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Abstract

This article advocates for an increased attention to how piously striving Muslims
learn about, cultivate, and experience nearness to God. The empirical material is
taken from our current research on Danish Muslims’ engagement with Islamic teach-
ing and learning. We examine examples of oral teachings that instruct the audience
to be constantly aware of God and address him directly in prayer, examples of how
an awareness of God is cultivated and practiced in everyday life, and individual nar-
ratives of experiences of being close to or helped by God. With inspiration from the
anthropology of Christianity as well as Islam, we propose an analytical model for
understanding the process whereby Muslim efforts to draw near to God can ‘work’.
Three interrelated dynamics are crucial to this process, and we identify each through
our reading of existing scholarship. The dynamics at play are, respectively, a tagwa-
infused faith frame, its related semiotic ideology, and a relationship of experienced
reciprocal agency with God.
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Introduction

I feel like I live in the real world, whereas the world you live in with non-
religious people is the non-real world. [...] It can be hard to act among others,
and I feel that it sets certain limitations as to whom I talk to about what. If it is
non-religious people who just don’t understand that mode of being, I hold back
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many things because I know they would not be able to understand. (Interview
with Louise, May 2019)

This was uttered by Louise, a Danish university student and convert to Islam in
her early 30s, when she reflected upon the fact that her mode of being in the world
set her apart from most Danes. Louise made clear that being religious, for her, had
to do with a certain ontology—Iliving in a world that is fundamentally different from
a world without (the possibility of) God’s existence, presence and nearness. To
some degree she thought about, expected and experienced things differently from
non-religious people around her, and this affected her mode of being in the world.

In our research on pious Danish Muslims’ engagement with Islamic teaching,
preaching, learning, and living a religious life, we have found that individuals’ near-
ness to God as an ideal and as experience is an important concern. Yet existing stud-
ies on Muslims in Europe seldom focus on pious interiority or experiences of an
intimate relationship to God (cf. Fadil, 2019). Rather, issues concerning politics,
identification, media, secularity, representation, and organisation are often high-
lighted (to give but a few recent examples concerning the Scandinavian countries
specifically, see e.g. Bangstad, 2014; Jensen, 2019; Lundby, 2018; Otterbeck, 2010;
Thurfjell & Willander, 2021; see also Rytter, 2019a). While these topics are impor-
tant and address central questions in the study of contemporary Islam, in this article
we advocate for an increased attention to how piously striving Muslims learn about,
cultivate, and experience nearness to God. The article takes inspiration from existing
anthropological studies on Muslims, mostly in non-European geographical contexts,
as well as studies within the history and anthropology of Christianity. Moreover, we
integrate the classical Islamic concept of fagwa with these academic perspectives in
our analysis of Muslim nearness to God.

The empirical material presented in this article is taken from our current research
on Danish Muslims’ engagement with Islamic teaching and learning. We examine
examples of oral teachings that instruct the audience to be constantly aware of God
and address him directly in prayer, examples of how an awareness of and nearness
to God is cultivated, felt, and practiced in everyday life, and individual narratives
of experiences of being close to or helped by God. Through our analyses, we find
that striving to establish nearness to God appears to be fundamental to pious Dan-
ish Muslims—both individuals and groups. Moreover, awareness and experiences of
God’s nearness and presence might both result from and lead to deepened engage-
ment with Islamic knowledge. In the following section, we introduce our conceptual
framework and propose an analytical model for understanding the process whereby
Muslim efforts to draw near to God and sense his nearness can ‘work’.

Nearness to God: conceptual and analytical framework

A conceptual combination of recent academic research on pious Muslims and Christians
with selected concepts concerning piety developed in classical Islamic tradition can prove
fruitful for analysing contemporary Muslims’ endeavours to achieve nearness to God.
A number of recent works—especially within anthropology—have considered how and
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to what extent it makes sense to include notions of divine and other non-human enti-
ties as active and agentive presences in analyses of pious religiosity (see e.g. Bialecki,
2014, 2016; Furani & Robbins, 2021; Luhrmann, 2007, 2012, 2020; Mittermaier, 2011,
2012, 2019; Orsi, 2012, 2016; Robbins, 2001, 2017, 2019; Schielke, 2019). It has been
suggested that religious subjects might be best understood as implicated and engaged
in ‘webs of relationships’ that include non-human actors who are experienced as being
able to ‘act upon’, or significantly impact, human subjects and the world humans inhabit
(Mittermaier, 2012: 249, 252). This alleged impact can be indexed by a number of signs,
which are perceived and interpreted by humans through processes of semiosis. Semiotic
ideologies, a concept developed by Webb Keane, are ‘assumptions about what signs are,
what functions signs do or do not serve, and what consequences they might or might not
produce’ (Keane, 2018: 65; see also Keane, 2003, 2007). The relevance, meaning, and
effect ascribed to a sign—for example, a certain event or utterance—will vary according
to the particular semiotic ideology through which a religious subject encounters and inter-
prets the world. This has consequences for how individuals can establish relationships to
the divine—as well as what kinds of relationships that are seen as possible.

Tanya M. Luhrmann’s (2012, 2020) work on the prayer practices of groups of
Christians in the USA and elsewhere addresses precisely the nature and possibility of
such relationships. She uses the concept ‘faith frame’, by which she means ‘a mode
of thinking in which gods and spirits really matter’, in contrast to a ‘set of expecta-
tions about an everyday world’ in which that is not the case (2020: 21). Luhrmann
herself encourages comparative use of the faith frame concept across religious tradi-
tions, as she briefly notes that there are notions for this type of awareness in Islam
(she mentions the term tagwa, which we elaborate on below), the Hebrew Bible, the
New Testament, and the Bhagavad Gita (2020: 22). Taking a concept that has been
developed in the context of one religious tradition and using it in a different religious
context always comes with potential pitfalls. Although Luhrmann’s analyses are highly
oriented toward practices, the concept of ‘faith frame’ clearly prioritises ‘faith’ as an
inner form of religiosity, which, as many have pointed out, does not play an equally
central role in all religious traditions (cf. Asad, 1993; Keane, 2007). Nonetheless, we
find that Luhrmann’s concept of faith frame captures the relationship between inner
processes and bodily practices and offers fruitful ways of engaging with Islamic forms
of piety. There are of course differences regarding what ‘faith’ means to Christians and
Muslims, yet Islamic traditions by no means lack concepts and practices that relate to
inner forms of piety and connections to the divine.

Ideas and ideals regarding how to develop and experience nearness to God has a long
and complex history within Islamic spiritual and theological traditions. A concept of par-
ticular concern is fagwa, which can be translated as, for example, ‘godliness’, ‘devout-
ness’, ‘god-fearing piety’, ‘god-consciousness’, or ‘devotion’ (Lewisohn, 2012).1 Vari-
ants of the term are highly present in the Qur’an (Ohlander, 2005) as well as in hadith

! Although we limit ourselves to introducing the concept of tagwa here, there are several related con-
cepts that would make good sense to include in an extended treatment. For example, both ikhlas (sincer-
ity) (Gardet, 2012) and niyya (intention) (Wensinck, 2012), whose uses and meanings are related to that
of tagwa, are regularly used in the environments from which our data have been gathered.
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literature, and have been elaborated on as a quality of interiorised faith by a number of
significant Islamic scholars (Lewisohn, 2012). Erik S. Ohlander’s (2005: 149) analysis of
semantic shifts and thematic contexts related to fagwa in the Qur’an shows that in suras
ascribed to the Medinan period, the ‘fear’ it implies is ‘no longer simply a psychologi-
cal state brought on by eschatological warnings but is rather cast as a moral virtue to be
cultivated’. Tagwa is thus presented as piety more generally, ‘in the sense of an active and
conscious devotion and deference to God and His will’. Ohlander also describes tagwa as
a ‘religious conscience’ and connects it to ‘spiritual matters and the relationship between
the believer and his Lord’ (Ohlander, 2005: 150). The concept of tagwa clearly has a lot to
do with the type of faith frame that can be expected to encourage and produce experiences
of nearness to God and his work in the world. It therefore makes sense to talk of a ragwa-
infused faith frame as an ideal in the Islamic settings we analyse here. We believe that the
concept fagwa-infused faith frame, which combines Luhrmann’s terminology, a classical
Islamic concept, and Mittermaier’s notion of being ‘acted upon’, has the potential to shed
further light on important but underexposed aspects of contemporary Muslim piety.

Luhrmann examines the work that Christians in various locations put into staying
within the faith frame ‘as much as they can, despite how easy it can be to get distracted or
discouraged’ (2020: 22).? She states that prayer can ‘work’ in the sense that it can make
God feel more real and closer through practices of ‘kindling’. This makes it possible for
the individual to engage in an active relationship with God in which s/he feels listened to,
taken care of, and loved. To live within a certain faith frame, we suggest, can thus mean
inhabiting the world through a particular semiotic ideology in which signs of God’s active
presence are not only possible, but desirable and sought-after. While Luhrmann suggests
that maintaining the realness of gods requires work from individual believers, this might
be especially important in a context where one’s worldview is contested due to being in
a minority position. This is in many ways the situation for Danish religious Muslims,
who typically commit to a different ontology than the majority of Danes (Andersen et al.,
2019; Poulsen et al., 2021: 23). This is reflected in the introductory quote from Louise,
who distinguished between a ‘real” world and a ‘non-real’ world. In such a minority con-
text, individual Muslims like Louise are likely to be confronted with the particularity of
their faith frame, which creates an accentuated need for a reflexive work to maintain one’s
faith frame.

The faith frame, with its ideal ontological commitment and its related semiotic ide-
ology, establishes normative knowledge about ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ as well as truths
about what agents, words, and things can and cannot do. This knowledge is typically
articulated through various types of normative religious discourse: preaching, teach-
ing, edifying literature, and the like. Learning to think and act within a faith frame,
and engaging in religious practices encouraged in such discourse, can be done with the
desire to increase one’s personal piety. This kind of conscious pious self-cultivation
can be central to individual projects aiming to achieve a certain pious habitus, as bod-
ily actions and sensory engagements have been shown to shape ethical selves through
training processes (Hirschkind, 2006; Mahmood, 2012). Yet as pointed out by Amira

2 Luhrmann also integrates references to Islamic prayer, especially through the works of Gregory Simon
(2009) and Niloofar Haeri (2021; see also Haeri, 2013, 2017). These are sources of inspiration to us as
well.
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Fig. 1 Dynamics of a sense of nearness to God

Mittermaier (2011, 2012, 2021; see also Rytter, 2016), we also do well to open up for
the unanticipated, including alleged ‘divine interventions’ believed not to be caused
by conscious pious self-cultivation, but rather by a will and agency experienced to be
external to the pious subject. In order to better understand how pious Muslims might
be entangled in webs of relationships with invisible beings, we need to be attentive to
how such beings’ presence and agency are perceived and experienced (cf. Groeninck,
2017; Suhr, 2019). Therefore, we suggest that we allow for our analysis to capture not
only the aspect of how individuals cultivate themselves in the attempt to come closer
to God, but also ways in which they learn to interpret internal and external signs as
experiences of God approaching or guiding them (Groeninck, 2017). This implies a
certain reciprocity in the ways in which Danish Muslims talk about their relationship
to God that we seek to capture in this analytical framework.

We have sought to illustrate the key points in this section in a simple model
(Fig. 1), in which there is no necessary causal starting point but rather a mutually
reinforcing circular flow. The model also indicates that disruptions that shatter a
feeling of nearness can occur if one of its elements fails to ‘work’.

With this model in mind, and based on the above, we are now ready to pose
more specific analytical questions: How do Danish Muslim preachers and teach-
ers support tagwa-infused faith frames? How is nearness to God cultivated and
supported through specific practices? What kinds of personal experiences of near-
ness to God do Danish Muslims report having? We will engage with these ques-
tions in the following, after having briefly introduced our methods and materials.

Danish Muslims and nearness to God
The material we use in this article has been gathered since 2019 onwards in a research

project focused on engagements with Islamic knowledge through teaching, preaching, and
learning practices among Muslims in Denmark. We have collected data using qualitative
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interviews, participant observation, and by accessing various forms of publicly avail-
able digital media. The material gathered through interviews and observations has been
pseudonymised, while the material gathered from public digital sources has not. In total,
Lyngsge has carried out 25 interviews with women engaged as teachers and students in
Islamic educational activities. She has also participated in 54 formal and informal classes
on Islamic topics, such as Qur’an recitation, education aimed at converts to Islam, and
various thematic lectures. These have primarily taken place in two mosques in the Greater
Copenhagen area and—during the lockdown caused by the Covid-19 pandemic—on digi-
tal media platforms. Stjernholm, on the other hand, has listened to a large number of oral
communications in Danish—such as lectures, sermons, Ramadan messages, ‘reminders’,
podcast conversations, and radio broadcasts—created and disseminated by Muslim actors
(some with a mosque affiliation, some independent). For the purposes of this article, we
have selected examples from our respective pools of data that relate to our chosen topic:
Muslim striving for nearness to God. We have compared and examined the examples
together in light of our chosen analytical framework. In these analytical conversations, the
three interrelated yet analytically distinct themes—Iearning about, cultivating, and expe-
riencing nearness to God—gradually crystallised as key topics. We have therefore chosen
to organise the analytical part of the article using this distinction.

Learning that God is near

This section focuses on efforts at orally instructing Danish Muslims to live a life charac-
terised by a fagwa-infused faith frame, meaning to be in a constant devotional awareness
of and relationship to God. We also examine how individuals receive such instruction,
as well as interlocutors’ reflections on how their mode of being in the world might differ
from that of non-religious individuals, as expressed by Louise in the article’s introduction.
There are multiple examples in our material of lectures and other oral communications
where the speaker has emphasised the importance of being aware of their reciprocal rela-
tionship with God, that is, his capacity to always observe, listen to, and respond to indi-
vidual believers’ actions and words. These examples illustrate how Danish Muslims are
encouraged to inhabit a tagwa-infused faith frame, which, as indicated by Fig. 1, is meant
to affect the semiotic ideology through which they interpret various signs, and thereby the
types of experiences they are likely to have.

In a series of lectures circulated in January and February 2021, a couple of speak-
ers representing the organisation MUNIDA (Muslimsk Ungdom i Danmark; Eng.
Muslim Youth in Denmark) focused on these topics. In one of these lectures, the
speaker took a certain hadith narrative as his point of departure for talking about
tagwa, good deeds, and treating other people well.’ Regarding the first point, the

3 The video was published by the YouTube channel “Muslimsk Ungdom i Danmark” (Muslim Youth in
Denmark, abbreviated MUNIDA) and was last accessed at https://youtu.be/ZUQp9qSInuE on 28 March
2022, when it had 200 views. Despite the lecture’s limited number of views, it is useful here as an exam-
ple of a type of Islamic teaching that recurrently takes place in this Islamic environment, rather than
a singular piece of oratory that is particularly interesting due to its uniqueness. The speaker does not
mention from where the hadith is taken, but it can be found in Nawawi’s collection of 40, taken from
Tirmidhi.
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speaker quoted Muhammad as saying ‘have tagwa of God wherever you are’.* He
then explained that tagwa means ‘being constantly [...] aware that Allah subhana
wa ta ‘ala is the one who hears, he is the one who sees, he is the one who knows
what you are thinking, what you are doing, what you are planning [...], he is All-
seeing and All-hearing’. In a further comment on the quoted hadith, the speaker
emphasised that ‘wherever you are’ means that:

It is not enough to have fagwa [...] when you are with your friends, or when
you are in the masjid, or when you are with family. No, you have fagwa wher-
ever you are. Whether you are alone or in a congregation. Whether you are in
your [...] home, the country you live in, or if you are travelling. Whether you
are in school, at work, if you are ill, if you are well, if you are rich, if you are
poor, if you are struggling, not struggling, happy, unhappy — wherever you are
and in whatever situation you are in, you are conscious of Allah.

The speaker evidently wished to convey that there is no space, no time, and no
state of affairs whatsoever where God does not see and hear you as well as know
what you are thinking. The speaker further accentuated this point by saying that we
sometimes do things when we are alone, when we know that no one can see or hear
us, which we would be ashamed to do in front of others. In these moments, we forget
that God always sees and hears us wherever we are. After having thus emphasised
the importance of ubiquitous devoutness, the speaker went on to talk about the ben-
efits of such a level of tagwa. He quoted the Qur’an as saying, ‘the most noble and
best among you is the one with the most tagwa’ (49:13), and that ‘for those who are
Allah’s allies, those close to Allah, there is no fear or worry’ (10:62).5

In a lecture from February 2021, focus was on the importance of du ‘a prayers in
the individual Muslim’s life.® The speaker quoted the Qur’an as saying, ‘make du ‘a
to me and I will reply’ (40:60).” He explained that this meant that ‘we are required
to have this conviction [...] that Allah will respond to our calls.” The speaker then
related two narratives to support his point. The first narrative was about the prophet
Musa, who is said to have had mutual and direct communications with God. In
the story, a childless woman approaches Musa in order to ask him to petition God
to bless her with a son or daughter. When Musa asks God, however, he receives

4 The quotation was first made in Arabic, ataqgillah haithuma kunta, and then translated into Danish. All
translations from Danish were done by the authors.

5 Here, we have translated the oral rendering in Danish by the speaker. In Abdel Haleem’s translation,
this section of 49:13 reads: ‘In God’s eyes, the most honoured of you are the ones most mindful of Him’
(our italics). The Arabic term here is atqakum, i.e. the ones who have more tagwa. In 10:62, the people
specified are the awliya Allah, which is often translated as ‘friends of God’ — Abdel Haleem renders it
‘those who are on God’s side’ — and used about spiritual Sufi masters. The notion of being ‘God’s friend’
is further mentioned by an interlocutor below. The following verse, 10:63, speaks of the yattaqun, the
ones with tagwa.

% The video was published by the YouTube channel “Muslimsk Ungdom i Danmark” (Muslim Youth in
Denmark, abbreviated MUNIDA) and was last accessed at https://youtu.be/M220rXDyWXKs on 28 March
2022, when it had 311 views. Regarding the relevance of analyzing a video with a limited number of
views, see comment in footnote 4.

7 In Abdel Haleem’s rendering: ‘Call on Me and I will answer you’.
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the answer that God has made her one of those who cannot conceive. Musa tells
the woman about this response. When some time has passed, Musa sees this same
woman carrying a small child. He approaches her and asks, ‘Is this your child?’
She confirms and explains that every time she was told that God had made her one
of those who cannot conceive, she had uttered ‘Ya Rahim’, which addresses God
as ‘the Merciful’ and is one of the names of Allah (Akkach, 2015). The repeated
uttering of this name as a form of du ‘a gave her hope, as she was convinced that
God, being merciful, would provide for her. The speaker emphasised that despite her
situation, she kept turning to God by using one of his names and kept her conviction
that God would provide for her. Eventually, she was proved right.

The second narrative has at its centre a prominent medical doctor whose flight
during an international journey is forced to make an emergency landing. The doc-
tor, frustrated and eager to reach his destination, rents a car. While driving, he stops
to pray and knocks on a random door. A woman opens, and inside the doctor sees a
sick child. The woman says that the child is ill and that the only doctor able to save
the child had no time to see them. However, she has made du ‘a asking that this par-
ticular doctor will see the child. As it turns out, this is the precise doctor who, as if
by accident, has knocked on their door. According to the speaker, the doctor broke
down and cried when he realised that God had guided him to this child as a response
to the woman’s prayer.

Both of these narratives emphasise the importance of asking God for help regard-
ing material, concrete things—although not materialist or selfish desires. The two
narratives’ respective resolutions likewise reinforce the power and willingness of
God to respond in material, concrete ways. The stories thereby point to other effects
of du ‘a than increasing one’s spiritual level of proximity to God or developing an
attitude of dependence on and trust in God, both of which have been emphasised by
Islamic scholars (Katz, 2013; Khalil, 2011; Stjernholm, 2021). At the same time, the
speaker points out that God might not respond in the way we had imagined or hoped
for, since his knowledge about what we really need is greater than our own. Taken
together, the two lectures presented here reinforce what is indicated in Fig. 1: the
need to live within a tagwa-infused faith frame, constantly aware of God, and know-
ing that God will respond to sincere, repeated prayers.

The specific faith frame of a religious group is learned through a process, for
example, through engaging with lectures promoting certain ontological commit-
ments like those above. However, sometimes individuals express that religious
teachings, when learned, articulate what they were already aware of; that they reflect
their pre-reflexive certainty about the world and their own constitution. The 26-year-
old Sana, who was engaged as a student and teacher in a Sufi mosque, said that in
this mosque she had found what she had always felt to be true. She perceived her-
self to have been guided to this particular mosque and its shaykh. Sana had spent
her teenage years searching for authentic Islamic knowledge in various mosques
and Islamic institutes. The Sufi shaykh and community had taught her to ‘put into
words’ the love and the values she had always carried with her. It just ‘made sense’,
she explained (Interview, July 2019).

Specific faith frames are not necessarily known known by the individual prior to
the experiences and feelings they are said to name. There can be various degrees of
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‘fit" between individual feelings and experiences on the one hand, and a faith frame
on the other hand. For it to ‘make sense’, the perceived fit must be satisfying. At the
same time, faith frames shape processes of sense-making. They affect the kinds of
feelings and experiences one is likely to have, and they regulate which are perceived
as religiously legitimate and important. Ultimately, our interlocutors frequently
viewed this dynamic as being the work of God. Sana, as mentioned, felt guided by
something outside of her to the Sufi mosque and its shaykh. Preachers, teachers, and
students we encountered regularly explained events, like adopting a specific faith
frame, with reference not only to the intensions or actions of human individuals or
groups. Rather, from the point of view of the Danish Muslims we have listened to,
faith frames ‘come to’ (Mittermaier, 2012: 248) the believer because their hearts and
minds, being created by God, long for them.

Cultivating nearness to God

To really have tagwa, rather than simply knowing that you should be constantly
aware of God, demands continuous commitment to practices that nurture and main-
tain this awareness (Luhrmann, 2020: 21). In our material, we find an emphasis on
cultivating the self to develop a constant state of fagwa. In this section, we analyse
how Danish Muslims describe and reflect on ways to cultivate a sense of nearness
to God—as well as the relevance of such processes of cultivation and purification.
Many of Lyngsge’s interlocutors expressed that their main motivation for engaging
with Islamic knowledge was a desire to establish and maintain a close connection to
God in their everyday life. The 24-year-old university student Sara, for example, said
that her engagement with Islamic knowledge was a way to cultivate an awareness of
the otherworldly and develop perceptiveness beyond the ordinary and everyday-like.
When asked what motivated her to teach Islamic subjects, she replied:

I think it’s an important knowledge to have. So that everything doesn’t
become so profane (verdsligt). Everyone would be nourished from engaging
in and being aware of something that is not so profane. There should be a bal-
ance with also looking inwards, [acknowledging] that there exists something
greater than yourself. Being conscious about that also makes you more humble
(ydmyg) in your everyday life. (Interview, May 2019)

For Sara, engagement with Islamic knowledge was a way of connecting to spir-
itual aspects of life, thus committing to a faith frame and maintaining its relevance.
The humbleness mentioned by Sara fits well within the ‘pious fear’ implied by
tagwa. It implies a specific ontological status of the individual in a web of relations
with an almighty God. Understanding one’s true constitution and relationship to the
divine was a commonly expressed motivation for engaging with Islamic knowledge.
This understanding would then establish a foundation for approaching God. The
abovementioned Sana explained:

Everything is much easier to deal with (kapere) because you understand your
relationship to God; God is made much more real (virkeliggjort) when you
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also understand the consequences of your actions, the positive consequences,
that if you do like this, there is Paradise. (Interview, July 2019)

Continuously engaging with Islamic knowledge was described as a way to remind
oneself of one’s relationship to God and to recommit to this connection in everyday
life. Some women described how being knowledgeable was not in itself the main
goal. Rather, engaging in a search for knowledge should maintain and improve one’s
relationship to God by constantly reaffirming one’s fagwa. Seeking Islamic knowl-
edge was a never-ending process in which there was always more to be learned; one
continuously needed to reaffirm, remind, and recommit oneself in order to maintain
and increase one’s fagwa and nearness to God, as Fig. 1 also indicates (cf. Gade,
2004; Lyngsge, 2018).

The Qur’an, in particular, was described as the ultimate, inexhaustible source for
this process. In her study of Iranian women’s prayer practices, Niloofar Haeri (2021;
see also 2017) describes how the Qur’anic text invoked in prayer acquires multiple
meanings depending on context, though the words remain the same. As the mean-
ings of Qur’anic passages are produced in an interaction between the text and the
individual reciter, they develop over time in accordance with the memories, expecta-
tions, and emotions of the praying subject (Haeri, 2021: 90). We have encountered
similar attitudes and narratives towards the meaning and power of Qur’anic words.
They were seen as universally meaningful, in the sense of containing wisdom for
every situation. At the same time, a certain life situation can lead to the disclosure
of a previously unknown meaning of a verse, thus giving the impression that the
Qur’an—meaning, ultimately, God—‘speaks’ to each specific moment of one’s own
life.

In a semi-private women’s study group on interpretation of the Qur’an (tafsir)
led by Zainab, a woman in her 60s, this notion of the Qur’an was fundamental to
the participants’ engagement with the text. During classes, Zainab often empha-
sised that the participating women’s comments made her discover new aspects of
verses despite having read them many times before (cf. Gade, 2004, 49; Haeri, 2021:
87-88). For one specific class during Ramadan 2020, the women had read the 99th
sura, al-Zalzala (The Earthquake). After discussions on the meaning and benefits of
its verses, Zainab suggested that the participants should integrate it into their even-
ing prayer. She explained that after having read and discussed it during the day, it
would attain a fresh meaning for everyone, as it would touch their hearts in a new
way. Engaging closely with the words of the sura was thus perceived as both a way
of opening the text for enhanced understanding and opening one’s heart to experi-
encing the effect of God’s words.

Prayer, in its different forms, was also highlighted as an especially potent time
for developing nearness to God. In May 2019, Sana gave a lecture on the topic
of achieving God’s friendship. Sana used both the Danish words for friend (ven)
and friendship (venskab) as well as the Arabic term wali (plur. awliya), which she
explained to be common in the Qur’an. Within Sufi traditions, awliya Allah com-
monly refers to Sufi shaykhs or saints and implies that these possess extraordinary
capacities due to their relationship to God (Ernst, 1997: 58-59; Radtke et al., 2012).
When Sana talked about achieving God’s friendship, she did not equate her listeners
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with Sufi masters. Rather, she presented their intimate relationship to God as an
ideal for every Muslim to strive for. Becoming God’s friend was, in this perspec-
tive, the very core of what it meant to be Muslim. To have God as one’s closest
friend, Sana explained, meant to follow God in love and to trust that he will solve
your problems and protect you from harm. She mentioned prayer as an important
way to establish and affirm one’s relationship to God. Addressing God in prayer
and remembering him in dhikr were ways of reminding oneself that ultimately one
belongs to God, as well as acknowledging that God is present in each of our lives.
Sana described prayer as a moment to establish a ‘direct connection’ to God (Field
notes, May 2019). Prayer was thereby described as a repeated, explicit affirmation of
a tagwa-infused faith frame, through which the praying subject performs a certain
ontological commitment by acknowledging God’s existence (by addressing him), his
agency (by asking for his intervention), and humans’ dependency on him (see also
Mittermaier, 2019: 7; Bandak & Henkel, 2021).

Apart from being encouraged in Islamic educational settings like those described
above, Muslim efforts to cultivate a close relationship to God are sometimes empha-
sised in forms of communication aimed at a broader public. One example is an epi-
sode of a Danish podcast series launched in 2021 called The Sharia Manifest (Sharia
Manifestet). This podcast represents an in-depth thematic explication of a 43-point
‘Danish Muslim Manifest” written by the two podcast hosts: Kasper Mathiesen, who
has an MA in Islamic Studies and is a convert to Islam, and Naveed Baig, who has
worked as hospital imam and is a PhD Candidate in Islamic theology at the Univer-
sity of Oslo.® In an episode on the topic ‘Islam and Reformation’ (Islam og reforma-
tion 2020), the two hosts expanded on what they considered to be the most impor-
tant form of Islamic reformation, namely that of the heart and one’s inner self. Here
is an abridged excerpt of their conversation:

Kasper: The purification of the heart is a core tradition in Islamic history, in
Islamic spirituality, the idea that humans can improve (forbedre) themselves.
That our heart can be purified, the whole razkiyat al-nafs,’ that is the enno-
bling (foreedling) of the ego [...], that you can get closer to Allah, that you
can develop, that is the very core of Islam. [...] Behind [the exterior] there is
a much more important focus that is the relationship to God, what is called
muraqabat al-nafs,'® meaning that you self-critically keep an eye on yourself,
watch yourself, regulate yourself, in every little movement of the heart.

Naveed: Yes, so what we really mean with purification of the heart is talking to
God. [...] Real reform is when we turn to God and God receives us and hears
our prayers, [and gives] us his grace and his forgiveness and his mercy, and

8 More information (in Danish) about the manifest and the podcast can be found at https://www.dansk
muslimskmanifest.dk/ (last accessed 28 March 2022). The manifest and the podcast have both received a
fair amount of attention in Danish print and broadcast media.

° The Islamic (especially Sufi) concept of tazkiyat al-nafs, or ‘purification of the self’, has been dealt
with thoroughly by Gavin Picken (2005, 2011).

10 This concept within Islamic spirituality refers to a constant vigilant and watchful surveillance of one’s
inner self, in order to keep one’s spiritual focus on God alone rather than egoistic desires. For further
explanation and context, see e.g. the multiple occurrences of muragaba in Chiabotti et al. (2017).
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not least his love — that is what Muslims are after, God’s love [...]. In Islam we
don’t need an intermediary (mellemled) to reach God, the basic Islamic teach-
ing is precisely a reformation that says that the human becomes liberated and
has access to God anywhere, at any time, and can pray to God whenever and
wherever. So, there is already implicit in Islamic theology a reform movement
in that humans (mennesket) should move towards God, and reach nearness
(neerhed) and intimacy (nerver) to God. (‘Islam og reformation’ 2020)

The language employed here is partly, though not exclusively, drawn from Sufi
Islamic traditions. It should be noted that the rationale behind the supposed effec-
tiveness of practices of purification, self-regulation, and prayer is an expectation that
God will thereby be felt to be closer—this is why we have put ‘nearness to God’
at the centre of Fig. 1. As noted, there is an assumed reciprocal agency involved
in this process. The pious subject acts in order to seek closeness to God, for exam-
ple, through prayer, studies, and self-improvement. This is thought to open up for
sensing an intimate nearness to and presence of God. In turn, God is expected to
respond by coming near to, acting upon, and otherwise bless the pious subject. This
sought-after reciprocity demands certain actions on the part of the believer, while
the tagwa-infused faith frame simultaneously assumes certain actions on behalf of
God.

Experiencing nearness to God

When interviewed, Sana explained what it meant for her to feel connected to God
and sense his presence in her life:

This light makes you more grounded [rodfestet] in yourself; you do not hesi-
tate (flakker) between choices in your life, you do not become as affected by
other people’s opinions, but are more concerned with God’s thoughts about
you [tanker om én]. 1 wish everyone could experience this, it is very beautiful.
[...]1 I can become fascinated by this myself, shed tears over how lucky I am to
be carried through life in this way. (Interview, July 2019)

For Sana, God’s nearness was experienced in different ways, although here she
described it as ‘light’.!! Basically, she sensed it as an ever-present guidance, keep-
ing her on track and affirming that ultimately, her existence depended on God. For
Sana, who was associated with a Sufi tradition, the cultivation of ikhlas, ‘a unity and
purity of [the] interior gaze which is directed at God and God alone’ (Gardet, 2012),
made room for God’s light to shine within her. This affected her mode of being in
the world, her ontological commitment. She talked about being ‘carried’ rather than
‘going’ through life, indicating an agency other than her own. Sana said that she felt
supported by God through the joys and difficulties of life. This helped her to orient
herself towards the will of God rather than the opinions of her acquaintances. She

! There is a long and rich Islamic tradition of associating ‘light’ (nur) with God (Lange, 2021) as well
as with the prophet Muhammad (Andani, 2020).
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described the feeling of God’s nearness as a bodily sensation of ease, calmness, and
meaningfulness. Sana also felt that God equipped her with more time than other
people, for example, her non-Muslim colleagues. She said:

Some people ask me, ‘how do you find the time for all the things you do?’ But
I don’t feel stressed, and I believe it is the spiritual aspect (det spirituelle) that
magically provides me with more hours in the week. The spiritual gives every
day a specific blessing. Of course, everything is not all rosy (lysergdt), some
periods are more stressed than others, but it is not common. (Interview, July
2019)

Sana sensed God’s impact on her everyday life as a qualitative alteration of
time—not in a metaphorical sense, but concretely. She also gave examples of people
from her mosque who similarly received help from God in the form of needed extra
time or power.

Often, interlocutors voiced implications of God’s nearness on their life as an
expectation, something that they longed for or hoped would happen. This typically
related to active pious cultivation of the relationship to God, for example, through
prayer. The actual experience of God’s nearness and agency, however, was said not
to be caused by human actions. Cultivation was rather a process of opening oneself
up to the active work of God (Luhrmann, 2020; Mittermaier, 2011, 2012). Again,
there is a perceived reciprocal agency where the individual’s intentional work can
be supplemented by sensing God as ‘an active player’ in the world (Mittermaier,
2019, 8). When Louise, who was introduced in the article’s beginning, was asked
what had led her to join the specific Sufi mosque she frequented, she explained that
she had been guided by God’s intervention. She recognised that from an outsider’s
point of view, it might seem coincidental. However, to Louise it was not. She nar-
rated a series of events relating to her conversion that she knew resulted from God’s
guidance. She had taken an interest in Islam as a young adult and gradually came
to seek more advanced Islamic learning. Regarding this seeking, she said: ‘It’s my
perception that I received help from God to have this placed within me’ (Interview,
May 2019). During a time of loneliness after turning her back on what she called
unhealthy, un-Islamic relationships, she came upon an old friend from high school
who was Muslim—‘coincidentally, in quotation marks’ (Interview, May 2019). It
was also through God’s intervention, Louise said, that she found herself living next
door to the shaykh whom she would later come to consider her spiritual guide. Sum-
ming up, Louise said:

I have constantly been given (giver) what is right. I could easily have found
something related to Salafi teachings, but in my heart, I could just sense that
that interpretation of Islam is not right. (Interview, May 2019)

The point here is that Louise perceived this sensation in her heart as resulting
from God’s guidance. Just like she was convinced that God had guided concrete
events, her feelings were similarly affected by God. From Louise’s and Sana’s narra-
tives, it is clear that the experience of God’s nearness also informs and affirms their
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faith frame as well as the semiotic ideology through which they perceive the world
(see Fig. 1).

Both Sana and Louise experienced the nearness of God on a mental level, affect-
ing their feelings, moods, and abilities. Yet they also reported sensing God’s impact
more concretely, as guidance through and causation of actual events. For Louise, an
example of the latter was that she unknowingly came to live next door to the person
who would become her shaykh. Louise self-consciously reflected on her own story,
and the fact that it deviated from common perceptions of human agency and inten-
tionality (Groeninck, 2017: 179f; see also Barad, 2007). ‘It’s hard to explain to a
non-religious person’, she said, but elaborated:

It really is as if it is not a decision you take from your own cognitive, reflected
process. It is as if your heart takes the decision for you. That’s also how it was
in [the mosque]. I just knew I was in the right place. It was an altogether differ-
ent feeling. (Interview, May 2019)

As described by Sana and Louise, being in the world as a Muslim is to experience
God’s nearness both in one’s interior and as signs to interpret in the exterior world
(cf. Groeninck, 2017: 167f). Experiencing and acknowledging the work of God
within oneself and in one’s life, as in Louise’s refusal to see events as coincidental,
is an affirmation of an Islamic faith frame that is promoted, for example, by local
Islamic scholars, teachers, and preachers like those cited above.

Concluding discussion

In our analyses, we have pointed to the central importance ascribed to learning
about, cultivating, and experiencing nearness to God in our material. In the first sec-
tion, we presented examples of how a focus on tagwa was used in a mosque-affil-
iated lecture to encourage the audience to strive for a constant awareness of God.
In a lecture on du ‘a, the speaker emphasised the benefits and concrete effects that
approaching God directly through prayer can have.

The next section pointed to the process of cultivating individual nearness to
God. As shown, crucial ways of doing so are by engaging with Islamic learning and
approaching God in prayer. Rather than being mainly done out of a sense of obli-
gation, we find that our interlocutors emphasise the benefits and rewards they get
out of such practices because they further a nearness to God. Engaging in learning
and prayer are ways of actively opening oneself up to sensing God’s omnipresence
and nearness, thus committing to a specific faith frame that includes a perceived
reciprocity in the relationship between God and the individual Muslim. Individuals’
spiritual openness and sincerity can be cultivated through practices of learning and
prayer, ostensibly bringing the individual closer to God.

In the last section, we discussed the narratives of two women who experienced that
God ‘carries’ them through life, ‘gives’ them what is right, and ‘places’ knowledge ‘within
their hearts’, so that life is lived through God’s active guidance. Both women acknowl-
edged that their experiences were not likely to be taken at face value by a non-religious
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person. However, Sana’s and Louise’s accounts did not include particularly dramatic
or miraculous events. Rather, their stories point to a sense of intimacy with God that is
sensed in the mundane realities of everyday life (cf. Schielke, 2019). They represent an
ontological commitment that includes the comforting and guiding presence of God; or, as
Luhrmann (2020: 21) phrases it, ‘a sustained, intentional, deliberative commitment to the
idea that invisible beings are involved in human lives in helpful ways’.!>

How can we understand the interrelatedness between the ideas, practices, and experi-
ences concerning Danish Muslims’ nearness to God that we have presented in this article?
We have proposed a model (see Fig. 1) that illustrates how a sense of nearness to God can
become established and maintained. This included the notion of a tagwa-infused faith frame,
building on Luhrmann’s vocabulary. This faith frame represents a specific ontological com-
mitment with certain rights and wrongs, which the individual typically learns about through
various types of religious instruction. An example from our analysis is the conviction that
God will respond to those who make sincere du ‘a to him. We have further combined this
with Keane’s concept semiotic ideology in order to capture that people interpret signs—such
as words, movements, bodily sensations, and actions—differently. A particular faith frame,
in this case one that we have called tagwa-infused, will support a certain semiotic ideology,
according to which individuals who successfully inhabit the faith frame are likely to inter-
pret various signs. An example from above is the sense that God speaks directly to your own
life experience when you recite the Qur’an—rather than it simply being a regular text. The
interpretation of signs according to a certain Islamic semiotic ideology furthermore opens up
for possible experiences of divine intervention and active guidance, as pointed out by Mitter-
maier and others. Occurrences that may seem perfectly ordinary to a non-religious individual
may be interpreted as clear signs of divine intervention or guidance by a person inhabiting
a tagwa-infused faith frame. As an example, we can recall Louise’s refusal above to accept
certain events in her life as being coincidental. We have further suggested that the faith frame
includes an expectation—which can support experiences—of a reciprocal agency, whereby
the individual’s efforts to draw near to God is felt to be ‘answered’ by God, who in turn draws
nearer to the individual. Such experiences are likely to feed into an increased conviction
of the truthfulness and usefulness of the fagwa-infused faith frame, meaning that the three
dynamics we have pointed to in Fig. 1 are interrelated in a mutually reinforcing way.

To conclude, we are pointing to an aspect of Muslim piety where tagwa-infused
faith frames allow individual Muslims to pursue and experience a reciprocal near-
ness to God as a comforting and guiding agency in their lives. We suggest that more
attention should be paid to the work done by Muslims in different cultural environ-
ments in order to draw near to God as well as to the effects this is alleged to have. In
this article, we have attempted to take such a mode of analysis one step further by
pointing out three interrelated yet distinct dynamics of how a felt nearness to God
can come about.

12 Although we have focused on positive experiences of nearness to God (following our material), expe-
riencing oneself to be entangled in webs of relationships to unseen actors—such as gods, spirits, and
demons—can certainly also be negative, including feelings of fear, anxiety, and lack of personal free-
dom. Although we have not been able to engage thoroughly with the existing literature on Islamic exor-
cism and jinn possession here, it would be interesting to study the ‘helpful’ and the ‘harmful” webs of
relationships alongside each other.
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