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Translator’s Note


The modern person, not only in the West but in most of the world nowadays, has effectively abandoned the notion of a theocentric world. The process of decoupling knowledge and personal and societal ethics from its base in a revealed religion is most advanced in the West, but its consequences are encountered to a greater or lesser extent everywhere. Even in the remnants of traditional societies, the chipping away of the spiritual foundational bases of ethical and personal conduct is well advanced. The bookstores are groaning with books on self-help and self-knowledge; psychotherapies abound; spiritual retreats and movements are ubiquitous; but it is the human being—not God, Allāh, the Absolute or however the Ultimate Deity is named—that is the measure of all things.


In the process, the great spiritual traditions of mankind and the classical works of inner Awareness that emerged from them, have been banished from popular consciousness. The perspectives and values of a theocentric world have little purchase in these postmodern times. Echoes of them persist nonetheless, but they are garbed in the worldview of the sceptical, doubting and angst-ridden individual. This is a terrible loss. By ignoring, dismissing or trivialising the traditional pathways to self-knowledge, simply because the postmodern mind refuses to acknowledge their foundational basis, the human being is alienated from the experiences and openings that came from adherence to a spiritual path that is rooted in the great religious traditions of mankind. These were designed and honed over centuries of practice as a way to improve, uplift and energise human beings in the service of their own well-being, their societies, and in their understanding of the Divine.


Each of the religious traditions of mankind has its own inner dimensions, its esoteric aspects, as it were. The rituals, practices and forms of worship define the outer aspects of the religion, but it is through the inner aspects, where the individual seeks, through a systematic process of spiritual practices and states, to rise in consciousness and self-knowledge. The ultimate purpose of these exercises is to search, given each individual’s capacities, as much as possible for the understanding of the Divine Will. By bringing oneself closer and closer to the Presence of the Sacred Reality, an individual ascends to higher understandings of their own self. The self in turn, experiences radical changes in its own awareness and its inner life can become infused with Sacred Grace. The self then, almost inevitably, shifts from earlier preoccupations and engrossments with its own needs and desires, to one that can reverberate with ever more subtle signals from the unseen. And belief and certainty in the reality of the unseen, however defined or experienced, is a universal feature of all traditional spiritual systems.


Ethical conduct thus becomes a natural outcome of a self that has renounced its worldly desires and has been freed from its imprisonment in a lower form of consciousness. The spiritually realised individual cannot but behave ethically, driven by the need of the self to fulfil its purpose towards the Divine through service and love to mankind.


In Islām, the path of inner knowledge and certainty, rooted in the pursuit of the sacred, has been associated with Sufism, or taṣawwuf, to use the Arabic term. Sufism is not the only spiritual path in Islam, and it has had an often contentious relationship with orthodoxy, preoccupied, as that would normally have to be, with legal, doctrinal and formal aspects of the religion. Sufism has also been severely criticised, even defamed, by Islamic modernists, who see in its practices and doctrines troubling, even sacrilegious, deviations from some of the core teachings of Islam.


Nevertheless, Sufism has bequeathed a massive legacy to the world of Islam. It is even seen by some as the original religion of the early centuries, with chains of teachers and guides, silsilāt, traceable back to Alī ibn Abi Tālib, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad. Sufism has coloured the practice of the religion in profound ways. It was organised through religious orders, known as ṭuruq, each established around a saintly figure who drew his spiritual authority through a chain of Masters reaching back to the Prophet Muhammad. At the dawn of the modern era, Sufism was widespread in the world of Islam, with its centres, kitchens, teaching institutions, hospitals and orphanages ubiquitous throughout the Islamic world.




With the encroachment of Western imperial powers into the Islamic world, the Ṣūfi orders gradually began to lose their power and influence. They were in full retreat by the twentieth century. In recent times, Sufism has had a partial renaissance, partly driven by the inability of materialist ideologies to fill the spiritual wildernesses of the postmodern world, unmoored as this world is from any sense of the Sacred.


The religious, literary and artistic output of Sufis across the ages has been prodigious. It ranges over the entire landscape of Islamic life and civilization, girdled by the Sufis’ quest for signs of the Eternal in the world and in the cosmos. Several classical works discuss the attributes of the path of the Sufis: the ethical deportment of the murīd (adept); their devotions, supplications and good works; and their relationships with each other, with their murshid or shaykh (spiritual directors), and their engagement with society at large.


Many of these books, such as the Risāla of al-Qushayri, the Lumaʿ of as-Sarrāj, the Ḥikām of Ibn ʿAtā Allāh, and the Tabaqāt of as-Sulāmi, continue to be widely read to this day, and form an important part of the education of the Ṣūfi novice. These works encapsulate the Ṣūfi worldview and experience, rooting it in the Qur’anic revelation and reconciling it with the requirements of Islamic law. They provide the foundations for the possibility of an engaged and active spiritual life. Other treatises deal with the various stages of the spiritual evolution of a person, within the ways of the Ṣūfi path. These can be a general description of stages on the path to full self-realisation. It could also be considered a detailed manual of practice that identifies spiritual states, aḥwāl, that accompany the serious adept in their journey. It was almost an article of faith that no adept could seriously advance on the path through these stages without the tutelage of a realised spiritual master.


In making a sequential review of these works, one can easily surmise that they are an early form of self-analysis. However, these are works that stand alone in their deep understanding of the human soul, seen through the prism of a world defined by signs of God in creation. Their premise is fundamentally different from contemporary understandings of psychology, even those schools that postulate that human life and action ultimately seek a purpose and meaning. A central tenet of this Ṣūfi cosmology of the nafs (self or ego), is that the self offers a range of possibilities activating, or with the potential of being activated towards a higher purpose. This model draws its inspiration from the Qurʾān, which describes various types of selves.


The animal self is driven solely or mainly by material wants and physical desires. This is the so-called commanding self (an-Nafs al-Ammāra)—the lowest form of self, base and childlike, that seeks only to gratify its desires and needs. This self can migrate to a higher form of consciousness, towards the blaming self (an-Nafs al-Lawwāma). This is a self that has awakened to its obligations to others, accepting responsibility for previous faults and empty desires—one that tries to act ethically and with scruples. The next stage is a higher level of awareness, towards the inspired self (al-Nafs al-Mulhama), which becomes more aware of the actions of the Divine within itself. The human being recognises that the self has developed the capability of reflecting the qualities of the Divine.


At this point, there is a decisive shift in consciousness within the person, where events, ideas, beliefs and experiences are filtered through the primal certainty that is the Divine Will. This is a significant shift that may elicit rapture. It requires careful management before the self advances to the next stage, the settled self (an-Nafs al-Mutmaʾinna). The settled or stable self is one that responds with equanimity and serenity to the forces that direct its actions and responses, knowing that the source and end of all lies with the Divine. At this point the self’s spectrum becomes established and the self can move onto a yet higher plane, which is acceptance and acknowledgement of its condition.


This is the contented or absolutely serene self (an-Nafs ar-Rāḍiya) that opens the possibility of dialogue with the spiritual realms. The adept begins to experience an effacement of character, a recognition that one does not ‘own’ one’s actions or their consequences. The final stages in this Ṣūfi model of the human self is one where the actions and conditions of the self are affirmed by a higher, guarding authority within the person. This is the self that is pleasing to its Guardian (al-Nafs al-Marḍīya). At this point the Ṣūfi is aligned along an arc of ascent, where the self dissolves in an ocean of unity. This is the stage of annihilation or fanāʾ. Fortified by the unfolding of the full spectrum of the self’s possibilities, the fully realised Ṣūfi does not withdraw into isolation but returns to the world of mortals, filled with love and the drive to serve others. This is the Stage of Continuity of Being, baqāʾ or Eternal Presence, that continues to work with humanity throughout earthly life and beyond the threshold of death.


The passage of the self’s evolution to higher levels is not something that can be realised on the basis of individual efforts, unguided by a teacher and supported by like-minded and like-hearted seekers. The institutional forms of Sufism are integral to the process and in the past the ṭuruq provided the scaffolding for the genuine seeker’s spiritual ascent by providing guidance, companionship, discipline and a rigorous programme of instruction and practices. However, very few traditional ṭuruq have successfully navigated the pathways of the modern world, and many have become only vestiges of their former reality. Their outer structures have been maintained, but their ultimate purpose, namely to guide the individual seeker along the path of self-realisation, relegated to a lesser role.


Nevertheless, the classical manuals of instruction and guidance hold great reservoirs of spiritual wisdom, and have stood the test of time. But they need to be updated, their language made more accessible to a contemporary audience, and their practices more attuned to present-day circumstances. The same has been true for other great world religions, where classical texts of spiritual journeying have been represented and continue to be used as important aids and instruction manuals for adepts. Or for those who simply want to polish their conduct, empathy and understanding of the human condition, and their experience of the sacred. One thinks of the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius Loyola, which still provide important guidance for lay people in the Catholic tradition.


Amongst this magnificent spiritual legacy of Islam stands out the work of the great Ṣūfi teacher, Khwāja ʿAbdullah al-Anṣārī (1006–1089) and his masterwork of Manāzil As-Sāʾirīn, or The Station of the Wayfarers. Anṣārī was born in the fortress of Qahandaz in Herāt in 396 AH (1006 CE), a city that is now in western Afghanistan. Herāt was an important town in the region of Khorasān, a province then of the far-flung Abbasid Empire. The empire was nominally run from its capital, Baghdad, but the period saw the decomposition of the empire into contending factions which struggled for supremacy in the empire’s varied provinces. It was also a time of great religious disputations between various legal and theological schools of Islam. Anṣārī was a descendant of one of the prominent companions of the Prophet Muḥammad, Abū Ayyūb al-Anṣārī, who was killed while laying siege to Constantinople.


Abū Ayyūb was buried near the gates of the great city, and his burial site became an important shrine. One of Abū Ayyūb’s sons participated in the capture of Khorasān in the first century of the hijra, and settled in the city of Herāt. ʿAbdullah Anṣārī’s father, Abū Mansūr, was a learned sage and practised Sufism, which he seemed to have adopted while on an extensive stay in the city of Balkh. Thus, Anṣārī’s early years were infused with the spirituality of Islam and its inner core of Sufism, both in his home life and the company that his family kept. His father’s early death plunged Anṣārī and his family into dire need, but they were supported by a wide circle of friends, teachers and companions of the family. Anṣārī was tutored in the traditional Islamic curriculum and continued his advanced education in the nearby city of Nishapūr, before returning to Herāt permanently.


He completed the hajj once, but his second pilgrimage was cut short enroute. He tarried in the town of Rāyy, where he met the well-known ecstatic Ṣūfi, an illiterate villager, Abul-Ḥassan Al-Kharaqāni. This encounter left a profound impression on Anṣārī, reinforced further by a meeting with another well-known Ṣūfi master, Abū Saʾīd abul-Khayr, in Nishapūr. Ansari remained grounded in his Sufism, a so-called ‘sober’ Sufi, even though he had experienced ecstatic states. These were so profound that they prompted a rapturous reception of his exalted status by other participants in such gatherings. But Anṣārī remained a ‘sober’ Ṣūfi, rather than an ecstatic, fearing that such recognition of his status would corrupt his ego, nafs. Returning to Herāt, Anṣārī began to teach traditional Islamic sciences, but infused with the spirit of Taṣawwuf or Sufism. However, his adherence to a strict form of outer Islām, the narrowly doctrinaire Ḥanbali school, made him a contentious figure and he was involved in many disputations with other legal and theological adversaries whose doctrines were then prevalent.


This led to Anṣārī being frequently called to defend his position by the authorities and even exiled from Herāt several times. But in time, his reputation grew and his students and followers multiplied. His students compiled his spiritual discourses into yet another important devotional work of Anṣārī’s, a mixture of prose and poetry in Persian, his Munājāt or Intimate Utterances. Anṣārī died in Herāt in 481AH (1089 CE), loaded with honours, and thousands attended his funeral rites. He was buried in Kazerkah, in north Herāt. His tomb was embellished and expanded over the centuries, and it has become one of the most important shrines in the city of Herāt and a destination for all his followers and admirers of his works and his legacy.


Manāzil was not Anṣārī’s first handbook on the spiritual path. It was preceded by Sad Meydān or ‘the One Hundred Fields’, a short treatise in Persian on the stages of the Ṣūfi path. However, it was written more as a summary and addendum to his lectures. Twenty- seven years later, his main adepts encouraged Anṣārī to elaborate on this short work and render it in Arabic, the lingua franca of the Islamic world, to ensure as wide a readership as possible. Anṣārī then dictated the Manāzil in 475 AH, to three of his core disciples. The earlier work could now be built upon, benefitting from Anṣārī’s maturity and experience, and Manāzil is a more rounded, more developed and helpful pedagogical work than Sad Maydān. Many entries in the earlier work were omitted in the Manāzil and vice versa. Anṣārī could now define the genuine spiritual seeker into three categories: the first are those who seek the Divine Presence through a mix of spiritual concern and hope; the second category are those who have left the world of duality and see only Oneness; the third category are those in between. The journey is thus divided into three overarching stages.


The first leg is for those who have committed to the rigours and pitfalls of the path; the second leg is for those who have entered the path and accept the unfamiliarity and isolation that might ensue; the third leg is for those who are reaching the state of self-effacement and begin to see only oneness in all of existence. Structurally, the Manāzil is divided into ten stages, with each stage having ten doors, ranging from the first Door of yaqḍa or Awakening to the hundredth Door of Unity, tawḥīd, via fanāʾ, Annihilation and Total Self-effacement. The wide-ranging influence of the Manāzil in the world of Sufism as well as amongst traditional but spiritually-minded Muslims can be attested by the number of commentaries and glosses written on it. One scholar noted a total of 18 commentaries on the Manāzil over the ages. It has been an undoubted core teaching manual for Sufis and other Muslim spiritual adepts over the centuries.


Context of the Current Book


In 2012, I discussed with my spiritual teacher and guide, Shaykh Fadhlalla al-Haeri, the possibility and desirability of giving a series of talks on Manāzil. The talks were to be in London, where I was then based, and were to be given to a core of the Shaykh’s followers in the UK, as well as to friends from related Ṣūfi groups. These included, in particular, the Mawlawīya of London, followers of the ṭarīqa of Mawlāna Jalāl ud-Dīn ar-Rūmi. The London Mawlawīya were led by Sīdi Mahmoud Mustafa, whose authority came from an acknowledged master of the ṭarīqa, Shaykh Kabir Helminski. The logistics for the talks were expertly organised by the late Mustafa Moussawi, and were held at various venues in London, but mostly at the Royal Asiatic Society. There was a dual purpose to these talks, as outlined by Shaykh Fadhlalla, which I had attempted to follow.


The first was to introduce the listeners to a masterwork of writing on spiritual journeying, using classical commentaries as a tool, but adding insights from contemporary masters. The other purpose was to ascertain whether the Manāzil can be ‘modernised’ in the sense that it could make sense as a guide for contemporary seekers. Here, I noticed that many of the givens that Khwāja Anṣārī and all pre-modern commentators took for granted, were now seriously deficient or absent. The traditional seeker would approach the Manāzil with a grounding of certainty in the reality of the unseen. This could not be assumed for the modern seeker, who might be far more influenced by the doubts, scepticism and uncertainties that bedevil modern societies, even supposedly ones rooted in an Islamic worldview. The effects of Islamic modernist thought has seriously eroded the realisation of knowledge of the ineffable in the minds of many modern Muslims, not to mention seekers from a non-Islamic background, or those with no religion.


I chose to address this conundrum directly, by prefacing the Manāzil with a list of 10 preliminaries, conditions and states that the genuine modern seeker must acquire if he or she was to proceed with and benefit from the Manāzil proper. Although the discourses were recorded and subsequently circulated to a relatively wide spectrum of people, they languished for over a decade without further work on them. I had accepted a position at the National University of Singapore in 2013, and I was absent for prolonged periods in Iraq later. It was not possible for me therefore, to build the case for an updated and expanded Manāzil.


However, this situation changed after an eventful summer retreat of the Mawlawīya held in 2022 in the Yorkshire countryside. I was then introduced to Julia Katarina, a talented musician and music psychologist, with an MA in Islamic Law. She aspires to combine all three subjects in a PhD. Julia is steeped in the Ṣūfi/ʿirfāni tradition, with fluent Arabic (written and spoken). Although studying at Ḥawza, a traditional Shiʻī seminary, she is a person who is deeply familiar with the Western European mindset and experience, having been born into it and educated at Michael Hall Steiner School. We discussed the Manāzil and their significance for genuine seekers on the path of taṣawwuf. Julia also believes in the possibility and desirability of making the Manāzil more accessible and appealing to the contemporary mind. She agreed to take on the task of transcribing the 2012 discourses and using them as a platform to expand and elaborate on their importance, as well as to render them as a workable manual for spiritual seekers.


The resultant work is not a simple translation or commentary on the Manāzil. Rather, it is a re-imagination of the Manāzil in ways that are meaningful to a postmodern mind as well as to the traditionally minded, without losing the imperative of rooting it inside the spiritual universe of Islam. In this sense, the work is a composite of several themes: an expanded preliminaries section, bringing the stages from 10 to 11; a new translation that is more impactful; a redefinition of some of the gateways; and a manual of spiritual exercises and adhkār (litanies) for seekers and to aid teachers and guides. The work is therefore a new rendering of a classic, and fully reflects the remarkable effort and time that Julia has devoted to this noble task.


Ali A. Allawi


London, 2025








Editor’s Note


A Brief Explanation of the Seven Stages of Soul as Understood in Islamic Tradition


The Manāzil of Ansari is predicated on a basic model of the self that was well established in the world where Islam and Islamic perspectives prevailed. This model has been well explicated in the Seven Stages of Soul by Shaykh ash-Shabrāwi. He describes the different levels of transformation, named in the Qurʾān, through which the human soul has to work its way, in order to reach the level of Insān al-Kāmil, the complete or whole human being. The first, lowest stage, the default setting of the majority of people, is the lower ego (an-Nafs al-Ammāra), which could be described as the commanding self or even the animal self. In some cases or instances people can even resemble or identify with a particular animal. This can be in displaying certain positive and negative characteristics of that animal, being particularly fond of it; or through the potent animal symbolism of some ancient doctrines, such as the Chinese Zodiac or Native American, Hindu or African mythologies.


This stage is also called the instinctive self and, although there is nothing inherently wrong with it, the uniquely human element of free will and independent thought are at their weakest in this stage. It is all about following desires, sympathies and antipathies, and succumbing to physical appetites. On the other hand, it can also be the driving force behind worldly achievements and material success. This phenomenon should be quite clearly observable once you have passed through the preliminary stages, first seeing it in others and then in one’s self. At this point, self-scrutiny gives rise to the second level of soul, namely an-Nafs al-Lawwāma, the blaming or remorseful self. This self is so termed as it reproaches itself for its mistakes and shortcomings, instead of merely reacting to those of others. Eventually we see that our reaction to the terrible events of this world is actually a form of self-reproach, remorse and guilt. We recognise that we share responsibility for human atrocities and injustices; not directly, but because as human beings we also carry the potential to perpetuate similar acts.




Once this painful process has been worked through and, to a certain extent, cleared out through shedding the light of consciousness on the darker contents of the psyche, a space appears within the chalice of the heart to receive inspiration. This is an-Nafs al-Mulhama, the inspired self mentioned in the previous section and at the end of the Preliminary Stage of the Manāzil. Once the soul is inspired by the Divine Light it connects with the life force itself, with the spirit that breathes into it, and experiences overwhelming feelings of joy and contentment, an-Nafs al-Mutmaʾinna. This is seen by many as the ultimate outcome of the first four of Shabrawi’s stages. The fifth and sixth stage being further levels of refinement of the self, as they are called an-Nafs ar-Rāḍiya, the pleased self, and an-Nafs al-Marḍīya, the pleasing self, respectively.


The final stage of the evolution of the self is not static but continues apace, as the process of completion or kamāl of the individuated soul never actually stops. The soul ever strives for perfection as it mimics the Perfection of its Creator. Needless to say, very few people have reached the elusive seventh stage of the ‘perfect man’ or complete human being. Among those who have are the prophets and prophetesses, Imams and some saints and awliyā throughout human history, and from various religious and spiritual traditions globally. Only a relatively small number of them are known and a smaller minority still confirmed in their high station. Imām Abū Ḥāmid āl-Ghazālī, the great medieval Islamic theologian and Ṣūfi, describes this group as those veiled only by pure light, in his Mishkāt al-Anwār—Niche of Lights, while other groups are veiled in varying ratios of light and darkness.


In Defence of the Use of Arabic Terms and Qur’anic Āyāt



Given that this text is based on a translation of the original, it continues to hold many of the original Arabic terms, as well as Arabic script and there is good reason for this. In the case of the āyāt, or verses, it is out of respect for the Qurʾān for the benefit of Arabic speakers and reciters and for the beauty and meaning of the shapes of the letters. As for the key terms, either in common use or related to the stages and doors of the Mānāzil—the Singular of which, ‘Manzal’ will be used instead of ‘Qisim’ as in the original Arabic text قِسِم—there is often no exact English equivalent. Translation is always a compromise as all languages are complex and have their own subtleties. Arabic is especially nuanced, with a particularly broad vocabulary, much of which is beyond the knowledge of even native speakers. In fact, in order to fully grasp the language and all its grammatical rules and vast vocabulary, you would have to study it for your entire life, irrespective whether it is your first language and you have spent years in formal schooling.


The academic transliterations are to help with pronunciation, accoding to the rules of recitation (tajwīd).


The original script is to help with further research into their meanings in different contexts and to establish their related words.


Speakers of Arabic might baulk at seeing translations of words and terms with which they think they are familiar. At the same time, non-Arabic speakers might question the use of Arabic terms and names, even in transliteration, as it becomes a struggle to learn them or even to grasp the necessary terms. But if Arabic is seen as a sacred language because of its breadth, structure and form, then it makes a lot more sense. Sacred Arabic is not the same as colloquial spoken Arabic. It is a way in which human beings dialogue with the unseen. There are other traditions that use different languages to communicate with what is seen as the ineffable, such as Sanskrit, Russian, biblical Hebrew, Greek and Latin. But we believe that Arabic is the one that best approximates the language of the primordial religion. There are of course other paths and traditions, but if one were to choose the path of Islam as the gateway to the primordial religion, then knowledge of Arabic, and especially the odd hundreds of words of Quranic Arabic, is essential.


Think of Arabic as a language that lends itself to understanding the subtler realities. One may hold that the way the mind is wired differs from the way European languages are structured. Indeed this is also the case with Classical and modern Arabic, and few latter-day Arabic speakers have any connection with the potential of Classical Arabic to unlock the spiritual dimension of existence. If you make a choice based on the conviction that this path is most proximate, or the least adulterated of the paths in its present, as well as original form, then a commitment is required to understanding the subtler meanings of the language. Not to compare Christianity and Greek or Latin, although Latin also is a language that is no longer spoken and neither is classical Greek; however, it is the way the spiritual tradition of Christendom was expressed in the Middle Ages. You cannot avoid Arabic in its sacred form. It is not that onerous to repeat a certain set of words. The repetition of the words, the way the words sound to you, may play a part in raising your spiritual consciousness.


The Arabs were sole custodians of the religion of Islam for a very short period of time, only a century or so before other races and nations took it on. Arabic became an almost universal language in its sacred form. Islam and the Qur’anic phenomenon by its very nature are non-racial and transnational. Otherwise, it would not have spread the way it did and continues to do. What you need to do on a spiritual level is to connect with a sacred Arabic, try to enhance your condition and take it as a core of the ritual forms, drawing on insightful experiences by masters of the time. The act of remembrance, dhikr, is a good way of learning the Divine Names in Arabic through repetition. It is a whole universe of possibilities. This work is for people who have the taste and resolution, himma, for it.


The Qurʾān begins, in the first revelation, with the word ‘recite’, iqraʾ, the imperative of the verb ‘to read’, from which the noun ‘Qurʾān’ derives. Reading the Qurʾān in translation, then perhaps in the original Arabic, and eventually even learning to recite it, can result in enormous insights and spiritual conditions. This could lead to memorising a few short chapters and verses of the Qurʾān, which is a step higher than simply reading them. It is also necessary to conduct the formal prayers of Islam. In the formal prayer, salah, it is recommended to recite full sūrāt, the self-contained chapters of the Qurʾān, which are made up of āyāt, or verses. There are five formal daily prayers which divide the 24 hours of a day into natural pauses. They coincide with dawn, midday, the afternoon, the setting sun and night. At these moments, a person drops his or her immersion in the matters of the world and turns their attention to God. The rules of prayer are essentially the same for all the various jurisprudential schools of Islam, with minor variations as to posture and recitation patterns. When the time for prayer beckons, the face of the praying person is turned in the direction of the Holy Sanctuary in Mecca, a universal expression of the levelling of all individuals in front of their Creator.




There is a courtesy when approaching or engaging with sacred scripture. A genuine seeker following in the primordial path of Islam, must believe, or at least acknowledge, that the words of the Qurʾān are sacred and emanate from a Sacred Source. The words have remained unaltered and intact ever since they were revealed, in time, to the Prophet Muhammad. When we repeat them in reflection, remembrance, or prayer, we must remain acutely conscious of their sacred nature and endeavour to recite them as accurately as we possibly can. Although perfectionism is to be avoided, as it is a preoccupation of the ego, practice, study and application of the appropriate effort is a sign of care and respect. This necessitates the search for companions on a similar path to act as reflectors and supporters. The guidance of a teacher, who has the appropriate skills and background, is critical in this matter.


One of the first rules of correct pronunciation is the assimilation of the article, al (ال) into the first letter of a noun when it is a sun letter. The Arabic alphabet is divided equally into sun letters and moon letters, which must be memorised to enable correct articulation of al (ال), in the case of moon letters, for example al-qamar (the moon), al-balad (the land) or al-kitāb (the book). When the first letter of a noun is a sun letter, the al (ال) is not articulated but mirrors the first letter so that it is pronounced twice or emphasised with double the weight (shadda), for example ash-shams (the sun), as-samāʾ (the sky) or an-nafs (the self). So far, the writing out of sun sounds as they are spoken has not yet caught on in the literature, but it will be done throughout this book to aid proper pronunciation for non-native speakers. The following are the emphasised sun letters, before which the letter l of the article al (ال) is silent:
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Introduction


This book is based on the classic work of Khwāja ʿAbdullah al-Anṣārī’s Manāzil as-Sāʾirīn ila al-Maʿārifa wal-Yaqīn (hereon referred to as Manāzil). Anṣārī wrote mostly in Farsi but Manāzil was written in Arabic, evidently to reach a wider audience. The title means ‘the Path of the Wayfarers Towards Knowledge and Certainty’ and it is a highly structured exposition of the Islamic path of spiritual development. This book is an attempt to bring Manāzil into the modern context and render it more accessible by utilising contemporary language.


The original purpose of the Manāzil was to act as a guide and companion to seekers on a spiritual path, and this book emphatically reconfirms this intention. This book could be read by a wide spectrum of readers, and it should be especially useful to those who may benefit from it in their own spiritual development. The book before you is designed as a companion tool in the form of a structured course. The original meaning and structure of the Manāzil has thus been maintained, with added commentaries, examples, and explanations. A scientific numbering system to ease navigation and orientation through the course has also been introduced. The ‘spines’ of the book are the Stages and Doors into which the Manāzil is divided. Although they follow a linear path of progression, a reader need not strictly adhere to the linear structure if their experience or predisposition suggests otherwise.


This book rests on the masterpiece of Shaykh ʿAbdullah al-Anṣārī. Professor Ali A. ʿAllāwi has translated the work and added his commentaries and explanations. Julia A. Katarina has summarised or expanded upon the work and structured it into a one-year course. An entire new stage has been added to the original Manāzil, bringing the number of stages to eleven. This was deemed necessary as a preliminary stage to Anṣārī’s Manāzil, to meet the sensibilities of modern readers and seekers. Julia Katarina also added examples and background to some of the terms, in order to render the steps along the path more relatable and practicable in daily life. Each chapter is one of the eleven stages. The ten doors within each chapter are numbered according to their place in the hundred steps outlined by Shaykh al-Anṣārī. Whichever page you open the book to, it will be obvious where you are in the whole process.


The three degrees of each doorway are translated from Anṣārī’s original text and the names of the stages and doors also transliterated and given in Arabic script, as are the Qurʾān quotes he gave for each doorway. Most of the quotes contain the name of the door they introduce and all are followed by chapter and verse numbers for ease of reference and contextualisation.


The Manāzil is one of the most important books of ‘spiritual wayfaring’ in the Ṣūfi tradition. Anṣārī wrote it specifically to be a usable manual to help people along the path of faith and practice. Anṣārī’s age, the fourth century of the hijri calendar or eleventh century of the CE, was a significant period in Islamic religious life. According to later pre-eminent Sufis, it was a time when Sufism was a living reality without a name, before it subsequently became a name without much reality. The Manāzil was written with the state and condition of the ‘wayfarer’ clearly in mind. There are few other manuals like it; works in the literature that deal with journeying, or passing from one condition, one state, one stage to another on the spiritual path. One such work is the famous epic poem by ʿAttār, ʽThe Conference of the Birdsʼ. Although written decades after the Manāzil, ʿAttar’s poem is a literary classic of Islamic religiosity that reflects the Manāzil’s spiritual journeying.


The path of a present-day wayfarer does not necessarily have to go through identical stages, nor does it have to incorporate experiences of the very same states and conditions as the earlier masters had previously traversed and described them. But the beginning and end are one, and it is the enabling and facilitating of the experience of this reality that is the purpose behind this book. By bringing an eleventh century spiritual classic into a twenty-first century context, the book can act as a fulcrum for developing a usable manual and map for the modern wayfarer. The book draws on the concepts and conditions embedded in the Manāzil, with reference to some other texts, while moulding them in a way that can facilitate reaching the desired goal of self-knowledge.


Nearly all the great works on spiritual journeying were written by masters for people who were already committed to the path of Inner Enlightenment. They were teaching aids for a diverse group of people around the master, ranging from the most proximate and realised to the curious listener. They were intended to provide some coherence and order to the often lifelong struggle to gain knowledge of the self and to open the pathways of spiritual insights. The language employed assumed that the reader was at least aware of the fundamentals of the Ṣūfi path and the tenets of faith. The pre-modern world was infused with a sense of the sacred which made for easy familiarity with the terms and expressions used. The formal structures of these works might appear somewhat rigid to the modern mind through their use of strict categories and hierarchies when describing the stations or stages of the journey.


There are also a number of early classic works of Sufism which dealt more with the forms and contents of the inner world, the life of the relationship between the adepts and masters. The Manāzil was one of the first detailed instruction manuals. In many ways it has a modern feel to it, but in other ways it is also a product of its time and place and may not translate very well if you use and follow it verbatim. What is important is to take it in the form in which it appears and try to distil it into the modern context, knowing that a modern readership does not necessarily have the same sensibilities as readers of 1,000 years ago. One cannot read these books and expect within a matter of days to imbibe all the knowledge, all the circumstances of all these states, stations and stages that they embody. One has to live with and apply them gradually over time. The other aspect of it is more to do with the individuals themselves and their preparedness and predisposition.


These works were written at a time we tend to call the pre-modern era, in which the certainty of people regarding the realm of the unseen, and the certainty of would-be seekers regarding these subtler realities, was far greater than it is now. It is not that the times were necessarily better than they are now. In many ways, there is great advantage to the expansion of the quantitative aspects of life, but certainly not to the level of detracting from the qualitative aspects. The pre-modern world, not only the Islamic world, was one where religion and the daily encounter with the sacred and with the unseen was an aspect of ordinary life. It was not an add-on to an otherwise secular world, as it is in some contexts now.




When we approach these texts, it is helpful to start by trying to identify what the purpose was behind them and how they can be of use to us now and also to recognise that we are not the same spiritual species as people were in pre-modern times. However, this does not imply that we should write ourselves off because we are unable to achieve the level of perception and recognition of the subtler realities of our antecedents. What it does mean is that we have to work that extra bit harder. We have to accept that we might have to start, not at level zero, but even a level below that, in order to acquire the presumed knowledge and understanding with which these texts were approached. The Manāzil are a very clear example of this, as they make certain assumptions about the spiritual state and condition of the wayfarer. They assume that the wayfarer’s encounter with the sacred, with the divine, is a given, rather than a long striven for goal. In a world infused with the sacred, such a possibility was never questioned.


We have to accept that the material ‘quantitativeness’ which prevails in our outer world affects one’s inner condition. It diminishes the faculties which intuitively or instinctively are able to relate to the unseen. As such, it would be best to examine ourselves and see whether we are in a condition to be able to launch ourselves on this journey. If such a possibility in one’s inner capacities is accepted, then we can take full advantage of, and benefit from, our immersion in the Manāzil. The original Manāzil text makes certain implicit assumptions about the preparedness of the wayfarer. They may appear formidable and very spiritually advanced to a contemporary readership. This book works on the basis that those embarking on such a journey in present times will benefit from guidance to lay the spiritual foundations.


To this end, the authors identified the need for a preparatory stage, before the wayfarer actually enters Anṣārī’s stages. We have therefore begun with what we have termed the ‘Pre-Stages’, where wayfarers can explore whether they are able to genuinely, consciously and honestly resonate with the unseen.


A Pre-Stage: Stirrings and the Very Preliminaries (al-bashāʾir wat-tamhīdiyāt) البشائر والتمهيديات


Why is there a need for a pre-stage? Why can we not start directly with the Stage of the Beginnings, as Anṣārī’s Manāzil calls for? The answer is relatively simple. The contemporary world has mainly driven the sense of the sacred outside the realm of a person’s daily experience. The loss of the qualities and faculties needed to recognise the subtler realms is a universal phenomenon and the recovery of these abilities is an essential element for the modern wayfarer. But first, a person must sense and then desire to know the reality that underpins all realities. It is these stirrings that are the first steps on the path of the latter-day wayfarer, who starts as a spiritual wanderer, not yet a wayfarer.


The first stirrings generally arise as a reaction to the inversion of vices into virtues and vice versa. Doubt is displaced by certainty; aggression turns to co-operation; self-regard to selflessness; greed to sharing; envy to contentedness; excess to frugality; noise to silence; anger to serenity; grasping to letting go; and so on. These stirrings are transmuted to a permanent condition that seeks to find redress. This is the beginning of the beginning: the Door of Agitation. That is where spiritual wandering first commences. In order to facilitate this commencement, it is important to become aware of our sometimes subconsciously held beliefs and assumptions about ourselves and those we encounter. It is a very deeply ingrained and automatic reflex to judge others and stems from our evolutionary survival compass—the notion that others pose a potential threat, and those who appear different from ourselves a possible existential one. Fixed ideas about our own limitations are also taught from a young age, in order to keep us safe.
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