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The concept of love for God in the works of Ruzbihan Bagli is not a merely
conceptual or abstract expression. Rather, it is the result of encountering and
experiencing God in beautiful imagery and accompanied by ecstatic states.
Although he always emphasizes the transcendence and purity of God's
essence and rejects anthropomorphism (tashbih) and corporealism (tajsim),
from a structuralist perspective on religious experiences, the realization of this
experience is compatible with contexts such as aestheticism, the Ash‘ari
belief in divine vision (ru’ya), and the Sufi concept of iltibas. Ruzbihan
considers beauty to be the object of love, and in divine love, beauty in its
sensory sense takes precedence and is not interpreted in other terms such as
goodness or perfection. As an Ash‘ari, he believes in the possibility of seeing
God. The Ash‘ari God, transcendent of logical laws, is capable of any action
and thus, while being transcendent in existence, can descend to the realm of
human perception and knowledge. According to the Sufi theory of iltibas,
divine lordship can manifest in objects and visible forms, although this
manifestation is epistemological rather than ontological. From the totality of
these contexts, love for God is interpreted in its conventional, interpersonal
sense and the result of a personal experience. The analysis of the
meaningfulness of love for God, considering its experiential nature and its
contexts, is one of the findings of the present paper.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The concept of love primarily implies a special relationship between two human beings with personal
bodies and emotions. However, the word 'love’ has sometimes been applied to a kind of deep relationship
with God, surrounded by broad and different conceptions in various schools. Some thinkers claim that using
this term for God is possible only metaphorically (Brummer, 1993, pp. 71-98), while others apply it literally
(Brady, 1967, vol. 2, p. 662). Such a plurality is primarily due to the ambiguity of applying the concept of
love to a realm without physical or emotional attributes, especially when it's applied in abstract theologies
that believe in God's epistemological and conceptual transcendence (Levine, 1992, pp. 91-105). In the
Islamic world, Ruzbihan Bagli (1128-1209), with a different first-person perspective, has the most explicit
discussions on this topic. Given his emphasis on God's pure transcendence, the question arises: what does
he mean exactly by the phrase 'love for God'? This paper aims to analyze semantically this phrase and its
components, determining whether this concept shares the conventional meaning of love or whether we
should interpret it metaphorically as subjective and inner transformations. Literally speaking, how could it
be possible to have a romantic relationship with a transcendent being beyond the zone of the material world?

Discussion

Divine love, as the deepest level of connection with God, constructs a specific theological system in
Ruzbihan's thought. It explains the pinnacle of human interaction with the transcendent realm as a form of
romantic relationship (Bagli, 2013, pp. 15, 24). In his analysis, concepts like love and union are not
reducible to feelings of ecstatic unity, virtue, or resemblance to God. Rather, divine love is developed based
on human love and is intertwined with many of its components, such as beauty, encountering the beloved,
fascination, restlessness, passion, and the desire for union (Bagli, 2013, par. 63, 10, 58, 100). He describes
God and the sacred realm in a romantic experience with an indescribable attraction to beauty, and all the
elements of religious experience, such as irrationality, indescribability, transience, and passivity, are also
observed here (James, 2011, pp. 420-426). Divine love, for him, is the result of a two-way communication
where God reveals himself to Ruzbihan not as an absent pronoun (‘He'") but as a present addressee (‘Thou'),
and demands love from him. Love is his reaction to seeing God's beauty in a human-like form (Buber, 1958,
pp. 6-11). Therefore, the interpretation of divine love in Ruzbihan Bagli's view is not a conceptual-abstract
expression but rather the result of encountering and experiencing God in beautiful images and accompanied
by ecstatic states. From a structuralist perspective, religious experiences are contextualized and based on
belief systems, personality traits, culture, etc. Understanding these experiences requires attention to these
contexts. This article, by examining the contexts related to the experience of divine love in Ruzbihan's
works, evaluates the significance of love for God in the structure of Ruzbihan's thought.

Conclusion

Ruzbihan's account of his experience of God does not align with mystics’ descriptions about their unity
experiences. Instead, it presents a participatory and dialogical relationship where aesthetic and religious
experiences merge, creating romantic feelings and emotions within a sensory framework using familiar and
conventional imagery. He provides a narrative of spiritual events experienced in the past. Ruzbihan's
language in describing these experiences is rich with creative imagery, not limited to traditional symbolism
but grounded in encounters with an anthropomorphic being. Despite acknowledging God's transcendence
and distinctness from the created world, Ruzbihan's experience of divine love centers around a personalized
and human-like God; while initially paradoxical, a kind of coherence can be understood by considering the
contextual nature of religious experiences.

Ruzbihan experiences his love for God based on three main contexts. First is aestheticism, which
emphasizes beauty, especially human beauty. This element is very powerful in shaping his understanding
of divine love and its compatibility with human love. Second, Ruzbihan's Ash’ari belief in the possibility
of seeing God forms the basis of his encounter with God. The Ash’ari God, transcendent of logical laws, is
capable of any action and thus, while being transcendent in existence, can descend to the realm of human
perception and knowledge (par. 14). Third, the Sufi belief in iltibas, which, by invoking divine lordship,
allows for the manifestation of God in tangible and familiar objects, although this manifestation is
epistemological rather than ontological (Par. 57). Based on these contexts, Ruzbihan's religious experience
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is structured as a romantic relationship with the transcendent realm, sharing similarities with the common,

interpersonal understanding of love. The related images and emotions are closely linked to the concept of
eros.
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