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Sufism is the mystical tradition of Islam. Islam has a rich mystical tradition that includes 

many different Sufi orders or brotherhoods.
1
 It has had a very profound and far-reaching 

influence throughout Islamic history. Islamic mysticism is an important part of the historical 

experience of various Muslim communities across the globe.
2
 Hence, Sufism is both a 

historical phenomenon as well as a contemporary occurrence. There is probably no country in 

the world where its effect is not felt. It is considered that the vast majority of Muslims across 

the world are acquainted with the Sufi orders of Islam. Indeed, millions choose to follow one 

or another path.
3 

Sufis played a substantial role in the development of not only the Islamic 

religion, but Islamic civilisation in general.
4
  

Sufism was differently described by various scholars. An important movement among both 

Sunni and Shi’a Muslims was the movement known as Sufism.
5
 Over the course of time, this 

Islamic movement took various forms within these two distinctive groupings.
6
 Sufism is a 

divine trust originating in the mercy of God and placed within Islam.
7
 Some scholars pointed 

out that Sufism is a branch of Islamic philosophy, while others see it as a subject in the ranks 

of philosophy. However, Sufism and the gnostic movements in philosophy became as terms 

in mixed usages.
8
  Sufism, the religious philosophy of Islam, was described in the earliest 

surviving definition as ‘the apprehension of divine realities’.
9
 The Islamic term that referred 

to ‘Sufism’ is tasawwuf (mysticism). It literally translates as ‘the process of becoming a 

Sufi’.
10

 It is frequently described in the early manuals as a form of religious learning (‘ilm) 

alongside the familiar religious science of law and the sayings of the Prophet.
11

 It is also a 

mystical expression of the Islamic faith.
12

 Sufism is the inclusive influence of mysticism 

within Islam. Some Muslims described Sufism as ‘truth without form’.
13

 Sufism can be also 

applied as a descriptive term of the ‘family resemblance’ variety, to include all the external 

social and historical manifestations associated with Sufi orders, saints, and the interior 

practice of Islam.
14

 ‘Sufism is freedom and generosity and absence of self-constraint’.
15

 

Along with the development of the outward-oriented affiliations grounded on the legalistic 

interpretation of the Qur’an and the Traditions, Muslims from the early times developed 

another, more inward-oriented approach toward their belief.
16 

In other words, at the time 

when theologians and philosophers endeavoured to define and rationalise the absolute unity 

of the divine being, groups of mystics strove for an emotional understanding of the essence of 

the One.
17

 The early mysticism was principally a product of Islam which focused on 

satisfying the many people possessing spiritual tendencies. It became the inner way of 

Islam.
18 

Early Sufism was also a natural expression of personal religion in relation to the 

expression of religion as a communal matter.
19

 It was firstly a purely ascetic movement that 

stood to respond or work against Muslims’ increasing worldliness and to remind them of their 
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religious obligations.
20

 As a form of social expression and even social protest, Sufis wore 

rough woollen clothing and renounced all worldly pleasure. The earliest Sufi members 

looked back nostalgically at the simplicity of Islam in the days of the Prophet.
21

 Sufism in 

general had developed a very humanistic approach to religion. Sufis, like other mystics, are 

trying to reach God or the ultimate Truth by following a certain path. In doing this, they 

balanced and overpassed the dichotomy of the physical world and the divine.
22

 The mystical 

and contemplative component lives in all religions and among every people.
23

 Similar to 

other mystical movements and traditions, such as those in Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism 

and Buddhism, the Sufi path seek to discipline the mind and body in order to experience 

directly the presence of God.
24

  

However, the term Sufism has a complex history.
25

 Looking back at the early history, the 

term Sufism was created at the end of the 8
th

 century, as an appropriation of those portions of 

‘Oriental’ culture that Westerners also found attractive.
26

 While the term Sufi first gained 

popularity in the 8
th

 century it gradually circulated widely. 
27

 In particular, it gained strength 

and number during the expansionist period of the Islamic empire.
28

 The early history of the 

Sufi movement is largely a record of individual mystics, though they shared numerous 

characteristics. The movement is characterised by the reliable observance of divine law as 

stated in the Qur’an and as specified in the traditional sayings of the Prophet.
29

 The mystical 

and ascetic movements of different kinds appeared during the early time of Islamic history 

and spread to almost all geographical directions within the various cultural realms.
30

  Hence, 

Sufism became integral to popular religious practices and the spirituality of Islam.
31 

Similar 

to other mystics, Muslim mystics strive for high levels of purity and their asceticism was a 

dominant aspect among them.
32

  According to Qushayri (d. 1074) the sign of a Sufi is that ‘he 

feels poor when he has wealth, is humble when he has power, and is hidden when he has 

fame’.
33

   

The historical origin of the word Sufi is well-established – it traces its origin from the Arabic 

word for wool (i.e. suf).
33

 The term, labisa’l-suf, which previously meant ‘he clad himself in 

wool’, and was related to a person who renounced the world and became an ascetic, 

henceforward signified that he became a Sufi.
34

 However, Sufism is a word uniting many 

different meanings.
35

 Most Sufis, ‘flaying in the face of etymology’, have derived it from an 

Arabic root which conveys the notion of ‘purity’; this would make Sufi mean ‘one who is 

pure in heart’, or ‘one who is elected’.
36  

The ancient Sufis borrowed the term saddiq from the 

Manicheans which applied to their own spiritual adepts, and a later school of the Persian 

dualism.
37

 By the 9
th

 century the term Sufi was widely applied to ‘holy men who practised 

austerity’. The generally accepted view is that the nickname refers to mystical teaching about 

austerity and their simple style of dress.
38

 Although there are some suggestions that the word 

Sufi was linked with the Greek word for ‘wise man’, sophos, and hence with Greek 

philosophy, the usage of such a word in Sufi literature is, in fact, uncommon.
39 

However, 

Nicholson maintained that similar to Christianity, ‘Neo-Platonism poured into Islam a large 

tincture of the same mystical element’.
40

   

Some sources also said that the so-called Sooffees were ‘Muslim poets’ and/or mystical 

philosophers of the East. British Orientalists first introduced the ‘term and category’ Sufism 
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to Europe in the 18
th

 century after seeing them as ‘the attractive freethinkers of Oriental 

culture’.
41

 The creation of the term Sufi in its prescriptive denotation was mainly an 

achievement of the 10
th

 century, though it drew on earlier precedents.
42 

 According to 

medieval historical sources there were early Muslim mystics distinguished by austerity, self-

discipline and simplicity.
43

 Furthermore, the great historian and sociologist Ibn Khaldun 

stated that ‘Sufism belongs to the science of the religious law originated in Islam. It is based 

on the assumption that the practices of its adherents had always been considered by the 

important early Muslims, the men around the Prophet Muhammad and the men of the second 

generation, as well as those who came after them, as the path of truth and right 

guidance’…‘the special name of Sufis was given to those who aspired to divine worship’.
44

 

‘Saint’ in Arabic is somewhat equivalent to the Arabic word wali, which means ‘friend, 

helper, or patron’.
45

 The commonest expression translated as a Sufi ‘saint’ is wali Allah, 

which means ‘friend of Allah’ in the sense of ‘someone under the care of, or client, of 

Allah’.
46

 Muslim mystics were fond of calling themselves Ahl al-Haqq, ‘the followers of the 

Real’.
47

 Sufis could be male or female.
48

 Sufi may be as common in the East as in the West, 

and may come dressed as a general, a peasant, a merchant, a lawyer, a schoolmaster, a 

housewife, anything – ‘to be in the world, but not of it’.
49

 

Prior to the advent of organised Sufism, there existed tariqas which were merely schools of 

Sufi doctrine. The Sufi orders, in their expansion, were linked with the early historical phase 

of schools of mysticism and the term ‘tariqa’ has then retained the original meaning of being 

ideally a method or way with doctrinal implications even through rituals and external 

practices increased in significance.
50

 Before the 10
th

 century the Sufis had already worked out 

a method of attaining the gnosis or mystical knowledge of God. This method was the result of 

experience and observation.
51 

Though a number of Sufi orders dated from the 12
th

 and the 

13
th

 centuries onwards, there is a ‘feature’ in the genealogy of spiritual authority commonly 

called silsila (‘spiritual chain’), which appeared and developed much earlier in history.  In the 

10
th

 century the Sufi al-Khuldi (d. 959) traced the genealogy of his mystic teaching to al-

Basri (d. 728) and thence through the Companion Anas Ibn Malik, to the Prophet himself.
52 

The earliest preserved silsila is that of al-Khuldi. According to Ibn an-Nadim (d. 995) al-

Khuldi took tariqa from al-Junaid (d. 910), he from as-Saqati (d. 867), from al-Karkhi (d. 

813), from as-Sabakhi (d. 748), from al-Basri (d. 728), from Anas ibn Malik (d. 709), the 

traditionalist, and he from the Prophet.
53

 Similarly, according to Ansari’s (d. 1089) 

observations and his Persian translation of al-Sulami’s (d. 1021) biographical work, the first 

Muslim who bore the name Sufi was a Syrian named Abu Hashim al-Sufi (d. 767). However, 

he noted that ‘before him there were saints characterised by asceticism, abstemiousness and 

good deeds in the path of trusting God and the path of love’.
54

  

Two terms that are interrelated and attributed to Sufism are fakir from the Arabic faqir and 

dervish, which is the Turkish pronunciation of the Persian word darvish. Both terms denote 

their similarities – fakir is Arabic for ‘poor man’, and dervish means ‘standing by the door’, 

that is the Persian equivalent. The term fakir had a more complex history because Persian 

officials of the Moghul Empire in India used the term to describe not only Sufi ascetics and 

travellers, but also non-Muslim ascetics, including yogis.
55 

In India a Sufi is also called pir or 
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murshid.
56 

The difference between a Sufi and a dervish (or faqir) is the distinction between 

theory and practice. While the Sufis follow a mystical theory or doctrine, the dervishes 

exercise the mystical Way. However, ‘the Sufi is a dervish and the dervish is a Sufi’ – at the 

same time, neither can be in exclusion from the other and there is no essential distinction in 

theory. Although they have much in common, Sufis are predominantly focused on intellect or 

creative imagination, and dervishes are practically concerned on all feelings, emotion and 

action.
57

 However, the synthesis of knowledge and practice may be mirrored in the following 

words of the Sufi Az-Zamahshari:
58 

 

Knowledge is for the practitioner what the string is for the builder; 

And practice for learned what the cord is for him who hauls water. 

Without string building will not be exact; 

Without cord the thirst will not be slaked. 

Who aspires to perfection, 

Let him both be learned and practise. 

 

Early written sources on Sufism carried a great sense of faithful and a distinctive identity of 

Sufis.  They often referred to Sufis simply as the people (al-qawm), or the faction (al-ta’ifa). 

This sense was based on the gradual formation of small informal groups of like-minded 

people, who mutually exchanged ideas and concepts of their practice of the religious life.
59

 

Sufi masters are central figures for their disciplines in helping to unravel the mysteries and 

ideas of Sufism.
60

 Sufi schools have gathered around particular teachers, but there is no 

graduation and they exist only for the convenience of those who work to perfect their studies 

by close association with fellow Sufis.
61

 Like other branches of Islamic learning, Sufism is 

passed directly from master to pupil, for an individual can more easily develop a close 

relationship to God in proximity to a person who already has one. The Muslim mystic’s 

closeness to God is demonstrated by extraordinary power which allows him to perform 

miracles, such as healing the sick.
62

 An integral and important part of Sufi practice, similar to 

practices of other faith traditions, rests firmly on the value and efficacy of prayer.
63

 These 

saints taught their disciples the mysteries of dervishism or Sufism. They congregated in the 

colleges or monasteries and established Islamic theosophy and Sufi principles of life. They 

were spiritual preceptors.
64 

Furthermore, many Sufis, both men and women, flourished and 

acquired a great reputation in their lifetime for sanctity and good works.
65

 Their tombs are 

often the object of veneration and local pilgrimage and a focal place for festivals and 

celebrations.
66 

In places such as in an Indian subcontinent Sufi tombs are completely 

egalitarian in relation to gender, ethnicity and even faith. It is, for instance, not unusual for 

both non-Muslims and Muslims to congregate in nearly equal numbers inside Sufi 

mausoleums. So, there, Christians, Sikhs, Hindus and Muslims met and interacted with each 

other.
67 

 

The establishment of the Sufi orders (A. tariqa, pl. turuq), or confreries, is all about the 

master (A. murshid, director) and disciple (A. murid, aspirant) relationship.
68

 To be a Sufi 

master (shaykh) is an obligatory adjunct to an individual’s search for union with God. The 

first and principal function of the Sufi masters of particular orders is what may be called 

‘ego-busting’, that is to diminish the individual ego in an endeavour to found the primacy of 
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God.
69

 Sufi masters were joined and followed by members of Sufi orders. The Sufis were 

commonly organised in orders, known as ‘tariqa’, each with its own rules, qualities and 

rituals.
70

 Sufism and its orders were the peaceful and tolerant element of Islam.
71 

Each order 

brought specific characteristics in terms of style, unity and plurality.
72 

The orders, joining 

together individuals under a supernatural bond, were themselves a social power. Different 

orders came to be affiliated in different ways with various levels and divisions of society. 

They habitually had a special relationship with social classes, regions both urban and rural, 

communities and clans and occupational groups linked with trade-guilds or military class. 

Some Sufis of different orders belonged to the aristocracy favoured by the court, nobility and 

ulama.
73

 With the passage of time, various Sufi orders were established. For instance, al-

Sanusi (d. 1859) listed 40 different Sufi orders that appeared from the very early times and 

afterwards.
74

 Today, the number of Sufi orders is even larger that their presence can be noted, 

almost everywhere where Islam can be found.
75

  

Over the course of centuries Sufism grew up from its early spiritual elitism into a popular 

movement among the masses.
76

 Early Sufi ascetics travelled far and wide within the Islamic 

empire laying the foundations of fraternal orders.
77

 The literary works of Sufis produced 

since the 10
th

 century used the term ‘Sufi’ in a deliberate and self-conscious fashion to 

orchestrate the ethical and mystical aims of the growing movements.
78

 Many of the early 

Sufis crossed formidable borders in order to share with others their unique view of 

enlightenment.
79

 The most important religious development since the mid-13
th

 century in the 

Muslim world was the institutionalisation and spread of Sufi orders.
80

  Sufis and their orders 

are credited with large-scale missionary activity all over the world, educating the masses and 

deepening the spiritual concerns of Muslims everywhere.
81

 The organised Sufi orders often 

had their origins in the journeys of individuals driven by desire to acquire knowledge and to 

fulfil religious duties.
82 

Sufi orders contributed to the Islamisation and the promotion of 

peace, tolerance and harmony and also served as a bridge between different faiths.
83

 They 

were spread across the various regions because of their humanistic and liberal religious 

attitudes which also permitted new converts to practise their old customs and rituals.
84

 

One of the most remarkable features of Sufism in the time of its expansion was its ability and 

flexibility to merge into the cultural and religious stream of the people.
85 

Thus, Sufi sees and 

contacts the Sufi stream in every culture, and as ‘a bee will suck from many flowers without 

becoming a flower’.
86

 The Sufi shows his universal brotherhood in his adaptability toward 

Muslims and non-Muslims – he allows everyone to join in his brotherhood, and in the same 

way he allows himself to join any other. He never questions, ‘What is your creed or nation or 

religion’? Neither, does he ask, ‘what are your teachings or principles’?
87 

A series of writings 

highlighted the ideas and ideals of the Sufis and described their relationship to other religious 

groups.
88

 Sufis were peaceful, ‘God’s bridge-builders’, with many different faith traditions 

and cultures. Sufism emphasises commitment to mutual understanding and respect, 

interaction, and cooperation among various religions. It is divine communication and for this 

it just accepts the help of any religion.
89

 In this way, the great mystic Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240) 

articulated himself on ‘religion of love’ in the following words: 
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My heart can take on any form: it is a pasture for gazelles and a monastery for 

Christian monks. A temple for idols, and for the Kaaba of the pilgrims, and for 

the tables of the Torah, and for the book of the Qur’an.  I follow the religion of 

love: whatever the direction of the camels of my love, my religion and my faith 

are there. 

 

Frembgen pointed out that by warning against religious exclusivism in al-Arabi’s Sufism 

there is a clear eagerness to enter into inter-religious dialogue and also to explore faith and 

multifaith love. Frembgen also asserted that Sufis oppose the discourse of religious hardliners 

and fundamentalists, which generates intolerance and prejudices, adding that the Sufis’ ‘live 

and let live’ ethos sprang from their belief in tawhid (divine unity).
90

 Sufis see the unity of 

God, tawhid, in everything and everyone.
91

  

Sufism is Islam’s tolerant, mystical and universal philosophy. Its message of sulh-i-kul, 

‘peace with all’, has endeared it to Muslims and non-Muslims alike. It also appeals to all 

Muslim sects and classes.
92

 ‘Sufism is keeping heart pure from pollution of discord’.
93 

Its 

message of peace, compassion, humility and universal love is both attractive and inspiring.
94

  

Of all the principles that Sufi discipline must integrate into life, in particular it is important 

the principle of love. Love is the foundation of Sufism.
95 

‘Love is the astrolabe of God’s 

mysteries’, wrote Rumi in Mathnawi.
96 

The Muslim mystics were more interested in 

‘conquering the kingdoms of the heart and the soul’, and it is of particular significance that a 

central role in this endeavour fell to women.
97

 For instance, Rabia al-Adawiyya, a great Sufi 

woman also known as ‘the Muslim St. Teresa’, contributed to the devotional love of God to 

Sufi practice.
98

  Sufism is often called ‘the creed of love’. All Sufis regardless of the external 

appearance of their schools made this theme a matter of indispensable concern.
99

 They taught 

that ‘love is both mystery and knowledge’.
100

 In short, ‘love’ became a Sufi word. Some 

people also described Sufi spirituality as ‘the religion of love’.
101 

 

The greatest ‘ornament’ of a man is erudition.
102 

Knowledge is maintained through 

teaching.
103 

The idea among the ‘nobler minds’ in the world of Islam is that there is a deeper 

and more inward and profound sense in the words of the Qur’an.
104

 In well-attuned minds 

mysticism takes the shape of a noble type of idealistic philosophy.
105 

Spiritual knowledge is 

the base of each form of knowledge and understanding.
106

 For instance, al-Farabi philosophy 

refers to that eternal truth or wisdom (al-hikmah) which lies at the heart of all traditions.
107

 

Words that enlighten are more precious than jewels – ‘wisdom is not in words; it is in 

understanding’, illuminated Hazrat Inayat Khan. The wisdom should be discovered, 

recovered and rediscovered.
108

 The genius and benefits of the nobler type of mystical 

philosophy are too great to be ignored.
109

 Sufi scholars such as Rhazes (al-Razi), Avicenna 

(Ibn Sina), Averroes (Ibn Rushd), al-Farabi, and al-Ghazali, Attar, Ibn Arabi, Rumi, Sa’adi, 

among many others, formed an important and enlightened resource in intellectual and 

scholarly life and civilisational development. The profound influence and remarkable 

contribution of Sufi scholarship to the world is practically incalculable and it belonged to 

both, the East and the West.
110 

For instance, it was the impact of Averroistic (Ibn Rushd) 

writings that attracted the attention of reflecting people to the vast problem of the link 

between the worlds of matter and of mind, and recovered the concept of an all-pervading 
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spirit, ‘which sleeps in the stone, dreams in the animal, and wakes in the man’.
111

 Also, 

Islamic mysticism broadened out in its upper reaches to embrace, in a cosmic transcendental 

landscape, a genuine communion of saints, what the Sufis called ‘the friends of God’.
112

 

In many respects, Sufis set as their main aim the individual spiritual effort of self-sacrifice 

and discipline in a straggle within oneself against greed, laziness and egoism. They stressed 

the ‘interior’ path, searching for purity and simplicity of the time of the Prophet Muhammad, 

as the direction to the direct and personal experience of God.
113

 Their goal is to create a 

necessary union between the individual and the Divine.
114

 The Sufis believe that they can 

experience something more complete.
115

 As-Suhrawardi (d. 1191), a Sufi  and founder of the 

Illuminationist philosophy,  wrote: ‘The Essence of the First, the absolute Light, God, gives 

constant illumination…Everything in the world is derived from the light of His Essence, all 

beauty and perfection are the gifts of His bounty’.
116

  The Muslim mystic hopes, even in this 

mortal life, to win a glimpse of immortality. This is done by passing away from self into an 

absorption in the consciousness of God. The Sufi generally places more emphasis on his 

relationship to God in this life. Al-Ghazali spoke of Sufi spirit and inner life that are also 

grounded on ‘humbleness, intention, presence of the heart and singleness of devotion’. The 

doctrine of leaving the world spiritually often led many of the Muslim mystics to rejecting 

material possessions.
117 

 They share a faith beyond materialism, the ego and its passions.
118

 

Based on the Kitab al-Luma, perhaps the earliest comprehensive treatise on Sufism, 

Nicholson further explained:
119

  

Seven ‘stages’ that constitute the ascetic and ethical discipline of the Sufi are:  

repentance, abstinence, renunciation, poverty, patience, trust in God, and 

satisfaction.  These stages need to be distinguished from the so-called ‘states’ 

which form a similar psychological chain. There are ten ‘states’, namely 

meditation, nearness to God, love, fear, hope, longing, intimacy, tranquillity, 

contemplation, and certainty. While the ‘stages’ can be acquired and mastered by 

one’s own efforts, the ‘states’ are spiritual feelings and dispositions over which a 

man has no control.   

Sufi enlightenment contributed to both the promotion of Islamic values and decent interfaith 

understanding. Sufis played a significant role in the spread of Islam through missionary work. 

Their flexibility and tendency to adopt and adapt to local non-Islamic customs and traditions 

in new habitations as well as their strong devotional and emotional practices, assisted them to 

become an admired mass movement.
120 

 Sufi orders contributed to the Islamisation and the 

promotion of peace, tolerance and harmony and also served as a bridge between different 

faiths. The Muslim mystics were influential both in towns and villages.
121 

Sufi orders were 

spread across the various regions because of their humanistic and liberal religious attitudes 

which also permitted new converts to practise their old customs and rituals.
122

  Sufism 

promotes love for humanity. For instance, Yunus Emre’s (d. 1321) humanism is not only a 

humanism of peace and brotherhood but also calls for social harmony, charity and many 

other ideals of today’s world.
123

 Sufism emphasised self-awareness, human interdependence, 

creativity, practicality, tolerance, social justice and Divine Love.
124

 The Sufi Emre said that 

‘our first duty is good character and good deeds’, and also noted: 
125 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illuminationist_philosophy
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Mystic is what they call me. 

Hate is my only enemy; 

I harbor a grudge against none 

To me the whole wide world is one. 

 

Indeed, many Sufis are remembered for their wise sayings, virtues, visions and even 

miracles.
126 

The most precious gift which God gave humans is reason and therefore its best 

use is the search for knowledge, said al-Ghazali (d. 1111), known as ’the Proof of Islam’, ‘the 

Renewer of the Religion’, ‘the  Ornament of Religion’, and also in the West as Algazel.
127 

‘If 

you apply knowledge to your heart, it becomes your friend’
128

 argued Rumi further pointing: 

‘as two sciences join knowledge is doubled, so as the light is increased the way ahead is 

illuminated’. In contrast, ‘the heart will perish if it is cut off from wisdom and knowledge’, 

argued al-Ghazali.
129

 ‘Knowledge of a part is better than ignorance of the whole’.
130 

Wherever and whenever is necessary, in the way of wisdom, ‘we must use wisdom on every 

occasion’.
131

 The Sufis by displaying their wisdom made it enduring, but at the same time 

adequate enough to be modern.
132 

The Sufi wisdom also stated:
133 

 

Kindness to the young 

Generosity to the poor 

Good counsel to friends 

Forbearance with enemies 

Indifference to fools 

Respect to the learned. 

 

There is not only one particular Sufi tradition, but many traditions and ways from all around 

the world as Rumi stated that ‘there are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss the ground’.
134

 

Sufism exists in the various places across the globe and in different devotional paths.
135 

These 

paths by which Sufis seek God ‘are in number as the soul of men’.
136 

While the paths are 

many, however, the Way of Truth is single. The seekers of the Way of Truth are individual 

seekers. Hence although the Way of Truth is one, the characteristics it presents differ with the 

varying conditions of its seekers; such as the balance of the seeker’s constitution, his/her 

persistence of motivation, the strength of spiritual nature, the straightness of ambition, and 

the healthiness and wellbeing.
137 

Of his own path and himself al-Ghazali noted the following: 

‘it became evident to me that the Sufis are men of intuition and not men of words. I 

recognised that I had learnt all that can be learnt of Sufism by study, and that the rest could 

not be learnt by study or by speech’.
138

 He perceived that real secret of the mystic cannot be 

learnt – ‘it must be experienced in ecstasy and the transformation of the self’.
139

 Thus, 

Sufism, as the mystical branch of Islam, emphasises the seeker’s path toward ecstatic unity 

with God.
140

 Mystics often combined their mystical intuition with a firmer grasp of 

devotional path.
141

  For Sufis this path is opulently embroidered with many means to 

‘remembering God’, or zhikr (or dhikr), including chanting the names of God, prayer, 

meditation, Qur’anic recitation, poetry, and music.
142 

 In Sufism, tools such as these enable us 

to gather and concentrate our energies, tune in to our inherent harmony, access our lost 

spiritual dimension, and live a balanced life. However, Islam, its doctrine, fasting and litanies 

(zhikr) provided the authoritative background of the Sufis.
143 

The aim of the entire spiritual 
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journey is to remember God, a remembrance that transforms, consumes, annihilates, and 

lastly resurrects the adherents of the Sufi path in the Divine Reality.
144 

 

The recitations of poems, music, chanting, or dancing were used to induce experience of 

sublime religious transcendence.
145

 The Sufis expressed the love of God in their hearts into 

mystical works, poetry and music. Of all the arts of the Sufi tradition, by far the best known 

and most appreciated is the legacy of Sufi poetry, together with the music and dance that 

supplemented it for many centuries.
146 

Sufi poetry as a manifestation of human love for the 

divine when it is set to music can create in us the experience of longing and love for God, 

though for a very short moment. Sufi poetry is full of the richness of songs, and hymns 

praising the Beloved. Numerous Sufi poets made attempts to create friendly feelings between 

the diverse communities by harmonising the opposing systems and/or views.
147 

Poetry also 

expressed the mood of melancholy and mysticism, such as through the masterworks of the 

13
th

 century Sufis Sa’di, Rumi, and Omer Khayyam and many others.
148 

 

In all regions where Sufi poetry is recited Sufi music is often found.
149

 Sufi music is not 

about entertainment; it is more about spirituality. Its powerful lyrics talk about reaching the 

divine by spreading love and harmony.
150 

Music is there to encourage people’s spirit on the 

path of love. In this respect, music is also a reminder that the observance of silence and 

breath is only the beginning of that path. The purpose of it is to reach the divine through 

love.
151

 Sufi al-Ghazali wrote that ‘music intensifies the passions with the soul’. He 

developed a whole metaphysical language based on ‘ishq, or intense love, and also wrote 

‘some of the most remarkable hymns to Divine Love’.
152 

 

Elahi in The Way of Light said that ‘music is nourishment for the soul’ and further pointed 

out that music is divine creation and the soul loves it. Music is also a language, but a 

language that is particularly beautiful and agreeable. It was created to express and awaken the 

spiritual emotions. This is why certain forms of prayer, including the zhikr, are accompanied 

with music.
153

 When the soul is carried away by the effect of music, its closeness with its 

Source also becomes more intense. This is also why prayer joined with music is pleasing 

among Sufis, and it has great effects, explained Elahi. Music was one of the cultural 

traditions that also accompanied festivals and hardship too – it was played during peace and 

war.
154

 Sufi music provides a much-needed healing touch. Sufis applied specific musical 

melodies for emotional healing. Furthermore, the source of musical sound might include 

human voices and musical instruments, animals, the sound of the wind, or ocean wave, or 

other natural phenomena and so on.
155

 Sufi al-Qubrusi maintained that the best music is 

‘divinely inspired music’, such as the music of several Sufi orders, including the Mevlevi and 

Chisthi. Sufis sing heavenly songs that touch human souls gently turning attention to the 

inner realities and eternal life.
156 

Sufi music differs from region to region. At every place Sufi 

music created its own separate dimension by intermixing with local culture and tradition and 

using the local dialect to spread its message.
157

 Sufism developed music and like many other 

art forms refined and perfected it until it became the necessary devotional vehicle. ‘When the 

heart attends the spiritual concert (sama’) it perceives the Beloved and lifts the soul to the 

abode of the divine Mysteries. The melody is the steed of thy soul; it raises it up and takes it 

joyful to the world of the Friend’.
158 

So, the rituals of Sufi music took position in an 
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atmosphere saturated with cosmic symbolism, which assist participants to return to the 

beginning of time.
159 

 

Silence is also ‘music’. Music of Silence integrates the sacred meaning of living into 

everyday life by following the natural rhythm of the moments.
160 

Music of silence frees man 

for a moment from limitation and from the material world that encompasses him and to bring 

him to an inward and spiritual dimension to union with the Beloved.
161

 Maintaining silence is 

part of the practice of most spiritual disciplines, including Sufism. It requires substantial 

practice to sit in silence and concentrate on the breath. For Sufis the breath is a vehicle for the 

remembrance of God, as Sufis remember God through their breath. This exercise results in all 

thoughts and desires being washed away and the attainment of inner silence – ‘when the mind 

is silenced the heart is awakened’ said Nurbakhsh.
162

 In Sufism man is enabled to hear the 

inward music of all beings and beyond the sound of noise of everyday life, to listen to the 

music of the Silence of Eternity.
163

 The ‘music of silence’ embodies multiple meanings as it 

may deepen or broaden spiritual horizon. Of the ‘soundness of silence’ Nasr highlighted:
164 

 

The root of every melodious sound takes shape within the depths of this vast 

world of Silence, a world which transcends every kind of sound although all 

sounds draw their existence from its life-giving power…Sufism is a way which 

gives access to that Silence which is hidden at the centre of all men’s beings, that 

Silence which is the most beautiful form of music and the source of all 

meaningful activities and actions, and which itself is the origin of life and of 

man’s existence… 

The phenomenology of Sufism and its spiritual path is also considered as a new ‘category of 

culture’ permitted and enjoyed by Muslims and non-Muslims.
165

 In the view of that Sufi’s 

culture it opens its ‘window’ to a new understanding and cooperation. The spirit and culture 

of Sufism enable us to create open approaches, an insightful grasp and respect of the 

‘othernesses’. It includes the flexible nature of Sufism and the peaceful interpretation of 

Islam. The objective of Sufism is to advance a person from the world of form to the world of 

the Spirit; but since a person lives in the world of form and at the commencement of the 

spiritual path is not disconnected from it, by means of this very world of form Sufism spins 

his attention concerning the spiritual world. Sufi spiritual work was quiet and is continuing, 

just as it has for at least a thousand years. 
166  

Conclusion 

Consider how many different ways Islam is viewed.
167

 According to the Hadith ‘differences 

between the schools of my community are mercy from God’.
168

 The plurality of views within 

Islam includes various schools, different paths and many followers with diverse 

interpretations such as those of the Sunnite, the Shi’ites, the Mu’tazilites, the Ash’arites, the 

Literalists, the Sufis, the Philosophers and others.
169

 Throughout Islamic history there was 

also a ‘Muslim Stoicism’, a ‘Muslim Aristotelianism’, a ‘Muslim Pantheism’, and also early 

Muslims with Neo-Platonic ideas and so on.
170

 Many times, different Muslim religious 

leaders, challenged by the new modes of thought, have set themselves to the task of 
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reaffirming, in their various terms and contexts, the interpretations of the eternal principles of 

the universe.
171

 It contributed to the plurality of views.  Hence, the heterogeneity of the 

Islamic community includes traditionalists and moderates, modernists and liberal thinkers as 

well as radicals and fundamentalists.
172 

 Here it can be also said that ‘what someone sees as 

traditional in Islam others see as the modern’.
173

 However, not only single Islamic characters 

or views, but Muslim communities are very diverse as well.
174 

 

Considerable ink was spent by modern scholars on the origins and development of Sufism as 

to how far it is ‘genuinely’ Islamic.
175

 According to some scholars Sufism was meant to 

spread Islam and its true tenets, while others are of the view that it is not associated with any 

particular religion.
176 

Popular Sufism was ‘described’ by the critics of strict Muslim views as 

a ‘magic practice and superstition promoting helplessness and inventions’. The Sufis have 

often been criticised and even rejected by the various Islamic theological interpretations and 

by different Muslim schools of thought. Some critics also are trying to promote limited views 

on Islam generally, and the Islamic plurality specificaly.
177

 However, within the confines of 

such limitations, many people cannot realise the eternal truth as it is inaccessible to the senses 

and requires access to a higher level of consciousness. Strict principles that are used in 

limitation are not the means for the discovery of the infinite.
178 

 

Scholars such as Syed Ameer Ali in The Spirit of Islam commented that Sufism like its 

counterparts in other mystical traditions has in its practical effect been productive of many 

mischievous results.
179 

Sufism does not tend to go back into the line with more orthodox 

interpretations.
180

 Sufis did not wish to escape from the rigour of ‘text and dogma’. Those 

words for them mean more than common conveying, but rather they seek the Way of Truth 

through their path of love.
181

 Although Sufism is different to certain Islamic interpretations, it 

is a more apparent contrast to parochialism and its narrow views which at present are also 

widespread features of Muslim thought. The Sufis, because of their lack of prejudice and 

their inner purity, managed to avoid being influenced by what fanatics and extremists tried to 

inculcate.
182

 In doing so, they differed from those sections who tried to homogenise, 

standardise, or reduce and even eliminate all variations within Islam.
183

 The Sufi movement 

was developed as a need for a broader view and reaction against the strict adherence to dry 

Islamic legalism, reductionism and worldliness.
184

 It was a creative response on cold, dry and 

rigid Islamic orthodoxy.
185

 So far as the ideas of trust in and love of God are concerned, the 

analysis of the situation led to believe that Sufism rose to prominence as a result of the 

development within intellectual and spiritual life of the community.
186 

 

Sufism not only survived into the 21
st
 century but also experienced a considerable revival 

across the world. With tension, turmoil and chaos all around the globe today, the works of 

Sufi mystics are more relevant than ever before.
187

 Therefore, it is important nowadays to 

turn more attention to Sufism and to listen to its wisdom and appreciate or accept its resource 

for common goodness. It is because Sufism, as a universal form of wisdom, is not static but 

always adapted itself to the current time, place, circumstance and people.
188 

So, people are the 

architects of their own environment. However, in order to re-establish the lost harmony, they 

must free themselves from the limitations of certain senses, gather all their positive energies, 
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improve their knowledge of themselves and about others and concentrate them on the 

authentic source of life and their commonalities.
189

 In this way, Hazrat Inayat Khan:
190 

 

There are two aspects of ‘individual harmony’: the harmony between body and 

soul, and the harmony between individuals. All the tragedy in the world, in the 

individual and in the multitude, comes from lack of harmony. And harmony is the 

best given by producing harmony in one’s own life.  

Today, Sufism offers not only refreshing, but also new positive perspectives on contemporary 

society. What connects Sufism to contemporary times is the creative imagination of the world 

as multiple sources of opportunities. It has also its own resources that can be relevant for 

productive relationships and cooperation within the Islamic community and a broader multi-

religious society. Through their decent understanding of the nature of society and their 

openness to all diverse experiences in religion and human philosophy, and their harmonising 

with various other spiritual influences and backgrounds, the Sufis are coming altogether 

within the human harmony. They bring the relevant components of society, including their 

peace-building missions, together under the commonality of the various human experiences 

regardless of the differences of creed, faith, ethnicity, culture and geography.
191 
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