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Divine Names — A peaceful interpretation of Islam
Dunia el-Zobeidi
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A 

s atrocities are being 
committed by extremist 
militants in the name of 
Islam, and terrorist lead-
ers use erroneous justifi-

cations for despicable acts by twist-
ing the meanings of Quranic verses, 
Muslim scholars are seeking to shed 
light on the peaceful aspects of a 
religion that has been tarnished by 
radicals.

Iraqi writer Rosina Fawzia al-Ra-
wi, author of Divine Names: The 99 
Healing Names of the One Love, fo-
cused on Sufism as a peaceful way 
of interpreting Islam.

Sufism is an element of Islam that 
is “a path that teaches us a way to 
discover our own self, our talents, 
our potential, and to find our own 
true reality and the miracle that we 
are,” Rawi says.

She succinctly explains the signif-
icance of the names of God in Islam 

from a Sufi point of view, assigning 
at most three pages to each name, 
such as Al-Rahman (The All-Merci-
ful), As-Salam (The Source of Peace) 
and Al-Basit (The Reliever).

The introduction emphasises the 
importance of understanding the 99 
names by quoting the Prophet Mo-
hammad: “There are 99 names that 
belong to Allah, he who learns them, 
tastes them, understands them and 
can list them will enter Paradise and 
attain salvation.”

The importance of good deeds is 
a continuous message throughout 
Rawi’s work. She says: “To be 
truly pregnant means to carry 
kindness and mercy in your 
heart and to let all creatures 
become your children.” For 
someone to enjoy the full 
pleasure of having a child, 
she explained, they 
must love all of 
God’s creatures 
uncondition-
ally, the way a 
mother loves 
her child.

Sufis are 
good to people 
because they 
want to be 
good to peo-
ple, not only 
for the sake of 
entering heav-

en, Rawi contends.
Her argument was supported by 

Catholic priest Thomas Merton, 
whom she quoted in her book as 
saying: “The Sufis have ways of 
learning how to pray so that you 
are really praying in the heart, from 
the heart, not just saying words, not 
just thinking good thoughts or mak-
ing intentions or acts of the will, but 
from the heart.”

In her book, Rawi encourages 
readers to understand why 

there is evil in the world. 
She says Sufis regard 

illness and disease 
as one of many ways 
that Allah chooses 
to transform us into 
better, more compas-
sionate, integrated 
human beings.

“We must not 
worry about 

what will 
come, as 

fate is not 
in any-
one’s con-
trol… Eve-
rything 

that is meant 
for you will 
come to you 
without fail, 
even if it has 
to go around 

the world in order to do so,” Rawi 
says.

She also encourages readers to 
really appreciate and value what 
they have or possess, stressing that 
“knowing (and acknowledging the 
fact) that nothing belongs to us 
leads us to enjoy everything that we 
have (even more).”

For Sufis, “God is the essence of 
gratitude so all creatures 
worship and praise Him, 
knowingly or unknow-
ingly.”

The author challenges 
the conception that Is-
lam restricts joy in life, 
stressing that “ego can 
lead us to do wrong 
while God guides 
us to avoid doing 
wrong, not with 
the intention to 
stop us from be-
ing happy.”

The best way 
to overcome the 
ego, she said, is through 
love: “Nothing conquers the 
ego as powerfully as loving mindful-
ness. Al-Muhaymin (The Dominant) 
should not restrict our joy in life; 
it should rather enhance it as our 
awareness of right and wrong deep-
ens.”

Rawi also invites readers to look 
at the bright side of life. “Sufism at-
taches great importance to smiling 
because the smile widens and sof-
tens the heart,” she argues.

“The Prophet Mohammad (PBUH) 
said: ‘When a human being looks 
at another with love, it is better for 
him than praying in the mosque 
for a whole year. Love of others is, 
hence, worth more than Muslim 
daily duties,” she added.

Divine Names offers a unique 
way of interpreting Islam under 
the name of peace. “Islam” means 
“peace” and “submission” in Arabic.

Practices such as five 
daily prayers, pil-

grimage and jihad 
are over-empha-
sised when people 

hear about Islam. 
They tend to forget 

the core essence and 
most important part 

of the religion, which 
is love, Rawi says.

Rawi has been living 
in Vienna and teaching 

Sufism for more than 20 
years. She puts on work-

shops in various countries 
and works particularly with 

women. Born in Baghdad and 
raised between Iraq, Lebanon 

and Europe, her teaching draws on 
a wealth of experience from a bicul-
tural environment that enables her 
to build a bridge of understanding 
between different cultures, open 
a space where these can meet and 
thus contribute to peace.

Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.
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When art beats terror
Carthage Film Festival 
continued despite bus 
bombing, curfew

Tunis

L 

arge crowds gathered out-
side Tunis cinemas sang 
the Tunisian national an-
them as they waited for 
tickets for the Carthage 

Film Festival less than 12 hours af-
ter a suicide bomber killed 12 presi-
dential guards in the city. More 
than 20 others were wounded in 
the November 24th attack, which 
led to the declaration of a state of 
emergency and a curfew in the Tu-
nisian capital.

Tunisians refused to let the act 
of terrorism stop them from get-
ting on with their lives. Along the 
Avenue Habib Bourguiba, the main 
street through downtown Tunis, 
people celebrated life with festivi-
ties in movie theatres and on street 
concerts.

Organisers, in defiance of the 
threat of terrorism, continued 
the festival, modifying screening 
hours to comply with the curfew. 
In a news conference following the 
attacks, festival director Ibrahim 
Letaif, announced that the 26th 
edition of the festival would go on.

“It is the only way to respond to 
these barbaric acts,” Letaif said. 
“No guests expressed their desire 
to leave the country. They are all 
staying.”

The Carthage Film Festival — the 
oldest cinema festival in Africa and 
the Arab world — is a much-antic-
ipated event. Theatre operators 
await the vibrancy the festival cre-

ates for what are almost deserted 
theatres of downtown Tunis as 
well as other Tunisian towns.

“It has become a tradition for 
most of us. We wait impatiently for 
the festival and now it has become 
annual, which means we have the 
chance to enjoy the unique spirit 
it offers every year,” said filmgoer 
Sarah, 22.

The 2015 edition of the festival 
invited spectators to more than 
300 films from 58 countries. The 
films competed in categories, in-
cluding short films, long features, 
debut films and Carthage Ciné-
Promesses.

The festival poster paid homage 
to two iconic figures of the world 
of African cinema; Tunisian film-
maker Tahar Cheriaa and Senega-
lese director, producer and writer 
Ousmane Sembene.

Though still shocked by the ter-
rorist attacks that have plagued 
Tunisia, many emphasised the im-
portance of art in combating radi-
calism.

“Tunisian cinema is a weapon 
against ignorance. The govern-
ment needs to support the distri-
bution of films more,” said Hend 
Boujemaa, a Tunisian director 
competing in the short film cat-
egory.

“The peak of violence we 
reached with the recent news of 
terrorism can only be dealt with 
through art and cinema.”

Tunisian artists expressed sup-
port of the festival continuing 
despite the attacks. Tunisian film-
maker Nouri Bouzid said: “There 
is a resistance by continuing life. 
Culture is one of the ways to give 
life to people.”

Sabri Jerbi, a Tunisian actor, 
who was at a movie theatre when 
the news of the attack broke, em-
phasised the importance of cul-
ture in opposing violence and 
radicalism.

“We heard the news when we 
were standing in queues and that 
did not stop us from going to at-

tend the film. It was an intense 
and emotional moment. Before the 
screening of the film, an hour after 
the attack, we all sang the national 
anthem to pay tribute to this coun-
try,” Jerbi said.

“The fact the festival did not 
stop is a statement to the terrorists. 
That is a blow to them. Cinema and 
art are stronger than terrorism.”

The messages of support also 
came from foreign guests of the 
festival. Egyptian comedian Bas-
sem Youssef, host of the closing 
ceremonies, saluted the Tunisian 
people for attending screenings 
in great numbers following the at-
tacks.

“I always believe that celebrat-
ing creativity and human passion 
and the power to create art is the 
best way to oppose those terrorist 
attacks. It was impressive that the 
festival continued and did not shut 
down, ” he said.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Along the Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba 
people celebrated 
life with festivities 
in movie theatres 
and on street 
concerts.

Moroccan director Mohamed Mouftakir (L) receives from Tunisian Culture Minister Latifa Lakhdar 
the Golden Tanit award for his film The Blinds’ Band during the festival’s closing ceremony.

Award winners in the feature 
film competition 

The Golden Tanit: The Blinds’ Band (Mohamed Mouftakir, Morocco).

The Silver Tanit: The Endless River (Oliver Hermanus, South Africa).

The Bronze Tanit: As I Open My Eyes (Leyla Bouzid, Tunisia/France/
Belgium).

The Special Jury Prize: Much Loved (Nabil Ayouch, Morocco).

The Best Screenplay Award: Letter to the King (Hisham Zaman, Iraq).

The Best Actor Award: Adlane Djemi for his role in Madame Courage 
(Algeria).

The Best Actress Award: Maimouna N’Diaye for her role in Eye of the 
Storm (Burkina Faso).

Carthage Film Festival: 

Roua Khlifi


