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Abstract 

The life and works of Said Nursi, the luminary figure of Islamic world are permeated with Sufi ideas, embodying within 

themselves a deep spiritual quest as well as an allegiance to the essentials of his contemporary brand of Sufism. Nursi grew 

up learning the spiritual life under Sufis and was well acquainted with the profound tradition of Islamic mysticism. It was 

this foundation that set in tone his deep dive into Sufi ideas and practices down the line. Nursi always had something of a 

mystical leaning and throughout his life he was conscious to respect this side, never neglecting the need for spiritual 

contemplation, devotion and in essence inner illumination. Nursi deals with Sufism at great depth and with eloquence in his 

literary works, especially in his masterpiece Risale-i Nur (Epistles of Light). Nursi's writings predominantly focus on the Sufi 

strand of Islam which is centered around the wayfaring journey of the individual towards union with the Divine, Tawhid 

(Oneness), love and submission to the Divine. This paper explores the study of Sufi characteristics in Nursi’s personal life 

and his voluminous works. It will essentially be a desk research.  
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Introduction 

Said Nursi (1876-1960 AD) is a seminal figure in modern 

Islamic thought whose legacy is deeply rooted in both 

Sufism and theology. His most influential work is the 

Risale-i Nur (Epistles of Light). His intellectual journey 

and contributions reflect a profound engagement with 

Islamic mysticism and a remarkable synthesis of 

traditional and contemporary Islamic scholarship. Born in 

the Kurdish region of the Ottoman Empire, Nursi’s early 

exposure to the rich tapestry of Sufi spirituality 

significantly shaped his worldview and scholarly pursuits. 

Nursi’s formative years were steeped in the spiritual and 

intellectual traditions of Islam. His education began with 

traditional Islamic studies, where he absorbed the 

classical teachings of the Qur'an, Hadith, and Islamic 

jurisprudence. However, it was his encounter with Sufi 

mysticism that left an indelible mark on his intellectual 

development. The mystical dimension of Islam, with its 

emphasis on inner purification and direct experience of 

the Divine, resonated deeply with Nursi and became a 

cornerstone of his philosophical and theological outlook 

(Dagli, 2017). 

The Risale-i Nur Nursi’s magnum opus, represents a 

synthesis of his Sufi inclinations with rigorous theological 

analysis. Written during a period of significant socio’ 

political upheaval in Turkey, the work addresses the 
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challenges posed by modernity, secularism and 

materialism. Through a series of epistles, Nursi sought to 

articulate a vision of Islam that remained relevant and 

vibrant in the face of contemporary challenges. His 

approach to Qur'anic commentary and Islamic philosophy 

is notable for its innovative blending of traditional 

exegesis with modern existential concerns (Eickelman, 

2004). 

Nursi’s writings are characterized by their accessibility 

and practical guidance. He aimed to bridge the gap 

between the esoteric dimensions of Sufism and the 

intellectual demands of the modern world. His 

interpretations of the Qur'an are infused with mystical 

insights simentensoly grounded in rigorous scholarly 

methods. This dual approach allows him to address both 

the spiritual and rational needs of his readers, offering a 

comprehensive perspective on Islamic teachings. The 

influence of Sufism in Nursi’s work is evident in his 

emphasis on inner spiritual development and the 

experiential aspects of faith. His writings often explore 

themes of divine love, personal transformation, and the 

nature of the Divine, reflecting the deep impact of Sufi 

teachings on his thought. At the same time, Nursi's work 

addresses contemporary issues such as the relationship 

between religion and science, the role of faith in public 

life, and the challenges of secularism (Gülen, 2002). 

 

Early Life and Sufi Influences 

Nursi's early years were instrumental in shaping his 

spiritual and intellectual development. Born in 1876 AD 

in the Kurdish region of the Ottoman Empire, Nursi came 

from a devout Muslim family deeply rooted in Islamic 

tradition. His father, a respected and pious figure in their 

community, was known for his commitment to Sufi 

practices. This environment provided Nursi with an early 

and profound introduction to the mystical dimensions of 

Islam. Nursi’s initial education took place in his village, 

where he studied under local scholars who were well-

versed in both Islamic jurisprudence and Sufi traditions. 

These early years were crucial in forming his worldview, 

as he was exposed to Sufi teachings that emphasized inner 

purification, spiritual enlightenment, and a deep personal 

connection with the Divine (Haleem, 2004). The Sufi 

principles of Tasfiyah (purification of the heart) and 

Tazkiyah (spiritual growth) had a lasting impact on him, 

shaping his approach to both religion and life. As Nursi 

progressed in his education, he continued to delve into 

Sufi ideas while also expanding his knowledge in Islamic 

theology and philosophy. His academic pursuits were 

marked by a dual focus: integrating the mystical insights 

of Sufism with traditional Islamic scholarship. This 

integration was evident in his early writings, which, while 

grounded in Islamic jurisprudence, also reflected a 

profound engagement with Sufi concepts. His work 

during this period sought to explore the deeper spiritual 

dimensions of Islam, blending rigorous theological 

analysis with mystical insights (Kısakürek, 2011). Nursi 

drew significant inspiration from Sirhindi's teachings, 

viewing him as a guiding force in his own spiritual and 

intellectual development. In his writings, Said Nursi 

refers to Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi as “Imam Rabbani” 

acknowledging him as his first spiritual teacher.  

Nursi’s engagement with Sufism was not merely 

academic; it deeply influenced his personal and spiritual 

life. The Sufi emphasis on the inner journey and the 

pursuit of divine closeness resonated with him, guiding 

his intellectual and spiritual explorations. This 

foundational period laid the groundwork for his later 

works, particularly the Risale-i Nur which would come to 

define his scholarly legacy. In the Risale-i Nur Nursi 

would integrate these early Sufi influences with a 

contemporary approach to Islamic thought, addressing 

modern challenges while remaining rooted in traditional 

spirituality (Lings, 1983). 

 

The Risale-i Nur: A Sufi Perspective 

The Risale-i Nur is a monumental work consisting of 

numerous volumes that offer a comprehensive 

commentary on the Qur'an. Nursi’s approach to 

interpreting the Qur'an is deeply influenced by Sufi 

principles, integrating mystical insights with rigorous 

theological analysis. The central theme of the Risale-i Nur 

is the concept of divine unity (Tawhid), which is pivotal 

both in Sufism and mainstream Islamic theology. Nursi’s 

treatment of tawhid goes beyond a mere theological 

affirmation of God’s Oneness. He explores Tawhid in a 

mystical context, examining how the Oneness of God 

manifests in every aspect of existence. This approach 

reflects the Sufi understanding of Tawhid as not just a 

doctrinal principle but a lived reality that permeates the 

believer’s spiritual journey. One of the most notable Sufi 

elements in the Risale-i Nur is its use of symbolism and 

allegory (Lumbard, 2011). Nursi frequently employs 

imagery drawn from Sufi traditions to illustrate complex 

spiritual truths. For instance, he utilizes the metaphor of 

light and darkness, a common motif in Sufi literature, to 

depict the struggle between spiritual illumination and 

ignorance. This symbolism helps convey profound 

insights into the nature of divine reality and the path to 

spiritual enlightenment. In addition to symbolic language, 

the Risale-i Nur emphasizes the importance of inner 

purification and the cultivation of spiritual virtues 

(Mardin, 1989). Nursi’s teachings on self-reflection, 

patience, humility, and compassion are deeply rooted in 

Sufi ethics. He encourages readers to engage in a process 

of spiritual transformation, aligning with the Sufi 

practices of self-purification (Tazkiyah) and the quest for 

divine closeness (Mardin, 1996). 

 

Sufi Themes in Nursi’s Writings 

Said Nursi's writings, particularly in Risale-i Nur, are rich 

with profound Sufi themes that reveal his deep 

engagement with mysticism and spiritual principles. 

Central to his works is the theme of divine love, a core 

concept in Sufi thought explored in texts like The Words 

and The Letters. In Sufism, divine love transcends mere 

sentiment, serving as the driving force behind the soul's 

quest for union with the Divine (Nasr, 1991). 

Nursi's exploration of this theme highlights how love for 

God is fundamental to the spiritual journey. He portrays 

divine love as both the sustainer and motivator of the 

believer’s devotion, demonstrating its transformative 

power in deepening one's relationship with the Divine 

(Nursi, 2006). In his writings, Nursi often illustrates the 
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centrality of divine love in the believer’s life. He 

describes how this love inspires a profound commitment 

to God, urging followers to cultivate a heart that yearns 

for divine closeness. This love, according to Nursi, is not 

passive but an active force that transforms the believer, 

enabling them to transcend worldly distractions and focus 

on the eternal. His reflections emphasize that through 

genuine love for God, individuals experience spiritual 

elevation and a profound sense of purpose (Schimmel, 

1975). Another key theme in Nursi’s work is the concept 

of divine submission, or Tasleem. In Sufi thought, 

submission to God transcends mere outward compliance 

with religious duties; it involves an inner surrender to the 

Divine will (Turgut, 2004). Nursi highlights this aspect of 

submission by urging believers to approach their faith 

with sincerity and humility. He illustrates that true 

submission requires recognizing the supreme authority of 

God and willingly aligning one's will with the Divine plan 

(Yavuz, 2003). 

Nursi’s treatment of divine submission is intricately 

linked to his discussion of Tawhid, the Oneness of God. 

He argues that understanding and accepting God’s unity 

naturally leads to a wholehearted submission. By 

acknowledging God’s singularity and omnipotence, 

believers are guided to surrender their ego and personal 

desires, thus aligning themselves with the Divine will. 

This submission is not portrayed as a mere obligation but 

as a natural outcome of recognizing the majesty and 

singularity of God (Zitouni, 2016). The journey of the 

soul is another recurring theme in Nursi’s writings. He 

depicts the spiritual path as a transformative journey from 

worldly attachments to divine union, reflecting the Sufi 

journey toward spiritual realization (Zubair, 2018). 

According to Nursi, this journey involves several stages 

of self-purification and spiritual growth. It requires 

overcoming the ego, refining the heart, and seeking 

enlightenment (Kaya, 2013).  

Nursi describes this spiritual journey as a process of 

continuous refinement and self-discovery. He emphasizes 

that true spiritual progress involves a deep inner 

transformation where one sheds the burdens of worldly 

desires and attachments. This process, he suggests, leads 

to a closer union with the Divine, echoing the Sufi belief 

that spiritual ascent involves transcending the self and 

merging with the ultimate reality. Through his writings, 

Nursi underscores the significance of faith in facilitating 

this journey. He portrays faith as a powerful force that 

enables believers to navigate the challenges of the 

spiritual path. By nurturing a strong and sincere faith, 

individuals can achieve spiritual enlightenment and 

ultimately experience a profound union with the Divine. 

Nursi’s emphasis on the transformative power of faith 

aligns with Sufi teachings that view spiritual ascent as a 

gradual process of personal and spiritual development 

(Lumbard, 2011). 

 

Nursi’s Influence on Contemporary Islamic Thought 

Nursi's integration of Sufi elements into his work has 

significantly shaped contemporary Islamic thought. His 

distinctive approach has left a lasting impact on modern 

Islamic scholarship and spiritual practice, offering fresh 

perspectives on traditional doctrines. At the core of 

Nursi’s influence is his emphasis on spiritual 

introspection and inner transformation. His work, 

particularly the Risale-i Nur, serves as a vital resource for 

those delving into Islamic spirituality. The Risale-i Nur 

combines deep theological insights with Sufi mysticism, 

providing a comprehensive framework for understanding 

and practicing Islam in a contemporary context. This 

fusion has captivated a new generation of Muslim 

scholars and seekers, including figures like Fethullah 

Gülen, Ali Bulaç, and Ibrahim M. Abu-Rabi', who are 

drawn to its deep exploration of faith and spiritual 

development (Mardin, 1996). Nursi’s incorporation of 

Sufi concepts into his theological discourse provides a 

unique perspective on the relationship between mysticism 

and mainstream Islamic theology. His work demonstrates 

how Sufi spirituality can enrich and complement 

traditional Islamic teachings, offering practical solutions 

to modern challenges faced by the Muslim world. By 

harmonizing Sufi principles with Islamic jurisprudence 

and theology, Nursi has illustrated the relevance of 

mystical teachings in addressing contemporary issues. 

His approach is particularly noteworthy for its ability to 

bridge the gap between ancient Sufi practices and modern 

Islamic thought. Nursi’s synthesis of these elements 

highlights the enduring significance of mysticism in 

today’s world. His framework encourages a deeper 

understanding of how spiritual insights can be integrated 

into everyday life, fostering a more holistic approach to 

Islamic practice (Turgut, 2004). 

The Risale-i Nur’s impact extends beyond theoretical 

discussions, influencing practical aspects of Islamic life. 

It has inspired various movements and organizations, 

such as the Nurcu movement, the Fethullah Gülen 

movement, and the İskenderpaşa community, all 

dedicated to spiritual education and personal 

development, reflecting its broad appeal and relevance.. 

Nursi’s work continues to resonate with those seeking to 

reconcile traditional Sufi practices with contemporary 

challenges, demonstrating the timeless nature of his 

insights (Zarcone, 2001). 

 

Conclusion 

Nursi's life and works offer a profound exploration of the 

Sufi dimensions of Islamic thought. His early engagement 

with Sufi teachings, combined with his scholarly pursuits, 

resulted in a unique synthesis of mystical and theological 

insights. The Risale-i Nur exemplifies Nursi’s ability to 

integrate Sufi themes with rigorous analysis, providing 

readers with a path to spiritual enlightenment and 

understanding. His personal embodiment of Sufi virtues, 

including humility, patience, and compassion, further 

underscores his commitment to mystical principles. As a 

pivotal figure in the intersection of Sufism and modern 

Islamic thought, Said Nursi continues to inspire seekers 

of truth and wisdom, illuminating the path toward divine 

realization and inner peace. Nursi's contributions to 

Islamic thought and spirituality reflect a deep engagement 

with Sufi principles. His integration of mystical elements 

into his theological framework, coupled with his personal 

embodiment of Sufi virtues, highlights the enduring 

relevance of Sufi spirituality in contemporary Islamic 

discourse. Nursi's works remain a testament to the 
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profound impact of Sufism on modern Islamic 

scholarship, offering valuable insights for those on a quest 

for spiritual and intellectual enrichment. 
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