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Art by Yaffa AS

1. At a future event, a participant will raise their hand and say, “I don’t agree with every definition in this book.” 

I ask, “what were you looking for when you picked up Living to 99?”

“I wanted a guide to the definitions of the 99 Names of Allah to help me become a better Muslim,” they say. 

“I honor that you were searching for definitions, and this book is not about that. This book is a compilation of reflections about the 99 Names of Allah, not a dictionary or scholarly manual about the 99 names. These are my personal reflections, layered between my positionality of lived and professional experiences. This book is not a religious text by any means. Some of these reflections go into definitions and etymology. However, I do not claim to be an expert on the nuance and the layers of complexity that exist in the Arabic language. I wrote and now share this book because...”

Once upon a time, on Valentine’s Day in 2016, I wrote an introduction to my 99 names of Allah countdown to spring that I had done earlier that year. It was written and saved on a drive, but I  did not return to it until after writing a new introduction. I wrote the new introduction the week of Oct 7th, 2024, the one year anniversary. 

The years 2015 and 2016 were what I refer to as the grappling years. 2017 was the year of fully falling back into the abyss, while 2018 was climbing out. 2019 and 2020 were all about rebuilding, whereas 2021 was my year of rest. 2022 was the year for family caretaking. This was all leading up to the fall 2023, when all my training kicked in to respond to the genocide in Palestine post Oct 7th, 2023.  

Every year served a purpose, and before the fall of 2017, I was truly trying in 2015 and 2016. I almost cry writing this reflection thinking of the countless people — young, queer, trans, disabled, Muslim — who are also truly trying, not realizing that no matter what they do, oppressive systems will still create barriers on their journeys. 

At the time, I was grappling with what life is meant to look like for someone like me, especially since no one around me looked or felt like me. I tried to make some semblance of a life where the people I knew interpersonally and professionally were not capable of holding, not just me, but anyone at the margins of marginalization. To be clear, these were not white-cis-straight people, and I was not attempting to assimilate into whiteness, cis-ness, straightness, or any of the other systems. 

As I slipped farther into the abyss, I became resentful, but since I was in an abusive community at the time, where it was not safe to present that resentment direction, I turned the resentment towards the past. 

In a lot of ways, those years outline my journey. I was born a light in an abyss; I scrambled out; I tried grappling with what I thought was the world I wanted, then I crashed back. I haven't left the abyss in the last few years. I am one with the abyss. I am also of the light. I hover within and above the light and the abyss. And both the abyss and light serve me. When I look back at this journey of reclamation, I think about the 99 names of Allah. In late 2015, I was feeling spiritually disconnected, not from The Divine, but from The Divine's creation. To support myself on this journey, I did a daily reflection, counting down to spring. I attempted to connect with The Divine’s creation, but I connected with who I am instead. And through that connection, I reconnected with the creation. The 99 names reminded me of who I am, who I can be, who I will be, who I am meant to be, especially beyond the privileged gaze (the way the most privileged want us to be). 

As I write this and read other things I've written (sometimes things that contradict one another), I also recognize that spirit is not a doorway. Spirit surrounds us at all times. If we're only looking at what's in front of us, we only see a small part of it and miss everything else. In one moment, I could question spirit. In another, I could genuinely believe I have never questioned spirit. Sometimes, I am part of spirit. And other times, spirit is so much more than anything that can ever be within me. The list goes on and on. To me, the 99 names are different layers to spirit, allowing me to see and feel spirit. Spirit to me is everything that exists beyond a single individual or presence.  

Living to 99 is a project I have yearned to return to the entire time, but it never quite worked out. I always wanted it released around Ramadan, and I always wanted it to be a love letter to the queer and trans Muslim community. I returned to it immediately after one year had passed since Oct 7th, 2023. It is not lost on me that I returned to this project at a time when I have felt incredibly disconnected from queer and trans Muslims, as well as other communities I was part of in general. Revisiting this project and reflecting on the 99 names has allowed me to reconnect spiritually with others in a multitude of ways. It also reminded me of the numerous ways and names our people have used to pray and remember The Divine, which is evident in the inclusion of more than 99 names of The Divine in this collection — besides the names highlighted in the Quran, many names were passed on to us, some being contested and negated, while others agreed upon. I am reminded again and again that the names, known and unknown, will find us when we need them most. This collection has 105 names in total. 

2. I am tired

of violence

from States 

built to be violent 

and from communities

who want to be 

States themselves

- Mx. Yaffa from Sage (2025)

I understand religious trauma. I still feel the way teachers and baba twisted my ear whenever I was not the “best” Muslim. If I focus enough, I can still hear their words, telling me I am a sinner, hooker, hoe, disgusting, and ugly. If I lay in the sun long enough, I remember that I have been told countless times that someone like me is meant to go to Hell. I got these messages from other Muslims, as well as people following different faiths: Christians, Jews, Hindus, even Buddhists. I have even received them from atheists who don't believe in hell to begin with, yet somehow, they thought I was meant to be there. Perhaps I'm lucky that I was born equally hated by all, not from one religion, sect, or practice.

I was enamored by Allah. At four years old, visiting Seedo's land in Jordan for the first time, an acre of a wheatfield surrounded by mountains and stretching as far as the eye can see, felt like I was in Janna. I understood Allah most in that moment. I experienced an extent of joy my body could not contain. I ended up peeing myself while running through the field. 

This memory is on my mind often because it encompasses all the complex emotions of my life: joy after running in nature for the very first time, shame and fear after peeing myself, loneliness after no one noticed, and maturity after feeling my actions were silly (unbecoming). I was a four-year-old internally shamed away from ever being a child — there were obviously external factors at play here, but they were not as powerful as what I could bring into my own bodymind. If I weren’t an adult prior to this moment, running through the field then was the moment I became an adult. And if I weren’t a child before that moment, then that was when I became a child. My entire childhood filled the space, a mere acre of land. On that acre, my childhood remained. Perhaps it still remains. 

Ten years after running through it home is that field to me, both in my mind and later in my body, especially the few weeks after we moved to Jordan.. Some days, I yearn to purchase that house — stolen by my uncle — and make it home again. But the field is gone. All that's left is one acre, split between a house and trees that have reclaimed themselves since Seedo’s passing. 

I walked away an adult, truly knowing Allah for the first time in this life. Praying, reading the Quran, fasting, and other religious practices have never been difficult for me. I understood prayer. I loved rolling the words of the Quran on my tongue. I savored the dryness of a compassionate tongue while fasting. And I knew how to reach out to Allah, knowing that Allah was closer to me than the vein I could not remember on the side of my neck. I asked for a brother. I asked for food. I asked for someone to play with. I asked to stop crying. I asked for no one to notice when I peed myself (FYI, it only happened twice when I was  4 and 7). I asked for everything.

The Islam I was taught stated that our connection with Allah is strengthened when we move past our egos. Perhaps it was through the Islam of poverty I also learned Allah is The Only One you can count on. Perhaps it's because no human ever came when I called that I developed this strong bond with The Divine. Perhaps it was because when humans came, I was beat, yelled at, or raped as a child. Either way, my body was all I had, all there was to this adult living in a child's body. 

Here is where I feel different from others who have experienced religious trauma. Where others would blame Allah or other higher entities, I blamed humans, and over time, I learned to specifically blame systems of oppression. I have never blamed Allah. I do not feel entitled to Allah recreating the world for me, dismissing other people’s realities. I have always known that I own my life, in beautiful non-attached ways. If those around me and I have not done the work to build a better world, are we ready for Allah to grant it? The answer is no. 

l often ask the audience during my book talks and panels if they feel ready for a world without systemic oppression. Would they know what to do? Out of tens of thousands of people I have asked this question, no one said they were ready. If I asked Allah for a world free of systemic oppression, what good will that do, especially if all humans know is to replicate the systems of oppression we are currently living in?  

I do not wish oppression on anyone. I do not wish on anyone to endure what I have endured in my life, let alone a child. And I am grateful for the life I have been gifted, a life that from the youngest of ages broke me down into nothing. My mind moved into adulthood through joy, followed by shame and fear. My body moved into adulthood starving, grieving countless lives, and lacking a home on the borders of the Syrian Revolution — psychosis and shame filled every part of my soul. 

I find that I understand Allah when I understand Allah as the unknown, more so than the known. I feel Allah in nature, in stars, in my heartbeat, in everything known to me, but I understand Allah more in what is unknown to me. This understanding is the building block for non-attachment. I am currently writing this on a plane, flying from Ohlone land to Tungva land. I had planned to be early to the airport, but I arrived late. I refused to be stressed as I raced to check in my bags, knowing that what was destined to happen would happen. My bags could not be checked in, and the lovely attendant asked if I wanted to be moved to the non-stop flight instead of my current one with a layover. This delay allowed me to check in with a few individuals. These check-ins could not have waited. This is where I understand Allah. I can say that life is unfair, that Allah must be a horrible being because of my pain and all the pain out there, but the truth is that I am not that significant. I am not more important than eight billion humans and countless other beings.

In summer 2023, on my very first trip to Falasteen, a queer poet said she finally believed in Allah. She said there must be a sadistic creator to have envisioned this reality. I laughed — it's so easy to blame Allah instead of giving up a 401(k). 

For me, I suppose, I really don't care whether or not someone believes in a higher power at all. I don't even care if you can feel any level of spirituality. What matters is how you move towards liberation. Organized religions and non-believers claim they are the only power in charge of moving towards liberation. Yet, they are often the ones resisting liberation by constricting entry points into connection. 

There are countless entry points and pathways to move us towards liberation, all leading to the same endpoint. Believing only one pathway can exist creates barriers from reaching liberation, which ultimately means you are not committed to liberation. If you aim to create barriers to liberation, then you are supporting fascism. It's that simple.

I was recently asked what role religion played in collective liberation. I asked whether they meant spirituality or religion because I view them as separate entities. Religion can be a part of spirituality, but spirituality extends far beyond any dogma. Spirituality is connection, the connection with humans you will never meet and will never share a timeline. It is the connection with land, even if you have no “claim” to said land. It is the connection to stars and wisdom that exists in forests that we can’t comprehend. I said that there may be other ways that don’t include any spirituality, but I find it very difficult to imagine collective liberation without spirituality. To me, spirituality is the building block of collectivism, and there is no collective liberation without collectivism.  

There is a lot that can be said about how The Divine has been weaponized to move us away from The Divine for the short term benefit for a few, but that can only occur when we do not have access to ways of knowledge that affirm our connection with The Divine. There is a reason that at every stage of religious corruption, those in power will punish education, community conversations, questions that ask beyond what they themselves have determined as right or wrong. The Divine asks us, as individuals and communities, to interrogate this compass of morality through these names again and again as we live our lives. The Divine has given us a blueprint and free will to determine how we move through our lives. Free will does not imply being absolved of consequence, for our actions have consequences in this life and in what comes next. The Divine, through these names, made our purpose (steward the land and care for one another) and the paths to achieve this purpose (community care, love, compassion, non-attachment, understanding humanity and divinity (power)) clear. The Divine also  made it abundantly clear that we are all connected (every living being, not just humans), and that every step we take on any path impacts everyone and everything. 

Our purpose is not an individual one — it can only be completed collectively. 

Everything comes from The Divine (Al-Ahad and Al-Samad).

Only Allah creates and is Original (Al-Badi and Al-Musawer). 

If Allah wills it it shall be — no one supersedes The Divine (Power)(Al-Qahhar).

Allah has embedded all creation with the essence of The Divine (love, patience, forgiveness, grace, majesty).

Allah has tasked us with roles and responsibilities (stewarding the land and caring for one another)(collectivism)(Al-Jami).

Allah has given us glimpses into things that are beyond us — Only Allah Knows All (non-attachment)(Al-Aleem).

I wrote this book as a love letter to queer and trans people looking to ground in spirituality in a world where unfortunately many spiritual places tell us that we are not compatible with divinity. But we are divine. 

I wrote the following poem for desecrated poppies and I can’t think of a better way to start this collection. 
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they hate us

because we remind

them of the divine and

they realize they're nothing

like Them

they envy us

because we're the

essence of the divine and

they feel helpless in their

void

they kill us

because it's the

closest to the divine

they could ever

get

they hate us

they envy us

they kill us

the result is

the same

we are hated

we are envied

we are murdered

we are divine
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