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T R A D I T I O N S  OF S P I R I T U A L  
G U I D A N C E  

Spiritual Guidance in Islam 
A case study: Sharafuddin Maneri 

Divine guidance 

T HE NOTION of guidance is firmly established in Islam at its most 
fundamental level, that of God's  guidance of his people. This is done 

through divine revelation granted to the various prophets to enable them 
to guide the people along the path to God. The original Islamic notion 
was very simple: there is only one religion (a~n) a which consists in 
acknowledging and worshipping the one true God. Unfortunately human 
beings were continually falling into  the sin of placing somebody or 
something on the same level as God (shirk). The popular expression of 
this root sin was polytheism with its consequent idol-worship. God was 
thus moved to send prophets down the ages to call people back to the 
one true religion, that of belief in one God. This was Muhammad ' s  
pristine understanding, for he saw himself as a prophet Sent by God to 
call his own people, the Arabs, from idolatry to the worship of the one 
true God, Allah. For him the various monotheistic religions were merely 
different forms of the one true religion. Only later on in Medina, when 
the Jews refused to acknowledge his prophetic mission, did he begin to 
think of Islam as a distinct religion. Thus it is the prophet Muhammad 
(d.632) who channels divine revelation to the Arabs through the Quran, 
the very word of God. 

Another fundamental pivot on which the whole notion of guidance 
rests is found in the following Quranic verse: 'Your Lord brought forth 
descendants from the loins of Adam's  children, and made them testify 
against themselves. He said: " A m  I not your Lord?"  They replied: " W e  
bear witness that you are" .  This he did, lest you shouId say on the day 
of resurrection: " W e  had no knowledge of that"  ' (Q7,172). This covenant 
is given the visual form of God's  summoning, as it were, every single 
human being before him for an instant in order to establish in clear 
terms the relationship of his lordship ov@ each one of them. This is the 
common interpretation, but it needs to be pointed out that it is not a 
domineering type of lordship which is meant but one where the L o r d  
looks after, cherishes, nourishes and educates those who are dependent 
upon him. It is a literary expression of the ontological dependence 
inherent in the creator-creature relationship and forms, as it were, the 
metaphysical backdrop for the entire spiritual life of the Sufis, the mystic 
saints of Islam. 
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Prophetic guidance 
Although G o d ' s  revelat ion,  as found in its final form in the Q uran ,  

gives the general  f ramework of  the needed guidance,  and  even provides 
some detai led injunctions,  a pious Mus l im will have to look elsewhere to 
find the answers to a whole host  of  pract ical  difficulties that  arise in 
everyday living. Thus  occurred the gradual  deve lopment  of  Is lamic law 
(sharFat) which one Mus l im author  has descr ibed as ' the  way or  road in 
the religion of  M u h a m m a d ,  which G o d  has established for the guidance 
of  his people,  both  for the worship of  G o d  and for the duties of life ' .  2 
The  word  itself original ly refers to the bea ten  t rack leading to a well or  
s p r i n g - - a n  image which lends itself to poetic development .  Suffice it to 
say that  one follows the bea ten  t rack along with everybody  else: one does 
not  t ry to find a new path  for oneself. In  addi t ion to the divine guidance 
contained in the Q u ran  the other  great  source is that  provided  by  the 
example  (sunna) of the Prophet  h imself  and  as found recorded in the 
Tradi t ions  (hadith). These two sources were e labora ted  by  the early jur is ts  
who made  use of  analogical  reasoning  and general  consensus. Thus  was 
born  Is lamic ju r i sp rudence  (fiqh). 3 Because of  the compara t ive  simplicity 
of Is lamic belief, the great  minds  were more  interested in answering the 
question,  ' W h a t  is G o d ' s  will for me  in this  par t icular  s i tuat ion? '  than to 
grapple with theological problems such as exercised the great  Chr is t ian  
thinkers down the centuries,  who had  the mysteries  of  the Incarna t ion  
and Redempt ion  to contend with,  not  to ment ion  that  of the Tr in i ty .  

Community guidance 
Because of geographical  and  other  consequent  difficulties, different 

schools (ma.dhab) grew up  in different centres. Even today or thodox Sunni  
M u s l i m s - - w h o  form the vast  m a j o r i t y - - b e l o n g  to one or  other  of  the 
four great  schools. There  is no such th ing  as a uni form law for all 
Musl ims.  Interest ingly enough,  the root  mean ing  of  madhab is a road 
entered upon,  from which the not ion of  a school emerges.  W e  notice 
once again  the central  idea of  going along a given road  together  with 
others and  not  seeking to blaze a new trail  for oneself. The  pious Mus l im 
in India ,  for example ,  when confronted with a par t icular ly  knot ty  problem 
which the local officials do not  seem to know how to handle,  will write to 
the Dar  u l -Ulum in Deoband  for an official a n s w e r - - k n o w n  as afatw~-- 
from a highly t ra ined  specialist, a mufiL This  decision will be given 
according to the Hanaf i te  school, the one commonly  followed in India.  

Compensa t ing  somewhat  for the lack of  due regard  for individualis t ic  
behaviour  is the purpose  behind  the whole emphasis  on law, namely  the 
heartfelt  desire to do the will of  God.  No mat te r  what  action a person 
may  per form the most  impor tan t  aspect  that  has to be considered is 
whether  it conforms to the divine will or  not.  For  example ,  if  you ask an 
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ordinary Indian Muslim why he is observing the annual  month- long fast, 
the most common answer is simply because it is God ' s  will! 

The Sufis 
As Islam spread in the early centuries, here and there individuals were 

drawn to a more personal response to the divine mystery. We read about 
Hasan of Basra (d.728), Malik Dinar  (d.748) and Rabi 'a ,  the outstanding 
woman Sufi (d.801). By the tenth century we find that Sufi Orders 
(t.afiqat) have developed around famous Sufis, such as Juna id  of  Baghdad 
(d.910). Later on the more  popular term was silsila (a chain) because, by 
this time, great emphasis was placed on being able to trace one 's  spiritual 
initiation back to Ali (d.661), M u h a m m a d ' s  first cousin and son-in-law 
to w h o m - - i t  was commonly be l i eved - -Muhammad  had entrusted special 
esoteric knowledge and spiritual power. This was one example of  Shi 'a  
influence in the development of Sufism. The word .targqat was still used to 
indicate a specific group. The  word itself means road, way or path. Sufis 
were often called 'The  people of the way '  while the more common t e r m - -  
Sufi--comes from the early practice of  wearing wool (#f)  in imitation of  
Christian ascetics. 

In  so far as Sufis sought a more personal and intimate union with God 
there was tension with the jurists who were concerned with observable 
actions. One class of  Sufis--those without the law (b2 shar')--did not help 
matters, for they considered themselves to be beyond the law. The most 
famous Sufis, however, adhered strictly to the law-- those with the law 
(ba shar')--and were indeed most scrupulous in its observance. 

As mentioned, the outstanding Sufis attracted disciples and thus the 
institution of personalized guidance developed in Islam. This aspect was 
especially prominent  in India, probably being reinforced by the Hindu  
tradition of the master-disciple (guru--ch2l~) relationship. With this general 
background, let us look at a renowned Indian Sufi spiritual guide, Sheikh 
Sharafuddin Maneri .  

The life of Sharafuddin Maneri 
Before delving deeply into what Sharafuddin Maneri  has to offer in 

the line of spiritual" guidance it will be helpful to draw a brief life-sketch 
of the man.  4 He  was born in Maner ,  about 25 kilometres west of Patna, 
the capital of Bihar state in present-day India, around 1290 C.E.  Both 
his father, Yahya, and his mother,  Bibi Razia,  belonged to families which 
were steeped in the Sufi tradition. Thus  young  A h m a d - - a s  he was 
cal led--grew up in a God-centred milieu from his very birth. He had 
three brothers and at least one sister, but  his was the specially graced 
nature which responded to the inspiring example of his pious parents. 
He did his early schooling in Maner  but, when he reached his teens, a 
famous scholar, Maulana  Abu T a u ' a m a ,  called in to Maner  on his way 
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from Delhi to Sonargaon,  the old capital  of  East  Bengal,  si tuated on the 
outskirts of Dhaka ,  the present  capital  of Bangladesh.  Young  A h m a d  was 
eager to seize the oppor tun i ty  to pursue  his studies under  such an eminent  
scholar, while A b u  T a u ' a m a  saw what  a p romis ing  student  he was and 
readi ly acceded to his r e q u e s t - - m a d e  with his fa ther ' s  pe rmi s s ion - - t o  
accompany h im to Sonargaon,  ar r iv ing there in the year  1304. 

He  was a di l igent  and  capable student  and  threw himself  whole- 
hear tedly  into his studies. Years of  such unre l ieved intellectual activity 
eventually put  a severe strain on his heal th and we are told that he fell 
ill. The  physicians of the locali ty r ecommended  intercourse,  so he took a 
slave-girl by whom he had  a son, Zakiuddin .  This  p robab ly  occurred 
when he was close to thir ty  years of age. The  a r rangement  was quite in 
accordance with Is lamic Law and Zak iudd in  had  the full rights of  a 
legi t imate son. W h e n  A h m a d  left Sonargaon in 1323 he took his young  
son with h im to Maner .  Sharafuddin  5 himself  says absolutely nothing 
about  the boy ' s  mother ,  and  no ancient  manuscr ip t  ment ions  her  name.  
Sharafuddin  could have exercised his r ight to m a r r y  if and when he 
wished, but  he chose not  to do so and lived a celibate life from the t ime 
he left Sonargaon unti l  his death on 2nd J a n u a r y ,  1381. 

The  highly educated thi r ty- three year  old Sharafuddin  could not  settle 
down in Mane r ,  yet  it was not  a thirst  for knowledge that  impel led him 
t o  go to Delhi,  as he felt a confident satisfaction in his intellectual 
a t ta inments .  W h a t  was s t i r r ing within h im was a desire to give himself  
completely to God,  to seek h im alone, and  he felt the need for guidance.  
Sheikh N izamudd in  Au l iya  was the most  renowned  Sufi Sheikh at that  
t ime so Sharafuddin  set out  to meet  him,  in the spr ing of  1324, having  
entrusted his son wholly into the care of his own mother ,  Bibi Razia .  
The  meet ing  proved to be d isappoint ing.  N izamudd in  recognized his 
worth but  he was an old man  with death  jus t  a round  the corner  (d. Apr i l  
1325), and  Sharafuddin  felt no at t ract ion to become his disciple. He  then 
set off to meet  another  famous Sufi of  Panipa t ,  Bu Qa landa r ,  also near  
death (d. September  1324). H e  was impressed by  his high spiri tual  
a t ta inments  but  not iced that  he was not  capable of offering guidance.  
Disappointed ,  he re tu rned  to Delhi  and  was on the point  of leaving when 
his bro ther  persuaded  him to meet  a lesser known Sufi, Sheikh Na j ibudd in  
Fi rdausi  (d.1332), who lived quite close to the Q u t b  Minar .  I t  was this 
meet ing  which changed his life and enabled him to become a great  
spir i tual  guide himself, for he was instantly a t t racted to Na j ibudd in  and 
entrusted himself  to his care and guidance.  He  remained  with h im unti l  
his death eight years  later,  having  exper ienced for himself  what  it mean t  
to be lovingly guided. 

Wi th  the death of his guide he no longer  wished to r ema in  in Delhi 
and  set out  to re turn  to M a n e r  but ,  on the way, he tu rned  aside into the 
jungle  of  Bihia in order  to be alone with the Alone.  After  a year  or so he 
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ended up  in a cave in Rajgi r ,  a hilly locality south of Pa tna ,  noted for 
its religious association with the Buddha,  Mahav i r ,  and countless Hindu ,  
Buddhist  and J a i n  ascetics. His  cave was near  a small spr ing and the 
spot is still a place of  p i lgr image today.  I t  is known as ' M a k h d u m  K u n d ' ,  
for Sharafuddin  became known as ' M a k h d u m - i  J a h a n '  (The teacher of 
the world). T o d a y  he is referred to by  the local people as ' M a k h d u m  
Sahib ' .  He  managed  only a mod icum of pr ivacy in his cave because 
some of  N izamudd in  Au l iya ' s  disciples came to h im for guidance,  while 
the ord inary  people came to get him to intercede with the local Mus l im 
adminis t ra tor  by  having  h im write peti t ions on their  behalf. Because 
N i z a m u d d i n ' s  disciples were coming all the way from Bihar town, 
eighteen ki lometres away, to consult  h im,  he decided it would be easier 
for them if he were to go to Bihar  each F r iday  for the congregat ional  
p rayer  and  people could consult  h im there. Gradua l ly  his sojourn there 
was extended to Saturday,  Sunday  and even longer  as the crowds grew. 
Finally he was s imply forced to r ema in  there permanent ly .  This  took 
place by 1336. H e  spent the rest of his life there until  his death in 1381. 
H e  was bur ied  next to his mother  in a spot not  far f rom his residence. 
People still come dai ly  to his t omb  to seek his intercession and,  on his 
f eas t -day- - the  day he died, known as urs (marr iage)  because on that  day  
he exper ienced the heavenly n u p t i a l s - - h u g e  crowds of  people come. The  
word Sharif has been added  to the name  Bihar  to indicate that  the town 
has been honoured  by  his presence. 

Sharafuddin the guide 
The  first thing we notice about  Sharafuddin  as a spir i tual  guide is the 

fact that  he never  sought to guide anybody.  He  was earnest ly seeking 
int imate union with God  in his cave in Ra jg i r  when people came to h im 
for guidance.  Sheikh Bukhari ,  his first pe rmanen t  disciple, went to him 
first when he was in Rajgir .  His practice of  going to Bihar each Fr iday  
was not in o rder  to get more  d i sc ip les - - tha t  was an unforeseen but  not  
unexpected  d e v e l o p m e n t - - b u t  simply to make things easier for those who 
were a l ready coming to consult  him. It  was one of countless expressions 
of his exquisite sense of courtesy. 

Sharafuddin  himself  took no init iat ive to construct  any bui ldings which 
would formalize and inst i tut ionalize his s tanding as a Sheikh, a spiri tual  
guide. His  first humble  dwell ing was p repared  for him by the chief 
Chishti  disciple who had been visi t ing h im in Rajgir .  W h e n  the re igning 
Sultan,  M u h a m m a d  bin Tugh luq  (1325-51) heard  that  he had  emerged 
from solitude he sent him a Buighar ian  carpet  and  ordered  the governor  
of Bihar to construct  a large kh-~n~h (hospice) for h im and his disciples 
to live in, and  directed that  certain revenues  should be uti l ized for its 
upkeep.  All of this embar rassed  Sharafuddin .  He  was loath  to accept 
ei ther the carpet  or the hospice, but  had  to acquiesce when the governor  



TRADITIONS OF SPIRITUAL GUIDANCE 149 

reminded what would probably happen to him if the Sultan's order was 
not executed! One cannot help but contrast his behaviour with that of 
some others who are eager to set themselves up as guides and to collect 
funds for an imposing establishment. 

Literary productions 
Sharafuddin left a number of Persian works behind him, in addkion 

to several records (malf~z) made of his discourses. Was there a subtle 
desire for fame at work here? One has only to examine the genesis of 
each of his literary productions in order to scotch such an interpretation. 
His first book is actually a collection of letters written to Q azi Shamsuddin 
who, on account of his administrative duties, was unable to come for 
personal guidance. Sharauddin began to correspond with him. His sec- 
retary, Zain Badr Arabi, realized the value of the letters and asked 
permission to make a collection of them. Sharafuddin continued writing 
but made sure that he covered all the topics needed for anyone who 
wished to follow the Sufi path. Thus was produced the collection known 
as The hundred letters. 6 Similarly his other writings originated in the needs 
of others, not his own. 

Personal guidance 
Three of Sharafuddin's hundred letters--numbers 5, 6 and 7--deal 

specifically with the topic of guidance, but the whole collection constitutes 
a manual for guidance. For Sharafuddin, the desire for personalized 
guidance, over and above what is available for all, is a grace from God. 
It is a genuine call from God himself. A person cannot decide to travel 
the Sufi way in a sincere, whole-hearted fashion, unless he or she is 
called by God, for 'the seed is such that it requires nothing except the 
divine grace in order to fall into the soil of one's heart' (p 25). 7 He also 
speaks of those who 'place their feet on the path of seeking due to the 
irresistible attraction of the divine favour' (p 32). Without this inner 
attraction, no guide can 'make an unruly novice into an earnest seeker' 
(p 36). 

Granted the presence of such an attraction, a novice, 'after undergoing 
genuine repentance, should seek a spiritual guide. He should be perfect, 
well-versed in the vicissitudes of the way, and firmly established in his 
high state. In short, he should be a man who has experienced both the 
horror of God's majesty and the delight of his beauty' (p 25). 

For the Sufis, the central image of the spiritual life is that of a path or 
way (r~.h) leading to God. Playing upon this image, Sharafuddin under- 
scores the need for guidance: 

Remember, too, that an ordinary road is infested with thieves and 
robbers, so that one cannot travel along it without an escort. As 
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for the mystic way, the world, one's ego, devils, men and jinn all 
infest this way, thus making it impossible to travel along it without 
an experienced, holy man as one's escort. Remember, further, 
that there are many slippery places where it is easy to fall. And 
one can be plagued with misfortune and dangers from behind. 
Many philosophers and worldly-minded people, as well as others 
lacking faith, piety or any semblance of morality, have become 
followers of their own base desires. They have gone without a 
perfect sheikh or leader who has reached his goal on this way, 
and have instead trusted in their own intellectual powers. They 
entered the wilderness where they fell and perished, losing even 
their faith (p 26). 

Anyone who enters upon the Sufi way should not be surprised if 
difficukies occur: quite the contrary[ 

In the course of his pilgrimage he should expect to be assailed by 
spiritual crises. Also, various types of mystical experiences might 
occur: some might be satanic; others might be produced by his 
own ego; still others could come from the merciful one himself. 
This is entirely new to the novice and he cannot discern the source 
of these spiritual experiences. He needs the assistance of one well 
versed in discerning these various spirits (p 27). 

As the pilgrim passes through various spiritual stages (maim) he might 
reach one 'when his soul is stripped bare of its outer garment and a ray 
of the divine light will illumine it'. At this stage anything is possible-- 
even the power to perform miracles and to achieve such a sense of union 
with God as to become proud of this fact. Unless he is guided by a 
sheikh at such a time 'there would be great fear that he might lose his 
faith and fall into the wilderness of imagining himself as God incarnate 
or as one identical with God'  (p 27). 

Sharafuddin is very much aware of the heady wine of both spiritual 
bliss and spiritual acclaim. It is not that he refers to them only once or 
twice and then gives a couple of illustrative anecdotes. Rather, his Letters 
and recorded discourses make it abundantly clear that he had drunk 
deeply of these twin cups but had not been inebriated by them. This 
treatment of both topics occurs in. many different situations and displays 
both a surety of touch and an uncompromising attitude towards anything 
less than God. Having passed through these temptations himself he is 
able to guide others with a quiet certainty born of personal conviction. 

The common period of training for a novice is three years, each 
devoted to a particular aim: 'One year's service on behalf of other people; 
one year devoted to God; and another year spent in watching over one's 
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own hear t '  (p 29). One  feature of  this per iod might  well be a for ty-day 
retreat  (chilla) for, speaking of  repentance  as ' a  radical  shift in one ' s  basic 
na tu re ' ,  Sharafuddin  says that  'whoever  commands  a novice to undergo 
a for ty-day retreat  commands  it for the sake of his charge,  in order  
that  his very na ture  might  be t rans formed '  (p 23). W h a t  was merely  
'convent ional  faith '  becomes ' rea l  fai th ' .  Le t te r  96 is devoted to the topic 
of  such a retreat .  In  it he insists on the need for the 'protect ion of an 
exper ienced spiri tual  guide ' ;  ' a  proper ly  const i tuted foundat ion ' ;  ' f ideli ty 
to the requisite condit ions of  sincerity du r ing  the retreat  itself'; and  
having a right intention,  that  is, ' in  order  that  their  faith might  rest 

more  secure; that  they might  be enabled therein  to discern the various 
states of their  souls; and,  finally, in o rder  that  they might  be able to 
perform all their  actions sincerely for the sake of  God  Almigh ty ' .  Nea r  
the tomb  of Shara fudd in ' s  guide,  Na j ibudd in ,  is a very ancient  one-room 
structure which is obviously a prayer-cel l .  A mode rn  scrawled notice had 
chillag~h (that is a place to per form the for ty-day retreat ,  as well as other 
personal  devotions).  I t  seems that  Sharafuddin  made  his re t reat  there, 
under  the guidance of  Naj ibuddin ,  and  learned  from personal  experience 
about  the fruits of  such a retreat .  

A simple question facing the would-be  novice was: ' W h e r e  will a novice 
find a sheikh? . . . By what  means  can he recognize h im as being the 
man? '  (p 31). His  answer is simple,  even simplistic,  yet it too is the fruit 
of  personal  experience:  'Each  one of those who seek G o d  has been allotted 
all that  is necessary for h im '  (p 32). God  will provide.  This  is an answer 
born  of faith, not of  h u m a n  reasoning,  and  there are countless seekers 
who would endorse it. 

Whi le  due place is given to guidance by  means  of  personal  instructions,  
much  more  emphasis  is placed on the fruits of an int imate  association 
with one ' s  guide, who is one ' s  pir-i suhbat (guide by association). This  
makes sense, for nowadays  we are much  more  aware of the way our  
basic at t i tudes were communica ted  to us. As the adage puts it, 'values 
are caught,  not  t aught ' .  This  is why openness of  hear t  is so needed and 
Sharafuddin  can write: ' W h e n  a r ighteous novice perceives,  in his own 
heart ,  the beauty  of  a sheikh, he becomes enamoured  of  the beauty  of  
his saintliness, draws peace and conten tment  from him, and begins his 
search'  (p 32). W e  see in this teaching an echo of  his relat ionship with 
his own guide, Naj ibuddin .  H e  knew what  it was to love his own guide 
and become completely open to his influence! 

Whi le  Sharafuddin  knows the value of guidance through books and 
letters when a person is not  able to come for face-to-face g u i d a n c e - - a s  
his Letters to Qaz i  Shamsudd in  amply  i l lus t ra te- -never the less  he would 
not approve of  a novice who turned  to books as a substi tute for a guide 
when one was available.  H e  has s t rong words On the topic: ' I f  a novice 
wants to learn  all about  these states from books, he becomes exactly like 
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someone who associates with t h e  d e a d - - a n d  he too becomes dead at 
heart '  (p 36)! This is because the greatest enemy to be overcome is that 
of h u m a n  pride, and humble  submission to another  is the most effective 
tool for the task. 'The  novice should follow the wishes of the sheikh, not 
his own! In  this respect it has been said: "Discipleship is the abandonmen t  
of all one 's  own des i r e s" '  (p 32). 

Sharafuddin has five letters (81-85) devoted explicitly to the struggle 
with one 's  carnal or animal  soul, also known as the lower soul. It is 
one 's  nafs, the source of all un ru ly  behaviour,  from the grossly i n h u m a n  
to the most subtle expressions of h u m a n  pride. Naturally,  dur ing the 
unre lent ing  struggle against one ' s  unru ly  soul one needs ' the grace and 
favour of Almighty God, and the shade of the riches of a compassionate 
spiritual master '  (p 333). He teaches clearly that temptat ion 'has to take 
its origin from a m a n ' s  inner  desire' .  It is only when such sinful desires 
have 'begun  to appear that Satan pounces on them, drawing them out 
into the full light of a person's  hear t ' .  Thus  'Sa tan  depends on the reality 
of the lower soul and the inordinate  desire of the servant '  (p 336). This 
is a very fine distinction for a Mus l im spiritual guide of medieval Bihar! 

Conclusion 
Sharafuddin himself was an inspirat ion to countless disciples while 

his words, though primari ly devoted to guidance, have also served to 
communicate  both inspirat ion and encouragement  to countless readers 
down the centuries. The Musl ims of Bihar are unders tandably  grateful 
to God for having sent such an outs tanding spiritual guide into their 

midst. 

P a u l  J a c k s o n  S .J .  
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Delhi, 1986). 

The word 'Sharafuddin' is actually a title meaning 'The honour of the Faith'. It gradually 
replaced his given name, Ahmad. By the time he had become a renowned Sufi nobody 
would have dreamt of addressing him as 'Ahmad'. 
6 Sharafuddin Maneri: The hundred letters, trans, by Paul Jackson (Paulist Press, N.Y., and 
S.P.C.K., London, 1980) in the series, 'The Classics of Western Spirituality'. 
7 The page numbers refer to the work just quoted. 




