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In the Name of God, the Compassionate the Merciful 
 
Introduction 
 
I am grateful to God for giving me this opportunity to be with you and I am grateful to the 
organisers for inviting me. I have really benefitted from the previous presentations and what 
I am going to share with you today is a few points about love. 
 
I would especially like to end with some of the points over which I have been reflecting in the 
last few years, and I think these are some issues that, at least for me, I still need to work on 
to find out more about them, and also because they have also some kind of pastoral and 
spiritual element in them, and they are not merely theoretical. 
 
The concept of love 
 
As we know and we have also heard from previous Muslim scholars, the concept of love and 
the related concepts are very important and central in Islamic theology, philosophy, 
mysticism, and spirituality. Even when we talk about the reasons for creation, we have this 
famous divine saying that God says: 
 

‘I was a hidden treasure, I loved to be known so I created people so that I am known.’ 
 
And we have a verse in the Qur’an where God says: 
 

‘I have not created human beings nor jinns except to serve Me.’ 
 
And then we have a hadith from the sixth Imam of the Shias, Imam Sadiq (a), in which he 
explains that ‘serve’ in this verse means ‘to know’ God.  
 
Hence, knowing God, loving God, the science of irfan and spirituality, are deeply rooted to 
the philosophy of creation. 
 
Muslim philosophers and mystics such as Avicenna or Ibn Arabi, have presented a very 
important idea, and that is sarayan al-ishq. They say that everything in creation has love, even 
the things we think of as being non-living. All of these have love and they have understanding. 
Even a piece of wood has love and this is very much also in line with the Qur’anic idea of 
everything in this world glorifying God. Therefore, this is a very important concept. Based on 



 

 

this, there are many spiritual masters who have said, and have actually based their spiritual 
direction, on love.  
 
Hence, there are different ways and methods of getting closer to God, but the easiest and 
perhaps the most fruitful is to get closer to God through love. Of course it starts with loving 
God. You have to do things in order to develop your love for God. We have a famous hadith 
that is mentioned in many collections of hadith that once God said to Moses:  

‘Make me lovable to my people.’ 
Moses asked: ‘How?’ 
God said: ‘Remind them of my blessings and my bounties upon them.’ 

 
Therefore, to develop love for God is very important. In almost every book about Islamic 
spirituality, especially from a Shia perspective, you will find a hadith which is called hadith-e 
qurb-e nawafil. It is a hadith in which God says in a divine saying that: 
 

‘My servants never become closer to me by doing anything which is more lovable to 
me than performing their obligatory actions and then after that by constantly doing 
recommended actions.’ 

 
Therefore, after they make sure they perform the obligatory actions they keep coming closer 
to God by performing the recommended actions. These recommended actions are things 
which are additional to the requirements of religion and are done voluntarily, such as charity 
work or helping people, in addition to giving the obligatory alms. Then the hadith says: 
 

‘Till I love him.’ 
 
Of course, God loves everyone. But to explain this I say that although God loves many people, 
he also has some reservations. He says: ‘I love you, but I have reservations.’ But the people 
that perform the acts described in this hadith are those to whom God says: ‘I love you, full-
stop.’ 
 
The hadith then states: 
 

‘Then, when I love him, I become his ears by which he hears, I become his eye by which 
he sees, I become his hand by which he holds … whenever he calls Me I answer, and 
whenever he asks me for something I grant.’ 

 
This is the way you develop love for God and then you are loved by God in a very special way. 
But what is important is that our teachings say that you cannot develop love for God unless 
you develop love for the sake of God. This is where many people unfortunately have got it 
wrong. Many people think that they can just focus on God, loving God and not paying too 
much attention on other things. They think we should just concentrate on God. But our 
hadiths and Qur’an tell us that love for God is not enough; rather, this love for God should 
lead to loving for the sake of God. 
 
Hadiths on the subject of love 
 



 

 

We have many beautiful hadiths here. For example, there is a hadith that states that once 
God asked Moses: 
 

‘O Moses, what have you done for Me?’ 
Moses said: ‘I have prayed, I have given alms …’ 
God then explained: ‘Your prayer has a benefit for you, your giving of alms has a 
benefit for you, but what have you done for Me?’ 
Moses was surprised. He did not have an answer, so he asked God: ‘You tell me what 
is the action which is for You.’ 
Then God said: ‘Have you ever developed a relationship of wilayah for My sake?’ 

 
In other words: ‘Have you ever loved someone who is not your relative, does not speak your 
language, is not from your ethnicity, perhaps from another part of the world, just because of 
Me?’ 
 
Then the hadith says: 
 

‘Then Moses understood that the best action is loving for the sake of God and disliking 
for the sake of God.’ 

 
Similarly, we have a hadith from Prophet Muhammad (s) in which he says:  
 

‘I swear by He who has my life in His hand, you will never enter heaven until you have 
faith, and you will never have faith until you love each other for the sake of God.’ 

 
Loving only God is not enough; you have to love for the sake of God. This is a very important 
development, and I always say to myself and my friends that to love God is not really a very 
special thing. You have to be a person without understanding to not love God. Loving God 
does not need art, and does not need intelligence. It is the most natural thing for us to love 
God, if we know what God is and what God has done. 
 
However, what is important and what is a challenge is to love for the sake of God. If you say 
you are a lover of God, then this is a most natural thing. But if you say you have managed to 
love for the sake of God, and that this is reflected towards all people and all creation, then 
that is an achievement.  
 
We believe everything is a sign of God, including insects and even drops of water. Every leaf 
is a manifestation of God, is a name of God, is a sign of God (ayah lillah) and has a signature 
of God on it. So, you have to reach this point of loving everything for the sake of God. 
 
Some reflections 
 
Now, I have a few reflections on this in recent years as a result of some of the things that have 
preoccupied my mind when I reflect on my spiritual development, and my challenges, and 
when I look at my Muslim community and when I look at humanity. I think we have a few 
problems we need to clarify. One is that it seems we have two types of love for God, and one 
of them is very destructive. And I think many religious people have the destructive one. We 



 

 

have a type of love which I call “possessive love” for God. We love God in the sense that we 
want to have monopoly over God. I love God as I love my car. You have no right over my car, 
it is my car. If I want I will give you permission, but if not then you cannot even touch my car. 
 
In some countries, some Muslims have taken Christians to court, over their use of the word 
‘Allah’. In fact, I think such a person should be very happy if someone says ‘Allah’. Or, there 
are Christians who say God is ours, God is not for Muslims, Muslims should say ‘Allah’, we do 
not like ‘Allah’, we will only say ‘God’. What is this? Have you a monopoly over God? If you 
are a servant of God you should be more than happy even if people by mistake say ‘God’, you 
should be happy and you should welcome them.  
 
If you look at some Muslim mystics, they say even idol worshippers are lovers of God, albeit 
mistakenly. Ibn Arabi says no one has loved anything other than God. If people love Zaynab 
and Su‘ad and Hind, which are names of ladies, it is all because they love God. But they have 
made mistakes, so appreciate them. Say to the idol worshipper: ‘Thank you very much, you 
love God but help them to come closer to the real God.’ 
 
But there are people who say no, God is ours, not yours. This starts first with excluding people 
from other religions, then people from other sects of their own religion, and then they reach 
the point that even people from their own sect are not accepted. We have this problem of 
takfiri Muslims. They do not accept anyone. Even with people of their own group they develop 
problems and start killing each other. This is a destructive way of loving God. 
 
The real love for God is that you do not take God as an object that belongs to you; rather, you 
strive to be possessed by God. Instead of bringing God to the level of a tribal God or sectarian 
God or personal God, you try to rise towards God. Instead of limiting God and putting your 
ego in the name of God and saying to people: ‘God wants me to kill you, God wants me to 
occupy your country’, you say: ‘God wants me to serve humanity’. Why? Because I have been 
able to rise and understand better. The way God looks at us is different from the way we look 
at others. 
 
Two types of love 
 
These are two types of love, one of which I believe is very destructive, whilst the other is very 
productive. For me, a very important and inspiring story is the story of Abraham. I think 
Abraham is a personality whom we are very much in need of in the twenty-first century. He 
is a man to whom I think we have not given enough attention; he is a man that can bring us 
together but also a man that can help us to love humanity. A beautiful story is found in some 
hadiths about when he was chosen by God as His friend. As you will know, we all have this 
tradition – in Islam, Judaism, and Christianity – that he became a friend of God. 
 

َسنْ  َوَمنْ  نْ  ِدينًا أَح  مَّ لَمَْ م ِ َهه ْ أَس  ِسنْ  َوه وَْ هلل َوج  ح   إِب َراِهيمَْ للا  ْ َواتََّخذَْ َحنِيفًا إِب َراِهيمَْ ِملَّةَْ واتَّبَعَْ م 
 َخِليلًْ

And who has a better religion than him who submits his will to Allah, being 
virtuous, and follows the creed of Abraham, a hanif? And Allah took Abraham 
for a dedicated friend. (4:125) 

 



 

 

God chose him as a friend. There is a nice hadith that Abraham once left home – as you may 
know, Abraham had a habit that he always wanted to share his meal with people, and when 
at times he did not have guests he used to go outside to look for someone to invite – so one 
day he went out, and when he returned he found a young man, either in his house or coming 
out of his house. He was surprised because he would typically close his door. He said:  
‘With whose permission did you enter this house?’ 
 
Abraham did not fight, he did not shout, he just asked this question. The man replied: 
  

‘With the permission of the Lord of this house.’ 
 
Now, perhaps if it was me or you, we would have said: ‘But I am the lord of this house and I 
have not given you permission.’ But Abraham does not take himself to be the lord of his house 
let alone lord of the religion or lord of the worlds.  
 
The problem with some religious people and leaders is that they think they are the lords of 
religion, and that religion is at their disposal. We are just, at best, servants. We have no 
lordship. As soon as the young man said ‘with the permission of the lord of this house’, 
Abraham realised that he was an angel who has come from God. Then the angel said: 
 

‘Someone has been chosen by God as His friend, and I have come to inform him.’ 
 
Just between you and God, if you were in the position of Abraham, what would you have 
thought? Maybe you would have thought: ‘I am a messenger and this angel is in my house, 
so it must be me’. So you would have said without any hesitation: ‘Thank you very much’. 
 
But this is not the answer of Abraham. The answer of Abraham is moving. Abraham says: 
 

‘Who is this person chosen by my Lord as His friend so that I serve him till I die?’ 
 
He does not even ask if this chosen one is a friend of his so that he may serve him. Nor does 
he wait for God to tell him to serve him. He volunteers to serve anyone who is chosen by his 
Lord as His friend. 
 
We need this kind of character. We need this humbleness and openness. If I am only happy 
to work with my Muslim brothers or Christian brothers, then this is a problem. If I want to 
gain and benefit personally, it is a problem. If you are happy to serve anyone who is working 
for God, then that is a sign of hope. 
 
Then the angel informed him that it was actually him who was chosen by God as His friend. 
Abraham responded: 
 

‘Why? What is so special in me?’ 
 
In response, the angel gave a few answers, one of which was: 
 



 

 

‘You never ask people for help but when people ask you for help, you never say “no”. 
You tried not to be a burden on anyone, but you tried to always be at the service of 
people.’ 

 
God does not choose as His friend someone who has ego, or someone who has exclusive 
approach to people. If you want to be a friend of God then you have to be a servant of the 
creation of God. So this is one of my challenges; I will just mention a list of few things which I 
think we need to think about. 
 
We need to love 
 
The second thing is that I think there is not enough emphasis on our need for loving. Most of 
the time we talk about the fact that we need to be loved, which is true; we need to be loved, 
and this is for sure, but I think as human beings, we need to love. If we do not love, it means 
that we are going to suffocate and we are going to die. We have to emphasise in our education 
the need for loving; without loving you cannot grow as a human being. This is one point.  
 
Can we love without being loved? 
The other point is that sometimes people tell me, especially people who have family issues, 
that, for example, a mother says she does not receive enough love from her husband, but she 
gives love, or she does not receive love and respect from her children, and this makes her feel 
drained. This is something you may also hear or perhaps you have experienced. This made 
me think about people who do bad things, they do not feel drained, but people who do good 
things feel drained. Why is it that those who hate do not feel drained? They do not say: 
‘Someone should hate me so that I can keep hating other people’. Why is it that people who 
love others feel they are drained? 
 
I think this is a problem in the way we look at love. We think by loving we are losing, and 
therefore we think to ourselves: ‘How much can I lose? I am losing my reserve of love, and 
you are making me bankrupt.’ This is a wrong way of looking at love. The more you love the 
more generous you should become, and the richer you become. I think this is an area we have 
to work on. 
 
Love for “the other" 

Another thing that I have been recently thinking about is how to put love for others, and I 
especially mean people from other religions and other traditions, in our understanding of our 
identity. I think for the most part our understanding of identity, whether Muslim, Christian, 
Jewish, Hindu, was more exclusive. For example, when Muslims and Christians live together 
in the same village or place, it is very difficult to explain to our children what we mean by 
‘Muslim identity’ or ‘Christian identity.’ It is easier to say: ‘Do not resemble “the others”’ or 
‘Do not go close to “the others.”’ This is the way many of us have being educations ourselves 
and our children.  
 
What does it mean to be a Jew? Not to be a Muslim. What does it mean to be a Muslim? Not 
to be a Jew or Christian. So for the most part to make things very simple, we were emphasising 
more on what we are not supposed to be and the people with whom we should not associate 
instead of saying what we are as a real quality, and I think this is wrong. 



 

 

 
We have to come up with one type of understanding of identity that you know what you are 
and you are proud of what you are but not by excluding others. I will just mention this 
example and that is the last thing: we have different organs in our body; we have kidney, 
heart, eyes, liver, etc., and they all have a very clear identity. A kidney does not get confused 
with what is kidney and what is heart. The eye and ear, they know what they are, they know 
their function, and everything is clear. But their understanding of their identity and role is not 
by disconnecting from the rest of the body. A kidney knows that I am proud of being a kidney 
but I can only survive and function if I connect to others in a loving manner, not by 
disconnecting, or connecting through hate. This is a very important part of the development 
of a good sense if identity that will pave the way for good relations.  
 

************ 
 

 
Questions from the audience 
 
Question: Ibn Arabi says loving anything is loving God, albeit mistakenly, and I am genuinely 
interested in understanding this as Surah Al Imran talks about God not loving disbelievers. 
Can you comment on this, if there is a level of mistake which is not seen? 
 
Answer: That is a very good question. We have a ruling in the principles of jurisprudence in 
which we say ta’liq al-hukm ala al-wasf mush’irun bil-illiyah, which means that when you 
predicate on a subject which has an adjective, then that adjective is the cause for this 
predicate. For example, if I say ‘I love generous people’, it means that generosity is the reason 
for my love. If I say ‘I do not like people that are miserly’, it does not mean that I have a 
problem with them as such, it means that I do not like miserliness. So, in the Qur’an, God 
actually never says He hates people. The maximum He says is la yuhibbu, and this is the 
maximum. If it says He does not love people with certain qualities, it means it is those qualities 
that He does not love. This is why I said that God has reservations for some people, i.e. that 
He does not like a quality, not that He does not like them as a person. 
 
Question: So He loves the sinner, but not the sin? 
 
Answer: Definitely. Definitely He loves the sinner, but He does not love sins. And this is an 
honest way of educating people, because if you say to people ‘I do not bother whether you 
are a sinner or not’, this is not honest. If you say ‘I hate you because you are a sinner’, this is 
also not right. You have to prove to them that you love them, you have concern for them, but 
at the same time you have reservations, because you want to tell them how they can improve.  
 
Comment 1: About whom God loves, my last piece was on the eight people God loves and 
there are twelve types of people He does not love. But as Muhammed said it is not the people, 
it is their lack of their moral and spiritual intelligence. Allah does not love the miserly, Allah 
does not love the ungrateful, the liar, it is like that. It is not about the people that God is 
hating, and nowhere does God use the term ‘I hate’. Actually that is a very important thing 
for us to remember. Nowhere does He say ‘I hate those people’, it is that they are deprived 
of my love, yes, because of a particular quality. 



 

 

 
Comment 2: People have said God hates me but there is an ontological problem here because 
if nothing can exist, if it is not liked by God. Hatred is the depriving of mercy. We cannot exist 
without God’s mercy. So what I argue is that if He actually hated us we would cease to exist…  
 
Question: Thank you, Dr Shomali, for what I think was a very nuanced categorisation of love, 
as destructive and productive. So, my question is about that, I wanted to delve a bit deeper 
in that understanding. Most people, even the most atrocious of people, base their acts on 
what they think to be good intentions. We have in everyday life people who even kill someone 
because they love them. So, a lot of atrocities are based on love. So my question is: do you 
think that epistemologically love in itself is a good thing or neither good nor bad or can be 
both? Because I think so far the discussion has been tending towards the inherently positive 
understanding of love and loving in itself, especially the love of God in itself is good, so from 
the human side of relationships, what is the nature of love in itself? 
 
Answer: We have true love and we have fake love. If you are ill, true medicine helps you, if 
there is a fake medicine it can kill you. Many people, their experience of love is not of true 
love. It is just their egoistic desires and sometimes they conceive themselves and sometimes 
they conceive other people. A true love has signs, has characteristics, a true love comes to 
the heart which is pure. There is a beautiful saying in Misbah al-Shari’ah (The Lantern of the 
Path), which says:  
 

 ‘Love for God is a fire, it does not pass by anything except it burns it [from impurity].’ 
 
Fire, in Islamic symbolism, is sometimes used as punishment, but sometimes it is used as a 
purifying factor, and something that brings light, like Moses saw fire: 
 

ا ََجلَْ قََضى فَلَمَّ وَسىاْل  ِلهِْ َوَسارَْ م  ِلهِْ قَالَْ نَاًرا الطُّورِْ َجانِبِْ ِمن آنَسَْ بِأَه  ك ث وا ِْلَه   آنَس تْ  إِن ِي ام 
ن َها آتِيك م لَّعَل ِي نَاًرا َطل ونَْ لَعَلَّك مْ  النَّارِْ ِمنَْ َجذ َوة ْ أَوْ  بَِخبَرْ  م ِ   تَص 

‘So when Moses completed the term and set out with his family, he descried 
a fire on the side of the mountain. He said to his family, “Wait! Indeed I descry 
a fire! Maybe I will bring you some news from it, or a brand of fire so that you 
may warm yourselves.”’ (28:29) 

 
Therefore, fire is a very good thing at many times. In this hadith, it says that love for God is a 
fire, it does not pass any heart unless it burns any impurity, and that heart then becomes 
totally pure. If a person has desire for fame, desire for position, for money, if a person is 
arrogant, he has not experienced love. Love cannot come unless it brings softness, 
humbleness, openness. You may think you love even animals, insects, but if that love is 
bringing hatred then it is a fake medicine, and we have to be careful. 
 
Question: Thank you for your brilliant paper, it reminded me of what Dr Hussein was talking 
about earlier when you referred to a love that sends you to hell or could lead to hell, and I 
guess if you take hell to be kind of being locked up in selfish ego, as Rowan Williams once put 
it, for all eternity, then that squares completely with what you are talking about, it would be 
that possessive kind of love. There was an example in The Times the other day; I just wonder 
how you would categorise this in the context of thinking about fake versus non-fake love. It 



 

 

was a woman whose mother had Alzheimer’s, and her mother was begging her to kill her, and 
the woman who was writing the article said I just did not love my mother enough to be able 
to do that. It was such a striking example. 
 
Answer: I think this is not a matter of  not having enough love, I think if you love someone 
you do what is the best for that person, not what that person wants from you. If you have 
children, many times they do not want to go to school. You cannot say that I do not love him 
enough to not let him go to school. Actually, because you love him a lot, you are happy to do 
something that may affect your relation with the beloved. Maybe that person does not 
appreciate, maybe he says he does not like you, maybe he even stops the relationship, but 
because you love that person, you are happy to endanger even the relationship because of 
that person. One of our contemporary writers says that sometimes for the sake of the 
beloved, you have to sacrifice love, in this sense. For example, you love your child, and for 
studies he has to go to another town. If this is not an educated love you will say ‘I do not want 
you to go anywhere, I love you, I am going to miss you’. But if you really love that person you 
let him go so that he can progress. So I think this is not a matter of not loving her mother 
enough. 
 
Question: But she would not let her go … 
 
Answer: I think if you are a real lover you always try to do whatever is the best for that person. 
 
Question: And she could not do that … 
 
Answer: But that was not the best. 
 
Question: But we do not know that, I mean it is tricky. 
 
Answer: No, based on her understanding the best for her mother was to survive. Because you 
have to find out what is the best for that person. As I said, the child cannot understand what 
is the best for him or her. If I am an ill person and I am in pain maybe now I want to die sooner, 
but this would not be the best decision for me. I remember when I was a teenager, and so 
with my friends we were playing in their home, in the little courtyard, and in Iran football is 
very popular. So I kicked the ball and broke the window. I was not a person who did these 
things every day, it had not happened before, so I felt very bad, and I went home and I was 
so embarrassed; I prayed to God to please kill me, because I do not want to see his father’s 
face. So I was ready to die. But God did not listen to me, is it because He did not love me? 


