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Abstract

Islamic mysticism witnessed the emergence of various theories of divine love, the earliest of
which appeared in the city of Basra among a group of ascetics who represented a transitional phase
from asceticism (zuhd) to full-fledged Sufism. Among these were figures such as Riy ibn ‘Amr al-
QaysT, Kulayb, ‘Abdak a al-Sh, and most notably Rai‘ah al-‘ Adawiyyah, who pioneered this spiritual
path. Beginning with Rai‘ ah, Sufism came to be grounded in a deeply introspective method that focused
on the soul's relationship with God, aiming at union with the Absolute—or, at the very least, cultivating a
bond of intimate friendship and love (‘ishq) with the Divine, which could lead to a form of mystical
union. This trajectory developed in a clear and continuous line, from the notion of divine love articulated
by Ra‘ah in the latter half of the second Islamic century, to al-allj’s famous declaration “I am the one
whom | love” (“Ana man ahwa”) at the end of the third century.

Undoubtedly, the notion of divine love raised considerable controversy between jurists (fugaha’) and
Sufis. The jurists typically rejected the idea that God can truly love or be loved, interpreting references
to love in the Qur’an as metaphors for God’s mercy and kindness toward His servants. For them, a
servant’s love for God is expressed through obedience to His commands and the performance of
prescribed rituals. In contrast, the Sufis affirmed that God both loves and is loved in a literal sense. The
point of contention lay in the implications of love: jurists associated it with human emotions—such as
longing, intimacy, spiritual ecstasy, and passionate yearning—which they deemed inappropriate in
reference to the Divine. Sufis, however, embraced these emotional states as authentic dimensions of the
believer’s spiritual experience.

Despite these divergent views, the concept of love recurs frequently in the Quran and appears to
encompass three interrelated dimensions: a tender affection from God toward the servant, a yearning
love from the servant toward God, and a reciprocal love between the two.
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