's own good as well. This love can be classified under the
name of spiritual love. In other words, God also loves man spiritually by taking
into consideration the interests of man.

8.4:2 God's Love for Man for Man's Sake

According to Ibn 'Arabi God also loves man for man's own sake. The proof of
this love is that even though mankind serves Him, it could be said, in a sense, God
too "serves" man. Ibn 'Arabi illustrates this by enumerating a long list of favours
that God bestows upon us. These favours are further classified into two kinds:
those that concern this world; and, those that concern the next world. As for the
former, whatever we have in this world is God's favour to us, for example,
wealth, health, sustenance, and most importantly our life (being created by God).
Concerning the favours that are concerned with the hereafter, they manifest
themselves in many different ways: He sends prophets, gives guidance, keeps
supplying whatever we need both for this world and the next. Despite the fact that
only few people give thanks or show gratitude in return for these favours, God,
nevertheless, continues to shower these blessings on mankind. This is God's love
for man for man's own sake, because He wants man's good by guiding him to
truth. Furthermore, out of His love for man He has shown the proofs of His
existence to him. This love goes to such an extent that God has given us all kind
of bounties, even though we could not give enough thanks (shukr) back to God no
matter how hard we tried.55
From another perspective, this kind of love, could be seen to be synonymous with
God's mercy for man. In the preceding chapter, it was shown how God loves man
for the praise that he gives to Him. However, in the second kind of love God loves
man for his intrinsic value: man is worthy of being loved because of the
(apparent) similarity he has with God. This is irrespective of the goodness or
badness of man's actions. God loves man qua man. In this respect, Ibn 'Arabi
does not see man as merely a creature like the rest of the creation. He attributes to
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man a kind of 'added value', making him valuable in God's eyes without a secondary
motive. In fact in his system man for God can be compared to the eye for man. Man is
the pupil of God's eye.56

If God's love is synonymous with His mercy, this leaves the phenomenon of God's
wrath unexplained. However, to Ibn 'Arabi God, out of his love for man, mainly
manifests Himself through His mercy: the use of wrath is minimal indeed. Ibn 'Arabi
utilises the following verse in order to support this contention: "God's mercy
encompasses all things." 57 Ibn 'Arabi goes so far as to suggest that even God's wrath
can be described in terms of his mercy. This unique outlook led the sheikh, for the
first time among the Sufis, to extend God's love even to the people who are punished
eternally in Hell. These inhabitants who are doomed for eternal suffering in Hell, are
shown mercy in it. For after a while they become accustomed to the fire and torture
and even enjoy it. This is because it is not befitting for Ibn `Arabi's God, in the light
of His mercy, to mete out eternal punishment. 58 It must be noted that Ibn 'Arabi does
not reject the idea that some people will stay in Hell for eternity: what he does is to
change the nature of Hell so that it becomes a more comfortable place for sinners. The
concept that even the people of eternal punishment will be shown mercy in Hell, is
peculiar to Ibn 'Arabi and is a very controversial theme among scholars as well as
Sufis.
From Ibn `Arabi's terminology, it thus appears that this kind of love is God's spiritual
love for man, a love that considers the good of the beloved, namely, the good of man.
With this dual expression of God's love towards man Ibn 'Arabi seems to combine the
two groups of exegetes mentioned earlier in this study. His explanation of God's love
for man for man's sake corresponds to the first group of exegetes like al-Zamakhshari
and al-Qasimi who interpreted love as "mercy". On the other hand, his first branch
that is God's love for man for His sake corresponds to the second group of exegetes
like al-Razi, and al-Qushayri. Ibn 'Arabi with his division has done what they clearly
could not do. By joining both groups he created a unique new philosophy of God's
love for man.

56

S. Uludag, Ibn al-'Arabi, (Turkiye Diyanet Vakfl Yayinlari, Ankara, 1995), p.165
57 Qur'an, 7:156
58 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futtitiät, v.2, p.329
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8.5 Man's love for God
Ibn 'Arabi names man's love for God as "divine love", too. So the mutual
relationship of love originating both from man and God are called Divine love. He
has named it like this, possibly because in the verse these two loves are mentioned
together: "He loves them, and they love Him". 59 In this section, Ibn 'Arabi uses
exactly the same paradigm that he used for God's love. However, he does this by
reversing the paradigm. The two main reasons in the previous section are
reversed. Firstly, it was stated that God loves man because he is a part of God's
spirit, namely, God loves man as the whole loves its part. The corollary of this is
that the same must be true for the part. If the whole longs for the part in the same
way the part must also love the whole. The relationship of 'wholeness' with
`partness' depends on the Qur'anic verse which states that: "wa nafakhtu min ?TIN
"

meaning "I (God) have breathed into him (man)."6°

The second element, which was also reversed, that confirms man's love for God is
the oft-mentioned badith: "God created Adam in His own form." 61 For Ibn 'Arabi
this means that man has similar attributes to God; if God has the attribute of love
then man necessarily needs to have this attribute as well, since he is created in

God's image. However, according to Ibn 'Arabi, man's potential to love is granted
to him by God: as God's love for us comes first it follows that we also have the
ability to love. In this sense our love for Him is like the reflection of the divine

attributes.62
Ibn 'Arabi draws some important conclusions as to the full realisation of love. In
other words, under what circumstances can man activate and realise his capacity

to love to its fullest possible extent? Ibn 'Arabi states that love can only be fully
realised if man directs his love towards God or towards another human being. In
the former, as a result of the before-mentioned resemblance, love engulfs
(yastaghriq)

the lover absolutely. 63 Whereas other loves, such as love of wealth,

and position, only partly engage man's potential and do not engulf man's full
Ibid., v.12, p. 564, (Yahya ed.)
60 Qur'an, 38:72; 15:29
Bukhari, al- ,Salgli Isti
, n.5759; Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fut digt, v. 2, p.490
62 /bid, v. 7, p. 152, (Yahya ed.)
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potential of love. Hence he only loves created things with a part of his self. The
position of other human beings is different, as man can love another human being
with his whole self. This is possible due to the reason that the other person is also
created in God's form. It can be inferred from Ibn `Arabi's words that a human
being and God can be equally the objects of man's love.

To illuminate the relationship further he gives the example of woman and man's
love for each other. Ibn 'Arabi claims that the love between man and woman
especially in sexual intercourse is the highest point of man's love and the most
similar to Divine love. This similarity is not from the perspective of pleasure, but
is from the perspective of the annihilation of the two personalities in each other.
However, man and woman and all their limbs are annihilated, and completely lost
in each other, as a result of the pleasure derived from the act of sexual intercourse.
This impinges upon the love that is due to God, and therefore, the divine law
prescribes a major ablution to be performed following the act. In Ibn `Arabi's
interpretation, this is a form of punishment. This is because Ibn 'Arabi's God is a
jealous God who does not like man to enjoy and give his full attention to another
human being." Therefore, complete annihilation in love is only due to God.
Ibn `Arabi's view also has a bearing on the way that profane love can be
described. For with these words he brings a new dimension to the concept of
profane love, namely, that the love between man and woman is a direct
consequence of their divine forms. This idea is in stark contrast to the general
view, that love between men and women is a result of a contemplation of beauty
in the other. In Ibn `Arabi's view, the essential basis of this love is because men
and women are created in the divine form, and thus beauty is relegated to a
secondary role. Moreover, Ibn 'Arabi believes that man's love is fully satisfied
only when the object of love is God. On the other hand, if the object of love is
another human being this love will not attain its complete fulfilment. The reason
is that the similitude between God and man is stronger than between man and
another human being. 65 In a sense Ibn 'Arabi implies that if we think in human
63 Ibid, v.2, p.325
64 See the commentary on the FuA. by D. a1-Qay§ari, Matla' Khusik al-Kalim fiMa ' rill I Fu$17,,s altilcam, v.2, p.464469
65 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futti4ät, v.14, p.64
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terms God is the original form whereas man is a copy of this form. It is, therefore,
more probable that the copies will have a closer resemblance to the original than
to other copies.

Affifi comments that Ibn `Arabi's mystical system is the full realisation of the
union of the lover and the Beloved. If we look deeply into the nature of worship,
we find that love forms its very basis. According to Ibn 'Arabi, the meaning of our
worship is to love God in the extreme. No object is worshipped unless it is
invested with some sort of love; therefore it seems that for Ibn 'Arabi the
worshipped (al-Ma 'b iid) is a synonym of the Beloved (al-Malthab). This is
summed up in the following verse: "I swear by the reality of love that Love is the
cause of all love. Were it not for love (residing) in the heart, Love (God) would
not be worshipped."" The first and foremost drive behind worship is love, not
fear or any other feeling. Hence God, as an object of worship, resides in the heart
as the supreme object of love. For Ibn 'Arabi love is not only a decisive factor
behind the divine will but also the most important motive behind human actions.
Ibn 'Arabi thinks that all actions and activities, any movement in the universe,
including the actions of man, everything without exception is fuelled by love for
perfection. Therefore, there is no motive behind any action but love. Giving an
example from the life of the Prophet Moses, he says: "Moses escaped from Egypt
,
when he killed the Copt not because he feared retribution but because of his love
of salvation." 67 This idea of Ibn 'Arabi is a very important contribution since he
relates all the actions of man, however seemingly negative, to love. As love is the
main motive behind the actions of man it is also the main factor in the relationship
between God and him.
In our relationship with God, the dominant factor is love; superiority of love over
fear is quite clear. Furthermore, the concept of love is much more comprehensive
in its scope than the concept of fear. We can attribute the concept of love to both
God and man whereas fear cannot be ascribed to God but to man only. In addition,
love explains both the existence of creation as well as the return of creation back

66 Ibn 'Arabi, Fup.1,9 al-tikam, Ed. A. E. Affifi, p.194; the translation is taken from Affifi,
Mystical Philosophy, p.171
67 Ibn 'Arabi, Fug,s al-tikam, v.I, p.204
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to its original source. All these qualities do not exist in fear as a relationship
between the two. Therefore, Ibn 'Arabi calls his religion the religion of love:
"I follow the religion of love whichever way its camels take,
For this is my religion and my faith."

68

Ibn 'Arabi, commenting on this verse of his, says: "No religion is more sublime
than a religion based on love and longing for Him whom I worship and in whom I
have faith." 69 In this way, he indicates very strongly that he prefers love as a
relationship between man and God to other concepts. He even places a mystical
station in his system called: "The station of abandoning fear". In this chapter he
discusses the abandoning of fear. 7° In other words Ibn 'Arabi does not give a
permanent place to the concept of fear as a mystical station. All these indicate that
love is the most prominent relationship between God and man in his system.

In addition to the relationship of `partness' and 'wholeness' and likeness between
the lover and the beloved, Ibn 'Arabi presents two further reasons as an
explanation of love in general. These are beauty and beneficence; common
motives which are accepted by many Sufi authors like al-I-Jujwiri, al-Ghazal!,
Itäbi` a.
A lover loves someone because the beloved seems to him or her the most
beautiful. In other words, beauty is the fundamental element in the relationship of
love. The sheikh presents a hadith to further support this notion. In this tradition
the Prophet states: "God is beautiful and He loves beauty." It appears, then, that
Ibn 'Arabi regards beauty as the cause of love as an explanation for both God and
man. God loves man because he is the manifestation of His own beauty. There is
nothing more beautiful and perfect than God's creation. Otherwise this would be
an imperfection for God. If God did not have beauty there would not be any
beauty in creation; likewise if the creation had no beauty, His beauty would not
have been known: man needs to love God because He is the owner of absolute and

68 The Tarjuman al-Ashmiq, trans. by R. A. Nicholson, p.67
69 Ibn 'Arabi, Zahkhgr al-Alaq, p.50; The Tarjumgn al-'Ashwäq, trans. by R. A. Nicholson, p.69
70 Chapter 101 of al-Futi7hät.
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real beauty. Mubyll-din Ibn 'Arabi, in His book Tarjunan al-Ashwgq deals with
this relationship. In it he uses NiOm as the manifestation of divine beauty.71

Beauty is not the only factor that attracts love. It is rather a motive for the few
chosen people who are endowed with the intellectual and emotional faculties to
understand and appreciate beauty. There is another motive more effective to most
of people. This is beneficence (Os an).
- Beauty satisfies the spiritual needs of man.
However, it does not satisfy the physical requirements of man. For example, a
man's hunger will not be satiated by the mere contemplation of beauty. In the
light of this, the element of beneficence is introduced to fill this vacuum. In this
sense love is described in less spiritual and less elevated terms and more on a
pragmatic basis. This line of thinking is beautifully captured in a Turkish phrase:
"Beauty does not satiate the stomach". Ibn `Arabi's concept of beauty and
beneficence as motives of love have some striking similarities to the views of alGhazäli. He makes these factors focal points of his theory of love. However, for
Ibn 'Arabi these matters are of a more peripheral importance. In summary, Ibn
'Arabi believes that God is the only beautiful and the only benefactor in reality.
Therefore he is the only real object of love.72

At this point a few words regarding the perception of beauty would be beneficial.
,
Beauty as a concept is addressed primarily to the visual faculty of man. In other
words, its main focus is the eye. The majority of Muslim theologians accept that
man cannot see God in this world. How, then, can man love God without first
seeing Him? Ibn 'Arabi deals with this issue in an interesting way. He believes
that the origin of our love for God is not vision but audition; the hearing of the
word "kun", God's command to us to appear in the phenomenal world. Ibn 'Arabi
alludes here to the Qur'anic verse: "When God wants to create something, He just
says "be", and it is."73
Evidently, the souls heard God's command even though they did not see Him. In
consequence, our love for God is not caused by seeing Him but by hearing Him
71 R.W.J. Austin, 'The Lady Nizam- an image of love and knowledge', in JM1AS, V.7, year 1988,
35-48
72 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fut Ilhät, v.2, p.326
73 Queän, 16:40
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(His words). The Sheikh thinks that this is the reason why people are moved on
hearing music: for music reminds us of the divine command which was directed
to us in our creation process. 74

The motive of beneficence which is received from the beloved naturally follows:
"Is it for the sake of benefit that the lover loves the Beloved or is it possible to

love in total disregard of the benefit to the lover?" Ibn 'Arabi answers this
question in a unique way. Sufis before him like Itäbi`a and al-I-Jallaj thought that
the lover should totally disregard his own benefit. The love should be for the sake
of the beloved only without any other motive. Ibn 'Arabi in the following pages
gives his own account of the problem of interest in the relationship of love: he
classifies man's love for God according to its motives as spiritual (ratan° love
and natural (tab Pi) love. In essence, this division is similar to that of Rabi'a's
classification.75
8.5:1 Spiritual love
Pure spiritual love is to love the Beloved for the beloved's sake. However, in Ibn
`Arabi's version of spiritual love, it includes love for the lover's sake as well. In a
sense there is a unification of the interests of the lover and the beloved. From the
perspective of man, he worships God because of God's worthiness of being
worshipped. Furthermore, he simultaneously worships Him for the benefit he can
receive from God for his own good 76 . With this characteristic, man is
distinguished from the animals because they can only love something for their
own sakes, whereas man can join between these two, at times opposite, kinds of
love.
This concept of love would appear to be identical to that of Räbi`a's. It could be
argued that in spiritual love Ibn 'Arabi combines Rabi`a's unselfish love with
selfish love. However, an important distinction from Itabi`a needs to be
highlighted. The Sheikh does not totally disregard the interests of the lover:
furthermore, unlike Räbi`a, he does not see natural love in a negative way. In this

74 1bn 'Arabi, al-FutUhlt, v.2, p.331
75 See 5.4:2:a Selfish Love (Ilubb al-Hawa): 5.4:2:b Love of God because of His Worthiness
76 Ibid, v.2, p.331
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sense he is more realistic than Räbi`a for he recognises that it is against the nature
of man to turn a blind eye to his own interests no matter how slight.

What is the relationship of spiritual love to natural and divine love? It seems that
in Ibn `Arabi's understanding spiritual love is a middle way between divine and
natural love: it contains elements of both loves. In his own words the possessor of
divine love has a soul without a body. The possessor of natural love, on the other
hand, has a body without a soul. In contrast, the possessor of spiritual love has
both body and sou1. 77 In this regard, he believes that the most perfect of mystic
lovers are those who love God simultaneously for Him and for themselves as this
reveals in them the unification of their two fold nature. 78 This is because the
objective of spiritual love is to attain unity with God (ittihäd). In other words, the
uniting of the essences of the lover and the Beloved. 79 Spiritual love aims at
"becoming like the Beloved, accomplishing what is the Beloved's due and
knowing His decree". It implies a knowledge of what the Beloved is like and also
not like — what qualities are proper and what are not — and of what the Beloved
desires or does not desire."

8.5:2 Natural Love

It consists of two types: natural (tabi gi) and elemental ('un,surt). Although they
have similarities in their nature they differ in their objects. In natural love, the
lover only regards the fulfilment of his self-satisfaction; the lover does not love
the beloved but he loves his own good in the body of the beloved. Therefore,
natural love has been built on the benefits and pleasure which are received from
the beloved. The beloved is only a means of self-satisfaction not an end in itself. If
the benefits ceases to come then the lover cease to love the beloved. Such a love is
in the nature" of all creatures; Ibn 'Arabi calls it natural love. This love is innate
in human nature since it cannot love things exclusively for their sakes. Natural

77 M. M. al-Ghuräb, al-klubb wa al-Matabba al-llAiyya, p.170
78 H. Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism oflbn al-Arabi, trans. by Manheim, R., p.150
79 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futiität, v.2, p.334
80 S. Hirtenstein, The Unlimited Mercifier, the Spiritual Life and Thought of Ibn Arabi, (Oxford,
Anqa Publishing House 1999), p.197
81 Dm 'Arabi, al-Fut fituit, 11, 442, (Yahya ed.)
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love is a common point between human beings and animals since man also has an
animal side. 82

Natural love targets self-satisfaction, regardless of the object that is loved.
Therefore, in natural love man worships God for the reward of paradise or to
escape the punishment of Hell-fire; since in man's nature there is a tendency to
get pleasurable things and to escape harmful things." Ibn 'Arabi calls these
people the slaves of the fire and slaves of paradise meaning that the motive behind
their obedience is these two elements and not love of God's pure beauty."

In contrast, in spiritual love, the "self' and all its desires are sacrificed in the
interest of the Beloved, that is the lover is sacrificed for the sake of the Beloved.
However, in natural love the beloved is sacrificed for the sake of the lover. With
regards to the object of the natural love, the beloved is also from the realm of the
material world, because natural love is a product of hearing or seeing. Natural
love is the love of the general people ('awämm) who have no grasp of mystical
knowledge. Its aim is to be united with the beloved through the animal soul."
These negative statements about natural love do not contradict the general outline
of Ibn `Arabl's concept of love that is: "God is the real Beloved behind all
illusionary beloveds" Therefore, Ibn 'Arabi regards natural love as a manifestation
of the divine love in its lowest and crudest form'.

8.5:3 ' Unfuri(elemental) love

Ibn 'Arabi subdivides natural love into `Unpri love as well. It is basically the
same as natural love. The difference is that elemental love is limited by only one
natural form and generally by one from the opposite sex. For example, Qays and
Lailä, Qays and Lubna, Jamil and Buthaynä are examples of this kind of love.
Ibn 'Arabi, unlike most Sufis such as Räbi`a, does not reprimand elemental love
as a necessary evil. He even suggests that for the true Gnostic it is necessary to
love women. This is quite a revolutionary idea if compared to the early Sufis who
82 'bid, v.2, p.334
83 Ibid., v.2, p.331
84 Ibid., v.2, p.219, (Yahya ed.)
85 Ibid., v.12, p.565
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hated the world and marriage. For Ibn 'Arabi the real Gnostic ("drip loves women
because, as stated in the badith, the Prophet declares that he loves women. Ibn
`Arabi's argument is that the Prophet would not love something that would
distance him from God. Therefore the idea: "Marriage or love of women in
general are the cause of separation from God" is an error and not consistent with
the Prophetic paradigm of love.86

Furthermore, he states in the commentary of the Tarjumän that the nature of
elemental love is the same as divine love, that is, the love with which we love
God. The only difference is in their objects. Whereas in elemental love the lover
loves a phenomenon (kawn), in divine love the lover loves the essential, the real
41). In his opinion, God afflicted them with love for human beings like

themselves in order that He might show, by means of them, the falseness of those
who pretend to love Him. In the elemental, there have always been the most
excellent examples of ecstasy, rapture and losing consciousness and reasoning in
their love of the human beloved." Therefore, the claimants of love of God should
at least love God to the same degree as those lovers of human beings. Otherwise
God will show them as proofs (hujaj) against the false lovers of Him.

Another important conclusion from Ibn `Arabi's remarks is that we do not need to
change the whole nature of our love when it is directed to God. Only changing the
object of love from a profane to a divine object is enough. The transfer of the
feeling of love from mortals to God is not specific to Ibn 'Arabi only since in
Nifari's work on Mahabba there are similar themes. 88 However, this concept is in
complete harmony with Ibn `Arabi's overall mystical system. Spiritual and natural
love are interrelated with one of God's most beautiful names, al-Wadad (the all
loving). Therefore, since God describes Himself as loving then love is one of
God's characteristics. However, when man is put into the picture he also
possesses the capacity to return this love. In summary of this section, we may say
that this love is projected back mainly for two reasons. First, man is created in
God's form and, secondly, he is commanded to adorn himself with God's
86 1b1d, v.14, p.67-68, (Yahya ed.)
87 Ibn 'Arabi, Zahkhhir
Sharh, p.51; The Tarjumell al-Ashwäq, trans. by R A. Nicholson,
p.69-70
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characteristics. Therefore, all the different kinds of love in the universe originate
from Divine Love. If God did not have the attribute of love then man's love would
not have manifested itself.

In conclusion, Ibn 'Arabi thinks that we love God for four reasons:
1-We love Him for His sake. If we love things because they are loved by God and
if we dislike things (enmity) because they are not liked by God: and when we
freely and happily obey what He wants us to do, as our limbs obey us without
having a choice of disobeying.
2-We love Him for our sake if we love God because of the bounties He has given
US.

3-We love Him for both reasons. That is, both for the sake of Him without
regarding our interest in God, as well as for the sake of our interest in God.
4-We love Him with a love which is totally different from the before-mentioned
reasons. 89 Unfortunately, Ibn 'Arabi does not give any details about this final
reason.
8.6

Stages of love: Ibn 'Arabi classifies the concept of love from different angles.

The first one was made according to the objects and subject of love. The second
one was considering the issue of interest in love. In the third one, Ibn 'Arabi
classifies our love towards God according to its intensity, strength and continuity.
Therefore this classification can be given under the branch of Man's love for God.
Ibn 'Arabi studies love in its different stages of strength. As such he has a quatrain
grouping. These are hawä, hubb, `ishq and wudd.

8.6:1

Ilawff: The first stage of love is named as hawd. Literally hawa means to

fall. It is the falling of love or any kind of passion into the heart. A man falls in
love for three reasons. 1- Seeing; 2- Hearing; and, 3- Bounties received from the
beloved. The strongest cause of hawä is seeing since it does not change by
meeting the beloved. On the other hand, the second and third causes of the hcrwa

88 See Religion, Learning and Science in the Abbasid Period, ed. by M. J. L. Young, J. D. Latham
and R. B. Serjeant, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1990, p.72
89 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futripät, v.2, p.330
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are not so perfect because love caused by hearing changes by seeing and love
caused by beneficence can cease or weaken by the ceasing of the bounties."

Hawg's objects might be many things and not necessarily God. Therefore, in the
Qur'an God commands the believers, not to follow "haw il'91 . Hawg is a kind of
love for God polluted with associating partners with the love of God. Therefore it
is not a pure love of God.

Knowing that Allah commands His slaves to purify their hawä and direct it to
God, Ibn 'Arabi admits that it is impossible to eradicate hawg from the heart since
it is nothing but a natural sentiment. All human beings have haw g for, a different
beloved. Allah commands His servants to direct this hawif to Him. Since it is
impossible not to have hawa God commands, not to follow "haw d' ."

Ibn 'Arabi believes that the non-believers have this kind of love. Since their love
for God is mixed with the love of the partners they associate with God.
8.6:2 klubb: Ilubb is the purification of hawä Purification of hawa is realised by
eliminating other loves and directing it only to God. Therefore, hubb is a pure and
unpolluted love for God cleansed from all kind of spiritual dirt. Ibn 'Arabi
,
justifies this meaning of hubb from its etymology: In Arabic a water pot is called
"hubb" since the water rests in it and its dirt sinks to the bottom. In this way the
water becomes purified from dirt. Ibn 'Arabi says that because the believer's love
for God is pure it will remain even in the hereafter whereas the unbeliever's love
which is contaminated by other loves, will be cleansed."
8.6:3 ishq: Ibn 'Arabi accepts `ishq as the excessive form of hubb. When hubb
pervades all the body and blinds the lover's eyes except to the Beloved and
circulates in the veins like blood it is called "ishq". The lover sees nothing but his
beloved in everything, he only hears the voice of his beloved in all sounds. If the
lover speaks he only speaks to his Beloved, wherever he looks he only sees his
90Thid., v.2, p.336
91 Qur'an, 4:135
92 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fut digt, v.2, p.336
93 Mid, v.2, p.336

240

Beloved, whatever he sees he says: "this is Him." The word 'ishq does not occur
in the Qur'an, but Ibn 'Arabi thinks that the phrase mentioned in the Qur'an
"ashaddu ljubban Ii11.52" "Those who believe are stauncher in their love for God"
means ' ishq, the excessive love for God.
Ibn 'Arabi gives us two examples; one is the story of the prophet Joseph and
Zuleykha and the other is our famous Sufi al-Hallaj. As such he confirms alHaliars much debated position as a martyr of Ishq.94
8.6:4 al-Wudd: is a general attribute of the three above-mentioned stages of love;

it is the permanency of hubb, 'ishq or hawä in the heart of the lover. As used in
the Qur'an, wudd means firmness (thabät). When love attains to the degree of
wudd, nothing can harm love.95

According to Ibn 'Arabi the lovers have certain features that distinguish them
from others who claim to be lovers. These are as follows:

8.7 The Characteristics of the lovers:
8.7:1 al-Bass: Love stops the functions of the intellect. `Aql has the power of

collecting the thoughts and restricting the behaviour of a person; on the other
,
hand, love distracts the attention and it causes the lover to fall into bewilderment.

8.7:2 al-Nubill: It literally means thinness of the body because of lovers'

preoccupation in order to attain the satisfaction of the Beloved. While they do so
they ignore their own needs and they do not give enough care to themselves. Their
only concern is to keep their covenant with their Beloved (God) as mentioned in
the Quean. 96 As a result of this preoccupation with the beloved, their bodies get
thinner. To explain the nulird of the existence of the lovers Ibn 'Arabi uses the
Qur'anic metaphor of the mirage. 97 In the Qur'an God describes the deeds of the
unbelievers as 'a mirage, seen in the desert having no real existence in reality.'
Similarly the lovers of God understand that their existence is in reality a mirage;
94 Ibid, v.2, p.337
95 fbn 'Arabi also confirms this quatrain division of love in the al-Furalgt with his commentary on
the Tarjumän al-Ashwäq" see 1bn 'Arabi, Zakhãir al-Alaq p.10
96 Qur'an, 5:1, 2:40
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quality that includes all the rest is to be beloved, just as Muhammad is called
beloved of God. The most beloved of God is the "place of manifestation" that
reflects Him as He is, without the slightest deviation or distortion: so on the one
hand, all the Divine qualities are displayed and savoured; on the other, there is no
"place" that interposes itself as other. 1 ° 2 His list will be given below and the
important ones will be analysed further.

1- To follow the footsteps of the Prophet Muhammad, as stated in the Qur'an God
declares: "Say: 'If you love God, follow me. God will love you and forgive you
your sins. God is forgiving and merciful.'" 1 ° 3 Following the Prophet means to
obey his commands and refraining from what he forbids. He does not speak out of
his own fancy: what he says is a revelation from God. 1 ° 4 Ibn 'Arabi says: "Even if
God did not ask us to follow him we needed to follow him." 105 According to Ibn
'Arabi one's love for God is in proportion to one's following the Prophet's
Sunnah. The more one follows the Prophet, the more one loves God,'

2- God loves the repentant one who turns back to Him. One of His divine names
is "al-Tcrww g " meaning "He who accepts repentance". Therefore, Ibn 'Arabi
concludes that God in reality loves His own attribute. The repentance of lovers is
to turn from rejection to acceptance, from disobedience to obedience. 1 ° 7 This is
,
important since it indicates that Ibn Arabi's system of love does not ignore piety
and ascetic paradigms of love.
3- God loves people who cleanse themselv e s from all spiritual vices, such as
ignorance, pretentiousness and so on. 1 ° 8 Whoever cleans himself or herself from
these vices will be loved by God, as stated by the Qur'an: "God loves those who
cleanse themselves."109

1 °1 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fut ON, v.2, p.340-45
102 S. Hirtenstein, The Unlimited Mercifier, p.198
105 Qur'an, 3:31 (Y.A.)
1 °4 Qur'an, 53:3-4
1 °5 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fut 171751-, v.2, p.341
1 °6 Ibid., v.10, 410-11, (Yahya ed.)
1 °7 Ibid., v.2, p.340
108 Ibid., v.2 p.342
109 Qur'an, 2:222 (Y.A.)
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their existence will one day end and only God's existence will remain. 98 The
interesting point in this example is that Ibn 'Arabi is applying a verse meant for
the unbelievers, to the lovers of God. This shows that Ibn 'Arabi uses a special
kind of exegesis to prove his ideas from Qur'an.

8.7:3 Gharirrn: Ghargm means annihilation in the Beloved with constant grief. It
is the most effective attribute of love, which can be applied to the all stages of
love since it connotes continuity.99

8.7:4 Shawq: This is the motion of the spirit towards the beloved to meet her. If
the lover and the beloved are from the same genre this motion may be physical as
well as spiritual. If the love is profane, the lover feels the fear of separation from
the beloved after meeting. But in divine love there is no such fear of separation,
because God is nearer to the lover than his jugular vein as stated in Qur'an, and
the lover of God feels this nearness. m° Ibn `Arabi's belief in the unity of being
shows itself here; he says: "There is nothing in the universe except the existence
of God." Therefore the lover never feels separation.

8.8 The attributes of lovers in the Qur'an:
Ibn 'Arabi also gives a long list of the characteristic& that God loves in His
slaves, such as: repentance; purification; and, thankfulness, along with those
which God does not love, such as: corruption; and cheating. However, in Ibn
Arabi's paradigm of love attaining these characteristics is not considered as a
matter of a pious act as in mainstream Islam. This is not a simple scriptural
validation for what he is going to say in the chapter but rather a pointer to the
necessity of discrimination if we are to "become like the Beloved". All are loved,
but essentially only those who exhibit good and loveable qualities are able to be a
perfect locus of God's manifestation. Desirable qualities are nothing but the
positive qualities of existence, such as, beauty, truthfulness, generosity. These are
epitomised in the lives of the prophets — Abraham is identified with the principle
of thankfulness, Job with the quality of patience and so on. The most desirable
97 Mid, 24:39
98 Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fut illgt, v.2, p.338
99 Ibid, v.2, p.340
100 Qur'an, 50:16
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Ibn 'Arabi in this connection also emphasises the importance of the "farrict and

"naw#11" commandments, referring to the badith al-Qudsi which states: "My
servant seeks to win My favour by works of Supererogation 116 (nail), until I love
him; and when I love him I am to him an ear, and an eye and a hand and a helper.
Through Me he hears, through Me he sees and through me he takes. 117 "Farrid
are the commanded or obligatory prayers in Islam and Naw 'ell are the voluntary
acts of worship. According to him voluntary acts of worship attract God's love
more then the other. As in the voluntary act, there is the role of will whereas the

farrid are obligatory and there is no place for free will. Since free will is one of
- man reflects more of God's attributes.118
God's attributes, by doing the naw 411
Secondly, the outcome of the voluntary worship is that God becomes the hearing
and seeing of the worshipper.' 19 This also shows that Ibn 'Arabi values more the
voluntary acts of worship since the voluntary acts are only the result of love
whereas the obligatory ones might be the result of fear and other motives.
In this theory of Love he sums up his whole system. Love is the cause of the
return of all manifestations to the One.

Ibn 'Arabi seems to have benefited many of al-Halläj's ideas in his system of
love; especially concerning the perfection of man among creation in answering
God's love. The concepts of the WA and nay& are also taken by Ibn 'Arabi and
developed. However, unlike al-Hallaj he regarded not only man but the rest of the
creation have War/ and misliti aspects.. The näsilt represents the material aspect
of a thing, the Writ represents the divine aspects of the creation_ 120

8.9 Influences of other Sufis on Ibn 'Arabi:

Among the Sufis that this study covered, possibly al-Hallãj played the most
significant role in Ibn 'Arabi's building the paradigm of love as well as his
mystical theology. 121 Especially, the ideas about the "Nik al-Muhcompiadr, the

116 Non-obligatory prayers, but strongly recommended

b) the Prophet.

Rilac, 38
Bulchari,
ns Tbn 'Arabi, al-Fut alot, v.13, p.483, (Yahya ed )
119 Mid, v.13, p.485, (Yahya ed.)
120 M. M. Sharif, A history ofMuslim Philosophy, vi p 415
123 A. `Affifi, The Mystical Philosophy, p.189
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4- God loves believers who are patient in the face of calamities, who only ask help
from God.no

5- God loves those who are thankful for the favours of God. 111

6- God loves those who are charitable and make gifts to others.
7- God loves those who fight for His cause,

112

8- God loves beauty, since the universe is the manifestation of the beauty of God;
in reality God loves Himself,113

Although this list has an ethical nature, Ibn 'Arabi gives another meaning to these
verses by alluding to the badith: "Assume the traits of God".

1I4

Of the above

mentioned commandments many of them are also 'divine attributes'. Such as:
repentance of man corresponds to the divine attribute al-Taww b; man's
generosity corresponds to al-Karim; forgiveness corresponds to al-Ghaffar; and
love corresponds to al-Wadlid. Only by actualising and internalising such qualities
one can participate in the fullness of existence and reflect the qualities of the real
Being. The more one assumes these divine characteristics, the more one becomes
close to God in the sense that the lover reflects the divine qualities in the mirror of
his body and soul. Hence man becomes the locus of God's love.

115

Another connection between following these commandments and love is that most
of these names correspond to the beautiful names of God. By assuming these
qualities, man increases in beauty. And beauty, according to Ibn 'Arabi, is the
basis and the cause of all love. "We love God because God is Beautiful, and He
loves us and all his creation because He loves the Beautiful." Here, he refers to the
Prophetic tradition: "God is Beautiful and loves the Beautiful."

••nnnn••

Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fut i71.tht, v.2, p.342
Mid, v.2, p.343
112 jbid, v.2, p.345
111 jbid, v.2, p.345
114 See W. Chinicic, The Sufi Path ofKnowledge, p.21-26
11 3 Ibri 'Arabi, al-Furtihat, v.2, p.350
110

111
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unity of religions, are taken from al-Halldj and developed further by Ibn 'Arab!. 122
Although he quotes many verses generally attributed to Hallaj, which point to a
theory of incarnation (tulal) or fusion, he tries to explain them in his own
pantheistic way. So it could be said that Ibn 'Arabi improved on Hallaj's theory of
love to a great extent and did not imitate him.

It can be also argued that Räbi`a's selfish and unselfish love is at the root of Ibn
`Arabi's classification, but with a different name. Selfish love is natural, unselfish
love is spiritual love. This naming also shows that Ibn 'Arabi gives a completely
new colour to Rabi`a's division. That is, naming her selfish love as natural
signifies that he does not reject and reprimand profane love. For him it is not an
obstacle in the Sufi path of love: on the contrary, it is one of the most efficient
ways of arriving at the Real Beloved.

Ibn `Arabl's systematic approach also corresponds very much to al-Ghazdli's
methodology. Both are very much intellectual in their analysis of love. However,
unlike al-Ghaz511, Ibn ` Arabi's theory of love is not restricted to the intellectual
boundaries. His theory of love is distinguished by the existentialist (wuj WI), and
by the ecstatical (dhawq1). In this sense al-Ghazäli's methodology plays a partial
role in Ibn `Arabl's system.123

Theoretically, Ibn 'Arabi claims to have written things that were inspired by God
(Futiibät); or given directly by the Prophet (Fup7,․). Nevertheless, he uses the
terminology of worldly life to put his divinely originated ideas into human form.
He uses the language of theology and philosophy quite efficiently.

Asin Palacios, claims that Ibn 'Arabi borrowed many ideas from New Platonism
and the Christian concept of love. Firstly from the Islamic point of view there is
no borrowing since all religions come from the same source, Secondly, Ibn
`Arabi's approach to the prophets permited him to do so. He clearly states in many

122 0. R. Dogrul, Islamiyetin Gelistirdigi Tasavvuf, (A/unet Halit Kitabevi, Istanbul, 1948), p.1067; See M. Chodiciewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, translated by Streight, D., (State University of
New York Press, 1993), p.87
123 al-Munawi states that Ibn 'Arabi studied al-Ghaz;d1i's Ihyä" in Makka. See al-Munawi, alKawAib, v.1, p.706
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places that among his masters he mentions Jesus, Moses and many other
prophets.124
8.10 His Influence:
Ibn 'Arabi indeed left his mark on later Sufism. His ideas about the universality of
being, love, and religion may be considered as landmarks in the history of Sufi
thought. Even though some of his theories are very controversial the fact remains
that in production and influence he is one of the greatest Arabic-speaking mystics
Islam has ever produced.'"

The title given to Ibn 'Arabi by his admirers 'al-Shaykh al-Akbar' (the Greatest
Master), has never been conferred on another Sufi since his time. Concerning the
concept of love his influence seems to show itself most clearly in the delightful
works of the mystic poets of Persia and Turkey. 126 For example, Fakhr al-Din
'Iraqi (d.1289 C.E.), Matimfid Shabistari (d.1320 C.E.) and 'Abdu'r-Rahman Jami
(d.1492 C.E.) were all inspired by Ibn 'Arabi. Their odes reflect Ibn `Arabi's
teaching of Divine Love and Beauty in the form of subtle genius of the Persian
mind. 127
Ibn `Arabi's understanding of love had a great impact on Jalal al-Din Rftmi
(d.1273 C.E.) through his disciple Sadr al-Din Qunawi.(d.1274 C.E.) Even some
have called the Mathnawi as the Futift)at translated into Persian verse. 128 In
modern times the influence of Ibn 'Arabi can be seen wherever Sufism continues
to flourish. In the East, his writings are still taught and read in India, Pakistan,
Afghanistan and Persia. In addition, commentaries continue to be written on
them. 129

8.11 Conclusion

1 24 A. Palacios, Ibn al-'Arabi Madhhabuh ft wa hayaluhil, trans. into Arabic by 'A. Badawi, p.246241
125 Mid, v.I p.420
126 Ibn al-`Arabi, Fuo7 vi, p.8
127M. M. Sliarif, A history ofMuslim Philosophy, v.I p.408
12s S. Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, p.118
129 Mid, p.118
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1- Ibn `Arabi's paradigm of love is the most comprehensive metaphysical,
cosmological and psychological paradigm of love.130

2-In Ibn `Arabi's cosmology, the concept of love plays an important role. It is the
unique motive behind the creation. According to Him it is God's eternal love that
caused the creation.

3- Very basically, Ibn 'Arabi divides love into two branches as natural and
spiritual love. The dual interpretations of love, both from the point of view of
lover and the beloved as spiritual and natural, is applied to God and man. This is
quite unique in the theories of love. For example nobody before him attributed
selfish motives to God in their paradigms of love.

4- Concerning God's love for man the most important factor is that man is created
upon God's form. Amongst God's creation man has the most traits resembling
God. In other words God manifest Himself most fully in man amongst other
creatures.
5- God also loves man as a part of His spirit, as man is nothing but a nafich
(breathing out) of God. The whole longs for its part. In that regards it is
interesting that he gives the example of love between man and woman paradigm
in which man loves woman as his part.

6- God also loves man for man's own sake, therefore in His dealing with mankind
His mercy exceeds His wrath. This love goes to the extent that God will not
punish His servants eternally.

7- He stresses that God manifests Himself best in woman. In contrast to the early
Sufis who held women in contempt by equating them with the evil of the world,
Ibn 'Arabi completely denies their idea and declares woman as the most perfect
locus of God's manifestation.131

1 " See S. Nasr, Three Sages, p.90
131 Austin gives a clear exposition of feminine elements in Ibn Ardbi's thought, comparing him
with other philosophies as well. See R. W. J. Austin, The feminine dimensions in Ibn al-'Arabi's
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8- Man loves God because he is created in God's form. Man is attracted to God as
a part is attracted to its whole. Man's love is fully fulfilled only when his object of
love is God or another human being, since all human beings are created in God's
form.

9- Man always loves God in different manifestations even though he is not aware
of it. It is likened to a fish living in the ocean and not realising the existence of
water. However, to fully benefit from such a love, man needs to realise that all
loves return to God.

10- Therefore for the real mystic all loves are divine and the division between
profane and divine love is only on the surface. If men love women because of the
divine manifestations in her, this love becomes a divine love. While those who
love them for natural lust only are ignorant of the reality of creation.

11- Ibn 'Arabi used all the previous paradigms of love very efficiently. The ideas
of the exegetes, the philosophers, the theologians, the poets are used and made
into a synthesis. Therefore Ibn `Arabi's paradigm of love reflects the diverse
tastes of the above mentioned disciplines.

thought', in JMIAS, 1984, v.2, P.5-14., also by the same author 'The Lady Nizam- an image of
love and knowledge', JMIAS, 1988, v.7, 35-48
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CHAPTER NINE
Ibn al-Firicl's Paradigm of Love
9.1 Introduction
One cannot fail to notice the titles and appellations which adorn the names of the
great Sufi masters, for example, Shah Ida al-7shq (Räbi`a), Imam and
Mujaddid (al-Ghaldli) and Sheikh al-Akbar (Ibn 'Arabi). From these, perhaps, the

most striking appellation belongs to the Sufi poet Ibn

",,Sultan al-

hiqIn" or the 'Prince of the Lovers'.' This may be explained by the fact that

Ibn al-Färicl was regarded by many authorities on Sufism, as the greatest and
finest poet to write mystic poetry in Arabic. 2 This reputation of the 'Prince of
Lovers' justifies his inclusion in this research.

However, it must be pointed out that this research does not aim to illuminate this
Sufi master's poetry from a literary point of view, as this has been studied quite
sufficiently. 3 Instead, it aims to illuminate and analyse his understanding and
conception of love. This aim will be tackled according to the same binary
classification adopted in the previous chapters, namely, God's love for man
followed by man's love for God. However, before this is done, it would be useful
to give a brief account of Ibn al-nricl's background and life. This will allow us to
see this eminent Sufi in context and may perhaps give us some clues to the origin,
formation and development of his ideas.
9.2 His Life
There are a number of important sources which give details about Ibn
life. However, it seems that from among the sources providing information about
the life of Ibn al-Färicl, the "Wafayät al-A'yan" of Ibn Khallikän is the most
1 S. Zalam, `Ibn al-Färid Sultan al- qnshiqin', in Majallat al-Azhar, (Cairo, 1974), v.51, p.714
2 A. J. Atberry, Sufism, an Account of the Mystics of Islam, p.94; Amin, B. S., Mutgaät fi al-Shi'r
al-Mamlaiwa al-Uthmäni, (Beirut, nd.), p.242; M. R. Dayy5h, A 'Um al-A dab al-Abbk-1, (Beirut,
Muassasa al-Risälah, 1987), p.111
3 See S. H. Nadeem, A Critical Appreciation of Arabic Mystical Poetry, p.184ff.; 0. Farrah, alTagrwwuff
p.143ff.
4 For a detailed and fully documented study of Thu al-Farid's life, see T. E. Homerin, From Arab
Poet to Muslim Saint: Ibn al-Farid, His Verse, And His Tomb, (University of South Carolina
Press, 1994); also Issa J. Boulatta, 'Toward a Biography of Ibn al-Farid', Arabica, (Leiden, 1981),
p.38-56

251

objective: in the sense that it does not rely heavily on mere anecdotes and stories
for its coverage. However, one limitation of this source is that it is rather brief in
its dealing of Ibn al-Färicl and thus, does not give a great amount of detail.
Nevertheless, in the following biographical sketch that follows the Wafayat alA'yän will be the main source relied upon.

The other major source of Ibn al-Faricl's biography is his grandson. Although Ibn
al-Farid's grandson has given a detailed account of his life, the researcher must
approach this source with a certain amount of caution. This is due to the fact that
Ibn al-Faricl's grandson may have a personal interest in portraying the greatness
of his grandfather, and could, at times, be a little biased. For example, in his
introduction to Ibn al-Färicl's Diwan, one finds the pages filled with fantastic and
exaggerated tales. One can explain this as a desire to exonerate the poet from the
accusations of heresy at that time. 5 However, it would be unfair to reject
everything that comes from Ibn al-nricl's grandson just for this reason. An
alternative and more constructive approach would be to accept only those parts
which can be corroborated by other evidence.

He was born in Cairo 576/1182 6 ; and his father's name was 'Ali who was
originally from Hama in Syria, we do not know why and when he emigrated to
Egypt. Ibn Al-Färicl's full name was Abil tlafs or Abil al-Qäsim `Umar b. Abfi altlasan 'Ali b. al-Murshid b. 'Mi. His honorific title is Sharaf al-Din (Nobility of
Religion) and he is generally known as Ibn al-Fdric1 7 or "son of the distributor of
estates": a reference to the profession of his father.

Ibn al-Färicl spent his childhood in an atmosphere of deep religious conscience,
mainly due to the influence of his father. At an early age he was attracted to
Sufism and its practices, such as solitude and the taking up of an ascetic life. 8 As
far as his personality is concerned, he had a strong character. This fact is
confirmed by Ibn Khallikän who states that he was a righteous and virtuous
personality with a sense of self-assurance.
5 Especially from the attacks of 1bn al-Taymiyyah, see 160 Wandat al-Wuj t7d, p.40-42
61bn Ithallilcan, Wafayal al-A 'yän, v.1, p.383; Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Tabaqät al-Awliyä', p.465
7 As explained by 1bn al-Khallikan, al-Färicl is the name given to the person who draws up
contracts for women in their dealings with men, De Slane, Biographical Dictionary, v.2, p.390
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According to some commentators, for example Arberry, the Täiyyah is considered
the masterpiece of Ibn al-Faricl. 14 The contents of both the Khamriyya and Täiyya
are the basis of the following discussion.

Not only the content of his Dlw an but also the method by which it was written is
of significance. The latter provides some insight into the character of Ibn al-Faricl.
It is said that he dictated his Diw an in times of ecstasy and intoxication. In other
words, it was not the result of a conscious effort on the part of Ibn al-Färicl. In this
connection, it is of interest to note the similarities which exist between mysticism
in other religions and Islam. For example, it appears that this method is also found
in the mystical experience of other religions. As an illustration, Nicholson
mentions that St. Catherine of Sienna dictated her great Dialogue to her
secretaries whilst in the state of ecstasy. Similarly, in the Islamic tradition,
Jaldladdin Rani whilst drowned in the ocean of love, used to take hold of a pillar
in his house and set himself turning around it. Meanwhile, he versified and
dictated, and people wrote down the verses of his great workMathnawi.15
9.2:2 His Teachers
Ibn al-Färicl's grandson, relates that Ibn al-nricl went through a long period of
ascetic practices in order to seek some kind of self realisation. However, he
experienced no illumination or revelation during his time in Egypt. This raises the
question; was Ibn al-Färicl given support or guidance by any Sufi Master in his
quest for Divine illumination or was he merely "experimenting" on his own?
There is little evidence to suggest that the former was the case, especially during
his early period in Egypt. On the other hand, if we accept the account related by
his grandson, 'Ali, then, Ibn al-F5ricl's first Sufi master was a certain illiterate and
old man. According to his report, one day in the Suyr(iyya madrasa, in Cairo, Ibn
al- al-Färicl met an old man who was a green grocer (Baqqa1). He advised him "0
`Umar, you will receive no revelation in Egypt but rather in Hijaz, at Mecca -may
God honour it. Go there, then, for the time of your revelation has come." The
name of this old Baqqg is not given by 'Mi. However, Ibn al-Zayyat

14 A. J. Arberry, Sufism, an Account of the Mystics, p.96
15 R.A., Nicholson, Studies in Islamic Mysticism, p.167
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Ebn Khallikan ends his biographical notice by saying that Ibn al-Färicl died in
632/1235 and was buried at the foot of Mount al-Muqattam.9

9.2:1 His works
It comes as some surprise that the volume of Tbn al-Farid's work is not
proportional to his fame. Unlike Ibn 'Arabi, Ibn s only work is his DAvän
which forms the major source concerning his ideas and understanding for the
purposes of our study.

Focusing particularly on the issue of love, the Diwan contains two important odes
which give an insight into his paradigm of love. The first, entitled Khamriyya, can
be categorised as falling under the accepted Arabic genre of Bacchic or wine
poetry. This reflects the general Sufi approach of taking possession of a wellestablished framework and reforming it by substituting hedonistic motivations
with religious undertones, such as, the decisive quest for happiness in God. Ibn alFarid does exactly this: he re-interprets the whole bacchic theme and deepens its
symbolic range. 1 ° For example, the phenomenon of 'drunkenness' is used in the
sense that the Sufi is drunk with his love for God, thus, giving a new impetus to
the genre of Khamriyya. Furthermore, in the Khamriyya Ibn al-Faricl employs
conventional language and imagery of the Bacchic poets, especially that of Abil
Nuwas u and `Umar Khayyam, 12 both are regarded as the finest wine poets of
Arabic poetry." In sum, in the Khamriyya, the Sultan al-`Ashiqin, develops a
symbolism based on Bacchanalian imagery of wine charged with a spiritual sense.
In this respect, Ibn al-Farid continues in the tradition of the early profane poets
with the added dimension of mystical love.

Moving on to the second important ode, entitled al-Miyyah al-Kubrä (a poem
ending in the letter ta) this also, shows the poetical genius of Ibn al-Faricl. It
contains 761 verses and is nearly as long as all the other poems put together.

8 Ibn Al- lindd, ShaAarät Al-Dhahab, v.5, p.149
9 Ibn Khallikn, Wafaygt
vi, p.383; Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Tabaqat al-Awliyä% p.465
1 ° The Encyclopaedia of Islam, (New Edition, Leiden, 1978), v.4, p.1006
11 See for the historical development of Khamriyya, The Encyclopaedia oflslam, v.4, p.998-1009
12 See for his poetry J. Payne, The Quatrains of Omar Kheyyam, (London, 1898); E. F. Whinfield,
The Quatrains of Omar Khayyam, (London: Octagon Press, 1980)
13 P. F. Kennedy, The Wine Song in Classical Arabic Poetry, (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1997), p.1
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(d.814/1411) gives his name as Sheikh Abii al-tlasan 'Ali al-Baqqä1.16
Furthermore, Ibn `Iyds (d.1524C.E.) states that Ibn al-Färicl was buried at the feet
of his sheikh whom he names differently as "Mohammed al-Baqq51" 17 . This
inconsistency casts some doubt on the narration of Ibn al-Faricl's grandson. For
instance it seems possible that this name might have been invented by Ibn als grandson in order to mystify and magnify the reputation of the great Sufi
poet. In summary, the contradictory historical evidence makes it difficult to say
definitively, whether this old man was a true historical figure or merely a figment
of Ibn al-Farid's grandson's imagination.
Other commentators, too, have grappled with the issue of Ibn al-Faricl's masters
and teachers. For example, Nabulusi suggests that the great Sufi of Andulus, Ibn
'Arabi was his teacher. However, Näbulusi's position rests upon tentative
interpretation of a couplet of poetry from the Diwan of Ibn al-Farid:
0 camel-driver crossing the wilderness with howdahs,
Kindly halt beside the hills of Tayyi'! 18

Nabulusi, in this verse, detects an allusion to Ibn 'Arabi who belonged to the tribe
of Tayyi'. 19 This may be a possible interpretation of this verse. However, it must
be pointed out that it is the nature of poetry to be vague and suggestive of many
alternative meanings. To rely upon it as a source of solid historical fact clearly
ignores the nature and function of poetry. In addition, there is not a single piece of
historical evidence to suggest that they ever met. Nevertheless, Näbulusi's view
may have been influenced by the close resemblance found between the ideas and
styles of these two great Sufis.
Putting aside Ibn 'Arabi, there is evidence to suggest that Ibn al-Färicl met
important Sufis of his time. For example, Burhän al-Din al-Ja`fari (d.687A.H.), an
ascetic with miracles and high states attributed to him; Shihab al-Din Muhammad
b. al-Khaymi (d.685A.H.), a prominent poet; and Shihab al-Din Ab5 Hes `Umar
al-Suhrawardi (d.632/1234) the author of the Awärif al-Ma gärif." These are a
al..zayya- t, al-KawAib al-Sayyära fi Tara al-Ziyara, (Baghdad, Malctabat al-Muthanna,
u.d.), p.297
alquhur fi Waqäi al-Duht7r, (Bulaq, 1311 A.H.) v.I, p.81
17 Ibn al-Iyas,
18 Ibn al-Färid, Diwän„ p.4 1
19 R.A.,Nicholson, Studies in Islamic Mysticism, p.164
20 M IIiImi, Ibn al-Färiawa al-ljubb al-11AI, (Cairo, u.d.), p.40
16 Thn
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few names indicated by the sources. However, it should also be borne in mind
that the long years Ibn al-Faricl spent in the Holy lands, raise the possibility that
he may have met with the important Sufi personalities of his time. This is due to
the fact that Mecca was a focal point for the Muslims and a place regarded as a
source of spiritual blessing.

9.2:3 His Travels
The role that 'travelling' played in Ibn al- Färid's life should be noted. In this
respect, he can be compared to Ibn 'Arabi and al-Hallai in terms of his travels.
For example, he spent some important part of his life in Mecca for his training in
the Sufi way. The majority of sources confirm that he stayed in the Holy Land for
15 years between 1215-1230 C.E. 21 This period can be classed as being an
important part of his Sufi training and development as he engaged himself in all
kinds of religious worship and ascetic practices. It appears that travelling in itself
is an important aspect of mystical training in the Sufi path. For instance, Räbi`a
used to go to the deserts; al-ljallaj travelled to India; al-Ghaldli emigrated to
Damascus and had his Sufi illumination there; and Ibn 'Arabi travelled the
Islamic world from Spain in the West, to Damascus in the East. It can, thus, be
seen that travelling holds a prominent part in the Sufi's quest towards his goal.
This is not explicitly stated by the Sufis, but on closer analysis a possible
rationale can be suggested. Being distanced from ones relatives and loved ones
results in the feeling of solitude. Consequently, all the distractions which tie down
the Sufi and hinder his progress on the spiritual path, are removed: freeing the
Sufi to become more sensitive to Divine illumination and to focus his attention
only on his Beloved, that is God.

His Understanding of Love:
1-God's love for man:
In comparison to Ibn 'Arabi, one does not find an abundance of material shedding
light on Ibn al-Faricl's paradigm of God's love for man. In a similar fashion to
other Sufis before him, the 'Prince of Lovers' attempts to establish a strong
relationship of love between God and man. Furthermore, he supports his position
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by making reference to the Qur'an and the Hadith. As an illustration, he alludes in
his Tthyya to the well known badith al-Qudsi: "Whoever despises any of My
Friends has declared war against Me. I do not hesitate in anything as I hesitate to
seize the soul of My faithful servant who dislikes death and whom I dislike to
hurt, but he can not escape therefrom. My servant seeks to win My favour by
works of Supererogation, until I love him; and when I love him I am to him an
ear, and an eye and a hand and a helper. Through Me he hears, through Me he
sees and through me he takes."22

It is worth noting that this hadith is regularly referred to by many Sufis to show
the mutual nature of love between man and God. Ibn al-Faricl follows a similar
pattern and draws some conclusions from the aforementioned hadith. Firstly,
relying upon the first part of the Hadith he concludes that God loves his creation
as they love Him. Secondly, Ibn al-Färicl finds a basis for his "love leading to
unity" in the last part of the hadith which says "I (God) am to him (mankind) an
ear and an eye...". He infers that when God loves man He becomes man's sight,
hearing and so on. For Ibn al-Faricl this means that when God loves His servant,
He opens the door to unity (WOW) with him.
The following couplets of Ibn al-Farid's poetry allude to the above badith:
"And touching my oneness (ittitäd) there hath come down a sure Tradition,
whose oral transmission is not infirm."
"Declaring that God loves (His creatures) after they draw nigh unto Him by works
of voluntary works or by the observance of that which is obligatory"

23

The term "ittihäd" among the theologians aroused contempt and suspicion
because it can easily lead to the doctrine of incarnation (hard). In fact he was
charged with this heretical belief after his death by Ibn Taymiyyah. 24 However,
Ibn al-Färicl, during his lifetime, vehemently opposed this accusation and openly
rejected the idea of hula/ (incarnation).

21 See Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Tabaq,k, p.465;M. tlilnii,lbn al-Faniclwa al-tlubb al-11AI, p.48
22 Bulchari, al-„Sabiti, Riqdq, n.38
23 Ibn al-Färid, Dimin, Täiyya, v.719-720
24 1bn Taymiyya, T., 160 Wal)dat al-Wujüd wa al-Radd 'aid al-Qäiliza Bilhi, edited by al-Najdi,
M., (Kuwait, Jam`iyyat ihyd' al-Turäth al-Islämi, 1992), p.25-44
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"And in the truer of the two visions I find a hint that removes my creed far from
the doctrine of incarnation (hull71)"
On the contrary, he bases the idea of ittiO1 with another Qur'anic concept of
labs:
"In the Qur'an there is mention of "covering" (labs), and it can not be denied, for
I have not gone beyond the double authority of the Book and the Apostolic
Traditions."25

It follows from this quotation that the word 'labs' is of utmost significance in
order to establish the true limits and definitions of his paradigm of love. By
relying on the authority of the Qur'an and tladith Ibn al-Faricl attempts to defend
himself. His claim is that whatever he has written he has done so within the
boundaries of the Shari` ah. With particular reference to the above verse, it can be
inferred that the love relationship between man and God is hidden (labs) from
others, just as God is hidden behind creation. The nature of this relationship can
be described by words that look similar to the concept of incarnation but are quite
different. Ibn al-Faricl is aware of the Christian concept of incarnation and its
followers' intoxication with love of God. However, he regards their doctrine of
God revealing Himself in Christ as a mere glimpse of the truth, that is more fully
realised by Muslim saints, who believe that God reveals Himself in every atom of
existence.

Reference to the creation leads on to another element found in the love paradigm
of Ibn al-Faricl, namely the explanation that the cause of Creation is God's love
for man. This idea was also central to the paradigms of al-Hallaj and Ibn al'Arabi. Hilmi, a modern researcher on Ibn al-Faricl suggests that the second verse
of the Khamriyya states in metaphorical language the idea that Divine love is the
cause of the creation:

"Its cup the full-moon; itself a sun which a new moon causes to circle. When it is
mingled (with water), how many stars appear."

25 R.A., Nicholson, Studies in Islamic Mysticism, p.187 (footnote 4)
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According to Hilmi, the Sun symbolises Divine Love, and the stars signify
creation. As the sun is source of life, in the same way Divine Love, too, is the
cause and sustaining force behind creation. 26 Although this interpretation of the
verse may seem quite far-fetched, it does not, in general sense contradict Ibn alFäricl.' s philosophy.

Ibn al-Fdrid also deals with the issue of whether God's love precedes man's love
or vice versa. If the former position holds then God's love will be considered to
be eternal. This key idea that is also held by AbU Yazid al-Bistämi and al-I-Jalläj
"God's love for man is eternal and without beginning" is expressed in the very
first verse of the Khamriyya: "We quaffed upon the remembrance of the Beloved
a wine where with we were drunken, before even the vine is created."27
According to Arberry, the wine symbolises the source of holy rapture, the love of
God manifested in His creation. The phrase "before even the vine is created"
refers to the timelessness of God's love for His creation. 28 This issue was always
emphasised by the Sufis before Ibn al-Faricl, thus, it was not a novel concept.
However, Ibn al-Faxicl's distinction from his predecessors lies in his use of the
language of poetry. As an illustration the following verse is worthy of note:
"Before it, is no "before" and after it is no "after"; it is the "before of every
"after" by the necessity of its nature."29
In the ode of Khamriyya, Ibn al-Faricl gives further clues to the nature of God's
love for man. He adds another dimension, God's love for man is not a material
but a spiritual love:
"They say to me, "Describe it, for thou art acquainted with its description." Ay,
well do I know its attributes;
Pure but not as water; subtle, but not as air; luminous, but not as fire; spirit, but
not (joined to) body."3°

26 M. 1-,Iilmi,lbn al-Färiclwa al-I:lubb al-IIfflti; p.174
27 Ibri al-Färicl, DAvgri, p.179, v.1; trans. by Arbeny, The Mystical Poems of Ibn al-Farid, (Emmy
Walker ltd., Dublin, 1956), p.81
28 A. J. Arberry, The Mystical Poems oflbn al-Farid, p.85
29 Ibn al-Fdrid, Diivgn, Khamriyya, v.29; Nicholson, p.187
3° Ibn al-Färid, nivän, Khamriyya, v.21-22, Nicholson, p.186
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From this verse the conclusion that love is non material becomes clear. For
instance Ibn al-Färicl selects the qualities of material, corporeal objects but denies
their materiality and instead focuses on the abstract qualities derivable from these.
By implication, love too is spiritual whilst at the same time containing all the
abstract qualities of the material. This definition of love is interesting as it clearly
sets itself apart form the "worldly" loves which are embedded in a material source
and can be defined by reference to the material. From a different angle this
position is full of irony, for Ibn al-Färicl utilises the worldly or profane language
which is embedded in the material, and transforms its essence into a spiritual
reality. In short, the profane is being utilised for the service of the spiritual.
Finally, there is strong evidence in the Tityya that all the actions of man are
derived from the power and will of God. In the following verse Ibn al-Färicl
states: "None lives but his life is from mine, and every living soul is obedient to
my will". This idea is of profound importance for it implies that the Sufi's actions
are not his own but are from God, consequently, it is God that motivates man's
love.

Having studied God's love for man, it is now time to turn to the related issue of
man's love for God. However, before looking at man's love for God, it is
essential to look at the language Ibn al-Färicl uses to refer to God, as this has
further implications for his paradigm of love.

9.3.2 His language
The most important feature in Ibn al-F5ricl's style is that he expresses his love for
God by using the words and styles of profane love. His odes have all the
characteristics of profane love, but are loaded with spiritual meanings. As a result
of this, he uses both the masculine and feminine pronouns to refer to God, even
though the generally accepted pronoun for God is the masculine one. He refers to
his Beloved (God) with the names of women, mentioned by the Arab poets such
as "Laild", "Suäd", "Salmä" and so on. This novel usage of feminine imagery
from Arabic poetry, sets Ibn al-Färicl apart from other Sufis. From a modern
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perspective, the employment of the feminine pronoun and the feminine imagery
for God hints towards, what might be termed as, the feminist aspect of his
paradigm of love. By freeing God from being referred to solely with the
masculine pronoun, he undermines, in a sense, the position of men as the ones
who can attain closeness to God alone. On the other hand, it must be said Muslim
theologians were at pains to point out that the use of a masculine pronoun did not
imply that God had male attributes: it was a mere convention. Although this
might have been the case, it is nevertheless true that referring to God in a
masculine gender passed the wrong message to the general believers and hinted
towards the subsidiary role of women. Thus, Ibn al-Faricl was, by his use of the
feminine pronoun, indirectly challenging the presumed ascendancy of men over
women in the spiritual realm.
Ibn al-Färicl is, therefore, an original and unique poet in comparison to other Sufi
poets. 31 There are some commentators who regard Ibn al-Färicl's greatness to lie
in his application of the existing frameworks and ideas. For example, Homerin,
proposes that Ibn al-Färicl's importance as a mystical poet and saint does not lie in
his beliefs, as he was not an original thinker. Rather, his genius lies in his ability
to use the largely secular Arabic poetic tradition for religious ends and to voice a
mystical view of existence that was shared by much of his audience32 , if not by
the mainstream scholars and theologians of that time. However, it must not be
forgotten that during Ibn al-Färicl's time Arabic erotic poetry had already been
adopted by Sufis to express their mystical love. For example, the poetical
romantic lovers MajnUn and Lay15, the famous symbol of lovers in Arabic
literature, had already become the symbol of the Sufi lost in the love of God.33
Homerin's argument regarding Ibn al-Färicl's genius needs to be examined in
further detail. There is a possibility that Homerin's reasoning, that Ibn al-Färicj
was not an original thinker, may have some flaws in it. Firstly, Homerin's

31 This research only contains the Sufis writing in Arabic therefore the Great Sufi poets Such as
Jaraladdin Mini, Ruzbihän are not included and the comparison is only valid among the Arabic
Sufis.
32 T. E. Homerin, `Ibn al-Farid, A Saint of Mamluk and Ottoman Egypt', in, Manifestations of
Sainthood in Islam, ed. by Martin, G., & Ernst, C., (Istanbul, 1993), p.85
33 G. Scattolin, 'The Mystical experience of `Umar thn al-Färicl, or the realization of self (ana, I),
the poet and his mystery', in The Muslim World, (July-October, 1992), v.82, p.285
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assumption that Ibn al-Farid has contributed no new ideas ignores the fact that Ibn
al-Färicl was a Sufi of "experience" (dhawq). In other words, his greatness lies in
his ecstatic experiences. This kind of genius can be contrasted with that of other
Sufis, such as, al-I-Jall5j , al-Ghazäli and Ibn Arabi, whose genius lay in the
intellectual sphere. From this it can be concluded that it would be wrong to expect
Ibn al-Färicl to produce voluminous amounts of prose and writing which
illuminates and categorises his paradigm of love. To the contrary, what can be
expected of a Sufi, whose greatness lies not in his theory but in his practice, is
that he should write about what he experiences. This is precisely what Ibn alFdricl does.

Secondly, assuming for the sake of argument that Ibn al-Pal-id did not produce
any original ideas, the fact that his D iw an has attracted a huge amount of
commentary and has been frequently referred to in later Sufi writings points, in
reality, to the genius of the single work of Ibn al-Faricl. It therefore appears that
Homerin's position becomes untenable in the light of the comments made above.

It has been frequently mentioned in the analysis so far that Ibn al-Färicl used the
vehicle of profane love to promote and convey his spiritual experiences so far as
his paradigm of love is concerned. The issue that arises from this reality is
regarding the intentions of Ibn al-Faricl. For instance, what were the motives
behind using the language of profane love poetry in order to convey divine
meanings?
The answer to this question cannot be definitively given and must inevitably be a
matter of speculation. Nevertheless, some commentators have attempted to
provide an explanation. For example Hilmi, in his extensive study of Ibn alFäricr s life and work is of the view that Ibn al-Farid's' usage of love poetry was
based on the grounds that the Sufis in general find it easy to express their internal
experiences through the utilisation of love poetry. A number of reasons can be
given for this. For instance, the experiences of the Sufis cannot be explained by
the use of precise and clearly defined terminology. On the other hand, poetry by
its nature is not confined by logical categories and is thus amenable to convey
ideas which by their nature are beyond the confines of reason and logic.
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Furthermore, and linked with the previous point, is the idea that the Sufis in
general do not target the minds or reasons of their listeners. Rather, their focus is
on the heart or the emotional aspect of the human being. For this reason the
vehicle of poetry is an ideal tool, as it has a magical quality of moving the
feelings and hearts of its listeners. This interpretation may also help to explain the
popular appeal that the Sufis had in their times.34
The positive aspects of using poetry mentioned in the last paragraph must be
balanced with the possible negative effects of utilising profane poetry for the
service of the divine, especially from the Sufis point of view. The most obvious
and perhaps the most strongest disadvantage appears to be the scope for confusion
and misunderstanding that could potentially occur in the minds of the ordinary
recipients of the Sufis poetry. Since the vocabulary used to describe the divine
realities are borrowed from the realm of mundane love, such as, separation and
union, wine and goblet, tavern and drink companions, it is easy for the layman to
misunderstand the real meaning behind the words. Furthermore, due to the
ambiguous nature of the poetry which was open to many contradictory
interpretations, the mainstream theologians of the time were provided with ample
ammunition to accuse the Sufis of heresy and the worst possible crime in Islam,
that of associating partners with Allah (shirk).
It was for reasons of this nature that Ibn 'Arabi felt compelled to write a
commentary on his Tarjum ail al- Ashwaq in order to clarify his real intentions. In
contrast to this example, Ibn al-Färicl did not take up the task of writing any
comments or explanations to illuminate readers as to his true intentions. As a
consequence of this, his poetry remains open to diverse interpretations. In other
words, it can mean many things to different people: divine to the spiritual and
profane to the worldly.
On the other hand, some portion of Ibn al-F5ricl's poetry is such that it is almost
necessary to employ a divine interpretation to the imagery and symbolism that
they contain. To do otherwise would lead to mere nonsense. The two famous odes
which have formed the basis of his chapter, the Täiyya al-Kubrä and al34 M. Ijilmi, /bn al-Faria, p.144-45
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Khamriyya, are of this nature. They are totally mystical poems singing his love

for God. The elements of human love present in these two poems only make
sense when they are understood in reference to Divine Love.35

In addition to this, Ibn al-Farid gives clues as to the workings of his mind within
his poetry. For example, in the following verse Ibn al-Fdrid justifies his use of
allegorical language where the plain words are not capable of conveying the
desired meaning.
"I have indicated (the truth concerning phenomenal relations) by the means which
language yields, and that which is obscure I have made clear by a subtle
allegory" 36

With particular reference to the use of allegory by Ibn al-Färid, another
alternative rationale, indications of which can be found in his poetry, is possible.
In order to disguise his love and to guard himself from the reproach of his friends
who are alien to such intimate love relationships, Ibn al-Faricl utilises ambiguous
and allegorical language. As an illustration of this, consider the following poetical
utterances:

"And in my drunkenness, by means of a glance I caused my comrades to fancy
that it was the quaffing of their wine that gladdened my soul"37
From this, it appears that Ibn al-F5rid is engaged in a form of deliberate
"deception" by trying to conceal, the true nature of his happiness and joy from his
comrades that is the votaries of vulgar love, consequently, enabling himself to
hide his love from the ignorant. This strategy can be seen as one way of
safeguarding himself from their attacks.
In order to make our analysis of Ibn al-Färid as objective as possible, it is
important to make explicit some of the assumptions that have been made during
the course of the previous analysis. The most fundamental one would appear to be
that we have accepted without any question the fact that Ibn Arabi was a sincere
33 Mid, p.151
36 Ibn

Täiyya, v.494
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Sufi and lover of God. We have not, for example, interpreted his profane poetry to
be the consequence of Ibn al-Färid's love for someone other than the Divine: in
other words, that inspiration and motivation behind Ibn al-Färicl's love was purely
temporal and had nothing to do with Divine Love. One possible line of attack
which can be suggested is: "Could it not be possible that Ibn al-Faricl was
passionately in love with another human being and his poetry was all about
profane love but later his beloved became God and therefore his poetry has a
double dimension.?"
In order to provide a solution to this form of reasoning, it is necessary to refer
back to the historical sources relating to the life of Ibn al-Fri. Such an
investigation reveals that there is not a single testimony to substantiate the idea
that Ibn al-Färicl fell in love with a human being and that this love later
metamorphosed into Divine Love. From a logical standpoint, if such an incident
had occurred then it is more than likely that Ibn al-Färicl's commentators,
especially his enemies, would have made great capital of this fact. On the other
hand, it is equally possible that such an incident may have occurred and that Ibn
al-Färicl kept it a closely guarded secret. On balance, however, it would appear
that the argument against such an incident occurring and being reported is of a
more persuasive nature. Nevertheless, there is also a strong possibility that Ibn alFäricl used profane love as a stepping stone to Divine love as many Sufis before
him had advocated. However, all this does not alter the fact that whatever the
source and cause of Ibn al-FAricl's love, the vocabulary of profane love is used to
express mystical love.

9.3.3 Man's love for God
According to Ibn al-nricl love is the most perfect relationship between man and
his creator and refers to the religion of love. The believers of this religion are the
lovers of God. "And I was never bewildered until I chose love of thee as a
religion. Woe to me for my bewilderment, had it not been on account of thee."38
In another verse of Taiyya he implies that he is the "Sultan al-',4s- hiqin" (Prince
of lovers) by mentioning that to him belongs a kingdom which contains subjects.
37 Ibid., v.2
38 Ibid, v.83
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"And the realm of the high degrees of Love is my kingdom, the realities (of love)
are my army, and all lovers are my subjects"39
Ibn al-Faricl' s paradigm love is not merely an isolated and abstracted experience.
Rather it pervades all aspects of life and in fact acts as a healing medicine for
many problems both material and spiritual. In Ibn al-Färitl' s kingdom, love is a
solution to all kinds of problems that might obstruct the path that leads to God. It
seems that love is not merely the best solution for those problems but it is also the
only solution for them. In strong terms, Ibn al-Faricl asserts the power of love
claiming that; love brings the dead to life, heals the sick, makes the paralysed to
walk, and the dumb to speak. Love's perfume gives the sense of smelling to the
one who lost it, illuminates the lover's way in darkness, it restores sight to the
blind and hearing to the dead; even writing the letters of love on the forehead of
one who is afflicted by madness will cure him. Love amends the manners of the
boon companions and guides the irresolute to the path of firm resolve. It makes
the meanest man the most generous and provides the strength to be patient during
times of anger and outrage, it turns the most ignorant of the tribe into the wisest.49
In short, for him, love for God is a unique solution to the spiritual as well as
material needs of mankind.
It is interesting to note that this position of Ibn al-F5ricl distinguishes him from
other Sufis, such as Räbi`a who emphasised the ascetic aspect. For Ibn al-Färicl all
other states in the mystical path to God such as fear, asceticism and the like, can
help the Sufi to some extent but in some limited measure. Whereas love has
endless power and endless solution for all kinds of spiritual diseases.

Ibn al-Färid's poetry does not confine itself to a mere narration of his spiritual
experiences. It also exhorts and at times strongly urges his listeners to follow his
way and to drink the wine of love. This is not mere advice, for it is also backed up
by the threat that to drink from this wine of love is no sin, rather it is the
unforgivable sin not to taste this wine of love:

39 Mid, v.293
4° Ibn al-Färid, Divan, p.180-182, Khamriyyah v.9-20
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"They said, 'Thou hast drunk the draught of sin.' Nay, I have only drunk what, in
my judgement, `twere the greatest sin to renounce."41
Another dimension of Ibn al-Färid's paradigm of love,

as far as

man's love for

God is concerned, is that God does not accept any partner in the love that is due to
Him. When man claims to love God he should not keep any equals in his love to
God. In other words man's love must be pure and focused only on the Divine, it
must admit of no partners. Speaking on behalf of the Beloved Ibn al-Färid
proclaims:

"She said, 'Another's love thou hast sought and hast taken the wrong path,
forsaking in thy blindness the highway unto me.'"42

9.3.3:1

The causes of love

Ibn al-Farid's love is born out of contemplating divine Beauty in everything.
According to him all beauties are borrowed from the Beauty of God.
"And declare the absoluteness of beauty and be not moved to deem it finite by thy
longing for a tinselled gaud,
For the charm of every fair youth or lovely woman is lent to them from her
beauty"43

God manifests Himself in all his creation. However, at the same time, He veils
Himself through this creation. This means that people are ignorant to the reality
that everything, including themselves, are nothing but a manifestation of God.44
As a consequence, Ibn al-nrid loved beauty in all its forms, and his love was
sometimes kindled by beautiful human beings. As Ibn Khallikan remarks, he
wrote a verse about a handsome butcher boy. This idea is very similar and even
identical with what Ibn al-`Arabi and Abdulkarim al-Jill thought of created beings

41 Ibn al-Farid, DAvän, p.184 in Khamriyyah, v.33; trans. by Massigrton, The Odes of IbnuI-Farid
/1187
2 Ibn al-FAN, Diwän, Täiyya v.84, (Trans. Nicholson, p.208)
43 'bid, v.241-42, (Trans. Nicholson, p.222)
44 Ibid., v.245-46
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and creation in general. All of these eminent Sufis are inclined to the view that the
beauty in creation is borrowed from the real Beloved's beauty.'
To illustrate Ibn al-Farid's approach it is instructive to look at his views on saml
or music. For Ibn al-Färicl saml is considered as an acceptable practice since it is
a cause which reminds one of the Beloved. Ibn al-Faricl justifies it on the grounds
that it is an anodyne to the fever of the soul: its violent movements calm the
agitating reminiscences awakened by music and rock the soul to rest. He says; "I
have felt, when She is called to mind by the beautiful tones of a reciter (of the
Qur'an) or the piercing notes of a singer"'

Even if one accepts that the contemplation of beauty is the source of love and that
the beauty exhibited in creation is a manifestation of God's beauty, there remains
the important issue regarding the attainment of love. In other words, is love
attainable by human endeavour or is it only attained by the grace of God? As far
as Ibn al-Faricl is concerned, he does not give a clear idea whether love is a kasbi
state, acquired by human endeavour, or a wahbi one given by God as a grace.
However, concerning his own love there is strong evidences from his poems that
it is God-given (wahbi) and not a result of his endeavour.
"I gained my fealty to Her neither by hearing nor by sight nor by acquisition nor
by the attraction of my nature,
But I was enamoured of Her in the world of command where is no manifestation,
and my intoxication was prior to my appearance (in the created world)."47
It is possible to infer from these remarks that he believes that God's lovers are
chosen pre-eternally. Hence, the attainment of Divine Love is wahb4 that is, God
given and not kasb4 i.e., the result of personal endeavour.
This fact is important as it gives the Sufi a legitimacy which allows him to feel
secure in the face of criticism and abuse. In Ibn al-Faricl's understanding of love,
therefore, there is no room for formality and pretence. In his religion of love his

45 UilMi, M, Ibn al-Färid wa al-brubb al-Ilki, p.168
46 NiChOlS011, Studies, p.237, v.437
47 Ibn al-Färicl, Diwän, Taiyya, v.157-58, (Trans. Nicholson, p.214)
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friends are those who approved his ignominy." As a result the lovers of God
should not think of their honour and well-being rather that of the Beloved. 49 The
lover should not care for the insults and criticism of others which he suffers in the
way of love. In short, Ibn al-Faricl inclines towards the sect ofMal ginatiyya5 ° who
were of a similar persuasion. In addition, a striking comparison can be drawn
between Ibn al-Färid's conception of ignominy and that of al-tiallaj who was also
unmindful of the criticism of his friends.

9.3.3:2 Love and Fan g' (Annihilation)

Due to the importance that this concept has in Ibn al-Färid's' paradigm of love, it
is necessary to deal with it in some detail. This sub-section will, therefore, begin
by looking at the definitions offanr, the nature offang', the textual evidence for
it and its different stages.
Fanr can be classified under two levels according to al-Jurjäni. The first level of
fanä" is the eradication of the vices through worship and striving. The second
level is the loss of the senses through absorption by God. In the former level, it is
the action of man which is dominant, whereas, in the latter it is love that causes
the loss of the senses." According to the above classification Ibn al-Färid'sfanä'
is that of the second kind, i.e., losing ones self in God's contemplation.

According to Ibn al-Faricl real love is nothing less than fana', passing away in
God . What this passing away in God means is that God's attributes are reflected
in the lover" i.e. the lover gives up his will and surrenders to the will of the
Beloved. Fang' is a return to the original state in the "world of command" (Warn
al-amr), where we existed in God's knowledge without bodies. According to Ibn
al-Färid, during that period of our existence, the soul was not alloyed in the
shadow of the clay." He maintains that after the souls are dressed with the clay of

48 Ibid, v.80, 87
49 Ibid, v.93
Malämatiyyah is a sect of Sufis who invite deliberate blame on themselves in order to avoid any
kind of worldly fame and direct their attention exclusively for God. See Kashf alMalla, trans. Arabic by AbU al-`Afa'im. p.75
51 al-Jurjäni, Ta`rifat,
52p al-Fãrid, Drivän, Tliyya, v.99, (Trans. Nicholson, p.210)
53 Mid, v.68
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the body in this created world, they then became an obstacle between God and
man. The only way to clear these obstacles is by loving God:

"The attributes dividing us which were not subsistent there (in the world of
command) Love caused to pass away here (in the created world) and they
vanished." 54 After the removal of the attributes the lover and the beloved becomes
the same: "And I saw that I was indubitably She whom I loved""

Ibn al-Faricl with these verses allude to the passage in the Qur'an (7:171) where it
is stated that God, having drawn forth from the loins of Adam all the future
generations of mankind, said to them, "Alastu bi Rabbikum" "Am I not your
Lord?". The reply was " Indeed, yes". This, in the view of Ibn al-Faricl, was the
first covenant of mutual love between God and His creatures. 56 In other words,
Ibn al-Faricl's conception of love is not a new thing: it is merely a return to the
primordial covenant made by all human beings with God.

These words have a striking similarity with the conception of love according to
al-Hallaj. The only difference is that what al-Hallaj said publicly and clearly is
said by Ibn al-Farid under the guise of poetry and erotic love.
Ibn al-Faricr s conception offana' must not be seen as the complete annihilation
of the lover in the beloved. On the contrary, by passing away (fanr) the mystic
wins immortal life in God which is named as (bag); "By my life, though I lose
my life in exchange for Her love, I am the gainer; and if She wastes away my
heart, she will make it whole once more."57
According to Ibn al-Faricl the processes of fan g ' and baqr in God are realised
through three stages:
a) "sobriety" (,sahw),
b) "intoxication" (sukr),
c) "the sobriety of union" (pliwu'l-jam ' or al-ptiw al-thäni).
54 Ibid, v.159, (Trans. Nicholson, p.214)
55 Ibid, v.162, (Trans. Nicholson, p.215
56 /bid, v.68
57 Ibid., v.121
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These levels must not be seen as unified and indivisible chunks: within each of
these three levels there are sub-levels. A brief discussion of each of the stages will
now follow in turn.
Taking the level of sobriety first, this is the ordinary level characterised by
multiple and shifting consciousness as exhibited by ordinary men. This stage is
the foundation on which the other levels and stages are built.

Moving on to the second stage, that of intoxication, this is characterised by the
loss of consciousness in ecstasy. Its highest level is called "the greatest absence
from the self" (al-ghaybiyya al-lcubrá). To the extent that he even would not
realise his death even if he died that very moment. The following verses aptly
explain this situation;

"Through Her I became oblivious of myself, so that I thought myself another and
did not seek the path that leads to thinking myself existent."
"And I was so preoccupied with Her as to forget the preoccupation that made me
forget myself: had I died for Her, I should not have been aware of my departure
(from the world)."58

According to Ibn al-Firicl, Moses represents this state since he fainted on hearing
God's voice.
This leads on to the last and highest mode of experience for Ibn al-Färicl: gitiwu '1jam', that is, returning to normal consciousness after intoxication. 59 This state

belongs to the Prophet Mohammed since he visited the celestial realm in his
ml 'raj

whilst he was sober. He bore the majesty of the world of amr. Ibn al-Faricl

also claims this state for himself saying:

"All men are the sons of Adam, (and I am as they) save that I alone amongst my
brethren have attained to the sobriety of union."60

58 Ibid., v.509, (Trans. Nicholson, p.246)
59 RA. Nicholson, The Idea of Personality, p.26
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Ibn al-Färid illustrates his experience offana by giving an example of a woman
possessed by a jinn. Such a woman can foretell the future, speak a foreign
language that she did not speak before and numerous other miraculous events
become possible . If this relationship can exist between a woman and a Jinn,
notwithstanding the difference of their forms and qualities and despite the fact
that both of them are contingent beings, surely, no one will deny that it may exist
between the omnipotent Creator and the creature whom He has created in His
own image.61

Having looked at some aspects of the conception of fanä' in Ibn al-Faricl's
paradigm of love, it is necessary to briefly look at the position of "wandat alwujiid" or unity of being, within his framework. Contrary to al-Affifi's opinion, it
seems that Ibn al-Färicl follows Ibn Arabi in his terminology regarding the
concept of unity of Being. al-Af11fi 62 considers Ibn al-Färicl as a believer of "unity
of vision" (wandat al-shuhtid). However, there is strong evidence in his poetry
which indicates the approach of Ibn 'Arabi in this matter. As an example he sings:

"She was appearing to Her lovers in every form of disguise in shapes of wondrous
beauty,
Now as Lubnä, anon as Buthaynä, and sometimes She was called ' Azza, who was
so dear (to Kuthayyir)."63

It is quite clear that the worldly beloveds are manifestations of Divine Beauty in
physical forms. This is confirmed in the following verse:

"They (fair women) are not other than She; no, and they never were. She hath no
partner in Her beauty.""
In sum, therefore, it is apparent that Ibn al-nrid has leanings towards Ibn
`Arabi's conception of wandat al-wujiid. However, if one tries to find the exact
terminology of Ibn 'Arabi, then this is not possible. Nevertheless, the essence and
60 Ibn al-Farid, Diwän, Täiyya, v.311
61 Ibid., v.223-225; Nicholson, Studies, p.219 (footnote 223-5)
62 A. `Affifi, al-Tapwwuf al-Thawra al-Rfibiyya, p.216
63 Ibn al-Fdricl, Divan, trans. by Nicholson, The Odes ofIbnu'l-Farid, p.223, v.251-52
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form of his poetry can be interpreted in a way so as to conform with the
conception of wabdat al-wujlld

Not only can Ibn al-Färicl be compared with Ibn 'Arabi, he can equally be
compared with al-I-Jalläj as it is possible to find some similarities between them.
For instance, in a similar fashion to al-Halläj he believes in a kind of selfsacrificing love; giving away the nafs freely without expecting anything in return.
Consider the following verse:

"What should I hope to be said of me except 'Such a one died of love'? Who will
ensure me of that (death)?-for it is that I seek."65
The position of Satan is another common point between al-Halläj and Ibn alFaricl. For example, al-Halläj considered "Satan" as a true lover of God because
he did not prostrate before Adam. Similarly Ibn al-Färicl says:

"A soul [Satan]that would not let go the true love I bear, even though it were
removed far (from Thee) by scorn and absence and hatred and the cutting-off of
hope."66
This verse clearly reminds us of Satan's love in al-Hall5j's paradigm: Satan was
prepared to be hated and scorned if this was the price that love demanded. It
might be said that Ibn al-nricl, among the Sufis whose philosophy of love has
been considered, is closer to al-I-Jall5j than others.

9.4 Love and Asceticism

Ibn al-Färid, like many of the Sufis, led an ascetic life style. His early retreats to
Mount Mukattam and also his solitude later in Mecca show us that he was an
ascetic . In his Taiyyah he mentions the difficult tasks and worships he went
through, such as denying the pleasures of the body, fasting continuously, solitude

64 Ibid, p.223, v,253
65 Ibn al-Faricl, Thivärz, v.105, trans. by Nicholson, p.210
66 /bid, v.63
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and isolation.° However, an ascetic way of life was not an end in itself: it was a
means to attaining closeness to God.

Ibn al-Färid provides us with a rationale for asceticism. The justification for this
is: love was bestowed to the spirits in the world of amr (' gam al-amr). However,
this love later became adulterated with vices when the spirits descended into their
worldly forms. Therefore, in order to cleanse it, it is necessary to go through
ascetic practices. .

Although Ibn al-Färid led an ascetic life, he nevertheless deemed ascetic practices
alone to be insufficient in attaining closeness to God. On the contrary, he believed
that, if one has a choice between love and asceticism, then, love alone is
sufficient. In other words, love is far superior to all other methods including
asceticism, philosophy and theology . In his view lovers are kings over others.
"But do thou be happy with love, for (thereby) thou hast been made a chief over
the best of God's creatures who serve Him (by devotion and piety) in every
nation."68

He even finds nothing wrong in making lovers boast at the ascetics.
"Win those heights and vaunt thyself above an ascetic who was exalted by works
and by a soul that purged itself (of worldly desires)"69
Ibn al-Farid provides a justification for the superiority of love over asceticism. In
his opinion, ascetics love God for his mercy and reward which He bestows on
them, but true mystics love Him for all His attributes: His wrath and vengeance
no less than His mercy and forgiveness. From this perspective he criticises the
ascetics. For example, he addresses God and says : "If the ascetics are fascinated
by some of the beauties that are Thine, everything in Thee is the source of my
fascination."70

67 See Ibid., v.197-203 and 268-276
68 Nicholson, p.227, v.296
69 Ibid, p.227, v.297
70 Ibn al-Färid, Dimin, Täiyya, v.82
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This approach has a close resemblance with Räbi`a's paradigm of love which
excludes any kind of (self)interest in one's devotion to God. For example, he
proclaims:
"Thou are worthier of this glory than one who strives and exerts himself in hope
(of reward) and in fear (of punishment)."7'
In short, Ibn al-Färicl's love is not the result of any kind of interest or benefit
received from the Beloved. His love for the Beloved is above all kind of worldly
concerns.

9.5 The characteristics of lovers according to Ibn al-Färid:

Ibn al-Färicl's paradigm of love can be encapsulated in his description of the
characteristics of the lover of God. Examples of these will be now enumerated.

1-The lover of God must be happy with the actions of God. He must be thankful,
even, against calamities, instead of complaining as long as those calamities do not
affect his love. 72 Ibn al-F5ricl sees the positive role that these calamities can play
in strengthening one's love.
2-The lover of God must be annihilated (fan]) in God's love and nothing should
remain existent. The annihilation must be such that, even if death seeks the lover,
it should not be able to find him.73

3-The lover must show his weakness and his sense of need to his Beloved. In
addition, the lover must be modest in the presence of His Beloved.74
6-The lover's whole attention must be directed towards the Beloved; "Verily,
thou art the desire of my heart, and the end of my search, and the goal of my aim,
and my choice and my chosen."75

71 Mid, v.304
12 /bid, v.46-49
" 'bid, v.31, 39
74 Ibid, v.45
75 Ibid, v 76
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In sum, the lover should present a picture of complete devotion, loyalty and
longing. His life must cease to exist for his own self: only the existence of the
beloved must be affirmed.

9.6 The Influence of Other Sufis on Ibn al-Faricl
This section will attempt to provide some insight into the sources that influenced
Ibn al-Färicl, not from a poetical point of view, but from the evolution of his
understanding of love.

Beginning with Räbi`a al-Vidawiyya, there is no direct reference to her name in
Ibn al-Färicl's work. However, he appears to share certain aspects of her paradigm
of Divine love. For example, Rabi` a's notion of disinterested love is reflected in
Ibn al-Faricl's Täiyya (p.141). This resemblance alone does not definitively prove
that Ibn al-Faricl was influenced by Rabi` a: it is possible that they both reached
the same ideas independently.
The influence of al-I-Jall5j on Ibn al-Faricl has been hinted at earlier in connection
with the former's notion of suffering in love. Therefore it is not necessary to
repeat it here.

Moving on to Ibn 'Arabi, there seems to be a very close resemblance between
their paradigms of love. Although Ibn al-Färicl's poetry, and especially his Tya,
reflects the doctrines of Ibn 'Arabi, there is controversy as to whether or not they
ever met. An assumption that they did meet is accepted by the Arab
commentators and scholars. However, Scattolin and many other orientalists
dismiss the idea on the grounds of lack of historical evidence. % In al-Maqqäri's
(d./1632) account of this relationship he says that al-Maqrizi (d.1422) related that
Muhyiddin Ibn 'Arabi (d.1240) sent word to 1bn al-Färicl asking his permission to
write a commentary on his Täiyya and the latter answered: "Your book entitled
al-Futiihät al-Makkiyya is such a commentary on it". This report might be true or

false, but it proves that there are a close similarities between Ibn al-Färicl and Ibn
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Arabi. The influence of Sheikh al-Akbar is evident to even a casual reader of
them both. However, even if one does not incline to believe in the influence of the
one on the other, then it is logical to conclude that they held similar views
independently from each other as proposed by D. B. Macdonald and Scattolin.

77

As for the similarities between the two Sheikhs, they both believe in the religion
of love and accept the primary importance of love in the religion. In addition, they
both utilise the terms of profane love in their poetry, in order to indicate their
mystical love for God. However, the important difference between them is that
Ibn al-Färkl, like al-Hall5j, is very intoxicated in his love: his poetry cannot be
regarded as the fruit of rational thinking. On the other hand, in Ibn 'Arabi, besides
his mystical experience, we see the traces of philosophical and rational thought.

9.7 His influence
Having briefly looked at the influences which shaped the thinking of Ibn al-Färkl,
it is now time to look at the influence of Ibn al-Farkl on others. As a general
comment, Ibn al-FOricl left a lasting influence on many of the Sufis after him. For
example, his Tilyya and Khamriyya are among the most commentated pieces of
poetry in the Sufi tradition. 78 Furthermore, his tomb, located at the foot of alMuqattam mountain, is still an attractive centre for pilgrimage. The following
verses, often recited at his tomb, are a witness of his influence even today:

"Pass by the cemetery at the foot of al-`Arid,
Say: Peace upon you, oh Ibn al-Färkl!
You have shown in your Nam al-Suliik marvels
You have revealed a deep, well-guarded mystery.
You have drunk from a Sea of love and friendship,
You have quaffed from a bounteous, unlimited Ocean."79
Although slim in size, his Diwän attracted great interest in later times. Many
important Sufis such as al-FarghOni (d.1300), al-Q5shäni, (d.1334), al-Qaysari
76 G. Scattolin, 'The Mystical experience of Tmar Ibn al-Färicl,', v.82, p.275
77 R.A.Nicholson, Mystics of Islam, p.23; G. Scattolin, 'The Mystical experience of Tmar Ibn alFärick p.285
78 See for the commentaries on his DAvän, M. tlilmi, Ibn al-Faridwa al-ljubb al-11011, p.90 if
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(d.1350), Tami` (d.1492), (d.1615), and al-Nabulusi (d.1730) have
written large volumes of commentary on Ibn al-Faric1. 8 ° As a result of these
continuous commentaries, his conception of Divine Love reached all the corners
of Islamic world.
However, one point to note is that Ibn al-Faricl's poetry is overshadowed by Ibn
`Arabi's philosophy. Due to overwhelming influence of Ibn 'Arabi, Ibn
commentators translated the same mystical philosophy into his poetry. In this
way, concepts and terms foreign to Ibn al-F -dricl's philosophy, were introduced
into his work.

9.8 Conclusion
1-Ibn al-Färid is considered the master of the genre of mystical love poetry in the
Arabic language. He showed that poetry can be used to express the most delicate
feelings and beliefs with the genre of prose.
2-He employs the metaphors of wine and profane love poetry. These meanings
are so interwoven into his poetry, that they may be read either as love poems or as
mystical hymns. 81 Although this style was very common in Persian literature, in
Arabic literature it was rare and Ibn al-Färicl was a pioneer in the utilisation of
profane love poetry to express love for God.
3-For Ibn al-Färicl love is not a mere way worshipping God, furthermore, it is a
vehicle to reach at unity (ittibäd) with God.

4-His style of expressing his love, in general terms, is not in complete harmony
with the Qur'anic depiction of God. In the Que5n, one can not find verses which
describes God's relationship with man in terms of profane love.
5-Although there appears to be some similarities between Ibn al-Faricl and Sufis
such as al-flall a- j and Ibn Arabi, there is no concrete evidence that 1bn al-Faricl
79 G. Scattolin, 'The Mystical experience of Ihnar Ibn al-Färid i, p.274
80 I. J. Boullata, Ibn al-Färi,j, in Encyclopaedia of Religion, New York, 1987, v.7, p.557
91 R.A. Nicholson, 'Ibn al-Färid' in The Encyclopaedia of Islam (New Ed., Leiden, 1971), v.3,
p.763

278

was directly influenced by such Sufis. It is possible that Ibn al-Farid reached these
similar ideas independently.

280

CHAPTER TEN
The Conclusion
10.1 The Historical Phases of the Concept of Sufi Love
The aim of this research was to analyse the paradigms of love that appeared
during the historical development of Islam. The popular conception of Islam,
compared with, say, Christianity, is that it is a cold and abstract religion with little
room for love. In order to determine the validity of this assumption, this research
set out to explore the phenomenon of Sufism which appears to go against this
common perception. It can be said, without any fear of exaggeration, that Sufism
has had a far reaching impact not only on Islamic ideas and theology but also on
the Islamic way of life.

The originality of this research lies in the fact that it is the first attempt to presents
the Sufis' concept of love in the form of paradigms. Although there are references
to be found in books related to Sufism, before now there was no research fully
devoted to the study of Sufi love. This research exclusively attempts to present
different conceptions of love in paradigms. Hence it can be used as a starting
point for more detailed studies as well.
Traditionally, among Islamic sciences, Sufism has generally been equated with
the notion of zuhd, that is, extreme fear of God and renunciation of the world. As
was indicated in the introductory chapters, the derivations of the term tapwwuf
(Sufism) from .af (woollen dress worn by ascetics) also supports this notion.
However, the fundamental thesis of this study is that this conventional depiction
ignores a very important facet of Sufism: the role that the concept of love plays.
In fact, a closer analysis of Sufi thought reveals that the notion of love is a
fundamental basis of Sufism since it permeated all aspects of a Sufi's life.
Furthermore, it trickled down into popular culture and showed itself in such
realms as that of poetry. Therefore, it can be said with a certain degree of
conviction that it was the Sufis who developed Islam as a religion of love. The
concept of love in their paradigms reached a peak which has not been paralleled
in the Islamic tradition.
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The Sufis built what we have characterised as their paradigms of love on the
foundations of the Quran and Prophetic Traditions. The Quran, as was shown in
the third chapter, cannot be seen purely as a book of love; nevertheless, it
employs the word love (hubb) and several of its synonyms such as (wudd).
Furthermore, its verses hold out the possibility that love could exist between man
and God. The Quranic paradigm of love was defined in terms of obedience to
God and the Prophet. In the early days of Islam, these verses were not given
prominence as the emphasis was on strict obedience to Islam. However, later
Sufis read their own interpretations into the Quranic paradigm and sought to
legitimise their positions by referring to the Quran, thus bringing these verses into
prominence.
For the Sufis the Prophetic traditions were an even greater source of inspiration.
They supplied additional information which was apparently absent from the
Quran. Love between God and man was described in human terms; even the
possibility of becoming one with God was implied. For example the badith that
God becomes the eyes, ears etc. of man, provided a strong basis for Ibn 'Arabi
and al-Halläj to develop their paradigms of love, centred around the concept of
unity of being (watidat al-wupid). Furthermore, the Prophetic traditions also
provided the Sufis with the fundamental basis of their cosmological approach. For
example, the foundation for the Sufis' system of love was the badith, "I was a
hidden treasure and loved (ahbabtu) to be known, therefore I created the creation
so that they may know me."

Although the Sufi paradigms of love relied upon the Quran and Hadith, they did
not remain uniform. The Quran and Hadith were open to interpretation and each
individual Sufi brought his own personality and social conditioning to bear on
these interpretations. For example, some Sufis, such as al-Ghazäli inclined to a
cautious and intellectual approach, whereas others, such as al-Hallaj, exhibited a
bold and strongly emotional one. Nevertheless, it is possible to pick out key
phases in the development of the Sufi paradigms of love. In this conclusion the
outline of the different stages of the concept of love will be presented in its
developmental continuum. In addition, the general features of each particular
stage will be outlined.

282

10.1:1 The First Stage: This stage is characterized by the early ascetics. It was
predominantly characterised by the movement of asceticism which was gaining
ascendancy during this period. The early ascetics did not employ the concept of
love as often as they did the concept of fear. The love of God was overshadowed
by the fear of God. The social circumstances of the time certainly had a role to
play in this; and Sufism was a reaction to the corruption and decadence of the
society which was a result of the Islamic Conquests and their resultant prosperity.
As a result of this, the Sufis employed the tool of excessive fear in order to turn
people away from indulgence in the pleasures of the world.

However, this excessive use of the concept of fear proved somewhat transitory as
it failed to retain its appeal for long and alternative paradigms began to appear.
The early Sufis' one-sided promotion of the concept of fear did not reflect a
balanced view of the Quranic verses. As a result some Sufis presented the concept
of love as a new dimension to the conventional Sufi teachings of the time.

10.1:2 The Second stage: This stage in the development of love was a direct
reaction to the paradigm of fear. A strong emphasis on fear resulted in a very
egoistic outlook to religious life: everyone was concerned to save themselves
from the punishment of hell and to gain the reward of Paradise. To some Sufis the
essence of religion was being ignored with this emphasis on personal interest.
This state of affairs evoked a powerful reaction from certain individual Sufis. The
most prominent was that of Räbi` a who reacted to these Sufis' approach on the
basis that they worshipped God because of their own selfish interests. For her, it
seemed that the early ascetics used God to protect themselves from His
punishment or to attain His paradise; hence their sole purpose was their own
salvation. The beauty, majesty and glory of God was ignored.

In response, Räbi` a developed the concept of disinterested love. As the forerunner
of the concept of love Räbi` a developed a dual classification of love: interested
(self centred) and disinterested. Rabi' a' s paradigm of love had the beauty of being
simple and easily understood. Throughout the following centuries the influence of
her paradigm of love can be seen again and again. At times it is repeated almost
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verbatim, and at others it is reflected in new terminology. In addition to her
groundbreaking classification, Räbi`a's methodological approach of classifying
lovers of God according to their motives, opened up the possibility that love
between God and man can be experienced and communicated. In short, it paved
the way for the later generation of Sufis to construct their paradigms of love based
on their personal experiences. A precedent had been set.

In summary, Räbi` a's paradigm of love was centred around the concept of
disinterested love. She strongly believed that our love for God should be purely
for His sake. In this way she aimed to cleanse religious life from the "evil" of
egoistic desires. This emphasis was welcomed, not only by the Sufis, but also, by
the mainstream scholars of Islam. It is also interesting to note that Räbi`a was
accepted among the Sufi circles as the originator of Divine love. This indicates
the Sufis readiness to admit female adepts into their inner circles.

The second stage in the development of the paradigm of love shows the first signs
of a theory of love being developed by Rabi` a. This stage is also characterised by
simplicity in comparison to the complex systems which were to come later.

10.1:3 The Third Stage: The simple division of Räbi`a's theory of love was
evolved by other Sufis into increasingly systematic and complex theories. Rabi` a
had limited the application of her paradigm of love to the field of worship. Later
Sufis placed their paradigms of love as the basis of their cosmologies, making
love the central focus of creation, so much so that, love became the cause of all
creation. Furthermore, Räbi` a had not delved into the intricacies of the process
and nature of love between man and God. This untrodden path was traversed by
the later Sufis. In short, no stone was left unturned and every possible avenue was
explored. During this process the paradigm of love became the preserve of a
select few. For the scholars of mainstream Islam the Sufis were moving into
dangerous territory, bordering on heresy and blasphemy. The third stage led to the
deterioration of the good relations that had existed between the Sufis and the
mainstream scholars after R5bi`a's time.
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The Sufi mystic al-Hallai best exemplifies this trend. His pronouncements, such
as" I am the reality" (ana al-ljaqq) and concepts such as fanä' (annihilation in
the beloved) and the unification of the lover and beloved, posed a threat to the
mainstream scholars. In the end al-Ualläj was executed for his views. This stage
is marked by the increasing hatred and suspicion between the Sufis and the
scholars. Suspicion grew as the Sufis developed their views and became bolder in
giving expression to them' . The brutal execution of al-Halläj was the culmination
of this rift.
In addition to this, Sufi love became more complex and structured. Itäbi`a's
paradigm of love, drew a sharp division between worldly love and Divine love:
the two were not compatible. For example, one could not claim to love a worldly
object with a religious intention or motive. Contrary to this, the paradigms of love
of later Sufis, such as Ibn 'Arabi, allowed for the possibility of loving anything as
long as one remembered that God is manifested in everything. Although the
dichotomy of ItAbi` a' s paradigm of love lost much of its significance, the two
paradigms still retained certain similarities. However, it is clear that the
paradigms of love of al-Hall5j and Ibn 'Arabi, for example, evolved further away
from the original paradigm of love expounded by RaThi`a.
10.1:4 The Fourth Stage: The next phase of development can be characterised

by the movement for synthesis and harmonisation between the scholars of
mainstream Islam and the Sufis. The gulf of hatred, that had been arisen in the
third stage, needed to be bridged. The personality of al-Ghazäli played a leading
role in this process of reconciliation. He was the voice that would soften the
attacks of the orthodox scholars against Sufi love.

In order to make his position acceptable to mainstream Islam, al-Ghaziili based
his arguments on the authority of the Quran and kladith. In addition„ he employed
rational arguments extensively. Furthermore, within his paradigm of Divine love
everything is explicable in terms of human love For example, the causes of
Divine love are all exemplified, or their counterparts are found, in the field of
human love. This would explain the success of al-Ghazil in making Sufi love
acceptable, both to the Scholars and ordinary people. In other words he targeted
1 Gibb, H. A. R., Islam, (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1984), rill
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both the mind and the heart without sacrificing one for the other. In contrast, alGhazali's Sufi predecessors had sacrificed the intellect over the ecstatic
experiences of the heart, and were thus misunderstood by the mainstream scholars
who relied more on the mind than the heart. Furthermore, the importance of
communicating their ideas in a clear way was not an important consideration for
the earlier Sufis. For al-Ghazali, presentation of his ideas in a structured and
simple manner was crucial. His teaching experience will most certainly have
played a role in his methodological approach.
10.1:5 The Fifth Stage: The culmination and final synthesis of the Sufi
paradigms of love is found in the writings of the great Sheikh Muhyiddin Ibn
'Arabi, the famous mystic of Murcia. His paradigm of love has influenced the
history and development of Islam greatly. This is because his paradigm of love is
the most comprehensive both in terms of metaphysics and cosmology one. For
this reason our research devoted a comparatively greater space to him than other
Sufis.
The four basic currents, highlighted in the previous four stages, revealed
themselves at different times and in varying degrees of intensity. The prime
example of their synthesis can be seen in the Paradigm of love of Ibn 'Arabi, who
harmonised these currents. For example, the main motives of his paradigm
appear to be taken from the teachings of al-Hallaj. This manifests itself in the
concept of unity of being

(wandat al-wuj 17d),

that is, everything is a manifestation

of God. Consequently, every form of love is a reflection of God's love. In other
words God's love permeates every aspect of creation. Therefore, in Ibn `Arabi's
understanding mercy and love are the essence of God as well as that of religion.
On the other hand, the style of Ibn Arabi, reflects the intellectual methodology of
al-Ghazäli. The Shaykh al-Akbar's paradigm of love is presented in an organised
and a rational manner.
10.1:6 The Sixth Stage: Finally, with regard to Ibn Färicl, his significance in the
development of the paradigms of love lies not in any novel ideas but in his style
of expression. His utilisation of profane poetry as a medium of expression for his
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views inadvertently led to the mass popularisation and dissemination of Sufi
ideas. The key distinction between Ibn Färicl's poetry and that of earlier Sufi
attempts are his mastery of Arabic poetry and his exclusive usage of poetry to
propagate his beliefs. In many other respects, the love paradigm of ,Cultan al`Ashiqin (Prince of lovers) was similar to that of Ibn 'Arabi.

Having presented a brief summary of the Sufi paradigms of love from a
theoretical perspective, our conclusion would remain incomplete without
mentioning the practical consequences that these paradigms produced in the
hearts and minds of Muslims both in the past and present. Beginning with the
early Sufis, the emphasis on the concept of fear of God and the baselessnes of
human beings, led to a pessimistic outlook to life in general. In their belief; the
world had no value in the eyes of God. On the social level this resulted in their
isolation from society; which they believed was innately wicked. In short, the
society envisaged by the early Sufis was one characterised by a gloomy view of
religion and God. This social ideal can be seen even today in some parts of the
Muslim world, especially in the areas where Sufism is not popular.

The later stages of development of the paradigms of love have had an enormous
impact on Islamic thought in general. The shift of emphasis to the positive aspects
of God, centred around the notion of love, proved popular: God created us
because he loved us. As a result humanity became a centre of God's love and its
manifestation. Humanity was now considered innately good and the Creation as
the manifestation of God's beauty. This approach shows elements of the
philosophy of humanism, that is, putting the fulfilment of humanity at the centre.

This shift in emphasis, naturally necessitated a reappraisal of the way in which
God was perceived. God was no longer seen as a stern judge on the lookout for
mankind's errors, in order to inflict his wrath on them. On the contrary, the
conception of God was transformed into an exceedingly merciful and beneficent
God, whose mercy extended over all humanity irrespective of their perceived evil.
For example, Ibn Arabi and al-Halläj brought Pharaoh and Satan, the
embodiments of evil in Islamic tradition, under the ambit of God's allencompassing mercy.
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This approach to religion and humanity opened up new dimensions in the
development of Islamic thought, providing an alternative to the strict asceticism
and formal piety of some Muslim groups. An alternative which had lasting
appeal to the Islamic world both in the past and the present. The strong
humanistic undertones of the Sufi paradigms of love also attracted great interest
in the academic circles of the non-Islamic world, in particular the western world.
The voluminous amount of literature and translations of Sufi Masters whose
works centred around the concept of love provides evidence of their enduring
validity and appeal.
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