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1“ T he  me n  o f  G o d  d o  n o t  b e c o m e  G o d ,  

B u t  t h e y  c a n n o t  l i v e  f a r  f r o m  H i m . ”  
 

“O Lord, give me a heart, 
That I may pour out in thanksgiving, 

Give me a life 
That I may spend it 

In working of the salvation of the world.2” 
 
Sufism: the Dilemma of Silence 
 
Ali Hujweri (d.1077), in his excellent treatise on sufism Kashf-ul-Mahjoob (The 
Divulgence of the Secret) remarks a problem inherent in being misled by labels. 
Tasawwuf or sufism or mysticism is one such label for perhaps a movement, perhaps 
an institution or perhaps one other aspect of religious psychology. In the same spirit, 
Hujweri remarks, “In the time of the Companions of the Prophet (SA) and their 
immediate successors this name did not exist, but its reality was in everyone. Now the 
name exists, without the reality3.” Is tasawwuf just another “unfortunate name”4 for a 
greatly divergent and varied discourse? Has its meaning changed over time? Is it a 
denomination, science, or a set of morals? Finally what are the best models we have 
to recognise the same: as a “life-denying, fact-avoiding attitude”5 of asceticism or 
nothing simpler and more beautiful than the “inner dimension of Islam”6? 
 
Writing about tasawwuf is a complicated task for the same reasons. It is like writing 
about a diffuse, shapeless and an essentially subjective area of a uniquely human 
sensation, that touches upon religion, civilisation and virtually whole of life itself. 
Understanding the full force of mysticism, let alone explaining it, is therefore nothing 
short of the impossible. As such mysticism is an experience and the very nature of this 
experience teaches silence. This “silence” is commonplace among mystics. “To 
explain something you would need words that are more subtle than what is to be 

                                                
1 All translations are by the author. 
2 Abdullah Ansari’s supplications (Munajat), quoted in M.Smith, “The Sufi Path of Love: An Anthology of 
Sufism”, London, 1954, p.82.  
3 Quoted in M.Lings, “What is Sufism?”, Mandala Books, London, 1981, p.45. 
4 Allama Iqbal, “Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam”, Ed.:M.S.Sheikh, Institute of Islamic 
Culture, Lahore, 1999, p.143. 
5 Ibid., p.143. 
6 S.H.Nasr, “The Interior Life in Islam”, Al-Serat, Vol. 3, (2&3). 
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expressed – and what is more subtle than love? How would one then explain love?”7 
Thus is how a mystic Sumnun Baghdadi (ca. 900) has put it, and as quoted by 
Hujweri in his book. The experienced mystic therefore speaks less and the speechless 
“common-folk” are expected to only gaze at the miracles of this silence. Betraying 
this principle can sometimes lead Mansur Hallaj (d.922) to the gibbet, Shahab 
Suhurwardi (d.1191) to the executioner or Mujaddid Alif Thani (d.1624) to the 
dungeon. 
 
It seems we are landed in a dense forest, teeming with exotic plants, covered in a 
canopy of overgrowth with divine sunlight shimmering in – but the best we can hear 
is just the occasional, insidious rustling of leaves! Where do we go from here? Is 
silence all we can treat our ears to? Is that all an engineer like myself, whose heart has 
never been touched by the tips of an angel’s wing, can say about this complicated 
science of the senses? If this were the case, this would be the end of this story – the 
shortest I ever wrote. But I have slightly more to say. That is because I feel and 
observe, and the more I feel and observe, the more I am bewildered. 

 
My bewilderment comes from the diversity ingrained in the modern sufi way. Let me 
give you an example of this diversity: Sometimes I find some of my best friends 
wavering into the dark alleys of pretentious but hollow mysticism, distancing 
themselves from the humdrum of a challenging life. Sometimes, on the media, 
between the headlines, I can also find the biggest perpetrators of injustice preaching 
tolerance and submission and guiding us to the way of the recluse, all under the guise 
of sufism. Alongside these negative experiences, I also have the positive ones. For 
example, I must also admit that my brief encounters with a true sheikh, are more 
valuable to me than treasures else. His bright perpetually smiling face and sparkling 
eyes surely speak of his inner purity. Being engrossed in daily businesses, he still 
clings heartfast to his inner goals. It is such practitioners of the mystic fraternity that 
run huge philanthropic projects, help the poor and the needy, and do not look down 
upon mortal sinners. Love is their preaching but love alone isn’t their expertise. 
Besides being masters of the inner sciences (tariqah) they are also versed in the 
knowledge of worship and human action (shariah). In short I have found these simple 
men of astounding character a unique synthesis of the three realms of the intellectual, 
spiritual and the ritual.  
 
This diverse purport of mysticism, as it is practiced today, leads me to two 
observations. First, tasawwuf can also be taken out of religious context and reduced 
to a fashion or a mere fantasy for the already disenchanted youth. Second, sufism can 
also become an incentive against action. Inaction on part of individuals can lead to 
submission on part of communities. I shall try to explain these observations one by 
one. It is in light of these themes, I sometimes wonder if there is a need to reactivate 
and reinvigorate the true activist spirit of a humanist Islamist tasawwuf. If debate is 
allowed for reviving a sacred Islam, then why not tasawwuf itself? 
 
Sufism Decontextualized 
 
 This is the shadowy glitter that mostly attracts the wandering educated youth of any 
country including ours. Our youth are in general, disillusioned and visionless; it seems 

                                                
7 Quoted in A. Schimmel, “As Through a Veil: Mystical Poetry in Islam”, Oneworld, Oxford, 2001. 
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that modern tasawwuf, takes them to a distant oasis of mirages. Their thoughts are 
scattered like bits of broken glass; modern tasawwuf picks up these shards and holds 
them to nothing but the mirror. Minds are bent upon questioning, but modern 
tasawwuf throws them to the altar of further confusion. It seems that the new 
tasawwuf becomes the cannabis for the escapist minds and offers a refuge in a 
synthetic tranquillity. 
 
In the higher quarters of the society, this phantasmagoria can also become a fashion. 
Pop music, fused with the tunes of sufi voices, enjoys the capability to intoxicate 
masses. As Christian Gnostics’ melodies are half-dead, unsung and unheard, Rumi’s 
(d.1273) tunes are enjoying a reincarnation in America. As poetry becomes an 
expensive luxury for the spiritually poor society, Rumi shatters the half-a-million 
mark of book sales. The Muslim mystic hailing from the 13th century Iran and 
Afghanistan, seeking refuge from an imperialist Genghis and the war mongering of 
the Crusades becomes representative of an Islam the Americans can love.  
 
The immediate question that comes to our mind is whether it is acceptable to be burnt 
without entering the fire. With this fashionable mysticism, people attempt drowning 
while wearing a life-jacket. This attitude teleports a Muslim saint like Rumi out of his 
cultural and deeply religious context. But do we forget that Rumi’s mathnavi was so 
impregnated with religious fervour, that the later sufi poet Jami (d.1492) elevates the 
book to the “Quran of the Persian language”?8 
 
Imperialist’s Interest in Sufism 
 
The second observation, which I find more important and is not unconnected to the 
first, is about a resurgence of interest in the mystic way by imperial powers. There 
was a time when mystic fraternities in Algeria, Central Asia, Sudan, Libya and the 
subcontinent were the breeding grounds for fighting colonization. Hence the Algerian 
Abd-al-Qadir (d.1883)9 and the Daghestani Imam Shamil (d.1871) relentlessly fought 
the French and the Russians respectively10.  
 
In the same spirit, the desert-dwelling or mountaineer sufis were considered 
uncivilized by the colonizers, and on the other side, there was a blossoming of 
understanding between the allied powers and the Wahhabi inspired Saudi royalties, 
right after the first world war.   
 
More recently, the scenario has reversed. One finds that the imperialist west has very 
little if no problems with the accommodating and hospitable open arms of sufism, yet 
it is suspicious of the reactionary streaks of a stricter Wahhabi Islam11. An 
unchallenging doctrine is what suits injustice the most. In this respect, inaction is an 
imperialist’s best friend and sponsored tasawwuf can always be a means to preach a 

                                                
8 A similar irony is that while Mustafa Kamal (d.1938) clamped on all mystic orders in Turkey in an 
effort to clean up the antiquated, the commercialised dancing dervishes are now a major tourist 
attraction in Turkey. 
9 For example, consult “The Encyclopaedia of World History”, Sixth Edition, 2001. 
10 Also see section on “The Activist Mystic”. 
11 B.M.Nafi, “The Root of All Evil”,  Al-AhramWeekly Online, 9-15 Jan 2003. Also see S.Schwartz, “The 
Two Faces of Islam”, Anchor, 2003; and A .Alexiev, “The Missing Link in the War on Terror: Confronting 
Saudi Subversion”, Center for Security Policy US, http://www.centerforsecuritypolicy.org/. 
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tolerance that suits one party only. This recent upsurge in interest in sufism by the 
imperialist powers is yet another development that deserves attention. 
 
Sufism as the Fusion of Contrasts 
 
Sufism is a therefore fusion of contrasts – the science of opposites. It lives and 
flourishes because of its inherent contrast. Its far-reaching power lies in this very 
contrast. Therefore it possesses the capability to attract and distract, invite and 
disenchant. Because of its diversity, it pleases both the pantheist as well as the 
conventional monotheist. It’s a passport for political refuge and escapism and also a 
motivation for dynamism and activism. It submits to foreign rule and occupation and 
also becomes the clarion call for freedom and independence. It offers a safe haven to 
an ascetic mendicant and also becomes the treasure trove of a philosophizing 
intellectual.  
 
This contrast is intrinsic with Sufism and its beauty lies therein. 
 
An early 19th century rector of the famous Azhar University in Cairo clearly pointed 
out the two varied aspects of this richly diverse movement. “The lure of Sufism falls 
into two categories”, he remarks. “One is concerned with disciplining the character 
and investing it with spiritual courtesies…In the other category, the masters of Sufism 
are concerned with mysteries being unveiled and with direct spiritual perceptions and 
what they experience by way of Divine manifestations12.” 
 
The first of these categories is the simpler to understand. It involves spiritual 
purification, which the Quran would term as tazhkia. Some may claim that this 
purification is all there is to the basic essence of Islam: a diamond called the heart, 
that lies within. The Sufi’s task is to polish it to the best of his capabilities, 
transforming it into a resplendent gem, till it reaches the state when the hearts of his 
fellow humans could also bathe in its glorious lustre.  
 
The second of the above-mentioned categories is the more exciting and 
correspondingly more difficult to grasp. On the mystic journey taken along this 
second path, we come across more breathtaking scenery but the track is more 
dangerous. This second lure is not for everyone, instead it is only for those who have 
been initiated in the Sufi path. Those who eventually brave the perils of this path truly 
outshine the rest and become examples to follow for their disciples. But it also 
happens that their “manner of expression does not adequately convey their meaning, 
and if taken literally, it may conflict with all logical evidence13.” It is on one such 
station of the spiritual journey that Mansur Hallaj (d.922) cried Anal-Haq (“I am the 
Creative Truth”) and became the cherished diagram of mystic sainthood, and Ibn-e-
Arabi (d.1240) exclaimed, “sainthood is longer lasting than prophethood, but the 
sainthood of a prophet is longer lasting than that of a saint14.” In the same spirit, the 
woman saint Rabia (d.801) from Basra is seen carrying a torch of flames in one hand 
and a pale of water in the other. When asked the purpose of her act, she vowed to burn 
heaven with the fire and extinguish hell with the water15. It seems that she can love 
                                                
12 Quoted in M.Lings, “What is Sufism?”, Mandala Books, London, 1981, p.116. 
13 Ibid. p.116. 
14 Ibid. p.161. 
15 Quoted in Abul-Kalam Azaad, Ghubar-e-Khatir. 



 5

nothing and fear nothing else but God. Clearly, this is the arena where a little skill can 
be a dangerous thing.  
 
The former kind of Sufism leads to the state of “illumination”, while the latter leads to 
“conflagration”. One is the light that shines and the other is the light that burns. 
 
I shall now summarise the various contrasting trends prevalent in sufism over the 
turning centuries: namely the escapist, assertive, activist and modern roles of 
mysticism. 
 
The Escapist Mystic 
 
Finding cause-effect relations in historical movements is a historian’s fantasy and a 
sociologist’s nightmare, but Sufism is a combination of opposites in the historical 
sense as well. Over the centuries it emerged as a movement of “political negativism” 
combined with “intellectual positivism”, fatalism and idealism, despair and hope. The 
negativist shade of Sufism taught otherworldliness in a time of political and moral 
turbulence and the positivist shade built and chiseled out the formidable intellectual 
heritage of Muslim thought and morality. 
 
Following Ibn-e-Khaldun’s (d.1382) Muqaddima (Prologue), “Sufism was too general 
in the first three [Hijri] centuries to be given a name16” but by the time this historian 
wrote his Prologue, the Muslim state(s) had already shattered many times and at the 
same time, Sufism had established itself as a proper and formal discipline. 
 
Sufism started as a reaction, albeit a natural consequence of the prevailing intellectual, 
political and social environment of the early Abbasid years17. Retracing the course of 
history, and especially that of abstract and multi-faceted movements like sufism, 
which possess at the same time an air of esoteric silence, it becomes exceedingly 
difficult to relate causes and their direct effects. It is, for example, too simplistic to 
burden the last Abbasid Caliph Musta’sim (1242-58) with the shocking fall of the 
Empire in 1258, or it would be too naïve, to account for the weakening grip of the 
Moghuls in India to the inevitable death of Aurangzeb (1707). Similarly, sufism is a 
complex by-product of the interplay of various political and intellectual forces. It is a 
precipitate, settling out from the complicated chemistry of intellectual movements 
such as idealism and rationalism, objective reality and subjective illusion.  It is a 
distillate, brewing from volatile competition between differing political camps, 
religious sects and economic classes.  
 
In its political and intellectual contexts, it can be conjectured that sufism was, 
respectively, both a historical necessity evolving from turmoil and degeneration and 
an interpretative movement touching and building upon Islam’s powerful mystic 
dimensions. In one of these respects, it was a movement towards negation and escape. 
From the other view point, it was a positive assertive force emphasizing internal 
discovery. It is the mixing together of these competing forces that makes the study of 
the history of sufistic thought a complex undertaking. This makes it the science of 
opposites. 

                                                
16 Quoted in M.Lings, “What is Sufism?”, Mandala Books, London, 1981, p.45. 
17 M.S.Sheikh, “Islamic Philosophy”, Octagon Press London, 1938, p. 21. 



 6

With the cessation of the Pious Caliphate (661), the “republican period of the 
Caliphate” 18, political troubles took over the expanding Muslim Empire.  
 
These troubles manifested themselves foremost, in considerable discontent within the 
masses. The unifying thrust of Islam was alien to the tribal Arab spirit, and the tribal 
coarseness of the Arabs, unfamiliar to the cultural finesse of the Persian converts. The 
neophytes in Islam were estranged by the ruling communities and their assimilation 
into the administrative circles was only slow and patient. On the other hand, people of 
the seized lands found it difficult to submit to the new social and economic order, laid 
down by the fast permeating religion, that broke away from established hierarchies.  
 
This psychological mistrust was compounded with political anarchy.  The political 
groups often came under the guise of religious movements, inciting the jingoist 
tendencies of various sections of the Muslim commonwealth. There were several 
claimants to the throne. All claimants were inspired, in one way or the other, by 
interpretations of fundamental or subsidiary religious doctrine. These differences did 
not go unnoticed, but emerged as major battles, mutinies and killings. Bloodbaths and 
internecine wars had become all the more common, leading the disillusioned Muslim 
mind to escape from ground realities.  
 
Here is a bird’s-eye view of the political troubles that had set into the Muslim Empire. 
The Umayyads were overthrown (750); the Abbasids had to stamp out deadly 
revolutions and insurrections – each episode sometimes costing hundreds of 
thousands of lives. The sons of Harun Rashid (‘The Righteous’) Mamun and Amin 
themselves engaged in a bloodthirsty civil war (813-9), practically splitting asunder 
the Muslim commonwealth. The Tahirids (821), Saffarids (867) and the Fatimids 
(899) broke away, one by one from the banner of the Caliph in Baghdad. Christians 
had brought havoc to and occupied Jerusalem (1099) at the end of the first Crusades. 
This occupation became a major source of unrest and rioting in Baghdad, where the 
Seljuqs had become the virtual regents of the Muslim empire.   
 
This was a time when one of the greatest mystic (as well as intellectual) guides of all 
times, Abd al Qadir Jilani (d.1166) from Baghdad preached not only spiritual 
affirmation, but also austerity and a fervent detachment from material and political 
crises. His collection of teachings Futooh-ul-Ghaib (The Openings of the Unseen) is a 
reflection of the political and moral crises of his times19.  
 
“All great poets of Sufis” Iqbal (d.1938) held, “have lived and sung in times of 
political decadence20.” An environment of political turmoil was just the right kind to 
breed scepticism and an urge to escape from physical wealth, political and material 
ambition, and sometimes even physical existence itself – the urge towards 
otherworldliness. The ambience was the right kind to manufacture the greatest 
spiritual ecstasies, unfolding in pen and letter; but at the same time, encouraged a self-
imposed retirement from worldly businesses. What ensued was therefore a silent 
revolt against the environment – a revolt that called for a change in the internal, rather 
than a change in the external. The rebellion was one of disenchanted absence from 

                                                
18 P.K.Hitti, “History of the Arabs”, p.183. 
19 B.A.Dar, “Abd al-Qadir Jilani and Shihab Al-Din Suhrawardi”, in “A History of Muslim Philosophy”, Ed: 
M.M.Sharif, Pakistan Philosophical Congress, Vol.1 (3), p.349. 
20 Quoted in A.Schimmel, “Gabriel’s Wing”, Iqbal Academy Pakistan, p.370. 
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worldly matters, a strange rebellion that heralded not for action, but for inaction and a 
revolt that taught patience, instead of protest. As the weather outside grew 
inhospitable, the souls preferred to hibernate and re-discover their real mystic 
potential. 
 
Parallels in history come easy and for free. The third Hegira century was much similar 
in its instability to what is generally called the third century of crisis of the Roman 
Empire (235-284)21. Usurpations and civil wars became commonplace. In a period of 
half a century, there appeared almost 35 emperors, only one dying of natural causes. 
The Goths and the Gauls invaded Roman territories effortlessly and Palmyra broke off 
from the Roman yoke, under the queen Xenobia. 
 
It was natural that in such a state of shattering away of the Roman public life, private 
devotion came as a real asset.  The political and military crisis proved fertile for the 
development of neo-Platonism under the philosophy of Plotinus (d.270) and his 
student Porphyry (d.304).  At the surface of the sea, the storm was wrecking anything 
that came its way, but in the deepest fathoms, silent pearls of philosophy and wisdom 
were wreathing in their secluded shells.  
 
The Assertive Mystic 

 
So far, I have tried to elicit a link between the political disarray of the times and the 
resulting slant towards the mystic tradition. I feel that it was disenchantment from the 
collective ideal of the society and a resignation towards the life of the individual, 
separate and distinct from the society, that led to the unfolding of the sufi way. This 
takes us to another side of the picture, another opposite: the intellectual forces that 
helped shape and more importantly consolidate the mystic science.  
 
Mysticism flourished in an intellectually rich and philosophically prolific society. It is 
in this respect, that it gradually grew into a completely coherent science and found its 
foundations in the deeply intellectual and engaging philosophising of its maiden 
masters. I call this aspect, one of the many assertive shades of mysticism. 
 
Although the Muslim political ideal had become an elusive reality, the intellectual 
culture was in full bloom. Intellect versus revelation, and rationalism pitched against 
orthodoxy had become favourite discourses. These part metaphysical, part theological 
debates crystallized with the well-defined movements of Mu’tazilism and Ash’arism. 
The main feeding streams into this whirlpool became Peripatetic or Neo-Platonic 
philosophies, Aryan and Zoroastrian influences and the fountain-head became the 
Quran. This free mixing of ideas, all confined within a strictly monotheist plane of 
possibility, resulted in the growth of several new Islamic sciences. It is to most of 
these disciplines of thought, that modern Muslims invariably owe their discipleship 
today – be it in the form of imitating one of the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence or 
the more diverse groups of Sunnism or Shia’ism. In short, this rich synthesis of ideas 
and counter-ideas marked the most vibrant phase in Muslim intellectual history.  The 
intellectual zenith was unfortunately never to repeat itself with the same vigour, it had 
passed once and for all. 
 

                                                
21 Allama Iqbal, “Development of Metaphysics in Persia”, Bazm-e-Iqbal Lahore. 
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One of the most powerful and far-reaching movements that emerged out of this 
conundrum of view points was of tasawwuf or mysticism – a foray into exploring and 
strengthening the mystical and spiritual dimensions of Islam. This movement was to 
shape both the expanse as well as the immensity of the character of the Muslim 
peoples in the centuries to come. In this respect, it became a means not only towards 
the slow expansion of the Muslim frontiers, but more importantly towards the 
infusion of the Muslim ideal of life into the hearts and minds of people. As an 
animated evidence today, the spiritual fraternities (silasil or turuq) spread from the 
strait of Gibraltar to that of Malacca, permeate, affect and possess the lives of 
millions.  
 
The Ash’arite response to the theory of unguided objective reasoning of the opposing 
camp, namely the Mu’tazilites, was a philosophical attempt to reconcile these 
important human capabilities. They took on the philosophers on their own grounds in 
an attempt to provide a philosophical justification to their theology, whilst preserving 
the traditional beliefs upheld by the orthodoxy. Al-Ghazali’s (d.1111) Ihya-e-Ulum-
ud-Din (The Revival of Religious Sciences) was in this direction, the definitive 
response of the Ash’arite group and a remarkably successful attempt in wedding 
traditional Muslim belief with an indigenous philosophy, sanctioning amongst other 
things, the “method of mysticism”22. It was only after the Ihya, that people started to 
“study dogma and metaphysics together23”. 
 
This was the spirit of free inquiry and independent thought that blossomed into 
flowers of all kinds, providing a bouquet of multitude. In the process of refuting 
Aristotelian ideas, the mystic camp had also developed its own epistemology. It was 
an intellectually verdant landscape, on which the complete mystic would tread his 
way, equipped with the armour of knowledge (ma’rifah) but guided by the inner light 
of mystic experience (love or hubbah). The fusion of these faculties is what is called 
the heart-intellect. 

 
24“The discord between the intellect and revelation is only artificial, 

Why should the pulpit consider Hallaj’s gibbet as an adversary? 
Both in times of supremacy or subjugation, the godliest of men, 

Are safeguarded by the shield of proud detachment. 
The Archangel should not attempt at impersonating my passionate fervour, 

                                                
22 W.M. Watt, “The Faith and Practice of Al-Ghazali”, Tr. Of Munqidh Min Dalalah (Deliverance from 
Error), Oneworld, Oxford, p. 56. 
23 Allama Iqbal, “Development of Metaphysics in Persia”, Bazm-e-Iqbal Lahore. 
24 Allama Iqbal, “Baal-e-Jibreel” (Gabriel’s Wings). 
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As indolent heaven dwellers are better off with their relaxed glorifications.” 

There were several ways in which mystics enjoyed a fruitful rapport with the 
philosophers25.  First, the pioneers in the mystic sciences, themselves resorted to the 
instruments of philosophy – logic and metaphysics – and synthesised in the process, 
comprehensive philosophical schools and metaphysical cosmologies. It was not a 
mere coincidence that sufis were occasionally given the title Ibn-e-Falatoon (the sons 
of Plato). Second, almost all accomplished philosophers (with the exception of Ibn-e-
Rushd26 (d.1198)) were either practicing sufis or delved into the mystic intellection 
with fervour and exhaustive detail.  
 
We shall now render one example each, of the philosophising sufi and the sufi 
philosopher, from the early Abbasid era.  
 
One of the most important and earliest contributions by a philosopher sufi in the way 
of the Sufi intellect was the Illuminationist theory of Sheikh Shahab-ud-Din 
Suhruwardi (d.1191). Being one of the foremost followers of the Suhruwardi 
fraternities, his work Hikmat-ul-Ishraq (The Wisdom of Illumination) speaks of his 
monumental contribution to reviving medieval Persian philosophy and synthesizing it 
with mystic credentials. His metaphysics, however, was considered too innovative for 
the accepted religious norms. Consequently, the famous Salah-ud-Din Ayyubi 
(d.1192) had the young sufi-master put to death in Aleppo, at the age of 3627. 
Nevertheless, his theory formulated in the most scientific of manners, was a 
masterpiece synthesis of the “rational mind and the purification of one’s inner 
being28”. 
  
As an example of a philosopher who also delved into the mystic experience, we take 
up Ibn-e-Sina (d.1037) – one of the most revered Muslim intellectuals. He rejuvenated 
much of Greek philosophy and in this respect is considered the Aristotle reincarnated, 
or the muallam-e-thani (‘the second teacher’). His mystic ambitions on a personal 
level are much disputed29, but his compendium Isharat wa-Tanbihaat (Directions and 
Admonitions) comprises one whole volume devoted to the significance of the mystic 
experience as a source of intellect. As a philosopher climbs up the ladder of rational 
intellect, Ibn-e-Sina remarks, he can also reach a chamber illuminated with the flood 
of the divine light. In this upward ascent, he comes across varied experiences, being 
different in taste but identical in essence. The mystic experience is one of these tastes, 
just another station of knowledge (maqam-e-irfan), a transit in the journey piloted by 
reason; as if a sailor steering on a calm river suddenly comes across a precipitous 
waterfall. The water that flows in the river or falls in the cataract is the same, however 
one scenery is assuredly more breathtaking than the other. 
 
I have now delineated the two opposites that compose the very character of mysticism 
– the escape and the assertion. The political roots of mysticism sensed the gravity of 
                                                
25 S.H.Nasr, “Introduction to the Mystical Tradition” in “History of Islamic Philosophy”, Eds.: S.H.Nasr and 
O.Leaman. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Despite his sacrifice, he could not win the title shaheed for himself and to date, his name still 
continues with the epithet Muqtal (the ‘slain’). 
28 Op.cit. 25. 
29 Tr.: S.Anati, “Ibn Sina and Mysticism: Remarks and Admonitions: Part Four”, Kegan Paul International, 
1996, p. 62. 
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the dark soils while its flower petals were happiest flirting the fresh air of labile 
intellectualising.  
 
Furthermore, what the above discussion suggests is that sufism was much of a 
historical movement, in addition to being a divinely ordained responsibility for the 
average believer. No doubt, the masters of mysticism sought proofs for their ideas in 
the Scripture, yet the intellectual, social and political climate shaped mystic 
movements all around the world.  
 
With its contextual baggage, mysticism maintained an important connect with the 
society. It blossomed from a set of beliefs to a set of practices, from a philosophy to 
an art, and from an ideal to a living reality.  
 
In this process of realization, mysticism took up different forms and colours as it 
swept across the globe. Sometimes, it subsumed local customs and sometimes 
moulded itself to fit in with the society. Sufism spoke the language of people; it 
touched and felt the people. To some it gave thrill and to others penitence; to same it 
gave an engaging pastime and to others, a profession. In lands far and wide, sufism 
became a spokesperson for religion itself, bringing people en masse into the folds of 
Islam.  
 
The “emotional locutions30” of poets generated a corpus of mystical poetry in Persian. 
It appears that there is no language that matches Persian in the depth and passion of its 
spiritual ethos31. Today, the mystic triumvirate Sinai (d.1131), Attar (d.1230) and 
Rumi (d.1273) followed by Sa’di (d.1292), Hafiz (d.1389) and Jami (d.1431) revel as 
the peerless jewels of the crown we call Sufi poetry. The perceptive eye cannot miss 
the dazzle of their spiritual verse. As another tribute to their humanist appeal in the 
times of the day, their poetry has been revived by western translators, bringing sufism 
right into the heartland of the spiritually wanting societies of the present world. This 
trans-Atlantic infiltration of sufism also opens up new vistas of thought and many 
deep questions, as I have mentioned earlier. 
 
The sufis also became vehicles for social change and economic restructuring. They 
benefited the social and economic circles through public facilities. It is true that their 
lives penetrated the lives of their students, but more so did their deaths. Not only did 
their hospices become points of congregation, their shrines also became places of 
activity and fervour, affecting trade, travel and the ordinary households in a melange 
of ways. New forms of worship were sometimes added to doctrinal tasks. Super 
sensuous feats (karamaat) became another rallying call for the people, who generally 
cut across different faiths. In short, sufism was not content with its purely intellectual 
impetus. It rather expressed itself in the most outreaching way and emerged as a 
popular, egalitarian, inclusive spiritual force for the populace at large. 
 
It is the very same diversity imbedded in sufism, that explains why it is not a holistic 
concept, rather a synergy of beliefs and practices. It is not totally wrong to remark that 
mysticism became a syncretic movement, drawing upon various cultures and 

                                                
30 A.Schimmel, “As Through a Veil: Mystical Poetry in Islam”, Oneworld Publications Oxford, p.16. 
31 S.H.Nasr, “A Journey through Persian History and Culture”, Iqbal Academy Pakistan, p.53. 
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sometimes un-Islamic or indigenous customs, and lending its social contribution in 
return, spearheaded by the force of the spirit.  

 
The Activist Mystic 
 
The mystics were not just masters of the heart or the pen. They also present to us the 
best examples of the internal externalised. As such, they were right at the heart of 
armed struggles against oppression and subjugation. Examples from later centuries 
abound, where the sufis upheld a tradition of activism in the face of suppression – be 
it economic or social or what they considered to be innovation in religious beliefs.  
 
When the Muslim commonwealth was under the yoke of colonialism, the sufi orders 
either allied with the colonial powers or presented the major opposition. Algeria is an 
interesting case example, to which we have already made a passing reference. The 
country had a rich sufi tradition. After the French had occupied Algiers (1830)32, the 
fiercest opposition to the colonising rule came from the sufi Abd-ul-Qadir (d.1883) 
who recovered large provinces of the country, till he was finally defeated and 
captured. The more popular Tijaniyya fraternity however chose to ally not with the 
weak victims, but the stronger victors – the French, with whom they cut out an 
alliance of cooperation (1839). The French intelligence had inter-penetrated the sufi 
orders, compiling a vast ethnography of mystic beliefs and practises, ranking them as 
friends or foes, in an attempt to expedite their political control. In other parts of North 
Africa too, mystically inspired movements checked the onslaught of colonial 
expansion. So we come across Mahdi in Sudan and the Sinnausis in Libya and other 
parts of West Africa, both enjoying mystic connections.  
 
Likewise is the case of Imam Shamil (d.1871), who was a follower of the Naqshbandi 
sufi order, and the most heroic of the illustrious line of mystics who fought the 
Russians in Chechnya and its environs. It was due to Shamil, that the forests and 
beaches of Chechnya became stained with the invading armies’ blood. A Dagestani 
peot wrote of Shamil that he “spoke flashes of lightning in his eyes, and flowers on 
his lips33.” After his capitulation, the disciplined murids were either hanged or 
excommunicated.  
 
Examples of such resistance could also be sought with the sufi orders, especially the 
Naqshbandia, fighting against the Dutch in Indonesia, India in Kashmir, the Serbs in 
Bosnia and the Soviets in the occupied Afghanistan. 
 
So far from only dwelling into the theoretical aspects of theology and philosophy, the 
mystics also appeared as war-heroes, battling oppression and colonization and in 
many cases laying down their lives for nobler causes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
32 “The Encyclopaedia of World History”, Sixth Edition, 2001. 
33 Quoted in A.Kullberg, “The Background of Chechen Independence: The Sufi Resistance”, The Eurasian 
Politician, Oct. 2003. 
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The Modern Mystic 
 

 
 

34“The sufi ranks are known to even the inebriate, 
Although their own miracles go unnoticed. 

The self appreciations, self respect and cries of truthful Selfhood, 
Are all transcending mileposts for the seeker who is free. 

But for the seeker who is a slave, all these transits become the destination in 
themselves, 

Becoming one by one, his corpse, his coffin and his sudden death. ” 
 
Being activist sufis, I have already pinpointed the contribution of the mystics in the 
realm of the real. We must understand that the real still remains dangerously real and 
the need of the hour for the mystic experimentalist is thus, to sharpen his progressive 
faculties and contribute to the progress of his surroundings.  
 
Mysticism has always remained a source for spiritual uplift in the life of the 
individual. Hallaj, Shahab and Sarmad (d.1660) continue to enjoy their status of the 
crowned mystic martyrs, reaching the pinnacle of internal experience. There were and 
still are many more silent rubies of spiritual wonder holding themselves to the 
sunshine of the divine. Their count never diminishes. Sufism still flourishes as the 
most important instrument to unleash the many talents locked in the soul and ego of 
the individual. The task that lies ahead, however, is to translate these potentialities 
into the life of the society and the ego of the collective.  
 

                                                
34 Allama Iqbal, Armughan-e-Hijaz, (The Gift from Arabia). 
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What this means is that in the modern times, the internal can no longer function 
without the external. The esoteric and the exoteric must be wedded together in 
companionship. The heart and the intellect must infuse into one whole, namely the 
heart-intellect. Now is the time when the mystic experiment should go beyond its 
intrinsic inertness by making itself felt by way of action, rather than mere 
experience.  
 
The force of action is most evident in the example of the Prophet (SA), when he 
ascended the heavens on the night of Mi’raj. His traditions are a tell-tale of the 
transcendence of the heavenly journey; his mystic experience was of the highest 
calibre, surpassing even the reach of the Archangel. But the beatific effulgence of the 
divine was important for the Prophet (SA) in another respect as well. The union did 
not teach him dissolution, rather it gave him a new affirmation. It prepared him for the 
arduous mission of prophethood that lay ahead. In his subsequent life, in addition to 
spiritually and morally cleansing the hearts of his peoples, the Prophet (SA) was to 
prepare a progressive nation with the most charismatic discipline, manage affairs of 
the state and its diplomatic ties with neighbours and plan and fight the most 
challenging wars. The Ascension was to instill in him the verve and the vigour to 
accomplish all these divinely appointed tasks in the face of all difficulties.  Iqbal 
teaches us another moral from the Ascension, that although the unitive experience is 
transient, it “leaves a deep sense of authority as it has passed away35.” Mysticism 
could hence be used as a locked treasure to conquer both matter as well as the spirit. 
What use can such mysticism be which enraptures and intoxicates the soul but doesn’t 
affirm and consolidate it. The prophetic experience definitely teaches us the latter36. 
 
In times modern, there are a few words of caution for us that must come with all 
spiritual experiments. First, we must appreciate the fine difference between the 
abstract and the mythical. This difference is all the more neglected in mystic 
discipleship. Tasawwuf can become a potent force if it doesn’t celebrate superstition; 
rather helps make the possible happen. Second, any experiment that affords itself as a 
refuge against frustration has to be considered carefully; therein lies the inadvertent 
danger of otherworldly escapism appearing in the pretence of comforting asylum. And 
last, the sufism that exploits ignorance and credulity or breeds and encourages the 
same will only do us little good.  
 
It is also true that another extreme would be ostentation and materialism, but to say 
the very least, spiritual education should be aimed at realising the realisable – it 
should be an effort “aimed at the conquest of matter and not the flight from it.” 
 
It is for the same inherent dangers in sufism as perceived in the modern age and time, 
that Iqbal speaks against self-satisfying fatalist mystic intoxications. For the same 
reason, he blamed the modern inaction of the young Muslims on the passive outlook 
of life preached in different ways by the mystic, alongside the mullah and the 
monarch37. He believed that these worn-out institutions made our masses content with 

                                                
35 Allama Iqbal, “Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam”, Institute of Islamic Culture, Lahore, 1999,  
p.18. 
36 Abdul Quddoos Gangohi, is reported to have said: “Muhammad of Arbia (SA) ascended the highest 
heaven and returned; I swear by God that if I had reached that point, I would never have returned.” 
(Quoted in A.Bausani, “Iqbal and Dante”, East and West, Vol 2, Issue p.77, July 1951.) 
37 S.McDonough, “The Flame of Sinai: Hope and Vision in Iqbal”, Iqbal Academy Pakistan, 2002, p.87. 
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spiritual thraldom and fatal contentment, but were unable to guide them through the 
struggle of life. 
 
Therefore, if sufism is not to become a passive, denunciatory luxury one more time, 
our young men and women, equipped with spiritual education, must participate 
actively in the march of history. This they could achieve by action, but action alone is 
not sufficient. The action must be the action of a free soul and motivated from within. 
Any action that originates from ideas transpired by others, and tries to meet objectives 
defined by others, is destined to either meet failure, or serve a purpose that is not ours.  
 
To us, it seems that the role of tasawwuf in the course of history is just like the role of 
the autorhythmic heart in the human body. The heart is not a captive of the human 
mind. Given the proper nourishment, it can even be withdrawn from the cage of the 
body, without its beat coming to a stop. But despite its relative independence, it plays 
a major role in the vitality of the body: feeding blood into the arteries and through its 
endless throb, invoking life for all other organs.  
 
So is the case for mysticism. Like the heart, the sufi dimension is not imprisoned by 
either the mind or the body. Its flight is in worlds unknown to the world of mortal 
materials.  It doesn’t need the assistance of the “elements”, but its greatest 
achievement would come when it contributes strength to the world of action and 
creation and fused with its intellectual positivism, can lead us away from undergoing 
a “spiritual training according to the most carefully observed and differentiated rules 
of purification and meditation until the individual self is extinguished” to making the 
“human heart alive to its longing for God, to bring it, then, into communion with God, 
to lead it from the blind and fruitless acceptance of inherited truths to a participation 
in the life of the eternal38.” 
 
It is in the same vein, that Iqbal invites the sufi of his times. 
 

 
 

39“Your vision sees only a world of miracles, 
My vision however sees a spectacle of obstacles. 
Agreed, the world of imagination is full of fancy, 

                                                
38 A.Schimmel. “Gabriel’s Wing”, Iqbal Academy Pakistan, p.375. 
39 Allama Iqbal, Sufi se (Addressed to the Sufi) in “Zarb-e-Kaleem” (The Strike of Moses). 
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But fancier is my stage of life and many deaths. 
It is longing for your transforming gaze, 

Enter, step foot into my world of possibility.” 


