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Introduction
Sufism, known as Tasawwuf in Arabic, is an Islamic mysticism or the esoteric aspect of Islam. Its doctrine is deeply rooted on the Quran and the Sunnah but it also assimilates the teachings of world religions and spiritual traditions of ancient civilizations. Sufism, with its respect toward cultural diversities, is often regarded as a religion of peace, compassion, equality and universal brotherhood. Sufism is neither a defined sect nor a denomination of Islam but rather the mystical and spiritual dimension of Islam that can be found within the Sunni and Shia branches of the faith, two of the major sects of Islam.

With a rich diversity in many different aspects, it is difficult to give a whole picture of Sufism. However, in the essay, I will explore the religious diversities within Sufism, discussing various ideas of religious authorities and spiritual practices. I will, first of all, introduce the religious authorities of the two major streams of Islam where various Sufi practices can be found, the meaning and different spiritual stages of Sufism, and its different spiritual paths, the Sufi orders. Finally, I will illustrate the different spiritual practices with some great Sufi masters. 

According to the Pew Research in 2015, the total population of Islam reached 1.8 billion, about 24 percent of the world population (Lipka, 2017). The Sunnis is 87 to 90 percent of the whole Muslim community (umma) and the Shias is 10 to 13 percent of the total (Pew 2009). The Sunnis are mainly living in Arab countries as well as in Turkey, India, Indonesia, Malaysia and other countries and the Shia followers are mainly distributed in Iran, Iraq, India, Pakistan, Yemen, Syria, Lebanon, Afghanistan, Turkey, and Bahrain. Both Sunnis and Shias share the same Quran and agree on the most fundamental beliefs in Islam. Their separation and differences stems from the question of succession, i.e. who would take over the Muslim leadership of the Prophet Muhammad after his death.   
The Sunnis tend to elect the Caliph (religious and political leader), according to the Arab tradition, from wise and pious candidates who were accepted by majority of Muslim communities. The Sunnis believe that the Prophet Muhammad did not exactly appoint a successor nor gave procedure of succession. Therefore, Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and ‘Ali (cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad) were selected as the first four legitimate Caliphs recognized as the Rightly Guided Caliphs (Rashidun) from 632 CE to 661 CE. It was followed by the Umayyad Caliphate which tends to have social-political leaders rather than spiritual and religious leaders.
On the other hand, the Shia believe that only God can select a religious leader and Muhammad did choose 'Ali as his successor according to the Prophet said at the oasis Ghadir al-Khumm that whoever held him as their leader should regard Ali in the same way (Hewer 2006: 38). The Shias believe that 'Ali and his biological descendants from the Prophet family are the legal heirs of Muhammad and they deny the legitimacy of the first three Caliphs. The Shias regard Muhammad, Imam 'Ali, Husayn and his descendants as being infallible leaders, and these Imams are a continuation of the Prophetic light (al-nĩr al-muĕammadiyyah) (Markwith, p.32). Each Imam needs to nominate his successor of piety and wisdom according to the guidance of God. All successors must come from the family of the Prophet. 
Though Sunnis and Shias share the Quran, Shia emphasizes the hidden meaning of the Quran, and believes only the Imam knows its mystery. They hold different collections of the Hadith, records of the words and deeds of Muhammad and his approval teachings. Shia believes the collection of Hadith were narrated by the Imams and compiled as the Four Books while Sunnis believe the source of Hadith comes from the Prophet's companions compiled as the Six Books. Different collections in Hadith have developed some differences in worship practices and shari'a law in the two major sects of Islam, Sunni and Shia.  
Until today, the Shia clerics hold a system of hierarchy with different levels of religious scholars who are the most learned people through strict training and years of studying in law and theology. They are endowed with a higher level of political and religious authority than religious scholars of Sunni which does not have such hierarchy. 
Religious leaders of Sufi orders are the head of each order known as the shaykh or pir (Master). They serves as a religious teacher who propagate the teachings and give special guidance to the disciple’s practice rather than a leader with political and religious authority. The disciple of Sufism are the one who want to practice under the shaykh of certain order and will give high revere and trust to one’s shaykh. Today Sufism has been widely distributed across the world. Especially prominent in Sub- Saharan Africa, Sufis in Senegal make up 92 percent of national population, according to Pew Research. Countries such as Saudi Arabia, Indonesia, US, UK and China also have a large number of Sufi followers but have not been listed. 
The main sources of Sufism is deeply rooted in the Quran and the Hadith. However, According to Bilqies’s report that Western Scholars such as Nicholson, Van Kremer, Dozy and Merse have tried to trace Sufism from other sources including Christianity, Neoplatonism, Buddhism, Persian, and India. Von Kremer points out the Christian influence on pre-Islamic thought and culture. The Christian monasteries were well known to the Arabs near the Syrian Desert and in the desert of Sinai. (Bilqies 2014, p.62). Also M.Saeed Sheikh gives examples that the early Sufis emulated Christian monks to dress wool garments and Christian monks gave instructions and advices to the wandering Muslim saints. And the ideas of Neoplatonism were transmitted from Christian monk to Islam. Browne regarded that Sufism was introduced by Persians. The Persian thoughts helped the development of mystical notion. Sufi Ibrahim bin Adham emulated Gautam Buddha to denounce his throne and became a wandering Dervish. The practice of controlling the breath could have been learned from the Buddhist monks (Bilqies 2014, pp. 61-62). Sufism offers diverse spiritual paths all leading to God as its goal.
Sufi practices was based on three principles that the Prophet left behind. They are islam(submission). Imam(faith), and ihsan(spiritual virtue), which are three stages or three spiritual lights of Faith:
The stage of islam engages the external faculties to implement the five pillars of religions, which refers to the station of submission seeming like the faint light of stars corresponding to the stage of the common people and the station of fear of God.
The stage of iman accesses the internal faculties through the mystical path (tariquah) and total let go of oneself to have faith in God, His angels, His Apostles, His messengers, Afterlife Divine Determination both the good and evil, which refers to the light of the station of faith corresponding to the station of love and the stage of the elite.
The stage of ihsan refers to the light of spiritual virtue resembling the light of the sun wherein the Divine Light illuminates and penetrates the utmost inner souls of all beings and become a place completely uncovering the reality (Haqiqah) as corresponding to the stage of walis (saints), close friends of God, the perfect human being. 
The three stages in Sufi practices can be described as a circle symbolising shariah (religious Law), whose radius as the tariqah (the mystical path) is the Way to the central spiritual pole (qutb) or true Reality (haqiqah). Within the center pole is gnosis with God in the Truth, the stage of the Messengers, the prophets, and the great sages and saints (Shepard p.158)..
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Diagram of the relationship of three stages (Shepard 2009, p.158)

There are many spiritual paths (turuq) or orders in Sufism that lead to one goal, i.e. nearest to God. Sufism begins with Allah (God), through Archangel Gabriel passed to the Prophet Muhammad (SAW), then to the companions of the Prophet, then to the followers of the companions, then the founders developed different turuq (the spiritual paths) called Sufi orders. Each order (tariqua) is passed from generation to generation via Sufi masters (shaykh) which forms a continuous lineage in each Sufi order. Each typical order (tariqua) of the spiritual genealogy is called silsilah, or chain of transmission of Sufi order. 
Many Sufi mystical paths (turuq) were developed 9 or 10 centuries ago. Around 1200 CE, Sufism was institutionalized into Sufi orders as lineages. Gradually, some of orders were divided into a number of sub-branches, each having its own founder. Each Sufi order traces its lineage back to the Prophet Muhammad (SAW), through Hazrat Imam Ali (R.A.), the fourth Caliph. However, one Order, Naqshbandiyyah, traces its origin to Abu-Bakr Saddiq (R.A.), the first Caliph. 
There are different practices of remembrance (dirkh) within Sufi orders.To achieve this awareness and the love of God, the Sufi masters develop the practices by focusing on the ‘remembrance’ (dhikr) of God, which is urged by the Qurʿān and the Prophet but not made obligatory upon all Muslims. (Chittick 1983 p.150) One of original meanings of dhikr is mentioning, which is the same meaning of the remembrance or invocation of God. The word ‘remembrance’ appeared in Qur’an in different forms about 300 times, such as: ‘O you who believe, Remember God with much remembrance’ (Q 33:41)( Shepard 2009:150 ) The remembrance or dhikr is the methodical repetition of one or certain of the Names of God to attain the constant awareness of Him (Chittick 1983:150). Therefore, dhikr is the techniques used to clear away distractions and become aware the reality of God. It is not only including the recitation of God’s Names, usually accompanied by bodily movements with breathing controlled, and some dhikr may involve forms of singing and dancing (known as sama) like Whirling Dervishes (Mawlawi order). Sometimes, a Sufi practitioner recite the Name of God or other praising phrases with aid of a sibba (rosary or chanting beads). Similar practice are found in other religions, for example, the chanting of the Amitabha Buddha’s name in Pure Land Buddhism, being mindful of Jesus prayer in Orthodox Christianity, and recitation of the names of Krishna in Krishna Consciousness Hinduism (Shepard 2009:150).
In Sufism, the invocation or remembrance of God is the essential spiritual practices and these practice must always under the guidance of a shaykh (teacher or master of the path). The true shaykh has walked through the path who knows the danger, temptations and snares on the road as well as the right course of the journey. The disciples (murid) need to place themselves completely in the hands of the shaykh “like a corpse in the hands of the body-washer”, so as to totally efface their ego and pride and thus granted the new birth of spiritual awareness toward God. Otherwise, the disciples will not achieve positive results in their practices. It is important to keep good company with the spiritual master as the famous saying of Sufism: “He who does not have a shaykh has Satan for his shaykh.” (Michon 1985:271-272; Shepard 2009:151; Chittick 1983:150)

There are more than 175 Sufi Orders (turuq). Here I would like to highlight three of them as follows:

Chishti Order
The Chishti Order is a Sunni Sufi order of Islam. It started from a small town Chisht, Afghanistan in 930 CE. This Order is renowned for its openness and emphasis on love, and tolerance. The openness and tolerance of the Chishti Order is shown in its welcoming seekers from other religions and opening its shrine in South Asia to all religious believers.
The Order also insists of keeping a distance from the power authority like the king but to help the needy like the poor, the orphan, never seek favor except God. (Islam portal p.1).
The Chishti Order emphasizes the importance the love of God. Loving God is like a person keeps on unceasingly thinking of someone who he or she falls in love with. One should do the same way as thinking of God at every moment without interruption. To practice this love for God, this Order developed a way of remembrance of God (dhikr) by recite the Names of God with loud so as to concentrate on their contemplation on God thus to increase the love for God.  
When one’s love for God is identical to the love from God, then one is gnostic with God’s presence. Instead of the love between lover and beloved, Pure Land Buddhism apply the love between a mother and a son. The Buddha love sentient beings like a mother’s love for her son. When a practitioner’s mindfulness of the Buddha is identical to that that of the Buddha for the practitioner, the practitioner will see the Buddha in presence.   
Chishti practice also uses listening to Sama (listening to music) to evoke the divine presence, but under strict conditions.

Naqshbandi Order
The Naqshbandi is one of major and most widespread Sunni spiritual order of Sufism, stemming from the Mohammad through Abū Bakr as-Șiddīq. The Order’s name "Naqshbandi" is taken from the name of its founder, Baha-ud-Din Naqshband Bukhari. The Naqshbandi order is renowned for its silent dhikr (remembrance of God) rather than the vociferous forms of dhikr that common in other orders. It is considered by some to be a "sober" order for its stick to the Islamic Law via to drunk order.

The Naqshbandiyya Order request their adherents strictly follow Islamic Law (Shariah) and the Sunnah and strive for influencing the ruling class to close religions. This order emphasizes that the aim of human life is to focus oneself in the remembrance of God (Dhikr) at every moment. Therefore, when in public, one practice the heart-repetition remembrance internally and silently. Be with God alone inwardly while be social with people outwardly. They believe that the human spirit itself has no form, but if you fill it with one form, it will have no space left for other forms. So one should be aware one’s thoughts all times, and keep one’s heart focusing on the truth (haqiqah) and God’s Divine Presence continuously without allowing any negative thoughts or other alien thoughts interrupting. Do not focus on one’s breath of exhale and inhale when perform recitation on remembrance of God. 

The Qadiriyyah Order
The Qadiriyah Order, one of the earliest and the most widespread of the Sufi orders, was founded by Shaikh Abdul Qadir Jilani (1077–1166 CE). The Order is named after him and has a huge distribution in Central Asia, Pakistan, Turkey, the Balkans, and most of East and West Africa. 
The Sufis of the Qadiriyah order emphasized the importance of purification of self from all negative elements and empty one’s all thoughts including the trivial heart- secrets but focus only on God. It is essential to clean the faulty, animal and Satanic qualities within one’s heart in one’s spiritual journey. The Sufis insist that the human spirit has come from the World of Command is able to reflect the Divine light, but it does not do so because of the impurities of the self (nafs). Take the mirror as an analogy, when the mirror becomes dusty, it cannot reflect any thing put in front of it, but when the dusts is cleaned, it begins to reflect clearly. Therefore, when one’s mirror of the heart is clean, one will see the presence of Loving God inwardly and outwardly.
Contemplation practice contains different intensity of performances of dhikr. The dhikr practices can be practiced by groups loudly or silently. If the man recites the Name of Allah four thousand times a day continuing for two months, he is expected to attain certain kind of spiritual experience. 
There are many famous Sufi mystics who have achieved self-realization of oneness to God through their different practices. 
Give examples of some Sufi Mystics…. 
al-Hallaj (d.922), was born in 858 a Persian mystic who visited India and Central Asia, becoming familiar with Hinduism, Buddhism, and Christianity. He proclaimed that I am the truth (ana al-Haqq ) and was not appreciated by the orthodox and martyred’ in Baghdad for his blasphemy. (Shushtery 1988, p.67)
Jalal al-Din al-Rumi (1207-1273), was the best known of Sufi poets and popular by many Western scholars. He was born in Afghanistan. His epic poetry meet the interests of people from all walks of life, which lay the foundations for establishing Mawlawi order famous for its ‘dervishes’ with dance and music (Chittick 1991:105).
.   
Conclusion
The diversity of practice of Sufism aim to direct to near God and to have better understanding in oneself is really open one’s vision. The practices of the great Sufis are real inspiring. So far, I have discussed the religious authority between Sunni and Shia. I also also mentioned a teacher-student relationship in Sufism, and have explored various practices within Sufi orders. The uniqueness of Sufism is its diversity of Sufi orders with each unique dhikr that directly approaches practitioners’ inward heart and purifies their mind so they can have better realization in themselves and draw themselves near to God. Like the Prophet said in Hadith, ‘He who knows himself knows his Lord‘. Sufi practice is a path of self-realization to attain eternity with love. Therefore, the remembrance and the contemplation of God is the essential character of Sufism. There are so much to learn from Sufi huge texts and so many treasures deep inside to uncover from its variety of orders (paths). Hence, due to limit times and energy, we can provide very little parts of Sufism. 
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