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Love in the History of Sufism
Experience and Language

Prof. Giuseppe Scattolin
Dr. Ahmed Hasan Anwar

I knew my Lord through my Lord,
without my Lord never would I have known my Lord
Du I-Nun al-Misr1 (d. 245/859)
Abstract:

Arabic excelled other Semitic languages by bestowing new meanings on
the term (love), meanings that transcended the sensual aspects of the term. More
importantly, the term (love) occupied a central position in the Arabic language,
and it also underwent deep religious, spiritual, and philosophical developments.
Quranic verses and Prophetic traditions left their impact at an early stage (in the
first and second centuries after Hijra) on the formulation of the mystical
language of love (the language of spiritual experience). It is worth noting that the
rich and unique Arabic vocabulary enabled mystics to express the slightest
shades of human emotions, related to love in general and divine love in specific.
The etymology of the word love and its different derivations enjoy a central
status in Arabic as well as in Sufism.

As such was born a new language never known to pre-Islam Arabs, a
language distant from the dominant forms of Classical Arabic literature. It was
the language of love (the language of spiritual experience to mystics), a language
that emerged from the start without external cultural sources or influences in
order to express the originality of the spiritual experience of Islam. Having
undergone a certain development, such language of love as well as the spiritual
experience it carries became the main component, and even the goal, of any
work in Muslim Sufism starting from the 3™ Hijri century. This makes our scope
of analysis extremely wide, and thus I will attempt in this study to shed light
only on some of the main features. It is an attempt as well to sketch the historical
context of the Sufi contributions by aid of the following elements:

- Introduction

- Love in the First Ascetic Movement

- The Beginning of the Path of Pure Love: Rabi‘a al-*Adawiyya.
- Towards a Mysticism of Union: al-Hallag
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- Love in Sunni Sufism: al-Gazali.
- Love in Philosophical Sufism: Ibn al-*Arab.
- Conclusion.
key words; Love, Sufism, Sunni Sufism, Philosophical Sufism, mysticism.
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Introduction

Arabic language and literature have a very rich vocabulary of love. In a
study on Ibn al-Farid’s Great Ta'’iyya, eighteen stems that express different
aspects of the idea of love have been analyzed. Among them all, however, it is
clearly the derivatives of the root (H B B) that have a central place in the
semantic spectrum of the Arabic language of love. The derivatives of this root,
such as hubb-mahabba (love), muhibb-habib (lover), mahbiib-habib (beloved),
etc., are the most used among the expressions of love. '

The root (H B B) is also found in other Semitic languages and its original
basic meaning seems to be that of a ‘strong attachment to something concrete,
pleasing and satisfying human desires’, first of all in a sexual context and
relationships. However, it seems that only in the Arabic language that the
derivatives of this root have found a central place and have undergone a
particular development, while in other Semitic languages it has been
marginalized in favour of other roots.> A good description of this kind of
passionate and sensual love is given in the Koran itself in a passage in which the
main objects of human natural love (hubb) are described:

"To people the desire (hubb) of their passions (Sahawdt) have been made
attractive: women, sons, full measures of gold and silver, well dressed horses,
cattle and well-tilled fields. These are the joys of the present world, but God has
the best of returns ". (K 3, 14)

el Jiadly dadlly a3 G skl ubalilly uclly Sl G 5l SA ()
J14 239 (hee I o (Ql) God s3ie G5 AN sLaY § o &b Eoally Jayl
These are the main objects of natural human love, before being purified by

faith. Love shows itself to be a very strong inclination that makes people ‘blind
and deaf’, as stated in a well-known saying: "Your love for something makes

' For a general overview of the different usages and meaning of the derivatives of the root (H B B) see:
Régis Blachére-Charles Pellat, Dictionnaire Arabe-Frangais-Anglais (=DAFA), G.-P.
Maisonneuve, Paris, 1976, Tome 111, 1993a-2009a; and other dictionaries like: Ibn Mangziir, Lisan
al-'Arab, Dar Thya’ al-Turat al-*Arabi, Beirut, 1419/1999, t. 111, 7-12; A. De Birbestein Kazimirski,
Dictionnaire Arabe-Francais, Maisonneuve, Paris, 1958, t. I, 365; Edward William Lane, Arabic-
English Lexicon, Librairie du Liban, Beirut, 1968 (1st ed. 1865), part 2, 495-498; Magma“ al-Lugat
al-Arabiyya, Mu ‘'gam Alfaz al-Qur’an al-Karim, Cairo, 1953, t. 1, 243-245; Elsaid M. Badawi —
Muhammad Adbel Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur’anic Usage, Brill, Leiden, 2008,
186-187.

*DAFA III, 1993a.
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you blind and deaf".' In Arabic literature one finds all kinds of expression of
such love, especially sexual love and attraction, that has become a main theme of
many love stories and poetry. However, this ‘blind overpowering impulse’ for
sensual-sexual pleasure has been gradually elevated to signify also intimate
friendship and companionship in all its forms. Expressions such as ahl al-
mahabba (lovers), iktisab al-mahabba (to acquire love) of the beloved (habib),
and other expressions of love in its degrees, have become part of the common
language of love-friendship in all its forms. >

It is precisely the derivatives of the root (H B B), such as the noun (hubb,
mahabba) and the verb (ahabba), that in the Koranic text are given a new
semantic expansion, acquiring new meaning when human love is directed to God
(Allah). In fact, the Koranic text describes the objects of natural love (women,
children, possessions, etc.) as ‘enjoyment of the present life’ (al-hayat al-dunya),
joys that are not complete and permanent. Thus, the Koran intends to turn people
away from such earthly, ephemeral joys in describing the joys of Paradise in the
nearness of God, joys that are better, true and permanent. Therefore, it is towards
those true joys that the believers should orient their hubb (love-passion), which
is now rooted in faith (iman) and a consequence of it. Through this new
orientation, human love acquires new dimensions, becoming a ‘religious’ love,
namely love of/for God unknown to pre-Islamic thought.

The question of the origin of Sufi language in general, and that of the Sufi
language of love in particular, has been widely discussed since Louis Massignon
(d. 1962) published his work:"Essai sur les origines du lexique technique de la
mystique islamique" (Paris, 1922), and Paul Nwyia (d. 1980) continued it in his
“Exegése coranique et langage mystique” (Beyrouth, 1970).” Nobody denies
now that Sufi language has its origins in the Koranic text. The question is to
show the way it started and developed from it.

Louis Massignon upheld the idea that Sufi language has derived directly
from the Koranic language and has been developed particularly through the

" This saying is quoted in DAFA 1III, 1996a as a proverb, while it appears as hadith in A. J. Wensinck,
Concordance et indices de la tradition musulmane, E. J. Brill, Leiden, 1936-1969: 1, 409a (al-
Darimi, adab 116).

>DAFA 11, 1996a-b.

* Louis Massignon, Essai sur les origines du lexique téchnique de la mystiqgue musulmane, Cerf, Paris,
1999 (led. Geuthner, Paris, 1922; Vrin, Paris, 1954); Paul Nwyia, Exegese coranique et langage
mystique, Dar al-Machreq, Beyrouth, 1970.
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technique of istinbat (i.e., delving into the deep meaning of a word by the
technique of repetitive meditation). Paul Nwyia, instead, pointed to the weight of
Sufis’ personal experience as a basic factor from which a new language was
formed and a deep semantic change occurred. Sufi experience is in his
view:”...an existential analysis in that it construes the real by bringing it up to the
light of consciousness so that experience and language are born in the same act”.
' However, the question of the origin of Sufi language seems to be more
complicated.

The relation between the Sufi and the Koranic languages of love can be
easily perceived in many Sufi utterances on love. Famous is the saying of an
early Sufi, D@ 1-Nun al-Misr1 (d. 245/859), who in a prayer said: "O God, in
public I call Thee "My Lord (rabb)'; but in solitude I call Thee 'My Beloved
(habib)"?

(Cla¥l 2B LAl 8 ooy e e LS Sl 8 dlsedl )

The first invocation (rabb) comes in accordance with the Koranic style-
language: God is the name of public invocation! The second invocation (habib)
comes in accordance with the Sufi experience: God has now become the intimate
Beloved, therefore it is with this name that in private the Sufi opens his heart to
Him!

In an article dedicated to this topic, Giuseppe Scattolin has pointed out that
statistically the derivatives of the root (H B B) in the Koran occur in a quite
limited frequency (only 83 times), if compared with other roots, such as (R H M),
(‘M N) (* B D), which have a much higher frequency. °

In fact, the Academy of Arabic Language (Cairo), explaining the meaning
of love (hubb) and its derivatives in the Koran, gives as it first synonym the
“inclination (mayl) of the soul towards what appears to it, or it believes, to be
good”. Then, speaking of the love (hubb) of God towards humans it explains:

' “Elle est une analyse existentielle en ce sens qu’elle fait le réel en le conduisant a la lumiére de la
conscience, de sorte qu’expérience et langage prennent naissance dans le méme acte”, Paul Nwyia,
Exégese coranique, 4.

> Aba Nu‘aym al-Isfahani (d. 430/1038), Hilyat al-awliya’ wa-tabaqat al-asfiya’, Dar al-Kitab al-

‘Arabi, Cairo, 1351-1357/1932-1938, Beirut, 1400/1980: “Du 1-Nuin al-Misr1” vol. 9, 332; reported in

Giuseppe Scattolin-Ahmed Hasan, Al-tagallivat al-rihiyyat fi-I-Islam, Al-Hay’at al-Misriyya al-

*Amma li-1-Kitab, Cairo, 2008 (A historical anthology of Sufi texts in Arabic), 133.

3 Giuseppe Scattolin,“Love (hubb) of God in Islamic Mysticism - a Study of a Semantic Development:
1- Love (hubb) of God in the Koran” in MIDEO 23 (1997), 239-258.
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“...that he (God) 1s satisfied (rida) with him (his servant)”. And speaking of the
love (hubb) of humans towards God it explains:"...that he (man) proclaims the
greatness (fa ‘zim) of God and asks to come near to him through the acts of
obedience (ta‘a)"."

This is also true for two basic texts, that have been overused by Sufis to
prove that their personal and reciprocal love with God is found in the Koranic
text:

"Say, if you love God (tuhibbiina Allah), follow me: God will love you

(yuhbib-kum) and forgive your sins; God is indeed forgiver and

merciful". (K 3, 31).

[31 :2¥) hyec

"O you, who believe! If some of you draw back (from your religion)
God will call in other people (gawm), whom he loves and who love
him (yuhibbu-hum wa-yuhibbiina-hu): (they will be) humble with the
believers, but fierce with unbelievers, fighting in the way of God
(yugahidiina fi sabili llah) ..." (K 5, 54).

£ <

o A Aigady agiad g A b Caged ans 0B M B o sl Gl W YY)
[54 2431 25l 5] (M s 3 Gstalad Gl e gl (il

After the Koran one has to look for the semantic extension of the language
of love in the hadith literature, which, after the Koran, is recognized as the
second source for Islamic piety. In a research on this topic, it is found that in the
hadith literature there is a clear semantic development of love language,
compared with that of the Koran.”

In hadith literature, love (hubb) is described as a fairly deep experience of
intimate friendship linking together different persons, God and his faithful
servants, certain special groups of people, creating among them a ‘chain’ or, say,
a ‘circle’ of love. Reciprocity in love is highlighted in such hadiths also by the

' Mu ‘Sam alfaz al-Qur’an, vol. I, 243-245.
? Giuseppe Scattolin, “Love (hubb) of God in Islamic Mysticism II: Love (hubb) of God in the Hadith -
a Study of a Semantic Development”, in MIDEO 27 (2008), 131-167.
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usage of the reciprocal verbal form ‘mutual love’ (tahabba) and the almost
technical expression ‘the mutual lovers in God’ (al-muthdabbuna fi-llah), forms
that do not appear in the Koranic text.

Many examples of such a 'new language' of love can be found in hadiths,
such as: "If someone loves to meet God, God will love (ahabba) to meet him
(liga")"; "He loves (yuhibbu) God and his Messenger, therefore God and his
Messenger love him (yuhibbu-hu)...";' and so: "When God loves (ahabba)
somebody... the people of heaven will love (fa-yuhibbu-hu) him too"; "...God
will love him (ahabba-hu) and the people of heaven will love him too (ahabba-
hu)"; "... if someone loves (ahabba-hum) them, God will love him (ahabba-hu)";
"... if someone loves me (ahabba-ni), let people love him too (fa-I-yuhibba-
hu)..."; and the chain may continue without end: "I love him (uhibbu-hu),
therefore love him (fa-ahibba-hu) and love (wa-ahibba) the ones who love him
(man yuhibbu-hu)..." >

In some hadiths love appears to be not only a consequence of a previous
love, but it becomes, as it were, instrumental. In other words, it is ‘through it’
that people love each other. This is clearly expressed in hadiths such as: "So, if
someone loves them, it is through my love (bi-hubb-i) that he loves them"; “I
love him in God (fi-/lah)... so, he loves you with the same love you have (bi-
hubbi-ka) for him in Him (God)”.> In some beautiful invocations, the pious
servants of God proclaim: "O God, we love with your love the ones who love
you (nuhibbu bi-hubbi-ka man ahabba-ka)"; and "O God, love him and love the
one who loves him". * Here one can say that love reaches its climax in the hadith
vocabulary. Love is not just an exterior bond linking people together, but it
becomes, as it were, an ‘inner principle’, creating among them a new reciprocal
and intimate relationship. One could almost speak here of a ‘Divine’ love, i.e.,
‘Divine’ in its origin, action, strength and purpose, uniting people in a sort of
spiritual ‘community’ or, say, a spiritual friendship of love. In fact, it is a love
‘for and through God’ (fi-bi-llah).

! Concordance 1, 406a (Muslim, dikr 14-18); 1 406b (al-Tirmidi, gikad 26).

2 Concordance 1, 406a (al-Buhari, adab 41); 1, 406b (Ibn Hanbal 3, 218); ibid. (al-Buhari, managib al-
angar 4); ibid. (Ibn Hanbal 5, 366); 1, 407b (Muslim, fada'il al-sahaba 57-59).

3 Concordance 1, 406b (al-Tirmidi, mandgqib 58); I 408a (Ibn Hanbal 3, 393).

* Concordance 1, 408a (al-Tirmidi, da‘awat 30); ibid. (al-Buhart, buyi*® 49).
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Such remarkable semantic development is, in our view, an expression of a
new experience of love, as a link of ‘brotherhood’ and ‘community life’, by
which some people felt to be united in a bond of reciprocal friendship and
intimacy. Only such spiritual experience can give account for such remarkable
semantic development of the language of love in the hadiths. Thus, the hadith
material confirm beyond doubt the growth of an intense spiritual life that came
about in some Sufi circles during the first two centuries of Islam, which is
confirmed by historical sources. In these hadiths, in fact, one finds an echo of
what has transpired in the Islamic community, especially in its ‘ascetic circles’ at
that time. A comparison of the two genres of love language, that of hadith and
that of Sufis, shows many similarities and correspondences. Here, one can verify
the principle that the development of language is “the fruit and witness” of a
corresponding development of experience: language is, as it were, the mirror of
experience. In the present instance, only the milieu and the lifestyle of those first
circles of ‘pious and ascetic servants-worshippers of God (zuhhdd- ‘ubbad)’ can
account for the development of such a new vocabulary of love as witnessed in
the hadith material.

It is also important to underline the role these hadiths played in the
formation of later Sufi language and experience. Such hadiths have been
transmitted as sayings of the Prophet, and as such they enjoyed full authority,
becoming very early part of the Islamic spirituality in general, and that of Sufis
in particular. In this way the hadith material also offered an accepted ‘scriptural’
basis that, together with the Koranic text, had great influence in the development
of Sufi experience and language. A lot of these hadiths, in fact, will be later on
reported in the classical manuals of Sufism, such as the Risala fi ‘ilm al-
tasawwuf of Abi al-Qasim al-QuSayr1 (d. 465/1072), Ihya’ uliim al-din of Abu
Hamid al-Gazali (d. 505/1111) and others, becoming a main source of Sufi
experience. Through them, Sufis could always claim to have secure and solid
ground in the tradition that could justify their innovative usage of ‘erotic’
language with respect to God.

One can see here that the question of the origin of the love language in
Sufism is quite complex, and different factors have played into it. Certainly,
there was a basic reference to the Koranic text, its continuous reading and
repetitive meditation (istinbat), as L. Massignon affirmed. But, one must take
into account also the hadith literature and its deep influence on Sufi life. All this
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must be taken into account together with the personal experience of the first
ascetics, and the development of spiritual life that was uniting them. In this way,
as P. Nwyia states, a new language has been formed in Arabic language, a
language of experience, i.e., the Sufi language in general, and the Sufi language
of love in particular.

After this overview on the origin of the religious language of love in Islam,
we examine now the history of Sufism in order to follow at closer range the
development of the experience, concept and language of love in it. This is quite a
vast field of research, and in the present research only some traits can be
highlighted, drawing up a broad outline of the historical context against which
the Sufi presented here, should be read and understood. For further information
one should go through specialized literature. '

1. Love in the First Ascetic Movement (I-1I/VII-VIII c.).2

The first manifestation of Sufism is represented by the ascetic movement of
the first two centuries of Islam. This movement arose as a reaction against the
life of luxury and corruption that made its way into the Islamic society, enriched
by the recent world conquests (futithat). This ascetic movement called for a
return to the primitive Koranic message and the simple life of the Prophet,
against the corrupted and worldly life that had infiltrated Islamic society, and
was the cause of civil wars and division within the Islamic community. Those
ascetics stressed the importance of returning to some important religious virtues,
such as prayer, poverty, renouncement, spiritual retreat. All this can be seen in
the teaching of the great preacher of Basra (in Iraq today), al-Hasan al-Basr1 (d.
110/728), who is considered the most outstanding representative of that early
ascetic movement. His preferred topics were: meditation (tafakkur), repentance
(tawba), renouncement (zuhd), poverty (faqr), knowledge of hearts (‘ilm al-
quliitb) obtained through a careful examination (muhdsaba) of conscience,
scrupulosity (wara ) in keeping all the prescriptions of the law even the smallest
ones, sadness (huzn) and fear (hawf) at the constant thought of death and God’s
judgement, constant contrition (nadam), and so on. Love has almost no place in

! Many texts reported here are from Al-tagalliyat, op. cit.; Giuseppe Scattolin, Esperienze mistiche in
Islam, EMI, Bologna, vols. I-11I, 1994-2000, (an anthology of Sufi texts in Italian). Dates are given
are first in Egirian, followed by the Christian numeration.

? Al-tagalliyat, 51-77.

a2

2020 —selgy / il gslall suxll



syraygy dzaly syl Vil dlea 34

his vocabulary. Nonetheless, al-Hasan al-Basr1 is credited as the transmitter of a
famous hadith on the reciprocal love (%i§q) between God and his servant.' It is
interesting to note that here the non-Koranic term (but occurring in hadith) ‘isq is
used, instead of the Koranic hubb-mahabba. Was it to avoid any similarity with
Christian vocabulary, as its reporter “Abd al-Wahid b. Zayd (d. 177/793) used to
say? In this hadith it is said that the remembrance (dikr) of God is the source of
mutual love (‘isq) between God and his servant, and this love le ads to the lifting
of veil (kasf al-higab) between them so that the servant might see (ru’ya) his
Lord at his will. This connection between remembrance (dikr) of God, love ( isq-
hubb), lifting of the veils (kasf al-higab/hugub), and vision (ru'ya) will become
quite common in Sufi literature.

2. The Beginning of the Path of Pure Love (II/VIII c¢.): Rabi‘a al-
‘Adawiyya.’

However, it was during the II/VII century that the theme of pure and
absolute love for God first appeared and expanded in Islamic mysticism to the
point of becoming one of its central topics. A typical representative of such new
breakthrough was a female mystic, the celebrated Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (d.
185/801). She was the first person in Islam to make of the experience of absolute
and exclusive love for God the center of her Sufi life. Such love requires a
radical renunciation not only to all worldly things, but also to any desire of
reward (Paradise) or fear of punishment (Hell) in the afterlife. "God must be
loved for His own sake, and for no other purpose", was her constant refrain.
Rabi‘a al-*‘Adawiyya has been called in Sufi tradition (Fariduddin “Attar, d. ca.
587/1190) the ‘second Maryam’, because of the purity of her love, and because
she was the one who introduced into Islam the way of ‘pure and absolute love’
for God. One should not necessarily see in such love some foreign influence,
e.g., from Christianity, as someone may think. Asked: “How did you reach such
a lofty level of spiritual life?”, Rabi‘a al-*Adawiyya answered in very Koranic
terms: “By saying constantly: ‘O God, I take refuge in Thee from whatever may

take me away from Thee and may be an obstacle between me and Thee”.

! Massignon, Essai, 195-196.
? Al-tagalliyat, 78-85.
3 Al-tagalliyat, p. 81; Esperienze mistiche I, p. 55.
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One could even say that in Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya the Koranic formula of
faith: "There is no God but the Allah", was given a new meaning and translated
into the profession of the unicity of love (tawhid al-hubb): "There is no Beloved
(mahbiib) but the God (Allah)". Rabi‘a al-*Adawiyya expressed her deep feelings
in short poem in which her whole experience of love for God is summarized.
This poem has become one of the most famous texts in Sufi history.'

I love you out of two loves (hubb):
One is the result of my passion (hawa),
The other is the one only You deserve.

The love of passion happens when I make myself busy
Only with Your remembrance (dikr),
Excluding everything else that is not You.

The love only You deserve
Occurs when you lift (kasf) the veils (hugub)
So that I see you (ru 'ya).

No praise goes to me in this (love) or that,
But to You all praise is due,
Both in this (love) and that.

2

KA 1ol o el 3y L %45 el G A ron A El A

Kls (e By e Bs (gl did b L
LS Ba Al o eliE a3l a3 s Ll

LSlag 15 8 dual) el 5 <l P i R PR R SRR [

' Al-tagalliyat, p. 85; Esperienze mistiche 1, p. 59-60.
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In this poem some basic terms appear that will have a lasting influence in
the Sufi language. They are connected in the following sequence: remembrance
(dikr), love (hubb)-passion (hawa), lift (kasf) the veils (higab/hugub), vision
(ru’ya). The same terms, in the same sequence appear in the hadith of love (isq)
transmitted by al-Hasan al-Basri, as mentioned above.

With Rabi‘a some other contemporary Sufis should be mentioned, who
expressed their Sufi experience in similar terms. Among them is Ibrahim b.
Adham (d. 160/776), a great ascetic from Khurasan, who centered his ascetic life
in the practice of poverty (fagr).' He too developed a language of love based on
the concepts of friendship (hulla), intimate knowledge (ma rifa), love
(mahabba); recollection of God’s name (dikr), silence (samt), and at the end in
the vision (ru 'ya) of God, as He says: "...If he comes to Me, I will raise the veils

between him and Me, and he will contemplate Me at his leisure".

(sldy oS ol Hlaid caing o Claal) Caady el 13l L)

Also the sixth Shiite imdm, Ga‘far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765), must be mentioned
because of the role he played in the formation of Sufi language.’ In his tafsir he
proposes four levels of readings of the Koranic text: *

i - the literal meaning or expression (‘ibara), proper to the common

believers (al-a wamm);

ii - the inner meaning or allusion (is@ra) , proper to the special people (al-

hawass);

iii — the subtle meanings (/ata’if), proper to the friends-saints of God (al-
awliya’),

iv - the deepest divine realities (haga’iq) , proper to the prophets (al-
anbiya’).

Gilaally Caillallly 5,3y s 5ylall 1 eladl dan)l o dll S
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" Al-tagalliyat, 72-77; Esperienze mistiche I, 50-53.

2 Massignon, Essai, 256-258; Esperienze mistiche 1, 53.

* Nwyia, Exegése, p. 156-207.

* Paul Nwyia, Le tafsir mystique attribué a Ga'far Sadig, Edition critique, Imprimerie Catholique,
Beyrouth, 1968.
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Ga“far al-Sadiq shows quite a developed language of love. In his tafsir he
describes Moses’ encounter with God as the encounter of the lover (habib) with
his Beloved (habib), with all the signs of love (mahabba). He proposes a
definition of love which echoes throughout in many Sufi sayings. He says: "...
(love is) the devouring fire of God, which consumes every aspiration which is
not for God and any remembrance which is not his (of God)".'

() e pa IS Gpad itagall agli & sl 13 dunal) )y

In this saying, love is connected with the idea of ‘consuming fire’, that
anticipates the idea of ‘annihilation’ (fand’), common in many Sufi expressions.

3. Towards a Mysticism of Union (III-IV/IX-X c.): al-Hallag.’

The III/IX c. was period of an extraordinary flourishing of Sufis who
expressed their experience with a great deal of freedom, at least untill al-Hallag’s
trial. Many Sufis became now increasingly aware that the path of love, if
followed to its extreme consequences, ultimately leads to union (wahda). The
lover, indeed, yearns for only one thing, the union with his Beloved, and the
greater the love (and is there a greater love than God’s, as Rabi‘a al-*Adawiyya
has shown?), the more profound is the ensuing union. Themes and speculations
concerning union with God, its causes and its effects, are increasingly developed
throughout this period. Among prominent Sufis such as al-Harit al-Muhasibi (d.
243/857) and Dii I-Niin al-Mist1 (d. 245/859), love becomes a major topic. Al-
Muhasibi, though much concerned with the exercise of the ‘examination of
conscience’ (muhdsaba), has left a very interesting ‘chapter on love’, in which
some of the basic qualities and consequences of love are described.’ Da 1-Nin
al-MisrT has developed a fine analysis and very colourful language about love, its
stages and moods. * But, the one who first introduced a new dimension in the
topic of love was undoubtedly the ‘master of Sufi people’ (Sayh al-ta’ifa) and the
‘master of unity’ (tawhid), Aba al-Qasim al-Gunayd (d. 298/910).> He is the first

' Nwyia, Le tafsir mystique, p. 229.

2 Al-tagalliyat, 100-201; Esperienze mistiche 1, 61-62.

3 Al-tagalliyat, 125-128; Esperienze mistiche 1, 69-74.

* Al-tagalliyat, 129-135; Esperienze mistiche 1, 62-69.

> Abii al-Qasim al-Gunayd, a Sufi of Baghdad, called ‘the Master of the (Sufi) Group’ (sayyid al-
ta'ifa), is considered one of the highest authorities in Sufism. He left only some treatises (rasa'il),
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Sufi to have described love in terms of an ‘exchanging of qualities’ (tabadul al-
sifat) in his famous definition of love: “Love is that the qualities of the Beloved
(habib) take the place of the qualities of the lover (muhibb)”.!

il Glia (e Yo Ggaall Gléa Jgda 1duall
P

Al-Gunayd developed also another central topic of Sufism, that of
‘annihilation’ (fana’) of the servant (‘abd) of God in God, meaning that all his
personal qualities are completely obliterated and annihilated in God’s qualities.
The servant 1s no more the agent (fa i/) but only the ‘acted upon’ (maf™il); God
is the unique, absolute agent (fa /). Since al-Gunayd the two terms, love (hubb-
mahabba) and annihilation (fana’), will always be strictly connected in Sufi
language and experience. Such ideas will have a most profound impact on Sufi
speculation on love, starting with al-Gunayd’s renowned disciple, the Sufi
martyr, al-Hallag.

Al-Husayn b. Mansur al-Hallag (d. 309/922) is considered the major
representative of Sufism of love in this period.” He managed to make a
remarkable synthesis between deep personal experience and daring Sufi thought.
Deepening his speculation on the reality of the human being created in God’s
image (sira), al-Hallag puts love (hubb-mahabba) at the center of the

in which he expressed his Sufi vision in very careful wording so as to avoid any misinterpretation.
He was the first Sufi who gave a complete vision or theory of Sufi experience, going from the pre-
eternal convenant (mitdq) (mentioned in K 7, 172), through complete self-annihilation (farna’) up to
permanence (baga’) in God’s vision. He established his Sufi vision on the solid basis of Islamic
tradition: Koran and Sunna, avoiding any exaggerated expression of unity (Satahat), uttered in state
of inebriation (sukr); see Al-tagalliyat, 167-182; Esperienze mistiche 1, 93-102.
' Al-tagalliyat, 168; Esperienze mistiche 1, 96; the saying is reported in Aba 1-Qasim ‘Abd al-Karim al-
Qusayrt (d. 465/1074), Al-risalat al-qusayriyya, edited by “Abd al-Halim Mahmiid and Mahmud b.
al- Sarif, Cairo, Dar al-Kutub al- Hadita, 1972-1974 (1st ed. 1385/1966): vol. 2, 615.
* Al-Husayn b. Mansir al-Hallag was born in Faris (central Iran) in 244/858. He became a disciple of
some the most prominent Sufis of the time (among them al-Gunayd), then he went out openly
preaching his love and unity with God. Accused of heresy and suspected of being a revolutionary
acting against the caliphate, he was executed in Baghdad in 309/922, after a long and famous trial. He
left a Diwan and some other compositions. Al-Hallag has become the symbol of the Sufi martyr in
Islam. For a deeper study see Louis Massignon, La passion d'al-Housayn Ibn-Mansour al-Halldj,
martyr mystique de l'Islam, Paris, Geuthner, 1922, 2 vols.; Id., La passion de Hallaj, martyr mystique
de l'Islam, Paris, Gallimard (ed. rev.), 1975, 4 vols. For texts, see Al-tagalliyat, p. 183-201; Esperienze
mistiche 1, p. 103-132.

AR

A 82020 —gylgy | pind mulall anell




sty gy hraly ala Va2 sl 39

relationships between God and the human being. In one of his meditations he
says: “God was contemplating Himself from His pre-eternity in His perfection,
before manifestation... Then, He turned towards His attribute of love-desire
('isq); and this attribute (sifa) was also a form in His Essence, and it was His
essence (hiya datu-hu). ...and all this conversation was from Himself, in Himself
and for Himself (min dati-hi fi dati-hi wa—li—gfdti—hi)".1

Therefore, love requires and leads to union. In such union, the ‘self’ of the
Sufi becomes completely absorbed by God and in God, and God becomes now
the only true agent in the Sufi, doing everything in him. Starting from this
premise, al-Hallag plunged deeply in this new opening of love, that he emerged
with his famous utterance: “I am the Truth-Reality (anda al-haqq)”, through
which he could express the summit of his experience of love and unity. Such a
daring expression of union with God exposed al-Hallag to a long trial that lead
him to his execution, accepted by him as a supreme sign of the truthfulness
(sidq) of his mystical experience. Different explanations have been given to al-
Hallag’s expression. Al-Hallag has been accused of upholding the idea of
‘monism’ (in Arabic wahdat al-wugiid), in which the difference between God
and creature is somewhat obliterated. Such assertion has always been strongly
condemned by orthodox Sunnis in Islam. But, was al-Hallag actually an
upholder of true monism? Many scholars now doubt such a traditional
understanding of him. Others have compared Hallag’s expression with that of
Magnin Layla, who used to proclaim: “I am Layla (ana Layla)”, to express his
total union with his beloved Layla. It is known that Magntin had been adopted by

" The text is attributed to al-Hallag by Abi al-Hasan al-Daylami (d. 422/1030), Kitab a‘tf al-alif al-
ma’laf ‘ala al-lam al-ma‘tif, ed. by Jean-Claude Vadet, IFAO, Cairo, 1962, 24-29; see Al-tagalliyat,
312-315; Louis Massignon, La passion d'al-Housayn, 11, 604; 1d., La passion de Hallaj, 1975, 111, p.
113-114; 1d., ‘Interferences philosophiques et percées metaphysiques dans la mystique hallagienne:
Notion de “I’essentiel désir”, Opera Minora, Beirut, Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1963, 11, 232-236; Jean-Claude
Vadet, Le traité d’amour mystique d’al-Daylami, Librairie Droz, Genéve, 1980, 65-66. L. Massignon
remarks that al-DaylamT uses both terms, desire ( isq) and love (mahabba), while al-Hallag preferred to
talk of ‘desire’ ('isg), but of the ‘essential desire’ (iSq dati) as an essential quality in God, but as God’s
essence. Philosophical sources, such as Heraclitus (d. 475 BC) and Empedocles (d. 430 BC.) are
mentioned by al-Daylami as sources of Sufi speculations. Continuing his Hallagian meditation, al-
Daylami affirms that there is a triad of love in God: “He loved Himself, in Himself and for Himself. So
there was the Lover, the Beloved and Love as one thing without any division in Him, (who is) pure
Unity, in whom can not possibly coexist more than one thing”, L. Massignon., ‘La notion de
“I’essentiel désir”, Opera Minora, 11, 235; Vadet, Le traité, 78-79.
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Sufis as the symbol of a Sufi intoxicated love by the love of God, who in ecstasy
would utter abnormal, shocking, or, more exactly, theopathic expressions
(Satahat). Such psychological explanations have been given by many Sunni
Sufis, like al-Gazali. Louis Massignon, on his part, explains the hulil, a key-
concept of al-Hallag’s vision, saying that it means: “...a Divine information in
the heart of the saint, who finds himself transported into a permanent state of
‘essential union’ (‘ayn al-gam*), where — after the transformation of his sifat — he
finds himself ‘transubstantiated’ in Divine essence — without confusion or
destruction — acquiring in this way his definitive, supreme Ana”.' Such
metamorphose happens through the union of two spirits, the Divine Spirit with
the saint, achieved through love (hubb).

Al-Hallag, in fact, intended to go to the extreme and logical consequences
of the demands of love, as it was understood and developed in Sufi circles: true
love demands that lover and beloved become one. Only this is true love. Thus,
intoxicated by such an experience, al-Hallag could proclaim his complete unity
with his Beloved in a famous poem that has become a basic reference for Sufi
love: °

I am the One I love, and the One I love is I;
We are two spirits dwelling in a single body.

If you see me, you see Him;
If you see Him, you see us.

Ga g Lalls glag) as Ll () (g oot G L
&) il 4 il 130 WO I SO [ kB

One could even say that in this way al-Hallag was simply expressing at
existential and experimental level precisely the basic dogma of Sunni theology
that had prevailed against the Mu’tazilites’s position. According to the Sunni
dogma, God is the absolute actor (fa‘/) and to Him belongs all agency
(fa‘iliyya), with the negation of any true action on the part of His creatures. Such
dogma had already been elaborated before al-Hallag by his master, al-Gunayd, in
his reflection upon the highest degree of tawhid, as shown above. True tawhid

' L. Massignon, ‘4na al-Haqq — Etude historique et critique sur un formule dogmatique de théologie
mystique”, Opera Minora, 11, p. 34.
* Al-tagalliyat, p. 185; Esperienze mistiche I, p. 127.
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requires that the servant’s (‘abd) action be completely overwhelmed by God’s
power (called by al-Gunayd galaba), and the servant become in His hands like a
shadow (Sabah) with no real substance. One can say that in such a vision the
Koranic formula of faith: "There is no god but the God (A4llah)", already
translated by Sufis into: "There is no beloved but God", acquires now, in the
speculation of al-Gunayd and al-Hallag, a new dimension: "There is no agent
(fa'il) but the God (A4llah)." From such a premise, al-Hallag could logically
conclude that the ‘truthful tawhid’ (tawhid al-sidg) can be pronounced only by
God, because: “Only God can testify to His own Oneness on the tongue of
whomever he wants from his creatures”. In fact, when a servant proclaims the
tawhid, he affirms himself, committing the capital sin for Islamic orthodoxy, that
of ‘associationism or idolatry’ (al-sirk), even if in a ‘hidden way’ (al-Sirk al-
hafi)." Therefore, only one who has become one with God can profess the
‘truthful tawhid’ (tawhid al-sidq). Sufis, in fact, have always warned against any
subtle form of associationism. They have remarked that most believers profess
the formula of monotheism (tawhid) only with their tongues, while their hearts
remain full of other things and interests. In their view, this amounts to a sort of
idolatry (sirk).

For this reason, al-Hallag does not stop praying that God Himself may help
him in proclaiming the true attestation of His Oneness (tawhid), which cannot
possibly be the result of any human capacity, only of God’s action: *

Make me one with you (wahhid-ni), o my One (wahid-i),
In true attestation of your Oneness (tawhid al-sidq):
To it no human path can lead!

I am a true witness (haqq),

But only Truth (kagqq) is

True witness (haqq) to the Truth (haqq),
Wrapping Himself in Himself.

Now between us, there is no separation!

" Al-tagalliyat, p. 194.
* Al-tagalliyat, 185; Esperienze mistiche 1, 125-126; for the first verse there is another version saying:

“God has chosen me in a special way (hassa-ni) for the true attestation of his Oneness (fawhid al-
sidg)...".

a2

2020 —selgy / il gslall suxll



sty gy hraly ala Va2 sl 42

All now is brightening, with shining,
Flaring out rays in the flash of lightning.
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What al-Hallag is asking here is that his personal ‘I’ be totally removed and
obliterated by God’s personal ‘I, so that only the latter remains, taking the place
of everything. Only at that point the true fawhid can be professed, as he says: "

Between me and you there is my ‘I’ that makes intrusion,

Remove, by Your ‘I’, my ‘I’ from between us.

T O el PSP Vel G ey

Thus, deepening the position of his master al-Gunayd, al-Hallag has clearly
seen that love and unity are strictly connected. Starting from love, the Sufi enters
into unity, and vice versa, true unity cannot be experienced outside love. Al-
Gunayd’s remark about tawhid: "The further human minds venture out towards
the extreme limits of tawhid, the further they venture out into bewilderment."

(Bl Al coalii camgill 8 oDaall Jote caalis 1))

This can be applied to al- Hallag’s experience of love: ‘The further human
hearts venture out towards the extreme limits of love, the further they venture out
into bewilderment’. Love is an ocean without shores; the more one goes into it
the more one loses oneself up to one’s total obliteration and intoxication. How
many times, in fact, does the image of being submerged and lost in the ocean of
love occur in Sufi utterances!

' Al-tagalliyat, 194.
* Al-tagalliyat, 168; Esperienze mistiche 11, 16; reported in Al-risalat al-qusayriyya, op. cit., vol. 2,
853.
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Here, one can see that the question of fawhid remains at the very heart of
Islamic faith and Sufi experience. In fact, in Sufi experience the true fawhid
implies a transforming presence of God in the heart of the human being, who
must be taken up into the true tawhid, which is the eternal Self-proclamation
God Himself makes of His Unity. Since al-Gunayd and al-Hallag, the quest for
the ‘true tawhid has become a basic issue for Sufis. A later strict Hanbalite Sufi,
such as “Abd al-Allah Ansari (d. 481/1088) was, well summarized this question
in few verses at the end of his Sufi treatise The Dwelling Places of Travelers
(Manazil al-sa’irin), leaving, however, the question open and without any clear
solution: '

No one has proclaimed that the One is One:

Anyone who has done it has been a denier (of God).

The one who speaks of His unity as a quality,
Says idle words that He, the One, makes vain.

That the One proclaims Himself One,
This is the profession of Unity (tawhid).

Whoever wants to qualify Him with the quality of One,
Qualifies himself with impiety.

SPNEN UGN, BRSO WD PN 1 JE S S
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The question remains open: how can a Sufi enter into God’s eternal act of
Self-proclamation in which ‘the One proclaims Himself One’? Does the Sufi
enter into it by himself, as a result of his ascetic effort and practice of the
religious law and spiritual exercises? Or can he reach such state exclusively
through God’s grace that takes him up to the ‘face to face’ encounter with God
himself, as al-Hallag proclaimed? This is surely one of the most bewildering

' Al-tagallivat, p. 386; Esperienze mistiche 11, p. 16.
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questions in Sufism. Al-Hallag has clearly indicated the ‘royal path of love’
(madhab al-hubb) as the only way that leads to complete union with his utmost
Beloved, God, and this up to martyrdom. Thus, one can say that: “He is the
model 1of every loving soul who will gladly suffer and die for the sake of his
love”.

Al-Hallag is recognized as one of the major representatives of what is called
‘ecstatic Sufism’. The Sufi, in fact, having gone through the path of love up to
the end, experiences the dramatic encounter with the supreme Reality (al-haqq).
By such a tremendous encounter, he is completely transformed, and his language
too 1s completely remoulded. Now, the Sufi’s expressions sound strange,
shocking and even blasphemous to the ordinary believer. But, for the Sufi, they
are the only possible utterances in human language of what he is now
experiencing. These are the so called ‘theopathic locutions’ (Satahat), because
the speaker in them is not the Sufi, but God. These Satahat are one of the most
astonishing aspects of Sufi experience, but also the cause of much opposition for
Sufis. Such ecstatic Sufism has often been object of hostility, even of persecution
on the part of many doctors of Islamic law (fugha’- ‘ulama’), who could not
accept any idea of real love and unity between a human being and God.

4. Love in Sunni Sufism (IV-V/X-XI c. ): al-Gazali.’

After al-Hallag’s trial, many Sufis felt the need of reviewing their position
and tried reconcile it with the dominant Islamic tradition: Sunnism. This is the
time in which the first systematic Sufi manuals in the form of treatises (rasa’il,
literally ‘letters’) on Sufism and biographies (tabagat, literally ‘generations’) of
Sufis appeared. A clear apologetic tone can be noticed in them. In fact, their
main intent was to show that there is a basic agreement between Sufi experience,
already well developed in Islam, and the Islamic law (shari‘a), already well
established and elaborated in Islamic society. It was, in fact, during the III/IX
century that the Islamic shari‘a reached its final codification in the four schools
of law universally recognized in Islam: the hanafiyya, the malikiyya, the
shafi‘iyya and the hanbaliyya. The same century witnessed the definitive victory

' Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, The University of North Carolina Press, Chapel
Hill, 1975, p. 75.
? Esperienze mistiche 11, pp. 5-16.

a2

2020 —selgy / il gslall suxll



sty gy hraly ala Va2 sl 45

of Sunni Islam against the Mu’tazilites who by resorting to the use of reason
(‘aql) tried to free religion from the grip of blind repetitive tradition (faqlid).

Here, some of the most outstanding Sufi authors of that time with their
works are mentioned.

a> Among the Sufi biographers are:

Abt ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 412/1201), author of Tabagat al-sifiyya (The
Generations of Sufis), one of the first biographical books of Sufis.

Abt Nu‘aym al-Isfahant (d. 430/1038), author of Hilyat al-awliya’ (The
Ornament of the Friends-Saints of God), a very large compendium of Sufi
biographies in 10 volumes.

‘Abdallah al-Ansari (d. 481/1088), author of Tabagat al-sifiyya (The
Generations of Sufis) (one of the first Sufi composition in Persian).

Fariduddin al-Attar (d. ca. 587/1190, and not 627/1229 as usually reported),
author of Tadkirat al-awliya’ (The Memorial of the Friends-Saints of God)
(also in Persian), a very popular biographical book of Sufis (in Persian).

b> Among the authors of Sufi manuals are:

Abt Nasr al-Sarrag (d. 378/988), author of Kitab al-luma” fi I-tasawwuf (The
Book of Flashes on Sufism), a first and basic reference for Sufi science and
terminology.

Abtu Bakr al-Kalabadi (d. 380/990 or 384/994), author of Kitab al-ta ‘arruf li-
madhab ahl al-tasawwuf (The Book of Knowledge of Sufis), a short and
popular manual of Sufism.

Abt Talib al-Makki (d. 386/996), author of Qit al-quliib (The Nourishment of
the Hearts), a large popular Sufi manual.

‘Abd al-Malik al-Harkus1 (d. 407/1016), author of Tahdib al-asrar (The
Refinement of the [Soul’s] Secrets), a substantial collection of Sufi sayings.

Abt 1-Qasim al-QusSayri (d. 465/1072), author of Al-risala fi ‘ilm al-tasawwuf
(The Treatise on the Science of Sufism), usually known as Al-risdla al-
qusayriyya (The Treatise of al-Qusayrt), a most popular manual of Sufism;

Abt 1-Hasan al-Hugwirt (d. 465/1073 or 469/1077), author of Kasf al-mahgiib li-
arbab al-quliib (The Unveiling of the Veiled for the People of Hearts), the
first treatise on Sufism in Persian.

‘Abdallah al-Ansart (d. 481/1089), author of Kitab manazil al-sa’irin (The Book
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of the Stations of the Spiritual Travellers); also a well known manual of
Sufism.

Through these writings a great number of sayings coming from the first
generations of Sufis and of many prominent Sufi masters (Suyiih), recognized as
reliable authorities in Islamic spirituality, have been handed down to us. From
these sayings one can form a quite good picture of the development of Sufi
language throughout history. These sayings constitute all together what has been
called ‘Sunni Sufism’, i.e., a Sufi trend, basically accepted in Islamic Sunnism.
In all these compositions the topic love (hubb-mahabba) is given a prominent
place, listed among the main stages of the Sufi path, but, in Sufis such as al-
Qusayri and al-Gazali, love is the highest state in Sufi experience.

Among them all, the great Ash’arite theologian, Abii Hamid al-Gazalt (d.
505/1111), is considered the most outstanding representative of Sunni Sufism.
For his undisputed orthodoxy, he has been designated with the title ‘proof of
Islam’ (huggat al-islam).! Al-Gazali himself went through a deep Sufi
experience in which only, as he states, could he find that inner certainty (yagin)
and tranquillity of soul (tuma’nina), he could not find either in philosophical
(falsafa) speculations or in theological (kalam) disputes. In his book Salvation
from Perdition (Al-mungid min al-dalal), al-Gazali describes his conversion to
Sufism, expressing his strong criticism of both philosophical and theological
sciences. From such a premise, one can understand why al-Gazali in his summa
of Islamic Sunnism, his famous Revivification of Religious Sciences (lhiya’
‘ulum al-din), put the Sufi way as the summit of Islamic religious life (Part IV of
the book), and in it love of God as the apex of Sufi perfection. > In this chapter,

! Abti Hamid Muhammad al-Gazali al-TiisT was born in 450/1058 in Tas, a town of Hurdsan (Oriental
Iran, near modern Meshhed), and became a renowned professor of kalam in the Nizamiyya school
of Baghdad. In 488/1095, he suddenly left his position and entered the Sufi path, persisting in it till
the end of his life. There, in the practice of pious and ascetic life, he found that inner certainty
(yagin) he did not find in theoretical sciences, such as philosophy and kal@m. He passed away in
Tiis, his native town, in 505/1111. Al-Gazali left a great number of works, among them his famous
theological summa, Ihya ‘ulim al-din (The Revivification of Religious Sciences); the personal
account of his conversion Al-Munqid min al-dalal, (Salvation from Error); a treatise on mystical
light Miskat al-anwar, (The Niche of Lights); see Al-tagalliyat, 392-439; Esperienze mistiche 111,
157-175.

? See his chapter on love (mahabba), Al-tagalliyat, pp. 410-434; Esperienze mistiche 111, p. 218-244.
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al-Gazalt analyses five causes of love, saying that all of them must be applied to
God at their highest level.

1. The first reason: everybody loves one’s own existence, perfection and
subsistence; therefore, one must love God who is the cause and source of
one’s being.

2. The second reason: everybody loves the benefactor (muhsin) who grants
him life and protects him from all dangers; therefore one must love God,
who does good to all.

3. The third reason: everybody loves one who is known for being the best
benefactor of all; therefore, one must love God who is the greatest of all
benefactors.

4. The forth reason: everybody loves all that is beautiful (gamil) in itself;
therefore, one must love God who is the most beautiful and the source of
all beauty (gamal).

5. The fifth reason: everybody loves one’s own simile; therefore, one must
love God out of an ‘inner affinity’ (munasaba) that exists between the
human being and God.

Al-Gazali elaborates on this last reason, which is the most important one for
God’s love. He explains that such affinity existing between the human being and
God is based on three fundamental ideas found in the Islamic tradition. The
human being, in fact, is designated in Islamic tradition as the ‘viceregent of God’
(halifat Allah); ‘image of God’ (sirat Allah), and the being into which the ‘Spirit
of God’ (rith Allah) has been breathed. At this point, however, al-Gazali strongly
condemns what he calls the exaggerations of many Sufi’s sayings, like those of
al-Bistami, al-Hallag. In his mind, those Sufis have gone too far in speaking of
real union (wahda) with God, or of the inhabitation (Auliz/) of God in the human
being, and other similar expressions. Al-Gazali intends to keep Sufism in the line
with Sunni orthodoxy, avoiding any shadow of misunderstanding and suspicion.
Therefore, he takes pains in explaining that love can only lead to some closeness
(qurb) to God, and such closeness must not be understood either as closeness of
space, or as real unity and identification with God, or as God’s inhabitation in
the human being, as many Sufis pretended. Al-Gazali explicitly declares that:
"What can be mentioned [of such a state] is only the servant’s closeness (qurb)
to the Lord, the Powerful and Sublime, in the attributes that he was commanded
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to imitate, and in conforming to the qualities of his Lord, so that it was said:
‘Conform to the qualities of God’."!

Y] L Ll A laall 3 dag e 4y e ) B sa S (s3)
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Thus, the servant’s closeness (qurb) to God only means in al-GazalT’s view
‘imitation of Divine qualities’, an approach well understood and accepted in the
Islamic traditional practice of the recitation of God’s ‘beautiful names’ (al-asma’
al-husnd). With this purpose, al-Gazali wrote a book explaining the meaning of
the Divine beautiful names, which should be assimilated by Sufis. He concludes
his chapter on love, showing that he is aware of states of ecstasy (wagd) and
intoxication (sukr) that may happen to Sufis, such as what happened to Abi 1-
Hasan al-Niir1 (d. 295/907), who died in an excess of ecstasy. However, al-
Gazalt says, such states must be seen as exaggerations not to be imitated. At the
same time, however, he affirms against some strict Sunni doctors that the quality
of love must be really attributed to God in its most real meaning, and not just
metaphorically. Actually, the only true lover is God, because he is the source of
all love. It is our human love that must be ascribed to us metaphorically, while
love must be attributed to God in its full and real meaning.

In conclusion, one also has to stress the fact that al-Gazali puts love at the
highest level in the relationship between God and his servant. Resorting to some
philosophical concepts, like that of affinity (mundsaba), he could show the
depths of such love, connecting it with the sources of Islamic faith. In the same
time, however, he took care of establishing clear limits to the experience of Sufi
love, trying by all means to avoid any expression that could arouse suspicion or
opposition as being against the basic dogma of Islam: tawhid. Any divinization
of human being, even through love, as well as any unity or mixture or
identification with God, is absolutely ruled out by Islamic Sunnism. Nonetheless,
in some texts al-Gazali himself shows that he is aware of ‘Sufi secrets’, that
cannot be proclaimed in public, but must be kept secret to be revealed only to
special circles of people, the Sufis. Al-Gazalt has become over time the most
accepted authority of Sunni doctrine and is constantly referred to as the ‘proof of

! Al-tagalliyat, p 432 ; Esperienze mistiche 111, 241.
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Islam’ (huggat al-islam) in many issues. Thus, he has become and has been
accepted as the undisputed master of Sunni Sufism.

5. Love in Philosophical Sufism: VI/XII-VII/XIII c.: Ibn al-‘Arabi.

In spite of all perplexities and oppositions on the part of the dominant Sunni
thought, the Sufi movement continued its route towards new and wider horizons.
By that time, in fact, many new and different currents of thought had entered the
Islamic world, especially after the translation of the great Greek philosophers
into Arabic, during the first period of the Abbasid caliphate. Neoplatonic,
Gnostic, Hermetic, and other oriental (Iranian) religious trends had spread
throughout the Islamic world, producing some of the finest Muslim thinkers,
such as al-Farabi (d. 339/950), Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037).

Such intellectual movements could not possible evolve without some
influence on Sufism too. So, under the sway of different trends of thought a new
type of Sufism came to light, known, because of its theoretical dimensions, as
‘philosophical Sufism’. In such currents of thinking, one can notice a general
orientation towards a sort of ‘monistic vision of existence’, known in Arabic as
wahdat al-wugiid, translated also as ‘monism of existence or being’. Being or
Existence is seen as one in its Essence; while appearing in a multitude of
manifestations that constitute what is called ‘the created world’ (kawn - halg).
Such vision, expressed in several ways and through many names, is built upon a
basic pattern: All is One, only God is the True-Real (hagq), while the world
(halq) or the created universe (kawn) must be considered just manifestations of
that Real. According to such vision, the divine Essence, while remaining in itself
forever absolutely unknowable and unreachable, unfolds and manifests itself in
an infinite number and variety of shapes and forms that are seen as the different
levels of being. Actually, such manifestations do not have a true being-
subsistence (wugiid) by and in themselves, but they only exist in and through the
absolute Reality or Existence (al-wugiid al-haqq). Between the two there is no
ontological difference, but only a difference of consideration (i ‘tibar) or point of
view. In short, Being must be seen as the All-One (the Neoplatonic en kai pan),
1.e., One and Multiple in the same time. In such vision, the human being also
acquires new dimensions. The human being is thought of as the microcosm, the
mirror of all Divine attributes, the sum of all cosmic qualities and the synthesis
of all Divine manifestations. Such sort of Sufi speculation reached its highest
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expression in the idea of the “Perfect Man” (al-insan al-kamil), that has become
the central point of many Sufi reflections and researches up to the present day. In
such new epistemological horizon the concept of love also acquired new
dimensions and expressions. '

The most outstanding representative of such philosophical Sufism is
undoubtedly the Andalusian (from Andalus, the Arab Spain) Sufi master, Muhy1
al-Din Ibn al-“Arabi1 (d. 638/1240), called for the profundity and breadth of his
synthesis ‘the Greatest Sufi Master’ (al-Sayh al-akbar).” In his huge literary
output Ibn al-“Arab tried to give the fullest and most accurate description of the
world of Divine manifestations at all levels, ontological, cosmological and
anthropological. In the end, aware of the extension and comprehensiveness of his
synthesis, he did not recoil from proclaiming himself as ‘the Seal of Saints’
(hatam al-awliya’), the highest degree in Islamic Sufi-Gnosticism ( ‘irfan).

Ibn al-“Arab1’s Sufi vision is based on a unitarian vision of Being. In it,
Creator (haqq) and creature (halg) should not be considered different beings or
degrees of being, as it is said in some philosophies, such as Neoplatonism. On

' For an overview of the idea of ‘Perfect Man’ (al-insan al-kamil) in Islamic mysticism see Giuseppe
Scattolin, "Realization of ‘Self’ (4nad) in Islamic Mysticism: The Mystical Experience of ‘Umar
Ibn al-Farid", in Mélanges de I’ Université de St. Joseph, Dar El-Machreq (Beyrouth, Liban), Tome
IV (1995-1996) 1999, 119-148.

> Muhyi al-Din Aba ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. ‘Alf b. Muhammad b. al-‘Arabi al-Hatimi al-Ta’1 al-
Andalusi, usually known as Ibn ‘Arabi, but we prefer the original form of its. i.e. Ibn al-‘Arabi),
was born in Murcia (Spain, the Arabic Andalus) in 560/1165. In 598/1201 he travelled to the East,
accomplishing his pilgrimage to Mekka, where he received his Mekkan Revelations, settling at last
in Damascus, where he died in 638/1240. Ibn al-‘Arabi, called ‘the Greatest Sufi Master’ (al-Sayh
al-akbar), is no doubt one of the highest expressions of the Islamic Sufi thought, in which many
different philosophical and religious currents were merged together. He expressed his Sufi view in
a vast literary production between prose and poetry (around three hundred works or more; he
himself mentions 289 works), that have become in time a basic reference for Sufis, inside and
outside Islam. Among them are: The Meccan Revelations (al-Futithat al-makkiyya), considered the
summa magna of his Sufism; The Pearls of Wisdom (Fusiis al-hikam), a treatise on prophetology
and a summary of his Sufi vision; The Interpreter of Desires (Targuman al-aswag), a collection of
love lyrics with deep symbolic meaning. For further information on his life, see Claude Addas, /bn
‘Arabt ou la quéte du Soufre Rouge, Gallimard, Paris 1989. For some basic studies on his thought
see Abu ‘Ala “Afifi, The Mpystical Philosophy of Muhyt al-Din Ibn al-'Arabi, Cambridge,
University Press, Cambridge, 1936; William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge. Ibn al-
Arabt's Metaphysics of Imagination, State University of New York Press (SUNY), Albany, 1989;
Id., The Self-Disclosure of God. Principles of Ibn al-Arabi's Cosmology, State University of New
York Press (SUNY), Albany, 1998.
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the contrary, Creator (haqq) and creature (halg) must be considered aspects
(wugith) of the same Reality, which is always and in the same time one and
multiple. The link between these two basic aspects of Reality is indicated in a
famous hadith that plays a central role in Ibn al-“Arabi’s speculation, called
‘hadith kuntu’: “1 was a hidden treasure (kuntu kanzan mahfiyyan.. bida ) 38 &),
' | The Divine Essence is indicated as the ‘hidden treasure’, unknown in its
transcendence. However it wanted (ahabba) to be known, and for this reason it
created the universe (halg) and became manifested through it.

In such vision, also love (hubb) acquires new cosmic and ontological
dimensions. Love is seen in it as the inner mover-movement of the Real (hagq)
towards its own manifestations (tagalliyat-mazahir), which constitute the whole
created universe (halg-kawn). Thus, hubb is the first and the ultimate cause of
the existence of the universe, as Ibn “Arabi1 explicitly proclaims:

“The movement (haraka) which is the existence of the world was a

movement of love (hubb)... Were not for this love the world would have not

appeared in its essence; thus, its movement from nothing (‘adam) to
existence (wugiid) was the movement of love of the Creator (migid)
towards it (the world)... So, it is proved that the movement was out of love,
and there is no movement in the universe except in relation to love
(hubbiyyatan)..."

callall jela Lo Lonall oda Yoli Liiiicon A Alladl dgag o ) AS ) culsd)
taall el ASual) o cadid Ll angall a3 dgagll ) adel) (e 43S)ad

(s 2y V) Sl A L

Continuing, Ibn al-‘Arabi declares that: “...love is the principle (as/) of all

. . 3
existent beings...””,

' The hadith says: “I was a hidden (unknown) treasure, and I loved (ahbabtu) to be known (u raf), so 1

created the world, and through it they (creatures) knew me”. . ‘
(st 4 GIal Calis Canel of cuald Uesa 13 i)

This hadith, though not found in the official collections, has become very important for Sufis and is
often quoted in their writings with some variants. We translated it from Fusis al-hikam, edited by
Abt “Ala “Afifi, Dar al-Kitab al-*Arabi, Beirut, 1980, 203-204.

? Fusis (“Afiff), 203-204.

3 Fusiis (‘Afiff), 214.
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(Slasmsall dal (& ) dundll)
therefore, he can affirm that God 1s adored and loved in all forms of love
and in all its manifestations, the greatest of these forms being love-passion
(hawa) itself:
I swear for the reality of love (hawa) that love (hawa) is the cause of love
(hawa):
without love (hawa) in the heart, love (hawa) would not be adored. '

Gl e Lo lill 8 (556l sl s—¢)) s gl ) sl s

Such movement of love shows to be in the end love of the Real towards
itself, as Abu “Ala’ ‘AfifT comments:

“Before any form of modalization, the One, in His supreme ‘isolation’ and
simplicity, loved Himself for and in Himself, and loved to be known and to
be manifested. This was the cause of creation. In loving Himself, the One
loved all the a‘yan [determinations] of things latent in His Essence, and
hence they are impregnated with the love they now manifest in different
ways....It is the love of the Whole as a Whole (as an Essence) and as a
‘part’ (as a particular mode of the Essence)...

Nothing is loved except God, just as nothing is worshipped except Him...
[W]hen we say that we love God or anything, we mean that God loves
Himself in us or in any other form... Through Love the Whole is bound
together and through it the object of creation is realized". >

Such love is, of course, universal and cosmic, directed towards all the
manifestations of the Real. In such vision there is no clear boundary between the
opposites: good and evil, positive and negative, are all seen as manifestations of
the Divine Names, and these of the same Essence. The gnostic ( ‘arif) is one who
knows the Real and, therefore, he is not bound to one aspect without the others,
on the contrary, he accepts all aspects of the manifestations of the Real. At this
level, one can understand what Ibn al-“Arabi, as well as other Sufis, mean when
they talk about the ‘unity of religions’ (wahdat al-adyan). In such a view,

' Fusiis (‘Afifi), 194; and “Afift’s commentary, 387-388.
* “Afifi, The Mystical Philosophy, 171-173. ‘Afifi compares Ibn al-‘Arabf's Sufi vision with that of
Jewish philosopher Baruch Spinoza (d. 1677), finding many interesting parallels between them.
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religions are all valid because they all are different manifestations of the same,
one Reality. Reality is surely one, but multiple in its manifestations,
consequently religions are basically all one in the one Reality. The true ‘arif
(gnostic) is one who recognizes the one Reality in the multitude of its
manifestations. On such basis, Ibn al-‘Arabi can proclaim his universal love for
all religions in some celebrated verses, very often quoted in context of religious
pluralism: '
"Now my heart is capable of all forms:
it is the cloister of monks, and the temple of idols,

the pasture of gazelles, and the pilgrim’s Ka‘ba,
the tables of the Torah, and the text of the Koran.

My religion is Love, wherever its camels turn:
Love is my religion and my faith".
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This is the utmost degree of love in Ibn al-*Arabi’s Sufi vision. Love is the
very essence of religion and of all religions, and such love is necessarily
universal, open to all. In fact, the gnostic in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s vision, is the one
who sees in everything the flow of the Divine manifestations, in their
multiplicity and variety, from the same absolute Essence, especially in religions.
In them all, the gnostic contemplates the only one Reality. In such vision, Sufi
love necessarily acquires new unthought-of dimensions, becoming a cosmic,
universal love embracing all beings as manifestations of the same Divine
Essence.

Such monistic and universalistic Sufi vision has been the source of
inspiration for many Sufi poets. Some of them are well also known in the West,

" Ibn al-*Arabi, Tarjuman al-ashwagq, ed. by Reynold A. Nicholson, London, Royal Society, 1911, no.
11, (vv. 13-15), 19; 1d., Dar Sadr, Beirut, 1966, 43-44.
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such as the Egyptian “Umar Ibn al-Farid (d. 632/1235) and the Persian Galal al-
Din Riimi1 (d. 672/1273), the Turkish Yunes Emre (d. 721/1321), and many
others. They all have drawn their inspiration from such monistic and universal
Sufism, producing many works of great artistic value. Sufism, in fact, has always
been one of the main sources of Islamic art in all fields, especially literature,
music, architecture. In literature, the language of love has been extensively used
and developed by Sufis, who brought it to its highest and deepest levels, and Sufi
love literature is surely one of the richest and finest at world level. In these Sufi
authors, we come in touch with some of the highest expressions of human
creative artistic power, at its most universal significance.

Ibn al-*Arabi’s Sufi vision had a large influence on later Sufism up to our
days, to such an extent that there is a widespread tendency, or say fashion, of
considering Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Sufism as the synthesis of all Sufism, if not the
quintessence of all mysticisms in all religions. Such an idea can be easily
recognized in the writings of many modern contemporary Sufi writers, such as
Sayyed Hossein Nasr, ' as well as many contemporary Western scholars, such as
Réné Guénon, Frithjof Schuon, William Chittick, Michel Chodkiewicz, who
have embraced, more or less openly, Sufism as their way of life and study.

One should note, however, that such a pretension is quite disputable and
linked to personal reasons. Actually, Ibn al-*Arabi’s Sufism could be described,
in our view, as a ‘Sufism of mediations’. In fact, it focuses on the contemplation
and assimilation of the Divine manifestations into which the Sufi must
completely lose himself. But, the Divine Essence in itself remains forever totally
transcending the world of its manifestations, enshrouded, as it were, in the
unreachable mystery of its non-knowledge and non-manifestation. In this kind of
Sufism, there is no experience of the burning encounter with the Divine ‘Thou’,
a ‘Thou’ that always transcends all his manifestations, never identifying Himself
with them or being conditioned by them. Therefore, in the Akbarian Sufism the
Sufi never comes to the blazing ‘face to face’ encounter with his Lord, as it
happens in the so-called ‘ecstatic Sufism’, in Sufis such as al-Hallag, al-Niffar1
and others. Here, God appears as the absolute ‘Thou’ with whom the Sufi has the
transforming ‘face to face’” encounter. Such an encounter is well-described by the
Iraqui Sufi ‘Abd al-Gabbar al-Niffari (d. 354/965 or 366/976), who criticizes the

" See Sayyed Hossein Nasr, Sufi Essyas, George Allen & Unwin, London, 1972.
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gnostic Sufism of the veil (higab), that keeps the Sufi always far from the
encounter and vision of the Divine ‘Thou’:

“And he said to me: ‘I look at you and I love that you look at Me’. Every act
of manifesting [= creating] veils you from me: your soul is a veil (higab), your
science 1s a veil, your gnosis is a veil, your names are a veil, even My self-
revelation to you is a veil. Expel, therefore, everything from your heart, and
expel from your heart the science of all things and the remembrance of all things.
And every time I manifest to your heart something manifested [in creation],
reject it towards the beginning of its manifestation: clear your heart for Me so
that %lou can look at Me without making anything prevail on Me”. "(Mawagif 14,
14).
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Only such direct vision (ru ya) of God, according to al-Niffari, must be the
final purpose and last goal of true Sufism. Love in this kind of Sufism is a
personal encounter with the Divine ‘Thou’, and not with the cosmic display of
the ‘Divine manifestations’. On such a basis, one can contrast the Sufism of
‘gnostic knowledge’ (ma‘rifa), on one side, with the ‘Sufism of personal love’
(hubb) on the other. The first is a sort of Islamic Gnosticism, where the language
of knowledge is prevalent, and the esoteric knowledge (ma‘rifa) united with
cosmic love (hubb) seems to be the highest point of the spiritual journey. Ibn al-
‘Arabi is considered to be the most outstanding representative of such gnostic
Sufism, that has become very common among Sufis following his path. The
other type of Sufism is the Sufism of personal love, where the center of Sufi
experience is the personal encounter with God, perceived as the absolute ‘Thou’
coming in direct encounter with the Sufi. Here, the language of love, as a

' Arthur John Arberry (ed.), The Mawagqif and Mukhatabat of Muhammad Ibn ‘Abdi ’I-Jabbar al-
Niffari (Engl.) - Kitab al-Mawagqif wa-Kitab al-Muhatabat (Arab.), edited and translated by Arthur
John Arberry, Memoria E.J.W.Gibb, New Series IX, Cambridge University Press, 1935, (Arab.) p.
31.
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personal encounter and ecstasy in the Beloved, is prevalent. Both types of
Sufism are found in Islam, as well as in other mysticisms. Each Sufi may prefer
one or the other, or blend them together. Only a careful analysis of Sufi
experience can show whether the first or the second type of Sufism is prevalent
in a certain author.

Finally, one must point out that Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Sufi doctrine has been
widely adopted, often in an esoteric way, in Sufi brotherhoods, orders or ‘ways’
(turuq sifiyya), which have become up to our days the most visible
manifestations of Sufism in Islam.

Conclusion

The purpose of the present paper on the language of love in Sufism is to
give a general overview of the history of such important topic in Sufism. In fact,
it was through a long process of spiritual experience that the full extent of Sufi
love has been explored, developed, and expressed. These texts used in this paper
come from different, mostly unrelated authors in different times and places. All
of them, however, have tried to express some aspects of the Sufi experience,
particularly of Sufi love.

In this way, the reader should be able to see what kind of Sufi love a
particular author has expressed, whether he adds some particular aspects to it,
and to what extent he differs from others. All this is part of the hermeneutics of
Sufi texts, which is in any way always not an easy one.

In the end, however, one should point out that only a personal Sufi taste will
give the reader the true key for understanding and assimilating the ultimate intent
of Sufi expressions, which can be understood mainly through an inner
disclosure, and not through a pure rational explanation. Sufi experience, in fact,
remains in the end a holy secret between the Sufi and God.
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