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Abstract

Makalah ini menganalisis konsep dan amalan disiplin
diri dalam tradisi psiko-spiritual Islam. Dalam tradisi
ini, amalan mendisiplinkan diri adalah bermatlamat-
kan mensucikan jiwa manusia dari segala kekotoran
material demi meletakkannya pada landasan yang
sepatutnya menuju Allah SWT yang merupakan
matlamat akhir kewujudan manusia. Kajian ini
mendedahkan bahawa pendisiplinan diri bagji tokoh-
tokoh psiko-spiritual Islam, yang juga dikenali
sebagai Sufi, terkandung dalam ibadat. Kajian ini
juga meneliti jalan-jalan menuju iZsdn merangkumi
magam-madam taubat, ikhlas niat, takwa, wara’ dan
pensucian jiwa. Ia juga membincangkan tentang
fungsi dan peranan Pembimbing Rohani dalam proses
pendisiplinan diri.
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Introduction

Deeply engrossed in materialism, hedonism, and
individualism, and armed with powerful technological
gadgets, modern man is on the brink of destroying
himself, and the entire universe with him. As if it were
not enough to condone sensation-seeking and
impulsiveness, modern mass-media actively scoff at those
who hold onto the values of temperance, modesty, and
self-restraint, which are taught by religion. The result:
disintegration of social institutions (especially the family),
rampant promiscuity and substance abuse, All these
inevitably lead to the escalating scourge of HIV/AIDS
which is threatening the entire human race.

This study is based on the firm belief that the
problems humanity is suffering from today are results of
human acts, both of commission as well as omission.
Central among the omitted traits is the practice of self-
discipline, also referred to as self-control and self-
restraint. This trait is so central among the teachings of
Islam that Muslim scholars have studied it in detail,
outlined methods for inculcating it, and established entire
institutions around it. The purpose of the present study is
to briefly outline how Muslim scholars in what may be
referred to as the “Islamic Psycho-spiritual Tradition”
understood, practices, and taught self-discipline. It is
hoped that contemporary Muslims, especially scholars,
educators, and leaders, may get some insight for dealing
with the current problems. The study begins with an
explanation of the concept of self-discipline, followed by
a brief discussion of its importance in the lives of
individuals and societies. Lastly, the techniques and
practices of self-discipline in the Sufi tradition are
discussed in detail.

The Concept of Self-Discipline

In the English language the term discipline has various
meanings. Of prime importance to educators and
religious practitioners is concept of ‘internal self-
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discipline’, sometimes referred to as self-control. This is
considered, in contemporary psychological literature, to
be the essential internal link between the will and
action’.!

The term discipline may have roots in the Latin
“discere” (to learn). In that case it is directly related to the
English term disciple “one who follows the instructions
of the teacher”. This root is also related to terms like
decent, docile, dignity and decorous.? On the other hand,
it may be from the Latin disciplus “pupil” which also has
connotations of grasping and understanding. Mahoney
concludes that “To be disciplined is to be caught up by
the teachings of a guide... the person who undertakes
such discipline may be understood, then, to be a disciple
of that which is felt to be true, a captive of that which is
valuable”.? Interestingly, religious traditions do not view
this kind of discipline as punishment: “Rather, they
generally stress the notion that this very captivity allows
one to become who he or she really is or really could
be.”

In the Islamic tradition, the term which can be
considered close enough in meaning to the English
discipline is adab. In fact the term adab is even more
encompassing and has a deeper spiritual signification.
Professor al-Attas defined adab as the discipline of the body,
mind and soul; the discipline that assures the recognition
and acknowledgement of one’s proper place in relation to
one’s physical, intellectual and spiritual capacities and
potentials; the cognition and acknowledgment of the reality
that knowledge and being are ordered hierarchically
according to their various levels (maratib) and degrees
(Darajat).”

' D.H. Shapiro (1984}, “Self-Control” in the Encyclopedia of Psychoiogy.
ed. RJ. Corsini, New York: John Wiley, 3: 282,

*  W. K. Mahoney (1986), “Spiritual Discipline”, in Encyclopedia of
Religion, ed. Mircea lliade, New York: Macmillan, 14: 19.

o Ibid., 14: 20,

Y Tbid,

®  S.M.N. Al-Attas {1990}, The Concept of Education in Islam. Kuala
Lumpur: ISTAC. p. 22.
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This definition recognizes the metaphysical,
epistemological, ontological as well as the spiritual
dimensions of discipline. It recognizes the complexity of
discipline as we shall see in due course. It suffices to note
that professor al-Attas’s definition seems to be a very high
level synthesis of the views of prominent Sufis regarding
self discipline.

* Self discipline as explained by the Sufis is very much
linked to the nature of the soul. Sufis tried hard to
distinguish between nafs and riih. For al-Suhrawardi, rik is
the abode of good character whereas nafs is the abode of
evil.®

The other two related concepts are galb and shy. In this
context however we shall dwell on al nafs. Sufis have
emphasized the Qur’anic explanation of the levels of the
soul and these are referred to as al-nafs al-‘ammarat bi al-sit”,
al-nafs al-lawwamah?, and al-nafs al-mugma’innah.® These
however, should not be seen as different souls within an
individual, but rather as different levels within the soul
which are all present simultaneously, some being latent and
others being active. The relative strength of one of them
depends on one’s inborn disposition, his upbringing, his self
discipline in adulthood and finally God’s grace.

Giving due recognition to the role of the soul in
human behavior, self discipline is the totality of the
techniques that are applied to ensure that man’s good
nature prevails and that he is not dominated by his
irrational animal passions and desires. In other words it
is a means to controlling and directing the activity of the
nafs (soul). According to al-Ghazali, the essence and secret
of self-discipline is that the soul should not derive
pleasure in any thing that will not be present in the grave
apart from that quantity which can not be dispensed
with. Thus self discipline involves preventing the soul

& Shihabuddin al-Suhrawardi (1977}, Kitah Adab al-Muridin. ed. Manahem
Milson, Jerusalem: Hebrew University, p. 33.

7 Yiisuf 12: 53.

8 Al-Qiyamah, 75: 2.

7 Al-Fajr, 89: 27,
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from taking pleasure in what is permitted and instead,
softening it with constant sadness and remembrance of
God.'lﬂ

The self discipline explained thus far goes straight to
the core of the concept of ‘Ibadah, which is the reason
d’étre for the creation and existence of mankind. A
number of concepts are linked with the practice of self-
discipline, either as motivators or as results. The most
directly applicable concepts are al-khawf {fear) and al-raja’
(Hope). Both of them are components of a structure
which culminates in al-shukr (gratitude to Allah).

Before embarking on the explanation of methods used
in spiritual self-discipline, it is important to highlight
another dimension in the conception of self-discipline as
practiced by the Sufis. The famous West African Tijani
Sheikh, al-Hajj ‘Umar al-Fiti considered self discipline to
be synonymous with major jihad. This clearly is derived
from the prophet's teachings which distinguished
between minor and major jiiad. By minor jiliad he
referred to fighting against the enemies of Islam, whereas
by major jihid he referred to self-discipline or fighting
against one’s own soul. To al-Fiti, major jiad is more
important than, and actually includes, minor jfikad. He
also saw hijrah to be clarified in the same manner. Minor
hijrah includes the physical bodily shifting from place to
place. Major hijrah, on the other hand, means spiritual
self-discipline, through which one is purified,
strengthened and enabled to withdraw (yuhajiru) from its
physical and material desires.” In that manner both hijrah
and jihdad which are central in Islam are infricately linked.
To Sufi, they both point towards depriving the carnal

0 Abii Himid al-Ghazili (1995), Disciplining the Soul, tr. T. . Winter,
Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society. pp. 60-62.

' Omar Jah, "Sufism in the Nineteenth Century Jihad Movements in the
Western Sudan: A Case Study of al-Haji ‘Umar al-Foti’s Philosophy of
Jihad and its Sufi Bases,” Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, Institute
of Tslamic Studies, McGill University, (July. 1973), p. 164, al-Hajj
‘Umar was apparcntly referving to the Prophet’s Hadith in which jirad
against the soul is referred to as the major jilad.
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soul of its desires and its terrestrial affairs, and turn it to
Allah in all its acts.'”” One may wonder why jihad against
the infidels was considered lesser than the jihad against
the nafs (or spiritual self-discipline)? Al-Hajj ‘Umar
al-Fat’s position was clearly articulated as follows:

Spiritual self discipline and denying one’s soul
excessive material demands is an individual
obligation (fard ‘ayn} whereas jihdd against the
infidels is a communal obligation (fard kifayah).
Secondly, the carnal soul is a more serious enemy
than an infidel, because in jihad against infidels
one never loses; if he kills his enemy he is
rewarded for killing him, and should he himself be
killed, he becomes a martyr. But the jikdd against
one’s own self, there is only one chance that is to
conquer the soul. Otherwise, if one is overcome by
his nafs then one is definitely ruined... further
more, the jikdd against ones own self is more
difficult, because killing others is easier than killing
one self by denying the self its desires (the very
source of its corruption}.”

From the above exposition of the nature of self-
discipline, it is clear that for the Sufis adab or spiritual
self discipline means far more than what can be
conceived of in the western definitions. To them, adab
entails proper knowledge of man’s position towards his
Lord (rabb), his knowledge of the purpose of his existence
(i.e. ‘ibadah and ma‘rifah), and knowledge of his natural
weakness, which tends to prevent him from fulfilling the
purpose of his existence. Basing on that knowledge, he
undertakes actions which enable him to domesticate his soul
and direct it towards worshipping/serving Allah at the level
of ‘ihsan (excellence) so that hopefully he can be elevated to
the station of ‘ubidiyyah (servitude) which is the real
actualization of the raison d’étre of man’s existence. The
above exposition shows the significance of concept of

2 Ibid., p. 165.
B bid., p. 164.
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discipline in Sufi thought and action. It embraces the totality
of their thinking, actions, ‘ibddah rituals and entire
livelihood.

Importance of Self Discipline

Discipline as outlined above is of great significance in human
life. Terrestrially speaking, good discipline is the root to
success in all aspects of life, including studies, family life,
work, and relationship with others. Psychotherapists have
also recognized it as an important ingredient in personal
adjustment and mental health, which are of paramount
importance to overall human functioning,

To the Sufis, worldly well-being and success is just a
side effect of their activity, but not their major concern. The
real focus of their attention is on the hereafter.
Nevertheless, the attitude of salik (traveler on the spiritual
path), modes of thought and systems of behavior adopted
by the Sufis have a deep moral content and go a long way
in ameliorating human life on earth. In fact in Islam,
behavior is considered as important as worship. That is
why the prophet used to say in supplication: “O Lord God!
Thou hast made good my creation; therefore make good
my character also”. He also said: “A bondsman (of Allah)
may attain through his character high and noble degrees in
the after life, even though he be feeble in his worship”.

However, it is always stressed that character is much
dependent on self discipline. the prophet himself said:
“Heaven is surrounded by unpleasant things, while hell is
surrounded by desires”.’ That may be the reason why
Sufi masters used to say: “If you see a man who has
been given renunciation (zuiid) of the world, and goodly
speech, then draw close to him for he has been taught
wisdom.”" Imam al-Ghazali dwelled so much on the
importance of character. Of concern to us here is that he
considered it to involve four aspects: doing some thing

W Salifh Muslim, Kitab Jannah, No. L.
" *Abd al-Karim al-Qushayri (1990), ai-Risalah al-Qushayriyyah, cd.
Ma'riif Zuraiq. Beirat: Dar al-[il, p. 324.
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beautiful or ugly; the ability to act; cognition of the act;
and a condition of the soul by which it inclines to one
side or the other and which renders the beautiful or the
ugly thing easy to do. This is a matter of self discipline.”
Imam al-Ghazali emphasizes that for a person to be of
good character, he must attain a harmonious balance
between the rational faculty {quwwat al-‘ilm), the irascible
faculty (quwwat al-ghadab), the appetitive faculty (quwwat
al-shahwah), and the faculty'® which maintains a just
equilibrium between the three things.'” I1e however
emphasizes that the purpose of character traits which
arise from a harmonious balance of those faculties is to
“cut the love of this world away from the soul and set
firmly therein the love of God, so that one could love
nothing so much as the meeting with Him”."®

Discussion on the relationship between self discipline,
character, and morality finally leads us back to the
teachings of the Tijini Sheikh ‘Umar al-Fiiti. He
considered the practice of al-amr bi al-ma‘rif wa al-nahy ‘an
al-munkar to be the real determinants of the success of the
‘wmmah." To achieve that practice and to fully harvest its
fruits, the sufi tarbiyah, which is based on spiritual self
discipline and observance of the right adab with God has to
be applied. He in fact implicitly stressed that the whole of
the religion of Islam has so much to do with spiritual self-
discipline. He wrote that:

The main objective of the shari‘ah is to provide the
worshippers with spiritual self disciplined by means
of freeing one’s soul from the confinement of the
body and all detestable human qualities and
substituting for than other qualities until one is
enable to acquire the true knowledge of God
(ma‘rifat Allah).*

16

Al-Chazali, Pisciptining Hwe Soul, op.cit.. p. 33.

7 Ibid., p. 19.

8 Ibid., p. 33.

" Omar Jah, al-Fiiti, op.cit. p. 156.
A Thid,
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There is no better way of explaining the importance of
the spiritual self discipline than that. It is the culmination of
all the guidance revealed in the Qur’an and actualized in
the life and character of the prophet Muhammad. His
disciples, who followed his guidance step by step, were
elevated by their practice of self discipline to a level
whereby they became shining stars which can guide all
seekers to the ultimate truth.

All this could be because they actually lived the message
of Islam worshipped Allah at the level of ‘iksdn. They
worshipped Him as if they saw Him, and they always did
remember Him. Imam al-Ghazali briefly states the purpose
of self discipline as being “to find one’s heart constantly in
the presence of God. This it will only be able attain when by
virtue of long inward strife it has been emptied of all else”.”

From the foregoing exposition, it is clear that self
discipline is important both for worldly life as well as for
the here after. However, the basic concern of the Sufi is with
the hereafter. Worldly life is only important as a road
through which one has to pass to go to the hereafter. Thus
the basic importance of self discipline lies in its being the
only means of attaining the rewards promised in the
hereafter. In fact all the attitudes of mind, knowledge,
practice and mode of life propagated by Islam are
impossible without self discipline. Perhaps Allah is referring
to this when He says:

And no one will be granted such goodness except
those who exercise patience and self-restraint - none
but persons of the greatest good fortune. (Fussilat,
41: 35)

The Sufi Approach to Self-Discipline

In spite of the spiritual and worldly importance of self
discipline as explained above, most humans often fail to
practice it. Many people normally tend to rationalize their
laziness by claiming that the practice of self-discipline is

2 pid., p. 158.
2 Al-Ghazali, Disciplining the Saul, op.cit., p. 98.
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impossible to them. The argument adduced is that character
is as fixed as one’s external makeup. To this many
psychologists have always answered that character is
changeable as long as there is the will and ability to do so.
Imam Ab# Hamid al-Ghazali argued that if it were true that
character is fixed and the practice of self discipline is futile,
then the missions of prophets and educators would be
futile.” However, it is known in the history of mankind that
there have been so many people who elevated themselves
by the practice of self-discipline (through spiritual struggle
and exercise) to exalted levels of conduct.

Imam al-Ghazali maintains that the basic method of self-
discipline is by constraining the soul to perform good
actions. “By practice and struggle one reaches a point at
which doing good becomes pleasurable and habitual. In this
process, one is aided by his fifrah (innate deposition) seeking
and keeping the company of people who are good and
accustoming oneself to do righteous deeds.™

In line with the above, Sufis have developed such a
wide array of methods of spiritual self-discipline that it
would be difficult to enumerate thermn. Imam al-Ghazili, well
aware of the variety of methods available, stressed that the
method used differs from person to person depending on
each individual’s circumstances. The basic principle however
remains that an individual should renounce those things of
the world which are found pleasurable, and should intend
by whatever he does to gain the pleasure of Allah. The
different methods used by the Sufi for spiritual self-
discipline are briefly discussed below.

The basic step in self-discipline is purifying the intention.
Prophet Muhammad stressed the importance of will-power
and clear intention (niyyat) in the famous hadith that all
actions are judged depending on the individual’s intention.
Al-Hasan al-Basri one of the pioneer Sufis, declared that
men will be consigned to heaven or hell only by virtue of

2 Ibid, pp. 24-25.
X Ibid, p. 32,
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their intentions.” Imam al-Muhasibi was very emphatic on
the role of al-niyyah (intention) in self-discipline. He
lamented that people engage in self-mortification, but their
intentions are tarnished by an element of unwitting vanity
(al-riya’)*. Thus, all their efforts end up being useless or
even harmful. Imam al-Muhasibi taught that for each action,
one should ask “why” and “for whom”? If it is for Allah,
then one should continue with it. Otherwise, one should
cease it and blame one’s soul for having misguided him.”

Expressing his doubts about the intentions of the some
people who pretend to be Sufis, al-Muhasibi writes:

I am afraid that many of the worshippers of our time
are deluded. How many of those who put on
tattered clothes, and display humility in themselves
are holding fast on the easy things of the dunya?
How many who pray, fast, participate in jikdad,
perform Hajj, weep and offer supplications and
display renunciation and rejection of worldly life
without being truthful in the conscience and without
being fearful of the Lord of the worlds? They
pretend by showing purity to the servants of God in
their worshipping, and think they are sincere
whereas their bodily organs are scattered despite
that. Their eyes look at what Allah hates, their
tongues utter what Allah does not like, whether
during anger or during enjoyment of the company
of people and talking to them backbiting others, and
50 on.”®

This clearly shows the importance of intention. The
actions themselves can be good. Some one may practice all
the techniques and rituals normally practiced by the Sufis
whereas he does not have the proper tawajjuh, the direction

¥ Ibid. p. 38.

% Abii Hamid al-Ghazall (n.d.). Thya' *Liane al-Din, Cairo: al-Maklabah
al-Tijariyyah, 4:312.

T.J. Winter in his introduction to al-Ghazali's, Disciplining the Saui,
op.cit. p. xxvi.

B Al-Harith al-Muhdsibi {1985), ai-Ri‘ayat i Hugiq Allah, ed. Ahmad
‘Ata, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Tlmiyyah, p. 41.

27
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and dedication of his feelings towards Allah. In that case he
may attain self discipline in the dunyawi (worldly) sense but
not the real self discipline as practiced by the Sufis.

After purifying the intention, Sufis have always taught
that the first step in the road to self discipline is tawbal
(repentance). Imam al-Qushayri, after citing the relevant
verses of the Quran and hadiths of the prophet, enumerated
the conditions of tawbah. These are: regretting the evils one
committed, abstaining from wrongdoing immediately, and
deciding not repeat the evil deeds in the future.”
Al-Qushayri advises that for some one to do real tawbah he
should leave evil friends, try to be in the company of good
people and cobserve their actions. This will help to strengthen
his commitment to leave evil deeds and to lead a disciplined
life®

Sufis saw an intimate relationship between al-niyyal
(Intention) and the practice of al-tagwa (God fearing).
Al-Tagwa can be understood as minding one’s duty to Allah.
The Sufi considered it, just like other Islamic concepts, to
have both esoteric and esoteric dimensions. According to
Ibn Ata’ Allah al-Iskandiri, the esoteric dimension of tagwd is
keeping within the bounds of Allah (i.e the distinction
between halal and haréiim). The esoleric dimension refers to
al niyyah (intention) and al-liilay (sincerity /dedication).™
Thus, the multitude of injunctions in the Quran and
exhortations to Muslims to practice taqwa could be
understood to refer to the purification of their intentions
and dedication of their actions towards Allah, as well as
doing what was commanded and avoiding what was
forbidden. Al-Muhisibi is in line with that meaning. On the
importance of tagwa, he wrote that: It is important “because
almighty Allah does not accept except those whose actions
which are intended for Him”.»

Related to fagwd is the concept of warg’. This was
defined by al-Qushayri as “avoiding al-shubuhat (doubtful

¥ Al-Qushayrl, Risalah, op.cit., p. 92.
¥ Ibid, pp. 92-93.

8 Ibid, p. 106.

82 Al-Mubasibi, ai-Ri*ayah, op.cit. p. 41.
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actions).®® It entails, among other things, avoiding
whatever is hateful to Allah.* Al-Qushayri quoted Yiinus
bin ‘Ubaid who took this a bit further declaring that true
wara’ involves “abstaining from all doubtful actions
(shubuhdt) and calling the nafs to account for every
blinking of the eye.* The story of Malik ibn Dinar was
cited to illustrate this. Milik lived in Basrah for forty
years but refused to eat from its produce for fear that it
could be contaminated by haram. Abu Tilib al-Makki
advises the seekers to practice wara’ by being very
careful whenever they encounter something doubtful, be
it a feeling, an idea, or action.*

Thus, the Sufi practice of self discipline is directly
connected with the concepts of ikhlds al-niyyah, tagwa, and
wara‘, which are very basic and extremely important
concepts in Islam. This ensures that whatever action
someone undertakes to subdue his carnal soul is intended
to bring him closer to his Lord and to prepare for his
abode in the hereafter.

After making proper tawajjuh (direction) of the intention
towards Allah, which involves an intricate combination of
al-niyyah, al-taqwa and al-wara’, one has to take the steps
leading to tadhkiyat al-nafs (self purification). This is no
doubt a Qur’anic term.¥ However, Imam al-Ghazali could
be considered a pioneer in clearly expounding the steps
involved in that process. He maintained that successful
people responded to Allah’s command to persevere, by
conditioning their souls first by al-musharaiah (imposing
conditions on the soul), then by al-muragabah (keeping
vigilant and watching over the soul), then by al-muhasabah
(calling it to account for it deeds), then by al-mu’dagabah
(punishing if for its misdeeds), then by al-mujahadah

3 Al-Qushayti, al-Risalat, op.cit.. p. 110.

M Al-Muhasibi, al-Ri ' dyef, op.cit. p. 40

3% Al-Qushayri, al-Risalat, op.cif., p. 110

% AbG Talib al-Makki (1990), Qit al-Qulab fi Mu'amalat at-Mahbib.
Amman: Mu'assasat Khaldan, p. 162. Henceforth cited as Qut
al-Quiab.

¥ Itis used, for instance. in Siraf al-Shams, 91:9
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(opposing it), and finally by al-mu atabah (blaming the soul
for its misdeeds) ™

Al-Ghazali agrees that just as we put conditions on
our employees so that we can succeed in worldly
business, we have to put conditions on our souls so that
we can succeed in the hereafter.”” He considers the
intellect to be a master over the carnal soul {al-nafs
ai-‘ammiral). Therefore, a believer has to advise his soul,
put conditions for it and enjoin it to be dedicated and
subservient to Allah in all its actions. He should warn it
of the dire consequences of neglecting its duty to Allah.
This should be done before one embarks on any action. It
is clear that this level is firmly linked with the niyyah
explained above. Its efficacy, however, lies in constantly
reminding the soul of its duty to Allah and the primordial
covenant it undertook to always obey Him.

After enjoining and instructing the soul to remember
Allah in all actions, it is not left to act as it wishes. It is
closely scrutinized as it goes about all actions. This is what
is called al-muraqgabah (lit., being vigilant, watching over and
observing}. This stage is the culmination of worshipping
Allah as if you are seeing him. When al-Muthasibi was asked
about the nature of al-murdaqabah he said: “It begins with the
knowledge of Allah’s nearness”.*

Muragabah is basically an attitude of the mind whereby
the individual knows certainly that Allah is close to him,
observing all his actions, feelings and emotions as well as
thoughts. It is recognition that nothing can be hidden from
Allah, and that He will reward every body for all his
actions accordingly. With this certainty, if someone is
intending to do any thing, he, first of all, purifies his
intention. If he is embarking on an action, if it is allowed,
he tries his utmost to be sincere, dedicated and observes
the right adab in doing it. If it is not allowed, he repents
(tawbah) and abstains from it immediately."!

M Al-Ghazali, Mpya' ‘Uliim al-Din, op.cit., 4:394,
o Ibid.

W Ibid, 4: 398.

T Ibid, 4: 402-03.
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Muragabah is intimately related with al-shukr (gratitude)
and al-sabr (patience/ perseverance). If a person knows that
all the good he gets is from Allah and that he has been
saved from much mishap by Allah, he will then be
thankful to Allah. In contrast, if any mishap befalls him,
he surely knows that Allah is close to him and will not
abandon him. Since Allah commanded believers to be
patient, he endures the hardship, hoping for deliverance
from Allah sooner in this world or later in the hereafter.

After al-muragabah comes al-muhasaboh (calling the nafs to
account for its actions). his is two fold. It may refer to
future actions, whereby it is like taking care before any
step is taken to avoid slipping. It basically involves
purifying the intention, doing whatever is good and
wholesome, and avoiding whatever is evil and the
doubtful. In other words, it is made up of the practices of
al-niyyah, al-wara*, and al-taqwd described above. On the
other hand, al-muhésabah may be about completed actions.
In this case it is a complete review of the intention and
motivation which led to the actions: were they performed
for seeking Allah’s pleasure or not? It also involves
contemplating about the action and the manner in which it
was done: whether it is was lawful and performed well,
with the right adab.*

This eventually leads to tawbal (repentance). Clearly,
this practice is enjoined by the Qur’an and Sunnah. In the
Qur’an, each individual is supposed to reflect upon what he
has presented for the morrow.* The prophet is reported to
have said: “The intelligent person is one who calls his nafs to
account for what will come after death. The failure is one
who follows the desire of his soul and has wishes from
almighty Allah”. Umar ibn al-Khattib used to exhort
believers saying: “Question your souls before you are
questioned”.

Abi Talib al-Makki and al-Muhasibi took the practice of
al-mithasabah to a very high level. They stressed that one
has to check all his thoughts (including Khawatir and

12 Ibid., 405. See also al-Muhdsibi, al-Ri*ayal, op.cil. p. 48.
4B Sarat al-Hashr, 59: 18
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waridal) against the stipulations of the Shari‘ah. If they are
not acceptable he should reject them immediately and
concentrate on remembering Allah# Al-Muhasibi reminds
that it is always important to remember the defects of the
soul. This helps the individual not to follow it in its
disobedience.

Al-Ghazali mentioned that if the results of al-muhdasabah
show that the soul committed evils, it has to be punished.
This is the stage he called al-nmi’agabah (punishment). If one
eats a morsel of food which is doubtful, he has to punish
himself by hunger; if he looks at a woman whom he is not
allowed to look at, he should punish himself by not looking
at any one. Each organ of the body which disobeys is
punished in a similar manner.*

The last of the stages enumerated by al-Ghazali is
al-mujahadah (struggling against the nafs). This in some ways
resembles the foregoing processes only that it goes further.
If a person detects signs of laziness in the nafs in doing
‘Ibadah or if he detects some slight inclination to what is
forbidden or a preference of worldly pleasures, he has to
steer it back to the right track by practicing al-mujahadah. In
this, al-mujahadah and al-mu’dgqabah are almost similar, If you
are lazy in doing dhikr, for example, you have to practice a/-
mujahadah by doing as much dhikr as possible. If you miss a
prayer in congregation, you have to not only petrform all
obligatory prayers in congregation but also to undertake
heavy supererogatory acts which can weaken the nafs and
bring it back to Allah. When Umar Ibn al-Khattab once
missed to pray ‘asr in congregation, he punished his nafs by
donating a very valuable piece of land. **

Al-Ghazili advised that the best way to do al-mujahadah
is to read so much and to listen to the stories of the

#  Abi Talib al-Makki, Qat al-Quiab, 1: 162; al-Muhasibi, al-Ri‘ayah,
p- 96; al-Qushayri takes this further by stressing that even thoughts
which appear acceptable by the shari’a should not be followed if they
are incompatible with one’s magam (spiritual station). See his Risalat
Tartib al-Sulak ‘ala Tarig Allah, ed. Pir Muhammad, Pakistan: Central
Islamic Research Institute, n.¢t., pp. 73-75.

5 Al-Ghazal, [hya 'LUlam af-Din, op.cit., 4: 407,

6 Ihid, 4: 408,
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previous Sufis who struggled hard against their evil souls.
Another means is to seek the company of righteous people
who strived so much in worshipping Allah. You have to
observe their actions, speech, and overall behavior and try
to emulate them.

It has to be remembered that al-mujahadah, as well as
the other methods of self purification and self discipline, is
not one-off practices: they are life-long processes, or even
more appropriately, modes of life. Once a person chooses to
lead a life of serving God at the level of ‘Isan, he has to
constantly struggle against the passions and desires of his
lower soul. It is victory in that lifelong battle that
distinguishes him and elevates him to the station of those
with whom Allah is pleased and who are pleased with
Allah’s blessing. Even though other methods mentioned
earlier and those to be mentioned later are also methods of
struggle against the soul, the term fikad al-nafs which has
also been referred to as the major jiltad {(al-jihad al-akbar) is
very directly applicable te al-mujahadah. The arguments used
by al-Hajj Umar al-Fiiti to stress the importance of major
jihad are very appropriate here.

Al-Qushayri quotes Ibriluim ibn Adham’s views on the
conditions of al-mujihadah. Among the hurdles one has to
overcome to become righteous are: closing the door of
enjoyment and opening the door of hardship; closing the
door of haughtiness and opening that of humility, closing
the door of laziness and opening that of struggling, closing
the door of sleeping and opening that sleeplessness, closing
the door of wealth and opening that of poverty, and finally,
closing the door of hope (in worldly success) and open that
of preparing oneself for death.*” This is a wonderful
summary of the principle underlying Sufi self-discipline. It is
a determination that this worldly life is a transitory stage.
As such, maximum focus should be put on the final abode,
which is the hereafter. Thus, a person should constantly
struggle to ensure thal he attains the pleasure of Allah, by
which he will be saved in the hereafter. Worldly enjoyment

7 Al-Qushayri, Risalak, op.cit., pp. 98-99.
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is just for a short while and will soon disappear, leaving the
individual in total loss and destruction.

To show how people have failed to practice discipline
and struggle for the attainment of the eternal bliss in the
hereafter, Dhii al-Nn al-Misri put forward factors which
could be considered antithetical to those mentioned above.
He mentioned six factors to be the causes of degeneration
and loss for human kind: weakness of intention in working
for the hereafter; bodies becoming slaves of passions; very
long worldly hopes despite the nearness of ‘ajal (appointed
time); preference of pleasing creatures over pleasing the
Creator; following desires and abandoning the prophet’s
Sunnah, and considering slips of the tongue as evidence.®
This exactly and perfectly describes the situation we are
facing today. It reminds us to make fresh re-alignment
{(tawajjuh) to God and embark on mujahadah.

Self-discipline at the level of mujahadah may be by means
opposing the soul in its desires. It is the prevention of the
nafs from indulging in its desires. In other words, it is the
practice of self-control. Those who can successfully tame
their souls have been promised eternal bliss by Allah.*
Prophet Muhammad is reported to have said: “what I fear
most for my Ummakh is following desires and having much
hope {about the world) which makes them forget the
hereafter”. Remember also that opposing the self (nafs) is the
most important aspect in ‘ibadah. This clearly shows the
position of opposing the carnal soul in Sufi self-discipline.

Finally, al-Ghazili mentions rebuking the soul and
blaming, it for its shortcomings as one of the techniques of
self purification. By this practice, it is hoped that the soul
may be elevated to the level referred to in the Qur’an as
the self reproaching soul (al-nafs al-Jmowdamal). This is done
by constantly reminding it of it is ignorance and stupidity.

The above approaches should not be considered as
different stages to be traversed in a linear fashion. Even
though Sufi masters have indicated that a novice has to
linearly progress through the magamat (stages) of tasawwuf,

® O bid. p. 101,
¥ Al-Nazitat, 79: 40-41.
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when it comes to self discipline, it is a little bit different.
The view of al-Ghazali that each individual should use what
ts appropriate for his circumstances has already been
mentioned. Moreover, in practice, it will be found that an
individual is encountering different challenges from the nafs
simultaneously. He is at the same time very much attached
to the material world, lazy in doing ‘Ibadal. inclined to the
forbidden things, forgetful of his responsibility towards
Allah, and he performs the religious rites for the sake of
ostentation. A person in this kind of situation may need to
apply ail the techniques outlined above.

The techniques or tools briefly outlined above in
someway embrace the six cardinal virtues, which al-Ghazali
considered to be the mothers of all spiritual virtues. These
are resolve (al-niyyah), sincerity (nl-Ikhlas), truthfulness
(al-sidg), vigilance (al-murdagabah), self-examination
(al-muhasabah), and meditation (al-fafakkur). There is a strong
bond connecting all these virtues, as mentioned above. Their
significance in the process of self-discipline lies in the fact
that they are primarily concerned with the internal
relationships of the faculties within the soul and with
regulating its operations. Thus their role is to “prepare the
way and provide the psychological basis for the major
mystical virtues” ™ They enable the Sufi to discipline the
soul and prepare it to ascend through the various spiritual
stations (magamat).

Besides those major steps, all other magamat (stations)
are crucial for self-discipline. As a matter of fact, some may
be more applicable to self-discipline than others. Among the
very useful practices for disciplining the soul is the practice
of al-khalwah/al-"uziah (seclusion). Al-Qushayri stressed that
the real khalwah is avoiding bad deeds and paying attention
to God in the midst of people.®' Others include al-zuhd
(renunciation of the world): al-samt (silence), al-huzn
(sadness), al-ji* wa tark al-shalwal (hunger and avoiding/
suppressing desires), and so on. Of paramount importance,
however, is al-dhikr (remembrance of Allah) and al-tafakkur

M Ahmed Muhammed Sherif (1975), Ghazali's Theory of Virtite, New York;
State University of New York Press. p. 115.
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(contemplation). Al-Suhrawardi stresses that the main
element in all the Sufi practices of self-discipline is constant
remembrance of Allah and constant awareness of His
closeness.™

The foregoing discussion may give the impression that
by emphasizing self-discipline and orientation of the self
towards Allah, the Sufi totally rejects this world and the
good things in it. On the contrary, the Sufis taught that self-
discipline should be balanced. The material world need not
be totally rejected. According to al-Ghazali, desire has been
created for a purpose, and is an indispensable part of
human nature. What is required is not the total extirpation
of these things, but rather the restoration of their balance
and moderation, which is the middle point between excess
and defect.™

Al-Hajj ‘Umar al-Fati embraced that position by teaching
that self-discipline does not depend on “supression of one’s
physical being and its desires, but on sincerity, love, and
gratitude to Allah”.® Going beyond the position of
al-Ghazali, he stressed that followers of the Tijani order
practice the way of al-shukr (gratitude), which involves
worshipping Allah with sincerity and devotion, in
appreciation of the innumerable bounties He has bestowed
upon us. This is contrasted with the way of riyadah
(austere Sufi practices), which involves a lot of fasting, dhikr
(reciting invocations), constant khalwah (seclusion), and aims
at attaining a higher place in the Sufi hierarchy.™ One of
the best ways to understand the Sufi approach to self-
discipline is to see it as an indifference to the temptations of
the world. Al-Junayd wonderfully expressed this when he
remarked that zihd refers to the heart being empty of what
the hand is empty of.% This symbolizes the highest level of
self-discipline.

B Al-Qushayri, Risalat, op.cit., p. 102,

82 Al-Suhrawardi, Adab mf-Murldin, op.cit., p. 43,
8 Al-Ghazili, Disciplining the Soul, op.cit.. p. 28,
Omar Jah, al-Fiili, op.cit., p. 170,

55 Ihid,

% Quoted in al-Qushayri, Risalat. op.cit., p. 327,
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The Role of the Sheikh (Spiritual Guide) in Seif-
Discipline

Considered theoretically, the methods and practices
discussed above may seem quite simple. In practice,
however, they are very difficult to implement. It is almost
practically impossible to attain full actualization of the
spiritual self-discipline without the guidance of someone
who has got the grace of spiritual enlightenment and has
the permission to lead seekers on the way of Allah. This
is the Sheikh.

In his discussion of the means of attaining self-
discipline, al-Ghazali stressed that it is important to have
a complete diagnosis of the self before embarking on the
daunting task of disciplining it. Such diagnosis can be
done by the individual himself, by asking close and
sincere friends to tell him his shortcomings, by listening
to the criticism of his enemies against him, and by mixing
with people to observe their negative tendencies and
avoid them. He however emphasized that the best way is
to come under the guidance of an illuminated master
who can delve deep into his nafs, observe all its
shortcomings and inclinations and propose the best
method for overcoming them.”

This is an ongoing process. After diagnosis, the sheikh
has to administer the appropriate dosage of spiritual
treatment to his disciple after careful consideration of the
factors surrounding him. On his part, the seeker has to
absolutely and unquestioningly surrender himself to the
guidance and control of the sheikh. He should not hide
any thing from him. He should expose to him all the
doubts, silent whispering, and distracting thoughts
(khawatir and wariddt), as well as all his dreams. By
interpreting them, the sheikh can properly know the
situation of his disciple.” Referring back to the roots of
the English term discipline which is derived from Latin

7 Al-Ghazali. Disciplining the Soul, op.cit.. p. 28.
% Ibid, pp. 40-41,
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discipere (surrender to the guidance of a master), this
marks the real essence of spiritual self-discipline.
Imam al-Ghazali at one point even tends to imply that
without the guidance of a sheikh, spiritual self-discipline
is impossible. He wrote that:

A man who sets out alone, and with no guide
along the dangerous roads which lie across a
desert has exposed himself to a grave peril, and
will be lured to destruction. Similarly, someone
who treats his soul by himself is like a tree which
grows without husbandry, which must soon dry
up; even should it survive for a while and put out
leaves, yet it will not bear fruit.... Let him
therefore hold fast to him in the way a blind man
might clutch his guide on a river bank, putting
himself entirely in his hands and never
contravening his instructions whether in the
matter of his regular duties or of anything else. He
should leave nothing outside the compass of his
aspirancy, since he must know that he would
benefit more even from a mistake of his sheikh
(were he to make one) than from his correct
opinion or act which might proceed from his own
soul.”

This clearly illustrates the central role of the sheikh in
the practice of self- discipline. It is inconceivable that
someone can attain self discipline without the guidance of
a sheikh. When the prominent Tijani Sheikh al-Hajj ‘Umar
al-Fiit1 explained self-discipline in the form of major jikdad
and major hifrah, he stressed that it has to be based on
Sufi tarbiyah under a sheikh who has received permission
from a higher authority to guide people on the path.
Such a sheikh is the perfect inheritor of the prophet. He
writes:

He who tries to reach the divine presence by
himself without the right guidance of a perfect

1bid, p. 88.
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Sufi sheikh, who has permission to do so, is
looking for impossibility, even if he mastered all
the sciences and enjoyed the companionship of all
creatures.®

It is clear that the emphasis of having the guidance of
the sheikh is because such a sheikh has already got the grace
of acquiring true knowledge (ma’rifah) of Allah. His inner
self is illuminated of divine light, and who is endowed with
Allah’s wisdom.

This is clearly because he can understand the deeper
meaning and significance of what the novice is facing. There
are many dreams which carry significant meaning, but
because someone is not illuminated, he may not understand
apart from the surface meaning. The same applies to
thoughts and inclinations. This level of discipline is what
may be considered by the western scholars as
heteronomous discipline.”? The term heteronomous however
carries negative connotations as it implies lack of self-
determination and self-direction. In the Sufi sense, however,
total submission to the sheikh signifies a high degree of
autonomy, that is, freedom from being controlled by the
misguided soul and from being attached to the transient
beings. There is no level of autonomy higher than that.

Conclusion

This study has focused on the Sufi theory and practice of
self-discipline. Embedded in the practices of Tadhkiyat al-nafs
{purifying the soul), Tathir al-qalb (cleaning the heart), and
Tahdhib al-akhlag (refinement of character), self-discipline is
a core element in the process of serving Allah at the station
of excellence (magam al-‘ihsan), which is the proper
definition of Sufism. It permeates all practices, ranging from
the dedication and sincerity of the intention, through tawbah
(repentance) and all the other magamat (spiritual stations).

® Al-Hajj ‘Umar al-Fiti, Rimah Hizb al-Rakim. quoted by Omar Jah,
al-Fiitf, op.cit., p. 165.

“ Ibid., pp. 158-159.

“  See Mahoney, Spiritual Discipline, op.cil.. p. 20,
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However, it is very difficult to practice spiritual self-
discipline without the guidance of a divinely illuminated
sheikh. In contemporary terms, this is the therapist,
mentor, or teacher who guides one in the process of self-
improvement and spiritual development. The difference
between contemporary practice and Sufi self-discipline is
that the Sufi way is based on constant awareness and
mindfulness of Allah (al-dhikr) and total devotion and
dedication of the intention in all actions to Allah, while at
the same time taking care to operate within the limits set by
Allah. In that way, it is the best means of attaining success
in this world and in the hereafter. Further studies will
explore how this powerful practice can be harnessed to
empower Muslims and to guarantee them success in this
world and the hereafter.
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