Sexual Relationship In Islam 

INTRODUCTION Most people are shy to talk about sex. It is more often a source of vulgar jokes and obscene language than a topic for serious discussion, let alone accorded religious significance. Invariably this applies to the Muslim community as well. Yet the Prophet Muhammad s.a.w. and the early Muslims were very vocal and explicit in their public statements and advice concerning this subject. 

This shows that sex is not a taboo topic in Islam. Instead, it can be discussed openly but in a responsible and serious manner. A married couple who are open and candid with each other in expressing their respective concerns, dislikes, preferences or even fantasies concerning their sexual relationship are more likely to enjoy a satisfying sexual life. And this, Islam endorses, as we shall see in this chapter. 

From concept to practice, we shall discuss the significance of the sexual activity in our development as a Muslim. The chapter emphasises the Prophet's statements and advice concerning love-making, which elevate sex from a mere carnal activity into a medium for relating to and enhancing your relationship with your spouse. This should be most useful for first-timers and the inexperienced as a preparation for this whole new experience. 

ISLAMIC VIEWPOINT ON SEX : THE MIDDLE GROUND 

Attitudes concerning sex are varied and diverse. Opinions vary widely from one person, culture or religion to another. And yet, within the same cultural and religious background, there are also differing views. A lot of what is attributed to a particular culture or religion is as much due to the misguided practices of its followers as to its original teaching. However, we are fortunate that the original message of Islam is preserved in the Qur'an. The examples of the Prophet s.a.w. and his original teachings regarding sex are thus available for all to understand. We can better understand the Islamic viewpoint by contrasting it with two widely held extreme viewpoints on sexual activity. 

At one extreme there are people who regard sex as a hindrance to spiritual and moral development. In this view, sex is considered profane and incompatible with spiritual development. A person who wants to attain a higher spiritual status has to sacrifice his own sexual gratification. As a consequence, celibacy is regarded as meritorious and is advocated among the spiritual elite. At best, this view would regard the sexual activity as a 'necessary evil' which the 'lay person' is allowed to engage in but only for the purpose of procreation. Any other purpose is considered a sin. 

On the other extreme, there are those who glorify sexual fulfilment at the expense of personal responsibility. Anything from homosexuality to anal intercourse is permissible in the name of individual gratification. This preoccupation with sex often borders upon obsession and sexual intercourse is associated largely with lustful passion free from responsibility. 

The Islamic perspective on sex is contrary to both extremes. Islam has always advocated the middle ground by recognising the sexual needs of men and women as natural and essential to a person's religious development. However, it defines sexual fulfilment in the context of marriage and humble devotion to Allah s.w.t. and sexual activities must be practiced in accordance with the guidelines laid down by Him and His Prophet s.a.w. Above all, the purposes of sex reach beyond the mere fulfilment of a biological need, assuming a greater significance in our development as a Muslim. 

PURPOSES OF SEX IN ISLAM 

Sex For Procreation 

Having children and starting a family is a common reason for marriage. And the yearning for children was encouraged by the Prophet s.a.w.: "Marry loving and prolific women since I shall be the most proud among all the prophets with your numbers." (Hadith reported by Ahmad) Likewise, the desire for children is reflected in the Qur'anic stories of prophets who yearned for descendants, like the Prophets Ibrahim a.s. and Zakaria a.s.1 However, their yearning for descendants was not for the fulfilment of a personal benefit. Rather, it was driven by their wish for their descendants to continue their life long service to Allah s.w.t., as exemplified in the words of the mother of Mary: "Behold! A woman of 'Imran said: 'O my Lord! I do dedicate unto Thee what is in my womb for Thy special service:' ..." (Al-i- 'Imran, 3:35) Likewise, the yearning for children should rightfully be complemented by the attention and care given in their upbringing so that they in turn will be an asset to Islam. 

Sex For Enhancement Of Relations 

In our relationship with others, we do not confine ourselves to verbal communication. We also use bodily gestures, artistic symbols, even gifts to communicate ideas and emotions to enhance our relationship. At times, these gestures are more powerful than verbal communication. 

When the Prophet s.a.w. said, "Every good deed is charity, and it is a good deed that you meet your brother with a cheerful face,"2 he referred to a different kind of giving. A smile is a gift as it relieves a burden in times of difficulty or enhances joy in times of happiness. Likewise, other senses may also be used as a gift such as when we hug our mother to show how much we miss her, fill our living room with the fragrance of freshly plucked jasmine to welcome our guests or sing a lullaby to induce a child to sleep. 

The sexual activity evokes our senses of touch, sight, smell and hearing to achieve ecstasy and fulfilment. If the intention behind a touch or a 'motion' is to evoke these senses for our partner's pleasure, then it is a type of gift, just like in a smile. And, in this sense, the greatest sensual gift must surely be the pleasure of orgasm. Thus, love-making can become the giving and receiving exquisite sensations, thereby enhancing the feelings of "love and mercy" each partner holds for the other. 

Sex For Recreation 

Sex may also be for the sheer fun of it, pure enjoyment of the sensations or simply to release stress. But even for such recreational purposes, love-making can have a spiritual significance, very much like the enjoyment of other favours from Allah s.w.t. such as food or a breath-taking view. 

For example, when we take the time to savour the myriad tastes in our food, rather than gulping it down in haste, we actually experience the pleasures of Allah's creation. Similarly, we experience visual pleasure when we stop to admire a flower, or climb a mountain solely for the view at the peak. 

Likewise, we may have a 'glimpse' of a divine attribute in such an earthly act when we savour each delightful moment of love-making. The exquisite sensations of sex are testimony to the Infinite Ingenuity of Allah s.w.t. in His Act of creation and His Mercy in sharing with us His Limitless Pleasures. 

Thus, having sex for recreation or for fun has a spiritual value provided the fun is not limited to sensual enjoyment but instead generates a higher understanding of the attributes of the Divine and increases our awe, affection and devotion for our Creator. 

Sex is not an end in itself, but its purposes are varied and wide-ranging, from fulfilling a social need in procreating to appreciating Divine Attributes through the richness of sensations experienced in love-making. When it is practised within the limits set by Allah s.w.t. and His Prophet s.a.w., its value to our Islamic development is bound only by our imagination. 

INSIGHTS INTO LOVE-MAKING 

The Prophet Muhammad's sayings and advice on sex were rather candid and open, thus providing us with valuable insights into the sexual activity. They show an understanding of the differences between male and female sexuality and advocate an attitude which calls for husband and wife to respect and harness these differences for their mutual enjoyment and pleasure. 

Fundamental Difference Between Male And Female Sexuality 

Saidina Ali r.a., the Prophet's close companion and son-in-law, had symbolically described the fundamental difference of male and female sexuality. He said that Almighty Allah created sexual desires in ten parts; then He gave nine parts to women and one to men. (But then Allah) also gave them equal parts of shyness. In other words, nine parts of shyness to women and one part to men. 

This implies, quite ironically, that a woman actually has a greater capacity for sexual desire but is more inhibited by shyness. On the other hand, a man is more forthcoming in his sexual advances, but this belies his lower capacity in comparison to a woman. 

A recent scientific explanation of the human sexual response cycle, describes it as going through the four stages of excitement, plateau, orgasm and resolution. Normally, men and women experience the same stages, except that in general men proceed more quickly from the excitement phase through to the orgasmic phase. In comparison, women ascend through the phases more slowly. However, they are better at sustaining sexual ecstasy without reaching a climax, thereby prolonging the sexual experience, while men are prone to rush towards the peak, thereafter falling back to the pre-excitement stage.3 

As a man can naturally reach climax before the woman is even ready, this may have given rise to the misconception that men are stronger sexual beings while women have no capacity for sexual fulfilment. But a study of the Prophet's sayings on sex reveals his recognition of this fundamental difference and he addressed both men and women on their respective roles in bringing about harmony and pleasure in love-making for both parties. 

Foreplay a role for both to play. 

The Prophet s.a.w. was reported to have said, "Let none of you fall suddenly upon his wife like an animal. Let there be a messenger between the two. Someone asked: 'What is the messenger, O Prophet?' He said: 'Kissing and words of love'." (Hadith reported by Dailami) 

"Kissing and words of love" are two examples the Prophet s.a.w. used to illustrate his idea of a "messenger" which should precede love-making. But our repertoire of advances could well include the other three senses of sight, smell and touch; and we need not even be confined to these if we are able to influence the emotions and thoughts of our partners. 

Using Saidina Ali's words as a gauge, it is fair to conclude that the Prophet's contemporaries knew that men are quicker to get aroused and that women require more coaxing to attain the state of sexual readiness. But, more importantly, they may have found this attention to the female party in sexual intercourse a little too revolutionary. Considering their well-ingrained Jahiliyah (pre-Islamic ignorance) perception of women as sex objects for man's gratification, such public statements by the Prophet s.a.w. were most necessary to set things right. A woman's readiness for the sexual encounter is important as its absence... 
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