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Understanding Sufism

Islamic teachings can be divided into two categories. One that relate to explicit and physical  practices such as offering prayers, giving alms, helping the helpless, tending the sick and many others. The other one is about implicit beliefs and practices such as patience, faith, purity of hearts and truthfulness. Sufism is all about these implicit beliefs and attainment of these beliefs calls for struggle and contemplation. A sufi asks himself questions such as who I am, what is the purpose of my creation, what I am to do with this life and who is controlling my days and nights? In searching for an answer he discovers his existence. He seeks spiritual truth to satisfy his restless nature. 

In fact, sufism is a spiritual experience. The two basic aims of mysticism are realization of self and understanding of the Divine. Mystics insist that the understanding of God is possible only when a seeker discovers the meanings and purpose of his own existence. For this, he has to purify his soul from all worldly temptations. It is a spiritual struggle that requires pure intention and devotion. It also demands surrender of one’s will. The basic principle on which mysticism is based is the following saying of the Holy Prophet (PBUH), 

“Whoever knows oneself, knows one’s Lord”

A true seeker purifies his heart till the manifestations of God reflect in the mirror of his heart. He cleans worldly temptations from his soul and gradually attains a sense of perfect unity with God. 

A story is told of a famous mystic, Shah Hussain. Once, the emperor of the time wanted to meet him. But his courtiers forbade him by saying that it did not suit to royal splendor to meet a ‘haggard and insane’ man. One day, the king was informed that the saint was passing by the royal palace. He dropped a cradle from his window and picked up the saint. The king paid respects to the saint and asked, “How did you find God?” Shah Hussain replied, “As I found you.” The emperor asked again, “And how did you find me?” The saint explained, “As I found God.” Now the king expressed his ignorance and asked for guidance. The saint told,

“Listen, had I wanted to meet you I would have worn new dress. I would purchase a gift for you and flatter your guards to seek your permission. But when you wanted to see me you just picked me up. That is how I reached my Lord.”

Hence, the ideal of a sufi is to attain such a state of purity that God reveals his manifestation on him. At this stage he sees nothing but his creator. He models and moulds his days and nights according to the will of God. In fact, the ideal and objective of his life is love of God – Ishq. As Sultan Bahu says,

“My whole existence is just one eye

That looks nothing but my beloved – God”

Does philosophy make a Sufi?

Philosophy has nothing to do with sainthood. A philosopher discusses beliefs, phenomena and dogmas. His knowledge comes from physical experiences and mental exercise. But a mystic’s knowledge is based on personal spiritual experiences. He relies on faith and intuition. Philosophy illuminates minds but mysticism enlightens souls. The basic essence of sufism is faith in unseen and metaphysical. Logic and reason cause confusion of mind. Hence, philosophy is not a fitting tool to understand the spiritual matters. A great mystic poet, Allama Mohammad Iqbal says,

“Reason is ensnared by Logic; Faith surpasses all bounds”
Sufism and Shari’at


Sufism is often taken as a diversion from Islamic shari’at. Some people believe that mystics do not or they do not need to follow strict Islamic orders. They take sufism as a marvel and charisma. But the truth is that mysticism and shari’at complement each other. Shari’at teaches us those aspects of religion that are related to physical and explicit practices. Whereas, sufism guides us along implicit beliefs and practices. We cannot separate one from the other. Sheikh Junaid Baghdadi says, 

“Our practices are defined by the Holy Book and Sunnah.”

Similarly Sheikh Sehal bin Abdullah comments,

“Any spiritual experience that is not guided by the Holy book and Sunnah is fake.”

Mystics maintain that physical and spiritual wonders or miracles are not the aims of sufism. These are byproducts and a true mystic does not need them. 
What makes a mystic?

Sufism is not a state of mind rather it is the highest stage of spiritual growth. Only verbal and mental exercises do not make one sufi. The real ingredients are genuine intention and selfless devotion. One who wishes to tread over this path must ask himself whether he really wants to find the reality and it is really important for him to do so. If someone consciously or mistakenly misinterprets his heart he will never find the reality. One who is really interested in spiritual quest of truth must devote his desires, energies and efforts to attain his destination. Firm faith and pure heart ease the difficulties in the way. 

Who can become a Sufi?

Mystics firmly believe that everybody cannot become a sufi. It is something like everyone cannot become a poet or a storyteller. Not everybody can understand the inner matters of self and soul. It would be appropriate to say that one cannot become a Sufi by choice. It is the will of God. 

Some people attain sainthood in a single leap, some take many years and there are some who never reach their destination. Saints explain this phenomenon that human heart acts like a receptor. It receives spiritual guidance. The purer the heart, the stronger will be the reception. It is very important to raise oneself from animal nature to a real human being to receive spiritual guidance. Only worthy and virtuous hearts are chosen for the Divine guidance. A Sufi has explained this myth in these words.  
“Rain falls on fields and deserts. Fields produce flowers and deserts grow thorns.”

The Way to Sufism


The quest of spiritual truth is not limited to cultural and geographical boundaries. Almost, all belief systems give some concept of spiritual struggle. In fact, it is restless nature of man that urges him to solve the mysteries of life and universe. But the word ‘Sufism’ must not be confused with the spiritual practices of Buddhism, Hinduism or any other religion. The fact is that the very basic idea of sufism is the concept of Oneness of Allah. It is an indispensable part of Islamic way of life. The relation of Islam and Sufism is like the bond between body and soul. 
According to Hazrat Ali (R.A.) mysticism stands on these principles; abandonment, repentance, virtue, patience, truthfulness, cleanliness, love, remembrance and faithfulness. The path of a Sufi has been described in three steps. Self-accountability, Surrender and Unity of Being. 
Self-accountability is the first step. The nucleus of a seeker’s life is purification of heart. He makes sincere efforts to clean his heart from worldly pollutants. He shuns all vices and raises himself from animal level to a higher pedestal. A great Turkish mystic, Moulana Jalal uddin Roomi, says,

“I am tired of this beast around me; I am looking for the real man.”
The second step is surrender. A sufi surrenders his will before the will of God. He obeys the commandments of God. His life is charged with obedience of God. He moulds every moment and aspect of his life according to the will of his creator. A strong sense of devotion and love- Ishq overpowers him. Moulana Shah Maqsoud says,

“Let Love exist
No fear if I exist or not

Let this iron change into gold

Rising from the fire of love.”
A sufi surrenders everything and earns God’s love. As Sultan Bahu says,

“I have submitted my life at your altar;
Your love is what I have exchanged with my life”
Unity of Being is the third stage. At this stage a sufi connects himself to his creator. He annihilates his self. He loses his identity and becomes one with the unity of God. The temptations of this earthly life become worthless for him. He leaves this physical world of time and space. Now he enters a metaphysical world where there are no limits of time and space. His self is lost in an overwhelming existence of God and every aspect of his life becomes a practical example of La Illaha Il Allah (There is no god but Allah). The curtains of multiplicity fall and he sees nothing except God. As Mansor Halaj, a Persian Sufi said,

“I wonder at this You and I

You are all there is

And I am all annihilated.

There is an I

No longer exist.”

Shah Hussain writes,

“Only You know the mysteries of my heart

As Your name is the fabric of my existence.”

The Need of Sufism
The need of sufism has never been as serious as it is today. Human society has attained material progress at the cost of all moral and social values. Spiritual drought and moral chaos are at their premium. Social unrest and religious degradation are the hallmark of the modern civilization. Mystics firmly believe that the reasons behind this misery are love for material world and absence of fear of God. Sufism develops fear of God and worthlessness of this momentary world. Today when all social systems like socialism, capitalism and fascism have failed to develop ideal human civilization mysticism   invites us to forget our cares and enter into a perfect system. In fact, it gives a hope of regeneration. If all of us follow the path of sufism in our individual and collective life this world will become a peaceful place to live in.   
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