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This essay explores the dimensions of religious diversity within Sufism, their approaches to ideas of religious authority and spirituality, and how they differ with other forms of Islamic expression.
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This Mughal painting of the 1700s shows angels bringing food to a Sufi in the forest.  This metaphorically represents spiritual food being received by the Sufi from the angels of Allah. It also reflects the experience of Mohammad who, following his ascetic practice of contemplation, received revelations from the Angel Gabriel which were later to be transcribed in the form the Qu’ran.

Sufi Muslims emphasize contemplation over action and the cultivation of the soul over worldly pursuits, which is in essence, spirituality over jurisprudence.  Sufi or Sufism describes a practice rather than an individual or groups of individuals.  To use it to describe a designated sector of the Islamic religion would take the emphasis away from the focus and mission of the practice of the Sufi which is spiritual fulfilment and unity with Allah. 
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Sufism forms an intrafaith network within the mainstream religion of Islam which historically played a major part in the spread of Islam.  There are many diverse orders of Sufism with differing practices, and membership of one order does not preclude membership of another.. Orders such as the Naqshbandiyah provided structures for interregional networks among the ‘ulama’ and commercial classes, providing shelter and instruction in their centres.  Sufism was seen as a reaction to the political manipulation of the ruling powers and had political undertones as it represented a rejection of the political strife in formative Islamic periods. [footnoteRef:2] [2:   Rippon A., Muslims Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 129.] 


A. J. Arberry  (1950) asserts that the first of the original Sufi orders was that of Muhyi al-Din ‘Abd al-Quadir (b. 471), born in Persia and who migrated to Baghdad to study Hanibali jurisprudence where he experienced conversion. Many flocked to his sermons attracted by reports of the miracles he was said to perform. Sufis called themselves Qadir’s after his name and followers were found in numerous parts of Islam and were especially powerful in India.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:   Arberry, A. J., Sufism (London: George, Allen & Unwin, 1950), p. 85.] 

The second order was the Suhrawardiya, named after Shihab al-Din (b. 539) who was a model of orthodox moderation who enjoyed the patronage of caliphs and princes.  He made a pilgrimage to Mecca in 628 where he met the Egyptian mystic poet Umar b. al-Farid.  Shihab al Din went on to write many books including ‘Awarif al-ma’arif,  the fundamental textbook of Sufism practice.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:   Ibid., p. 86.] 


The third order was Abd Allah al-Shadhili (b 593) who had a large following in Tunis which so alarmed the authorities that he fled to Egypt where he settled in Alexandria.  The Shadhiliya were especially successful in Egypt and North Africa as well as Syria and Arabia.  The fourth of the orders from this period originated in Turkey and is referred to as Maulawiya (Mevleviya).  Founded by Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 672), also known as Maulana, the great mystical poet of Persia.  
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This order wielded great political power and influence in Turkey and throughout the Ottoman empire.[footnoteRef:5]  The most characteristic ritual of the Mevlevi is the Whirling Dance performed by Whirling Dervishes which also incorporated ‘Zikr’, the chanting of the name of Allah, a spiritual exercise to affect a state of oneness with Allah.  The Mevlevi sect belongs to the Sunni or orthodox mainstream of Islam and their impact on classical poetry, calligraphy and the visual arts has been profound.  While Islam’s orthodoxy was opposed to music, Rumi and his followers integrated music into their rituals as an article of faith.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Arberry A. J., Sufism (London: George, Allen & Unwin, 1950), p.86. ]  [6:  https://rumisufi.blogspot.co.uk/2015/110/whirling-dervishes-of-rumi.html [Accessed: 13 January 2018].] 


By the middle of the seventeenth century in North Africa, Sufi brotherhoods (turuq) emerged with the Jazuliyya in Southern Morocco, and the Tlemcen, the Qadiriya and the Shadhiliya in Algeria and Fez.[footnoteRef:7]  Egypt had the brotherhoods of the Rifa’iyya and from Cairo Sufi affiliations spread throughout the African continent.  The brotherhoods spread to the Sudan through trade and family networks  centred around the trans Saharan trade routes and clan and family networks spread to Senegal and Morocco.   These Brotherhoods claim to be able to trace their masters going back to Muhammad, thus providing a chain (silsila) of continuity with links to the foundations of Muslim doctrine and practice.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  McCloud A. B., Hibbard S.W., and Saud Laith eds., An Introduction to Islam in the 21st Century (Chichester:
  Wiley Blackwell, 2013), p. 185.]  [8:  Baldrick J., Mystical Islam, An Introduction to Sufism (London:  I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd., 1989), p. 75.] 


In the eighteenth century, ‘they combined commercial networks with pious instruction and teachers of scholars and major intellectual figures received devotional instruction from broad interregional networks of Sufi masters’.[footnoteRef:9] Sufi orders were active in the missionary expansion of Islam in Africa, Central, Southern and Southeast Asia, South eastern Europe.   [9:  Chittick, W.C. Voll, J. O. and Ohtsuka K., “Sufism” In the Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Modern Islamic World,
   Oxford Islamic Studies online http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0759 [Accessed:  10th 
   January 2018].] 
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Their less legalistic approach allowed them to adapt to specific local customs and practices and to engage in popular tribal religious activity with minimum conflict while the traditions of their Sufi devotions tied them to the broader Islamic world as well as integrating new believers into the identity of the Islamic community. [footnoteRef:10]  It also allowed tribal leaders to assume roles of leadership within the order, thus Sufism had a political and social function and represented an integral and essential part of Islam as it connected the social and political divisions of the Muslim world, integrating its practices through music and the arts.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:   Chittick, W.C. Voll, J. O. and Ohtsuka K., “Sufism” In the Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Modern Islamic World,
     Oxford Islamic Studies online http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0759 [Accessed:  10th 
     January 2018]  [11:   Baldrick J., Mystical Islam, An Introduction to Sufism (London: I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd., 1989), pp. 169, 175.] 


Sufism describes Islam as a circle which symbolises Shari’ah and the ‘Tariquah’, which is the path or way of a Sufi order to the central spiritual pole (qutb) or reality (haquqah) of Islam.  They consider that the tariquah way created by Allah is a spiritual reality beyond the senses which is their focus and mission.[footnoteRef:12]  The practice is described as a body of teachings and methods with love and knowledge of God as their goal and which considers itself “the very essence of Islam – and even its spiritual heart”.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:   Bunt, G., Module Notes, Sufism, Principals and Roots of Islam, UWTSD 2018. ]  [13:   Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah al-Iskandari (Ansari, Danner & Thackston, 1969), pp. 9-10.] 


Sufis have argued for the legitimization of their spiritual quest by asking whether Islam as a religion encompassed within itself a spiritual-ascetic tendency from the beginning.  In support of this, Muhammad’s life story includes accounts of his practice of ascetic mysticism before he received revelations from the Angel Gabriel which were to become transcribed into the verses of the Qu’ran.   These events lead Sufis to assert that the authority for their spiritual quest is supported by Allah, Muhammad and the Qu’ran.  Their Islamic identity is affirmed through their use of the Qu’ran and they retain all Islamic practices and precepts with Muhammad as their exemplary model.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Rippon A., Muslims Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 129.] 
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The “light verse’ (Qu’ran 24/35) is the most famous verse depicting Sufi spirituality and is often claimed as proof of the need for the mystic way:-

 “God is the light of the heaven and the earth.
The likeness of His light is as a niche in which there is a lamp;  the lamp is in a glass;  the glass is just as if it were a glittering star kindled from a blessed tree, an olive neither Eastern nor Western, whose oil will almost glow though the fire has never touched it.  Light upon light, God guides His light to anyone He wishes.”[footnoteRef:15] [15:   Rippon A., Muslims Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 129.] 


The three stages of the development of Sufism are described by Trimingham (1971) as:-  
a) The ‘Khanaqah’ Stage involving an individual devotional piety in a residential centre, involving practice on a small scale, with guidance under a spiritual master; b)  In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, The ‘Tariqa’ Stage, which was defined by the development of devotional paths; c)  and in the fifteenth century, the ‘Ta’ifa’ Stage - a rigid institutionalisation of the orders were established resulting in the ‘Tariqas’ becoming highly developed hierarchical associations.[footnoteRef:16]  Sufi orders, described as ‘turuq’, the Arabic word for path or way, have permeated the social organization of the Islamic world over the ages and early mystics were depicted as the true Muslims ‘who held on to the Islamic spirit in face of manipulation of the religion by the ruling powers for their own purposes’[footnoteRef:17]. [16:  Trimingham J. S., The Sufi Orders in Islam (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971), p. viii.]  [17:   Rippon A., Muslims Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 132] 


Sufis kept their traditions alive through their own circles and these have appeared in ‘Kitab al-Zuhd’, a book of ascetic practices and traditions about the life of Muhammad, written by Ibn Hanbal (d. 855) who was an eponym of the legal school and a supporter of the aesetic movement. Only some Sufi traditions are documented in the Hadith literature, in the books
associated with Mohammad’s practice of ascetism, (zuhd).[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Ibid., p. 129.] 
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The emphasis on the ascetic practices of Mohammad is a forerunner for the development of the ‘Mystical Way’ and these were expressed in written form around the early to mid-ninth century.  Later in the same century they were developed into a true system of Sufi mysticism by Al Junayed (d.910).  Islamic Sufism was well known in the West during the medieval era and one of the most famous Sufis in the west was Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111), an Islamic philosopher who was regarded as one of several mystically inspired writers of that period. [footnoteRef:19]  [19:   Rippon A., Muslims Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 131.] 


Sufism was seen to have emerged from Baghdad which was a centre of Christian heritage as well as a centre for Buddhism and similarities can be found in the ascetic practices of all these religions.  There is evidence to be found of the influence of Christianity on the foundation of asceticism in the early writings of Al-Muhasibi (d. 857).[footnoteRef:20]   This type of academic research into the origins of Sufism has incited controversy because, as Andrew Rippin argues, to lay the origin of mystical asceticism at the door of Christianity is also to deny the intrinsic spiritual nature of Islam and therefore the spiritual nature of Muslims themselves.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:   Ibid., pp 131-133]  [21:   Ibid., p. 127. ] 


Orthodox Islam's increasing emphasis on adhering to the rules of the Qu’ran  for good  behaviour meant that many Muslims found their society spiritually empty. The aim of Sufism is to reach the heightened spiritual state of union with Allah as experienced by Muhammad 
when he received the revelations from the Angel Gabriel.[footnoteRef:22]  Sufis focus on God’s attributes and the spiritual essence of Allah rather than the authority and jurisprudence of Muslim legal scholars who prioritise the Qu’ran as the Word of Allah.   [22:   Ibid., p. 127-131.] 


Sufism compliments the reception of the Qu’ran and has spread through all regions of the Muslim world attracting both Sunni and Shi'i Muslims. Men and women of all social classes have joined Sufi mystical orders which they practice alongside their adherence to the moral instructions and laws (jurisprudence) contained in the Qu’ran.  
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Those who follow the Sufi way consider it the inner core and spirit of Islam.  Dr Mohammad Ghilan asserts that the Muslim who combines both aspects of jurisprudence and spirituality has achieved the true reality of what Islam is.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Ghilan, M., Sufism in Ten Minutes, https://youtu.be/waxEjDot0oI [Accessed 14th January 2018].] 

 
He identifies differences in practice between Sufism and mainstream Islam as follows :-
· Sufis believe in the mystical way of finding God through spiritual exercises whereas mainstream Islam believes that adherence to the Qu’ran is the only way to serve God through jurisprudence and adherence to rules of behaviour.  
· Sufis also give less importance to Sharia whereas Sharia is viewed with very high esteem by mainstream Islam.   
· Sufis hold that divine closeness can be embraced in this life by spiritual practices whereas mainstream Islam holds that union with Allah is possible only in the afterlife and Sufis focus on spirituality whereas Orthodox Islam lacks spirituality.  
· Mainstream Islam views pilgrimage to Mecca as Hajj whereas Sufis do not subscribe to that view. 
· Sufis believe that ‘dikhr’ induces a state of ecstasy which leads to union with God whereas mainstream Islam believes that the phenomenon was experienced by Mohammad and it cannot be experienced by anyone else.  
· Sufis view music and dance as fruitful exercises in praising God whereas mainstream Islam forbids music and dance as methods of worship.
·  Sufism is a spiritual dimension of God-man union whereas mainstream Islam is presented as a dogmatic monotheistic religion.
He emphasises however, that Sufism is part of Islam and is regulated by the Sunnah and Qu’ran. [footnoteRef:24]   [24:  Ibid.] 
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The central doctrine of Sufim is wahdat al-wujud – the ‘oneness’ of being which is derived from the shahada in that ‘there is no god but God’ and also ‘there is no reality except Reality’.  William Stoddart asserts that in the shahada, one has access to the Divine immutability and to the ‘Muhammadan’ or Prophetic Norm.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Stoddart W., Sufism, The Mystical Doctrines and Methods of Islam (Wellingborough: The Aquarian Press,
    1976), pp. 43-45.] 


Sufi doctrine is not merely theory but it is a path (tariqa) to be followed and Titus Burckhardt sums up Sufism as follows :-
“Possessing as it does the dual aspects of wisdom and the love of God, Sufism finds its expression not only in the mental forms of metaphysics but also in poetry and the visual arts and as its essence is communicated most directly in symbols and analogies, it can speak without hindrance not only to learned believers, but also to the simple man of the people:  the craftsman and the Bedouin;  in fact, it may often be received more easily by the unlearned than by the learned.”[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Ibid.] 


While Sufism is sometimes misunderstood as a sect of Islam, it is actually a broader style of worship that transcends sects, directing followers’ attention inward. Sufi practice focuses on the renunciation of worldly things, purification of the soul and the mystical contemplation of God’s nature. Followers try to get closer to God by seeking spiritual learning known as tariqa.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Ibid.] 

Professor of Islamic studies at the University of Michigan, Alexander D. Knysh, an expert in modern Sufism, describes it as a “very wide, amorphous movement” practiced within both the Sunni and Shiite traditions. Sufism is a mystical form of Islam, a school of practice that emphasizes the inward search for God and shuns materialism. It has produced some of the world’s most beloved literature, like the love poems of the thirteenth century Iranian jurist Rumi. Its modern-day adherents cherish tolerance and pluralism, qualities that in many religions unsettle extremists. [footnoteRef:28]   [28:  Megan Specia, New York Times, ‘Who are Sufis and why do some Extremists Hate Them?’ November 24th
      2017.  http//www.nytimes.com [Accessed: 13th January 2018].] 
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In March 2016 India hosted its first ‘Sufi Forum’ and India’s Prime Minister, Narendra Modi   praised Sufism as Islam’s greatest gift  and stated :-
“It is through openness and enquiry, engagement and accommodation and respect for diversity that humanity advances, nations progress and the world prospers.  And, this is the message of Sufism, one of the greatest contributions of Islam to this world.”[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Jules Suzdaltsev, ‘What is Sufism and Can it Stop Radical Islam’? https://youtu/be/P2FZUzEa74o [Accessed:
    15th January 2018].] 


The New York Times reported in February 2017 that “militants aligned with the Islamic State had attacked worshippers at the tomb of a Sufi philosopher in a remote part of southern Pakistan, killing more than eighty people, whom the militants described as polytheists. Sufis praying at the tombs of saints (a practice core to the group) have also been attacked in India and the Middle East.  Prior to the attack a large number of people had been performing a spiritual, devotional dance when the bomber struck ‘turning a place of spiritual reverie into a spectacle of blood and body parts’. Also, in Islamabad, Pakistan a suicide bomber turned a spiritual dance celebration at a revered religious shrine into a slaughterhouse, killing at least seventy people and wounding more than two hundred and fifty”.[footnoteRef:30]    [30:  Salman Masood, New York Times, ‘Pakistan Shrine Bombing kills scores in Worst Attack in Months’,
    February 16th 2017, https://www.nytimes.com [Accessed: 15th January 2018].] 

These events were a direct attack on Sufism and in recent times ISIS have targeted Sufi worshippers because they see them as a threat both economically, because of their political influence and wealth, and ideologically as the Sufi ideology offers leadership attained through a mystical experience and close proximity to God. It has been suggested that this could be an attractive alternative to the young disaffected Muslims who have been recruited by ISIS via the internet, inspired by extremist fundamental orthodoxy. [footnoteRef:31]   [31:  Nile Green, Aeon, ‘Why ISIS hates the Sufis and blows up their Shrines’  https://www.aeon.co/ideas/could-
    sufism-offer-an-alternative-to-isis-for-young-muslims [Accessed 15th January 2018]. 
] 
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Ihsan Alexander, creator of ‘Soul of Islam Radio’, a global podcast with an audience of over one hundred and twenty countries throughout the world, uses the internet to promote Sufism as the way forward in counteracting terrorists and fundamentalists.  He broadcasts a message of peace and the spiritual transcendence of violence, both internally and externally, as the core component of an Islamic Renaissance that will enable the Muslim Community to again positively contribute to world culture and human civilization. He asserts that Sufism is essential to Islam and a proper understanding of it leads to a proper understanding of Islam.[footnoteRef:32]    [32:   Alexander Ihshan, ‘Sufism’ https://youtu.be/u0WcsqSDU7U [Accessed: 13th January 18].] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Alexander and many other online sources are suggesting that bringing together Jurisprudence (the form) and Sufi Spirituality (the essence) of Islam may prove to be the most effective method available to counteract the radicalisation of those who have lost the Way of Muhammad, Peace Be Upon Him.  
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