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Abstract. In an era marked by rising psychological distress, spiritual dislocation, and identity
confusion among young people, this study explores the transformative role of Sufism in healing
trauma and reconstructing identity. Using a qualitative phenomenological approach, the research
investigates how youth engaged in Sufi spiritual practices—such as dhikr (remembrance),
muragabah (meditative introspection), and sohbet (spiritual discourse)—experience emotional
regulation, identity integration, and renewed purpose. Data were collected through in-depth
interviews, participant observations, and reflective journals from 15 participants in Indonesia and the
United Kingdom. Thematic analysis revealed five interconnected themes: spiritual anchoring and
identity reclamation, emotional stabilization through dhikr, the healing function of Sufi communities,
the alchemical transformation of suffering through divine love, and the emergence of meaning and
service-oriented purpose. Findings suggest that Sufism offersa unique blend of psychological depth,
spiritual wisdom, and communal support that is often absent in conventional mental health models.
It not only facilitates coping and resilience but also fosters profound inner transformation, reframing
trauma as a pathway to divine intimacy and personal awakening. This study underscores the
relevance of Sufi epistemology in contemporary trauma discourse and recommends the integration
of spiritually grounded, culturally contextualized approaches within youth mental health frameworks,
especially in Muslim communities.
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1. Introduction

In the rapidly shifting landscapes of the modern world, young people face unprecedented challenges
to their psychological well-being and identity formation. The rise of globalized media, intensified by
the proliferation of digital technologies, has created a fragmented cultural environment in which
traditional structures of meaning, belonging, and spiritual grounding are often destabilized (Turkle,
2011; Bauman, 2007). As a consequence, many youth today are grappling with a deep sense of
alienation, existential emptiness, and emotional trauma—conditions that mainstream psychological
frameworks frequently struggle to address in a holistic manner (Maté, 2022; van der Kolk, 2014).

While psychological interventions offer valuable tools for navigating personal distress, there is a
growing recognition that they often lack the metaphysical depth and spiritual integration required to
addressthe crisis of meaning that underlies much of contemporary youth suffering (Pargament, 2007,
Cortright, 1997). It is within this context that Sufism—commonly described as Islamic mysticism
emerges as a deeply relevant yet underexplored resource. With its emphasis on the purification of the
heart (tazkiyat al-galb), remembrance of the Divine (dhikr), and inner transformation through divine
love, Sufism offers a profoundly integrative paradigm for healing that encompasses the spiritual,
psychological, and existential dimensions of the human experience (Schimmel, 1975; Chittick, 1989).

The Sufi tradition does not isolate mental anguish as a purely neurological or cognitive dysfunction
but rather situates it within the broader dynamics of the soul’s journey toward God (Al-Ghazali, 2005;
Nasr, 1987). Emotional wounds, identity confusion, and feelings of inner void are interpreted not as
permanent deficits, but as veils that can be lifted through self-purification, spiritual discipline, and a
reconnection with one's higher purpose (Knysh, 2010; Ernst, 1997).
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Youth trauma, in both its personal and collective manifestations, is often shaped by factors that
transcend individual experience—such as war, displacement, poverty, family breakdown, cultural
dislocation, and the pervasive pressure to conform to superficial societal ideals (Erikson, 1968;
Ungar, 2004). These phenomena contribute to what Erik Erikson described as "identity confusion,” a
state in which young individuals struggle to integrate a coherent sense of self amidst competing
values, fractured narratives, and social instability. Compounding this, the neoliberal emphasis on
individualism and achievement has rendered vulnerability and spiritual longing as weaknesses rather
than integral components of human development (Taylor, 1991; Gergen, 2009).

As a result, many youth are left without a safe, sacred space in which to explore the depths of their
inner world or make sense of their suffering. Sufism, in contrast, offers precisely such a space
(Helminski, 2000; Frager, 1999). Rooted in the Qur’anic ethos and centuries of Islamic spiritual
practice, the Sufi path views the heart not merely as a metaphor for emotion, but as the seat of divine
knowledge and spiritual perception (ma'rifah) (Murata & Chittick, 1994; Lings, 1975). The ailments
of the heart—such as fear, despair, anger, and confusion—are understood to be spiritual diseases
(amrad al-galb) that can be treated through remembrance, surrender, and spiritual companionship

(Badawi, 1978; Hermansen, 2009).

The Sufi process of healing involves a gradual emptying of the ego-self (nafs) and a simultaneous
reorientation toward the Divine Beloved (al-Haqq) (Chittick, 2000; Rumi, 2004). In this sense,
healing is not simply about overcoming trauma, but about rediscovering the original harmony
between the self, the world, and the transcendent (Ibn Arabi, 1980; Sells, 1996).

Contemporary scholarship has increasingly pointed to the importance of integrating spirituality into
therapeutic practice, especially for populations whose cultural and religious identities are deeply
intertwined with spiritual traditions (Wong, 2012; Koenig, 2012). Transpersonal psychology, somatic
healing, and trauma-informed care have all begun to acknowledge the role of spiritual insight and
embodied wisdom in the process of recovery (Cortright, 1997; Levine, 1997; Wilber, 2000). Yet, few
frameworks have explicitly drawn from Islamic spirituality—particularly Sufism—as a systematic
method for healing youth trauma (Haque, 2004; Abu-Raiya & Pargament, 2010). This gap is
particularly pressing in Muslim-majority societies and diasporic communities where youth often face
the dual burden of cultural marginalization and spiritual disorientation (Roy, 2004; Cesari, 2009).

The present study seeks to address this lacuna by exploring the potential of Sufism as a holistic
approach to healing trauma and restoring identity among young people. It investigates how key Sufi
teachings—such as the remembrance of God (dhikr), reliance on a spiritual guide (murshid), and the
cultivation of divine love—can serve as pathways toward inner integration and emotional resilience
(Helminski, 2017; Geoffroy, 2010). In particular, it examines the ways in which Sufi practices
function as therapeutic tools for transforming pain into meaning, grief into surrender, and
fragmentation into wholeness.

Moreover, the study is grounded in the lived experiences of young individuals who have engaged
with Sufi-inspired healing practices. Through qualitative interviews, participant observation, and
thematic analysis, it aims to capture the nuanced ways in which Sufi teachings are being reinterpreted,
embodied, and internalized by a generation seeking not just survival, but transcendence (Hoffman,
1995; Scharbrodt, 2007). These narratives provide crucial insights into how Sufi spirituality is being
revived as a dynamic, adaptive force in addressing the deepest wounds of the human condition.

The relevance of this inquiry extends beyond theological or doctrinal considerations. At its core, the
question of how to heal the wounded heart is a universal one—cutting across religious, cultural, and
psychological boundaries (Nouwen, 1979; Jung, 1964). In an era marked by rising mental health
crises, spiritual fatigue, and ideological polarization, the Sufi tradition offers an invitation to
reimagine healing not as a return to normalcy, but as a journey toward divine intimacy, self-
knowledge, and compassionate community (Schuon, 1981; Khalil, 2017).
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In framing this study, several core questions are pursued: What specific aspects of Sufi spirituality
resonate most deeply with young people facing trauma and identity loss? How do Sufi practices
facilitate inner transformation and resilience in the face of suffering? What role do spiritual mentors,
rituals, and community play in sustaining this healing process? And how can these insights be applied
within contemporary mental health, educational, and religious frameworks to support youth
development?

2. Finding and Discussion

The results of this study present a nuanced and deeply textured understanding of how young
individuals experiencing trauma and identity crises engage with Sufi spirituality as a transformative
and healing process. The thematic analysis revealed five major interconnected themes: (1) Spiritual
Anchoring and the Reclamation of Identity, (2) Emotional Regulation and the Therapeutic Power of
Dhikr, (3) Community as a Healing Container, (4) Divine Love and the Transformation of Pain, and
(5) Self-Discovery and the Emergence of Purpose. These themes, drawn from participant interviews,
observations, and reflective journals, are discussed in light of Sufi metaphysics and contemporary
psychological theories of trauma and healing.

2.1. Spiritual Anchoring and the Reclamation of Identity

Participants consistently described Sufi practices as providing a framework for re-rooting
themselves after periods of existential confusion. Many of them articulated a sense of “returning to
their essence” or rediscovering who they truly are beyond the roles, traumas, or cultural expectations
that had previously defined them. This theme resonates with the Sufi concept of fitrah—the
primordial human nature aligned with the Divine.

For example, a participant from the UK recounted how engagement with the teachings of Rumi
and guided muragabah sessions enabled her to separate her sense of self from the sexual abuse she
had endured as a teenager. She stated, “Through Sufism, I learned that I am not what happened to
me. I am a soul journeying back to God.” This echoes Eriksonian ideas of identity integration, but
through a spiritual framework (Erikson, 1968; Frager, 1999).

Sufi rituals and the language of the heart (galb) provided not only ontological grounding but also a
reorientation toward anon-fragmented self. For many, identity shifted from being externally validated
to internally illuminated through remembrance of the Divine. The experience aligns with Chittick’s
(1989) exposition on the heart as the locus of self-recognition and divine consciousness in Sufi
metaphysics.

2.2. Emotional Regulation and the Therapeutic Power of Dhikr

One of the most pronounced findings was the regulation of intense emotional states through the
practice of dhikr. Participants suffering from anxiety, depression, or dissociation reported significant
emotional stabilization after consistent engagement with rhythmic dhikr practices, whether in solitude
or group settings.

A 22-year-old male from Indonesia who had previously been diagnosed with PTSD after a natural
disaster said, “The repetition of God’s name calms something deep inside me. I can breathe again. |
feel held.” This aligns with research on the parasympathetic nervous system activation through
meditative repetition and breath control (Levine, 1997; Koenig, 2012). However, unlike secular
mindfulness, dhikr also provides theological assurance and existential anchoring, creating a multi-
layered healing effect.

Moreover, participants noted that dhikr offered a language for emotions that they had not been able
to articulate. In crying during dhikr sessions, many reported cathartic release and a sense of
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purification—echoing classical Sufinotions ofbuka’ (spiritual weeping) as a sign of divine proximity
(Schimmel, 1975).

2.3. Community as a Healing Container

The role of Sufi communities (tarigas) emerged as a vital component of the healing process.
Participants described these spiritual gatherings as “safe spaces,” where vulnerability was not only
allowed but embraced. Weekly sohbet (spiritual discourse), communal dhikr, and mentorship from a
spiritual guide (murshid) created an environment of compassionate witnessing and acceptance.

Several participants contrasted these communities with both their family and peer environments,
where emotional expression or spiritual exploration had been discouraged. A young woman in Jakarta
remarked, “In my Sufi circle, no one judges you for crying or asking why. Here, pain is honored.”
This finding parallels trauma-informed care models, which emphasize the importance of relational
safety and attuned presence in healing (Porges, 2011).

These communal dimensions of Sufi healing underscore the function of ummat-like spaces that are
spiritually cohesive and emotionally nurturing. In these settings, identity reconstruction becomes a
shared, rather than isolated, journey. Hoffman’s (1995) ethnographic observations of Sufi groups in
modern Egypt reflect similar dynamics of emotional refuge and identity affirmation.

2.4. Divine Love and the Transformation of Pain

Another dominant theme was the alchemical process of pain being transformed through divine love
(mahabbah). Participants frequently described their wounds not as barriers, but as portals to spiritual
depth. This transformation often occurred through poetry (e.g., Rumi, Ibn Arabi), reflective solitude,

and personal prayer.

One participant wrote in her journal, “I used to hate myself for being broken. But now I see—my
heart cracked open so God could enter.” This statement mirrors the Sufiteaching that suffering, when
spiritually processed, purifies the heart and draws it closer to the Beloved (Rumi, 2004; Chittick,
2000).

From a psychological perspective, such reframe is closely aligned with post-traumatic growth, where
adversity is reinterpreted as a source of spiritual resilience and existential meaning (Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 2004). In Sufi theology, pain is not merely tobe endured but embraced as a divine invitation
to intimacy.

2.5. Self-Discovery and the Emergence of Purpose

The culmination of the healing journey for most participants was a renewed sense of purpose. As
inner chaos gave way to inner stillness, participants began to articulate clearer life goals and a deeper
motivation to serve others. Many linked their trauma narratives to a broader spiritual calling, echoing
the Sufi ideal of khidmah (service) as both healing and sacred obligation.

One male participant who had struggled with addiction and homelessness described how Sufism
helped him find the courage to pursue a counseling degree. “Now [ want to help others walk the path,”
he said. This mirrors Wilber’s (2000) transpersonal developmental arc where healing naturally leads
to generativity and self-transcendence.

The emergence of purpose also carried a communal orientation. Several participants initiated youth
circles, online spiritual content, or creative expressions (art, poetry, music) that conveyed their
experiences. This dynamic illustrates how personal healing can evolve into communal transformation

when grounded in a spiritual ethic.
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2.6. Integrating Findings with Theoretical and Theological Frameworks

The study’s findings resonate powerfully with both classical Sufiteachings and contemporary trauma
recovery frameworks. The return to fitrah as a metaphysical realignment parallels Jungian
individuation and Eriksonian identity coherence. The use of dhikr as a regulatory tool is supported
by somatic psychology and neuroscience. Meanwhile, the communal dimension of sohbet and
murshid-guided mentorship aligns with attachment theory and narrative therapy’s emphasis on safe,
co-regulated spaces.

Crucially, the concept of divine love (mahabbah) as a transformative agent adds a spiritual potency
absent in secular models. Where psychology may stop at adaptation or coping, Sufism moves toward
tagarrub (divine proximity), offering not only healing but elevation.

The results suggest that Sufism provides a spiritually coherent, psychologically robust, and
communally supported framework for healing trauma and reconstructing identity among youth. In a
time of existential fragmentation, Sufi spirituality helps young people transform woundsinto wisdom,

dislocation into direction, and despair into devotion.

These insights affirm the relevance of integrative models that include spiritual epistemologies in
addressing youth mental health. They also invite a reimagining of healing—not as a return to pre-
trauma normalcy, but as a sacred journey of becoming.

2.7. Implications

The findings of this study reveal a profound intersection between Sufi spirituality and youth
psychological resilience, offering a range of theoretical, practical, and policy-level implications for

fields such as psychology, education, religious studies, and community development.

2.7.1. Implications for Mental Health Practice

This research challenges the dominance of purely secular models in trauma therapy by highlighting
the efficacy of spiritual practices—specifically Sufi ones—as legitimate forms of psychological and
emotional healing. The experiential impact of dhikr, muragabah, and the symbolic reframing of
suffering through divine love (mahabbah) suggest that Sufi-based interventions could serve as
complementary or alternative approaches within trauma-informed care (Frager, 1999; Khalil, 2017;
Levine, 1997), especially for Muslim youth. Therapists and counselors working in multicultural or
faith-sensitive settings must therefore expand their frameworks to include spiritually integrated
modalities that honor clients’ metaphysical worldviews (Pargament, 2007; Abu-Raiya & Pargament,
2010).

2.7.2. Implications for Youth and Religious Education

The study indicates a strong potential for Sufi spirituality to be adapted within educational spaces,
not just as a religious curriculum component, but as a holistic approach to student well-being and
identity development (Geoffroy, 2010; Helminski, 2000). Schools, pesantren, and university
chaplaincy programs can benefit from incorporating Sufi texts, contemplative practices, and spiritual
mentoring to support students in finding meaning, emotional grounding, and ethical direction. Such
integration can be particularly powerful in contexts where young people face high levels of stress,
moral confusion, or cultural fragmentation (Erikson, 1968; Scharbrodt, 2007).

2.7.3. Implications for Community and Social Development

The communal aspect of Sufi healing—manifested in sohbet, spiritual gatherings, and mentor-student
relationships—positions Sufi spaces as organic support systems for youth empowerment.
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Community-based organizations and local governments can collaborate with Sufi centers or orders
to design programs that provide safe, spiritually nourishing environments for young people at risk of
mental health decline, addiction, or social isolation (Hoffman, 1995; Chittick, 1989). These programs
may also serve to prevent radicalization by channeling spiritual longing into peaceful, introspective
practice rooted in love and mercy (Roy, 2004; Cesari, 2009).

2.7.4. Implications for Interdisciplinary Research and Policy

The study affirms the importance of interdisciplinary approaches in addressing complex youth issues
that traverse mental, emotional, and spiritual domains. Policy-makers in health, religion, and youth
affairs must recognize the need for culturally and spiritually relevant models of care (Haque, 2004;
Koenig, 2012). Funding, research, and institutional support should be directed toward initiatives that
legitimize the role of spiritual traditions—such as Sufism—in mental health recovery, identity
resilience, and personal development (Mate, 2022; Wilber, 2000).

3. Conclusion

This study set out to explore how Sufi spirituality contributes to healing trauma and rebuilding
identity among young people in contemporary contexts. The findings demonstrate that Sufism offers
a multidimensional framework for healing—addressing not only the psychological but also the
spiritual, existential, and communal aspects of recovery. Through practices such as dhikr, muragabah,
and spiritual companionship, participants were able to regulate overwhelming emotions, reframe
trauma as a transformative journey, and rediscover a sense of divine-connected identity rooted in their
fitrah.

Sufi teachings emphasize that suffering is not merely a psychological disruption but a spiritual
opportunity—a divine invitation to awaken the heart and return to one’s essential nature. Participants
in this study expressed that Sufism helped them reinterpret their pain through the lens of divine love
(mahabbah), which in turn transformed feelings of despair and isolation into meaning, purpose, and
inner peace. Importantly, healing did not occur in isolation but through community-based practices
such as sohbet, collective dhikr, and mentoring relationships with murshids, which provided safe,

emotionally attuned spaces for growth and support.

The study also revealed that identity reconstruction, facilitated by Sufi practices, shifts from a
performance of societal roles to an inner realization of divine purpose. This was particularly vital for
youth navigating cultural hybridities, trauma histories, or spiritual alienation. The emergence of
purpose—expressed through service, creativity, or community engagement—underscored the
transformative power of spiritual healing in catalyzing not only individual recovery but also social
contribution.
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