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The Qudan has remained a living fount of inspiration from the

ourser of the tradition. Its exegesis has always been an important

genre, but more than that, every apProach to learning with any

Ihi* ,o Islamicity looks back to it. Each approach, however,

is colored by its own goals and methodologies. Jurisprudence
(fiqh), for example, studies the Qur'an as the primary source

foi 61"-i" law and, given the importance of right practice,

has played a major role in the communiry. Nonetheless, it has

,ro,hirrg to say about the Qur'anic worldview, for the simple

reason that jurists qua iwists have no interest in the world.

Scholars who did investigate the world wrote about issues like

God and his attributes, his reladonship with the cosmos, his

purpose in creating the universe, the unique status of human

L"i"gt among creatures, the role of the prophets, the- nature

of sJvation, and the stages of posthumous becoming' In their

investigations they rypicatly employed one of three broad

methodologies-dialectical theology (halam), philosophy, or

Sufism (tapawwof)-each of which has had many different

schools.
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The third of these, Suftsm, has no clear deftnition. Those
who use the word neither agree on what exactly it is, nor on
how to differentiate it from dialectical theolog;r or philosophy.
Many \Tesrern specialists and most nonspecialisrs pur it into
the category of mysticism, but, given the vagueness of the term
mysticism and the vast range of teachings and practices associ-
ated with Sufism over Islamic history, rhis is problematic.l For
the purposes of this essay, I take "mystical theology" as a desig-
nation for the Sufi approach to the Qur'an, which entails focus
on the issue of transforming the soul with the aim of bringing
it into conformity with im divine prororype.

Teachers of Sufism were ofren well versed in dialectical
theology andlor philosophy, nor ro speak of jurisprudence,
but they understood book learning as preliminary to the real
task, which is to know things for oneself and to become what
human beings were creared to be. Many of these teachers
wrote prolifically, while others never pur pen ro paper, instead
devoting themselves to guiding students and disciples on rhe
path to God. Sufi licerature is exrraordi narily rich and has been
so ever since the ninth and tenth centuries, when the various
approaches to Islamic learning came to be differentiated.

Given the sffess that Sufi teachers have placed on ffansform-
ing the soul, it should not be surprising that love has been one
of their favorite themes. No other shared human experience
has the same power to change a person's priorities. Sufi expla-
nations of lovet role in the reladonship berween man and God
can provide us with a rather clear sense of how their approach
differed from that of other schools of thought, especially juris-
prudence, which has so often been mischaracterized as the core
of the Islamic tradition. Specifically, I wanr to look at why many
of them saw love as rhe heart of the Qudan's message. tilflhy,

for example, would someone call the Qudan a "book of love"
( ishq-nama)? This is certainly nor an expression a jurist or an
Orientalist would have used. It is taken from a saying of the
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mysterious Shams-i Thbrizi, famous for his sudden appearance
in the life of Rnml (d,. 1273) and his equally sudden disappear-
ance. As is well known, he was instrumental in Rumit trans-
formation from a rather staid scholar inro one of the greatest
poets of human history.2

To make sense of this saying of Shams, we need to review the
manner in which the Qur'an was regarded, not least the fact
that it presents itself and was understood as the very speech of
God. In other words, Muslims read it as Godt self-expression,
his disclosure of his own nature, his explanation of who he is,

what he does, and what he wants. \(hen the author of the book
talks about the universe and human beings, he does so in func-
tion of himself. He has no interest in the world and human
affairs per se for the simple reason that, from his point ofview,
nothing whatsoever exists on its own. All things are simply, as

he puts it, "signs" (apt) showing forth his own realiry.
Muslim scholars were well aware that readers of the Qur'an

drew many diverse and even conflicting conclusions from the
text. Nowadays it is a commonplace of hermeneutical theory
to say that people look at things through their own lenses, but
there was nothing strange about this idea a thousand years ago.

Shams explained why most people fail to see rhe Qudan as a
book of love in these terms: "The flaw is that they do not look
at God with the gaze of love. They look at Him with the gaze of
learning, or the gaze of science, or the gaze of philosophy. The
gaze of love is something else."3

The Two Commands

The Qur'ant basic teachings about God, the universe, and
man can be boiled down to what are commonly called the
three "principles" (a;D of faith: the uniry of God, (tautlid),
prophecy (nubuwwa), and the rerurn (ma',id). In succinct
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terms, the first principle means that *there is no god but
God," the second that "Muhammad is God's messenger,',
and the third that everyrhing comes from God and goes back
where it came from. The first two statements, when recited
together and prefaced by the words "I bear witness rhat," are
known as the Shahadah, the act of bearing wirness. As most
everyone knows, the ShahadaD is the first of the ftve pillars of
Islamic practice. The right form of practice is codified by the
jurists, but they have nothing ro say about the meaning of the
Shahadah. This is addressed by dialectical theology, philoso-
phy, and Sufism.

\tr7hen the sentence "there is no god but God" is taken on its
own, it is called the formula of tauhid. Literally tauthid means
"saying one," that is, "declaring God's unity." A rypical way to
understand God is ro insem into this formula any name of God
found in the Qur'an. For example, the Qur'an says thar God is
the Living. Hence, "There is nothing alive but God." In other
words, there is no rrue life but Godt life, and the life experi-
enced by us is nor in fact life-if ir were, we would never die .

Again, the Qur'an says that God is the Knowing. Hence, "rhere
is none knowing bur God." No one truly knows but God, and
our knowledge compared to his knowledge is ignorance. As the
Qudan puts it, "They encompass nothing of His knowledge
save as He wills" (2:255).

It would be easy ro go on in this manner, listing the so-called
99 names of God and showing how each asserts the primary
of Godt realiry and the dependency of everything else. In each
instance we could support the conclusion with Qur'anic verses
and prophetic sayings. \What is totally clear is that the eur,an
holds that God's realiry is the only realiry worthy of the name
and it sees everyrhing else as deriving from God, always and
forever.

The second principleexpands on the notion thatMuhammad
is God's messenger, which means also that the eur'an is God's
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message. Part of the message is that God sent a long series of
prophets beginning with Adam and ending with Muhammad.

The traditional number is 124 thousand, surely enough to go

around. As the Qut'an puts it, "Every community has a mes-

senger" (lO:47).

The third principle is that all creatures, having come from

their Creator, follow diverse paths leading back to him. The

human situation differs from that of others by the presence of
a certain degree of free will. This explains why human beings

alone are addressed by prophetic messages. Inasmuch as they

are free-and the extent to which they are free remains an

open question-they will be held responsible, which is to say

that everyday choices will have repercussions in posthumous

becoming.
In the course of discussing the three principles, the Qudan

differentiates between two sorts of divine command, which

later texts sometimes call the "creative command" and the "reli-

gious command."A By means of the first command, God brings

ihe universe into existence. By means of the second, he offers

instructions to human beings. The creative command can be

understood as a corollary of uniry and the religious command

as a corollary of prophery.
The Qur'an mentions the creative command in several verses,

such as, "His command, when He desires a thing, is to say to

it'Be!', and it comes to be" (36:82).This command is eternal,

which means that it lies outside of time, so God is forever issu-

ing it. This is why Muslim theologians never understood God's

creative activity in terms of Deism. The Qur'anic view is that

we exist because God is bestowing existence uPon us right now,

not that we are here because God created the universe some

time ago, occasionally intervening in events.

Every individual thing, every event, every breath, is the fruit
of the word "Be!," a command that is forever coming forth at

this very moment, the eternal Present.

159
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As for the religious command, it tells people how to acr cor-
recdy. The Qur'an makes clear that Iblis (Satan) and thenAdam
were the first to be addressed by it. The refusal of Iblis ro pros-
trate himself before Adam when God commanded him to do
so provides the mythic root of disobedience, and this in turn
highlights the key difference between the two commands. The
religious command can be disobeyed, but the creative com-
mand cannot. Given that the religious command is addressed
only to Adam and his children (puming aside the quesrion of
Iblis and the other jinn), human beings alone have the pos-
sibiliry of disobeying God. Here we meer rhe perennial issue

of freedom and determinism, an endless discussion in Islamic
texts as elsewhere.

\7hen God appointedAdam as aprophet, he became the ftrst
human intermediary for the religious command. Those who
accept the religious command and attempr ro put it into prac-
tice are called God's "servants" ('abd). From the standpoint of
the creative command, however, absolutely everflhing is God's
servant, since nothing whatsoever can disobey it. Hence there
are two sorts of servanthood in keeping with the rwo sorts of
commands. The ffrst is compulsory and pertains to everything
in the universe. The second is voluntary inasmuch as rhose
addressed by it have the option of rejecting ir. The religious
command was issued to the first human being and renewed
whenever one of his descendanrs was appointed as a prophet.
It calls upon people to acknowledge that they are compulsory
selants of God and then to employ their free will in order ro
follow his instructions.

Divine Love

In talking about love, the Qur'an uses two words, utudd and
hubb (and derivatives), which are rypicdly understood as
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synonyms.t In the usual lists of divine names, a derivative of
wuddis given, al-wadad.It is commonly explained as an active

participle, "loving" or "lover," but the word's grammatical pat-
tern is also used for passive participles. Hence many scholars

explained that the name designates God as both lover and
beloved. It means that there is no lover but God and no beloved
but God. [n otherwords, God alone truly loves, and God alone
is the true object of love.

As noted, Shams-i Thbrizi held that readers will see the

Qur'an as a book of love only when they look upon God with
the gaze of love and avoid the gaze of jurisprudence, dialectical
theolory, biology, and critical theory. But what exacdy is love?

In modern times most people have thought of it as something
wonderful to be sure, but in the end it is an emotion, a psycho-
logical vagary, a byproduct of evoludon, a social construct, or
some other sort of natural or human phenomenon. It belongs

to us-we do not belong to it. From the standpoint of the

Qur'an, this is to turn things on their heads. It is to start at the
bottom rather than at the top. Rumi expresses the top-down
view in this verse:

For the elect, love is a tremendous eternal lighu for the com-
mon people, love is form and appetite.6

Once God is recognized as the eternal light of love, the utterly
basic role of love in all things can be grasped. It is worth noting
that this notion of lovet essentially divine nature finds explicit
expression not only in Suftsm, but also in the writings of phi-
losophers such as the Ikhwan al-pafi', Avicenna, Suhrawardi,
and Mulla gadri. If the jurists had no interest in love, this is

because it cannot be legislated. As for the dialectical theologians,
they were hostile toward any suggestion that the ffanscendent
Lord could love his lowly servants, much less vice versa, so they
occupied themselves with proving that God relates to people
only in terms of commands and prohibitions and that people
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relate to God only in terms of obedience . Dialectical theology
was of course much to the liking ofjurists, since it provided the

rationale for their bread and butter.

Muslim scholars who talked about love agreed that it is

indefinable. In discussions of human love, they rypically lim-
ited themselves to describing its symptoms, characteristics,

and consequences. They summarized these along the lines of
"yearning for union." By using the word union, they were say-

ing that the goal of lovers is to come together, not to stay

apart. They understood love as the energy that brings about
the encounter of God and man. In the technical works of the

mystical theologians, the discussions typically remained dry
and abstract, accessible only to scholars with years of train-
ing. This helps explain why many of the most profound theo-
reticians of love-such as Ibn al-Farid in Arabic and Rimi
in Persian-expressed their teachings almost exclusively in
poetry, a much more efficacious way of conveying lovet trans-

formative power to the community.
Two of the words commonly used for union are wisdl,which

means coming together, communion, sexual intercourse; and

ittil.tad, which means reaching oneness after manyness, unifi-
cation. Dialectical theologians were scandalized by these words

and maintained that they compromised Godt transcendence.

Any attention to the writings of careful scholars who employed

them, however, shows that they had sophisticated understand-
ings of what they were saying. Let me cite, for example, a Pas-
sage from Rashid al-Din Maybudi, author ofThe Unveiling of
the Mysteri es (Kashf al-asrdr), one of the longest commentar-
ies on the Qur'an in the Persian language, completed around
the year 1130. \fhile explaining the verse, "They measured

not God with His true measurc" (22:74), Maybudi points

out that it means that only God knows God. Then he says,

"Tomorrow [in paradise] when the servants reach the exalted-

ness of union with Him and see the marks bearing witness to
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proximiry He will bestow the vision of Himself in the mea-
sure of yout capacity, not in the measure of His tremendous-
ness and majesty."T Many passages could be cited from other
authors making the same point, whether the discussion con-
cerns the beatiftc vision in paradise or rhe vision of the divine
presence here and now.

\7hen we put love in the context of the three principles of
faith, we can say that texts discuss it from four basic stand-
points: as an eternal realiry as the motive for creation, as the
force behind divine guidance, and as the final goal of human
becoming.

From the first standpoint, love is understood as identical
with God, "before" creation ifyou like, though this is an onro-
logical before, not a temporal one. God as love is an absolute
unity encompassing every possibiliry of being. Al-Daylami
(d. ca. 1000), author of what seems to be the earliest fuabic
book on love combining theological, philosophical, and Suft
perspectives, explains the first standpoint like this: "The roor
of love is that God is eternally described by love. . . . He loves

Himself for Himself in Himself, .. . Here love6 beloved, and
love are a single thing without division, for He is uniry itself,,

and in uniry things are not distincr."s
From the second standpoint, God is viewed as loving the

universe. Love is then the artribute that incites him to issue the
creative command. Love brings the universe into existence and
drives all things toward the full actualization of their own pos-
sibilities. In this respecr God loves all of creation, and all things
are doing exacdy what they must do, for he is saying "Be!" ro
them at each moment. Moreover, all things will return to their
loving Creator, each in keeping with its own capaciry for love.
Hence the third principle of faith, rhe return to God, is under-
stood as an ontological necessity, and as such it is often called
"the compulsory return" (al-ruju' al-iilirari); it follows upon
the fact that everything serves the creative command.
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From about the twelfrh century onward, Suft authors com-
monly provided a mythic backdrop for the norion of Godt
creative love by citing a conversation between God and David.
\fhen David asked God why he created the universe, God
replied, "I was a hidden treasure and I loved to be recognized,
so I created the creatures that I might be recognized."

The third standpoint looks at love as the divine attribute that
incited God to issue the religious command. All things will in
any case return to God, but in his love for human beings God
sends guidance so that they will recognize his love and respond
in kind. People can then employ their freedom in a way rhar
will allow them to return to him such that they fulfill their
desire for union. Texts often call this "rhe voluntary return"
(al-ruju' al-ikhtiyart), which correlates with the voluntary ser-

vanthood that is the prerogative of human beings.
The fourth standpoint takes the final end of love into

account, that is, the achievement of the goal of all lovers, which
is to come together and enjoy each other's embrace. In one
respect, this standpoint is identical with the first-God in his
uniry-because union leaves no room for two. At the first stage,

however, human beings were potentialities of being and know-
ing, and in the last stage they will have achieved the actualiry
of being and knowing, perceiving themselves as the radiance of
the Unique Realiry without any separate being of their own.
Rumi explains the difference berween the rwo standpoints by
saying that in the beginning, we were fish, unaware of ourselves
and the ocean. Then God threw us on dry land, where every-
thing we do is driven by the search for our losr beloved. Finally
God will pull us back into the ocean, and for the first rime we
will recognize our true nature and our real home.9

In short, if we look back to the origin, we see the uniry of
love, and if we look ahead to the final culmination, we see

the union of love. This means that our immediate concern is
the two middle stages, since we have departed from uniry and
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have not yet reached union. These 6u76-l6vs as the motive for
creation and love as the force behind divine guidance-can be

further analyzed by p"yrrg close attention to the implications
of the two commands.

Of special importance here is a Qur'anic rrerse that is quoted
more than any other in the literature: "He loves them, and they
love Him" (51547.r0 This verse sets up the relationship between

God and man in four basic statements: God is lover, human
beings are the objects of his love, human beings are lovers, and
God is the object of their love. Ifwe read these statements from
the standpoint of the creative command, the Qur'an is talking
about the workings of the realm of being, without reference to
free will. If we read them from the standpoint of the religious
command, the Qur'an is talking about the role of human free-

dom in actualizing love. Given that the verse can be read either
way, it provides us with eight additional Qudanic perspectives

on lovet realiry.

Love in the Creative Command

The first statement, "He loves," means that God is a lover. At
the initial stage of absolute divine uniry God loves himself,
because no others exist, so He is lover, beloved, and love. \When

we take the divine omniscience into account, we understand
that he knows all things for all eternity as concomitants of his

knowledge of himself. Thus, in loving himself, he loves every-

thing. In his chapter on love in Giving Life to the Sciences

of the Religion (Ihyd' 'ulum al-din), the great al-Ghazali
(d. l l l l) explains the point like this: "'W'hen someone loves

only himself, his acts, and his compositions, his love does not
go outside of his essence and the concomitants of his essence

inasmuch as they are connected to his essence. Thus, God loves

only Himself"ll
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Given rhat God is eternal and unchanging (qadim). his love
is also eternal and unchanging. Created things, however, are
newly arrived (mufidath),which is to say that God knows them
eternally, but they do not come into exisrence until he issues

the creative command. The Qur'an often refers ro the love that
drives creation as rahmd, mercy, compassion. Erymologically,
raltrna designates the qualiry of a rahirn, a womb, so its basic
sense is a mothert love for her children. A number of prophetic
sayings make the connection. For example, "surely God is more
merciful toward His servant than any mother roward her child."
Notice that this saylng can mean that God is merciful toward
all things, for everything in the universe is God's servant. The
Quran associates universal, compulsory servanthood with the
name All-Merciful (ral.tmdn) in the verse, "There is nothing in
the heavens and earth that does not come to rhe All-Merciful
as a servant" (19:93). The Qudan also implies rhat the name
All-Merciful is a synonym for the name God (e.g.,17:110) and
says that God's mercy "embraces everything" (7:156).In other
words, God is fundamentally merciful and loving, a norion
that is reflected in the formula of ritud consecration: "In rhe
name of God, the All- Merciful, the Ever-Merciful."

Mercy, then, is a kind of love, but mercy and love are not
exactly the same thing, for mercy is unidirecrional and love
is mutual. God loves man, and man loves God, but God has

mercy on human beings, and human beings cannor have merry
on God. Rather they must direct their merry at other crea-

tures. Hence the prophetic saying, "God has no mercy on those
who are not merciful toward the people."

One of the mystical theologians who explained the signift-
cance of Godt eternal love in the language of both scholars
and common people was Abdallah Ansari (d. 1088), author
of several books in both Arabic and Persian, among them the
classic Arabic description of the ascending stages of the path
to God, \flay Stations of the Tlavelers (Man,izil al-s,i.'irin).ln
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Persian he is best known for his whispered prayers (mundjdt),
in which he frequently appeals to God's eternally loving nature.
For example:

O God, where will I ftnd again the day when You belonged to
me, and I was not. Until I reach that day, I will be in the midst
of ffre and smoke. If I ftnd that day again in the two worlds, I
will profit. If I ftnd Your Being for myself, I will be pleased with
my own nonbeing.

O God, where was I when You called me? I am not I when You
remain for me.

O God, when You call someone, do not make manifest the
offenses that You have concealed!

O God, You lifted us up and no one said, "Lift up!" Now that
You have lifted up, dont put down! Keep us in the shadow
ofYour gentleness! Entrust us to none but Your bounty and
mercy!12

The verse of mutual love says that God "loves them." This
was understood to mean rhat God's love is directed at human
beings, who are the only objects of his love menrioned explic-
itly in the Qur'an. 

'Why 
he should love them rather than oth-

ers is much discussed in the literarure, often by highlighting
lovet connection with beauty (jamal, husn), which is rypically
described as that which aftracts love. Like love, beaury can-
not be defined, but most everyone would agree rhar people
love things because they find them beautiful. The rexrs do not
consider this a result of biology or psychology-the bottom-up
explanation-but rarher a requisite of the crearive command.
The Prophet expressed its divine root in the famous saying,
"God is beautiful, and He loves beaury."

If God is beautiful, then there is nothing beautiful but God.
\When God loves, he is loving beaury and he alone is truly
beautiful, so in fact he is loving his own beaury. He does so ftrst
by loving himself and second by loving his beauty as reflected

t67



168 \Ttnrau C. CHrrrrcx

in created things. The QuCan speala of Godt beaury when it
says that he is described by "the most beautiful names" (7r 180,
17:110,20:8,59:24). It refers to God's love for creation when it
says, "He made all things that He created beautiful" (32:7). As
for mankind, it says, "He formed you, and He made your forms
beautiful" (40:64). Thus the sratement that God loves "them"
means that he loves his own beauty as it appears in human
beings. And of course the Prophet said, echoing Genesis, "God
created Adam in His own form," that is, in the form of the
most beautiful names. As God says in the Qur'an, "Ve creared
man in the most beautiful stature" (95:4).

One might say that the overall Islamic understanding of
human nature is based on the parallel sratements "God loves
beauty" and "God loves them." God loves human beings because
they encapsulate and reflect the totaliry of his own beaury,
which is designared by the most beauriful names. They alone
were created in the form of Godt all-comprehensive beaury,
and they alone were taught "all the names" (2:31).This is why
God commanded the angels ro prostrate rhemselves before
Adam (2:34) and appointed Adam and his children as vicege-
rents (2:30, 35:39), that is, his represenratives in creation.

Sufi authors who talked about God as a Hidden Tieasure
loving to be recognized often explained that the unique human
situation in the uniyerse is epitomized by the word recognition
(ma'rifa)..S7hen Adam was taughr all the names, he gained the
abiliry to recognize God per se, that is, the entirety of God's
realiry in the fullness of its creative manifestation, nor simply
in the traces and propemies of a few attributes. Only human
beings can recognize God in himself, and rhis means that only
they can love him for himself, since no one can love what he
does not know. An important corollary here is that those who
love God for what they can get from him (e.g., prosperiry in
this world, paradise in the next) do not in fact love him him-
self. Rather, they love cerrain reflections of his realiry and this
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self-centered love will hold them back from the fullness of
perfection.

In short, God created human beings because he loves them'

In contrast to most of us, he had no ulterior motive in his

love, for he has nothing to gain from us. He made us beautiful,

and he loves our beaury. FIe created us in his own form, and

hence we are not only beautiful, we are also inveterate lovers of
beaury. This brings us to the third theme of love in terms of the

creative command: "They love." This means that we were cre-

ated to be lovers-we cannot avoid loving. At the same time,

"There is no lover but God"; so the root and source of human

love is God's love. Rfimi among others often talks about human

love as a reflection of God's love. In one of his prose works he

puts these words into the Creatort mouth:

What place is man's farm plot-within which grows the crop

of flesh and skin and bones-for these aspirations and desires?

These desires are My pure attributes... . "I was a Hidden

Tieasure, and I loved to be recognized."ls

One of the terms commonly used as a designation for innate

human love is Poverty (fnqr), which is also atypical name for

Sufism itself (more so than the word Sufism before modern

times). The wordt meaning has always been understood in

terms of the Qur'anicverse, "O people, you are the poor toward

God, and God is the fuch, the Praiseworthy'' (35:15). In other

words, human beings are emPty of reality and beg to be filled'

They are needy, desirous, hungry and thirsty by nature' In
the iast analysis, these attributes manifest their innate love for

God. \When the early Sufis called themselves the poor, this was

not because they saw themselves as different from anyone else'

Rather, they wanted to remind themselves who they were in

fact.
One of al-Ghazalit younger contemporaries, Ahmad Sam'ini

(d. 1140), wrote an extensive Persian commentary on the most
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beautiful names of God, highlighting the manner in which all
God's names and attributes show forth his loving nature. The
book is one of the longesr, most profound, and mosr eloquent
expositions of love in Islamic literarure, and im prose is infused
with the sorts of imagery and symbolism rhat were to become
the stock in trade of poets in later generations, such as Attir,
Rirmi, Sadi, and hafiz. In one of his many discussions of pov-
erty, Sam'ini points ro the ontological roots of human love, the
fact that we cannot not love:

The treasury of bestowers gains luster from rhe requests and
neediness of requesters. No requester had greater need than
dust. Heaven and earth, the Throne and the Footstool, were
given to dust, but its need did not decrease by one iota. The
eight paradises were given over exclusively to its work, but need
seized its reins, for poverry was the host at the table of its exis-
tence: "Surely man was created grasping" [70:19],

A grasping person is someone who never becomes full. God
brought Adam into paradise and permitted him its bliss, but
He said, "Dont go after that tree." Nonetheless, despite all the
blissful things, Adam was seized by the ffee. "The forbidden
is enticing." Yes, He forbade it to him, but He did not purify
his inwardness of wanting it. Indeed, every serving boy in the
world is a serving boy of his own wanr:

The avarice of the Adamites goes back to the days of Adam
himself. \Thoever is not avaricious is not an Adamite. As much
as someone eats, he needs more. If he eats something and says,
"I'm full," he's lying. There is still more room, for the Adamite
is never full.la

Finally the verse of mutual love says that human beings love
"Him." Read in terms of the creative command, this means
that people love God by nature. They cannor not love God
because, in the last analysis, all others are simply Godt signs,
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that is, manifestations of his beaury or ffaces and properties of
his names and attributes. Rirml, who makes this point repear-
edly in his poetry puts it this way in prose:

All the hopes, desires, loves, and affections that people have for
different things-father, mother, friends, heavens, earth, gar-
dens, palaces, knowledge, activiry, food, drink-all these are

desires for God, and these things are veils.lt

If people do not recognize that there is no beloved but God
and fail to acknowledge that they are compulsory servants of
the All-Merciful, this is because, as the Qur'an puts it, l\dam
forgot" (20:1 15). People have inherited their fathert forgetful-
ness, which explains why God has senr so many prophets. This
brings us to the role of the religious command, which is to help
people overcome forgetfulness.

Love in the Religious Command

From the standpoint of the creative command, to say "God
loves" means that God loves by deftnition and that His loving
nature entails love for creation. From the standpoint of the reli-
gious command, to say "God loves" means that the same divine
energy motivates him to remind people of their own nature by
sending prophetic guidance. Or, in terms of the divine names,
it means that God is the Guide, and there is no guide but he.
The result is that those addressed by guidance have the oprion
of voluntary servanthood, over and above the fact of compul-
sory servanthood.

Just as God's creative love is closely associated with the all-
comprehensive divine mercy, so also his guiding love is tightly
bound up with a specific mercy directed ar rhose who freely
accept his guidance. According ro many theologians, God is

called 'All-Merciful" (rahm,in) because of his creative love and

t7t
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"Ever-Merciful (rahtm) because of his guiding love. fu the All-
Merciful he loves everyone and everything without exception.
As the Ever-Merciful he loves those who follow his guidance.
The Qur'an differentiates berween these two sorts of mercy in
the verse, "My mercy embraces everything, but I shall prescribe
it for those who are godfearing and who pay rhe alms, and
those who indeed have faith in Our signs, those who follow the
Messenger" (7:156). The mercy of the All-Merciful embraces
all things, which is to say that everyone will receive it forever,
for it is the share of compulsory servanrs. The mercy of rhe
Ever-Merciful is written out for those who follow prophetic
guidance, so it is the additional share of voluntary servanrs.16

The verse of mutual love says that God loves "them." In light
of the creative command, this means that Godt love is focuied
on human beings, because theywere created in the unified form
of the most beauriful divine names. In light of the religious
command, ir means that he teaches people how to live up to
their beaury much as parenrs offer guidance ro their children.
In terms of the crearive command, God loves human beings
unconditionally. In terms of the religious command, he also
loves them conditionally, just as their reception of the mercy
of the Ever-Merciful depends on cerrain conditions. In other
words, God will love them if they obey the religious command
and cultivate the beauty of their own souls. The Qufan refers
to lovet conditionaliry in the following verse, which is quoted
in the literature only slightly less often than the verse of mutual
love: "Say [O Muhammad!], 'If you love God, follow me; God
will love you " (3:31).

This specific verse provides the basic rationale for Islamic
praxis, which is to follow the religious command as taught by
the Qur'an and as embodied in the deeds and characer traits of
the Prophet. As rhe Qudan says, "You have a beautiful example
in God's Messenger" (33:21).This is sufffcient proof that God
loves him, for "God loves the beautiful." He should be followed
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because he is Godt beloved, and if people do indeed follow
him, they will be worthy of God's conditional love: "Follow
me; God will love you."

The Qut'an explains the conditions of love in many verses.

For example, it says that God loves those who do what is beau-
dtul (2:L95), who repent (2:222),who have trust (3:159), who
are just (49:9), and so on. It also says that God does not love
the wrongdoers (3:140), the workers of corruption (5:64), the
transgressors (5:87), the immoderate (7:31), rhe ffeacherous
(8:58), the proud (16:23), and the boastful (3t:tA;. All of
these verses refer to the soul's inner beauty or lack thereo{, not
simply to outward comportmenr.

Al-Ghazali and many others call the achievement of inner
beauty "characterization by the character traits of God" (al-
takhalluq bi-akhl,i.q Alkh). Having been given a certain free
will, people have the abiliry to srrive against ugliness of char-
acter, which is rooted in the forgetfulness inherited from their
father Adam. By coming out from the veils of forgetfulness
and ignorance, they can rctualize the beautiful character traits
latent in their souls, created in the form of God. Moreover,
it is precisely this beauty of soul that calls down God's love.
Thus, in a sound hadith, the Propher quores God as sayrng
that, when his servant approaches him through performing
good works (i.e., by following the religious command), God
will love him. Then, "'\7hen I love him, I am the hearing with
which he hears, the eyesight with which he sees, the hand with
which he holds, and the foot with which he walks." This is

precisely being characterized by Godt characer traits. It also

points to the final goal of lovers, union with the Beloved.
The texts often make clear that no one enters union by mov-

ing from here to there. Union entails waking up to rhe actual sit-
uation, for, as the Qur'an puts it, "He is with you wherever you
are" (57:4). Unless people walk in the footsteps of the prophets
and reach the point where God loves them, they will not become

1?3
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aware of the manner in which God is with them right now, in the
very act of issuing the creative command. Ibn al-Arabi (d. l24O),
the greatest mystical theologian of Islamic history explains this
point while commenring on rhe fact that in the hadith of near-
ness, God says "I am his hearing," not "I become his hearing."

God's words "I am' show that this was already the situation,
but the servant was not aware. Hence the generous gift that this
nearness gives him is the unveiling and knowledge that God is
his hearing and eyesight. He had been imagining rhat he hears

through his own hearing, but he was hearing through his Lord.
In the same way, during his life, man supposes because of his
ignorance that he hears through his own spirit, but in actual
fact he hears only through his Lord.rT In sum, God loves those
who become characterized by beautiful character traits, and
these traits are nothing but his own attributes. God himself is

love, and, as the inscription on his Throne reads, "My mercy
takes precedence over My wrath." Given the prominence of
mercy as a divine character trait, it follows that the predomi-
nant traits of Godt beloved servants are love for God and
mercy and compassion toward all of creation. This is why God
addresses Muhammad, the supreme guide in the path of love,
with the words, "\(/e sent thee only as a mercy ro rhe worlds"
(21:107). From this standpoint, real love for one's neighbor
is predicated upon real love for God. Encouraging people to
be kind and compassionate when they do not love God is to
encourage the impossible.

Third, the verse of mutual love says "they love." In terms
of the creative command, this means that love is woven into
human nature and cannot be avoided. In terms of the religious
command, it means that becoming fully aware of one's loving
nature depends on putting the religious command into prac-
tice. A good deal ofSufi literature describes the ascending stages

of loving God. For example, Ansiri, author of the already men-
tioned \Vay Stations of the Tiavelers, wrote a similar work in
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Persian called Stations of the Suf' Path: The One Hund'red Fields

(sad maydraz).I8 Both books enumerate one hundred stages on

;ir; p"r( to God, though the details are not the same' Like

",rrho* 
of similar booksl Ansari designates the stagrcs with the

,rr*., of specific traits of character and qualides of soul drawn

from the Quran and the Hadith, such as rePentanc€' desire'

f"ti.rr"., rir,rggl., wakefulness, remembrance' forbearance'

..rt"i.rty, ,irr""iiry and so on' In the introducdon to the Persian

book, he e*plains that it began as lectures delivered during the

ioly rrro*t of Muharram in the year 1056' He was explaining

,o ih. listeners the significance of the verse of following, that

ir, "S"y, If you lorre G"od, follow me; God will love you"'At the

".ry ""a 
of th" book he reminds his readers that he has been

discussing the stages of love: "These one hundred fields are all

drownedln the field of love"'le

Finally, in light of the creative command' to say that people

love "Him" ,rr""r, that God is the only object of human lo-ve'

since there is none beautiful but God and none beloved but

CrJ. r" light of the religious command, it means that people

are called ,ipr., ,o ,..ogrrlr. who it is that they love' This.is why

no*t fr"q*.ttly distiriguishes between true and metaphorical

love. Tlue love recogniies God as its object' and metaphorical

love gets trapped in appearances' These lines are rypical:

'\7hat you love is not the form, whether love is of this world

or the next.
'When you fall in love with the form of something' why do you

stop loving it when its spirit leaves?

Its form is still there-why have you had your fill? O lover'

look again! \7ho is Your beloved? ' "
A ray of the sun fell on the wall, the wall gained a borrowed

shine.
'Why attach your heart to a wall, simple man? Search out the

,ooi th"t shines without cease'2o
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Once people recognize the object of their love, they may
still respond with a common quesrion: "Falling in love is
not under my control. How then can I feel this love that I
have understood in theory?" The answer is that people must
act out their ontological love for God, and the "feeling" will
come when it comes. Failure to practice what love demands
simply shows that onet theoretical understanding is no more
than skin deep. Here it is helpful to recall a parallel Qur'anic
discussion about rhe conditionaliry of divine response . In this
case the verses are talking about dhikr, an important Qut'anic
term that means reminder, remembrance, and mention. God
remembers us ontologically by creating us. He reminds us
religiously by sending prophets. \7e respond to the prophetic
messages by remembering him and mentioning his revealed
names.

The Prophet made an explicit connecrion benveen love and
remembrance in his words, "\ilhen someone in love-and it
helps explain the rationale for the quintessenrial practice of
Sufism, which is remembrance of God. fu a pracice, remem-
brance (sometimes translated as invocation) involves methodi-
cal mention of one or more of God's revealed names, whether
aloud, silently, or deep in the heart. \7hen we know that we
love God, even if we do not "feel" the love, we should remem-
ber him much. The very acr of remembering the beloved brings
love from virtualiry to actuality. Just as God has a conditional
love for us that depends upon our following the Prophet, so

also he has a conditional remembrance of us that depends
upon our remembering him. Thlking of the conditionality of
love the Qufan says, "Follow me; God will love you." tlking
of conditionaliry of remembrance ir says, "Remember Me; I
will rememberyou" (2:152).The Qut'an also mentions rhe lar-
ter's conditionality in verses like, "They forgot God, so God
forgot them" (9:67). "Be nor as rhose who forgot God, and so

He caused them to forget rhemselves" (59:19).
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In this regard Rumi provides a useful instruction to seekers

in a story about a man who busied himself with remembering
God, no doubt because he had heard another of the Qudanic
verses referring to the conditionaliry of love: "Call upon Me;
I will respond to you' (40:60). One night Satan entered his
dreams and whispered to him that he was wasting his time,
since God obviously had no use for the likes of him. \Where was

the "Here I am?" that is God's response to those who call upon
him. The man despaired of his practice and ceased mentioning
the name of God. Then a saint appeared to him in a dream and
said that he had come with a message from God:

Your saying "God" is My "Here I am." Your need, pain, and
burning is My messenger.

Your seeking stratagems and remedies is My attraction and the
loosening of your feet.

Your fear and love is the noose of My gentleness; beneath every
"O Lord!" of yours is many a "Here I am."2r

Ihe Book ofLove

In sum, we have ten basic themes in talk of love. The ftrst is
that love is unity, the Alpha, and the tenth that it is union,
the Omega. Between the first and the last stages are eight
standpoints throwing light on the complexities of the human
situation.

Let me finish by citing another passage from Maybudi, a

master of exegesis, jurisprudence, dialectical theology, and
Sufism. In his commentary on the Qudan, he divides each

group of verses into three 5s61isn5-literal translation, exegeti-

cal lore, and allusions. In the third section he singles out a few
verses and explains their implications in terms of achieving the
soult uansformation. Like Shams-i Tabrizi, who flourished a
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hundred years later, Maybudi saw rhe Qudan as a book of love.
He makes this especially explicit while explaining the verse,
"'W'hen there came to them a book from God" (2:89):

A book c:rme to them-and what a book! For it was the Lordt
reminder to His lovers. It was a book whose title was "The Ercrnal
Love," a book whose purport is the story of love and lovers. It was
a book that provides security from being cut off, the remedy for
unsettled breasts, health for ailing hearts, and ease for grieving
spirits-a mercy from God to the folk of the world.22
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