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Abstract

Spiritual wayfaring in the Islamic mystical tradition is understood as a gradual process of self-purification, liberation from worldly
attachment, and movement toward divine knowledge and proximity. The present study aims to comparatively examine the foundations,
conditions, and spiritual stations in the thought of Imam Khomeini and Abd al-Karim Qushayri. The research adopts a descriptive-
analytical and comparative method based on the study of mystical and philosophical texts. The findings indicate that both thinkers
emphasize Sharia, repentance, sincerity, spiritual struggle, vigilance, and purification of the soul as essential principles of the spiritual
path; however, significant differences emerge in their interpretation of the foundations and ultimate goal of spiritual wayfaring. Qushayri
primarily explains the path within the framework of Sharia-oriented Sufism, Sufi discipline, and ethical training, and his main concern is
preserving the authenticity of Sufism while preventing mystical deviation. In contrast, Imam Khomeini, drawing upon theoretical
mysticism, transcendent philosophy, and Shiite teachings, interprets spiritual wayfaring as an existential movement from multiplicity to
unity and from ego-centeredness to annihilation and the realization of divine unity. In Imam Khomeini’s thought, concepts such as
guardianship, the perfect human being, inner presence, and the inner reality of worship occupy a central role, and spiritual wayfaring
extends beyond ethical reform toward existential transformation. The study further demonstrates that although concepts such as
repentance, poverty, satisfaction, love, and annihilation exist in both mystical systems, these concepts acquire deeper ontological and
unitive meanings in Imam Khomeini’s interpretation. Overall, Qushayri represents an ethical and Sharia-centered form of mysticism,
while Imam Khomeini represents a unitive, guardianship-centered, and ontological form of Islamic mysticism.
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Extended Abstract

The present article examines spiritual wayfaring, the foundations of inner discipline, and the traversal of
mystical stations and states in the thought of Imam Khomeini and Abd al-Karim Qushayri. In Islamic
mysticism, spiritual wayfaring is not merely a moral discipline or a set of devotional practices; rather, it is a
transformative movement through which the human being passes from negligence, ego-centeredness,
attachment, and dispersion toward presence, sincerity, divine knowledge, love, annihilation, and subsistence.
Classical Sufi literature developed a rich vocabulary for describing this journey through concepts such as
repentance, scrupulousness, renunciation, poverty, patience, trust, satisfaction, love, knowledge, annihilation,
and subsistence, and Qushayri’s Al-Risala al-Qushayriyya remains one of the most influential sources in
codifying these concepts within a Sharia-centered Sufi framework (1). Imam Khomeini, however, approaches
spiritual wayfaring through a more integrated framework in which ethics, worship, metaphysics, divine names,
spiritual guardianship, and the reality of the perfect human being are deeply interconnected (11). Therefore,
the comparison between these two thinkers is not a simple comparison between two mystical authors, but a
comparison between two major modes of Islamic mysticism: one rooted primarily in classical Sufi discipline,
ethical refinement, and preservation of religious orthodoxy, and the other grounded in Shiite mystical
metaphysics, inner worship, divine unity, and spiritual guardianship.

The theoretical significance of this comparison lies in the fact that both Qushayri and Imam Khomeini affirm
the indispensability of Sharia, repentance, sincerity, self-purification, spiritual discipline, and moral vigilance,
yet they place these shared concepts within different interpretive systems. Qushayri’s thought emerges from
the classical Sufi effort to defend authentic Sufism against both legalistic suspicion and antinomian deviation;
accordingly, he emphasizes that every mystical state must remain accountable to religious discipline, ethical
sobriety, humility, and the authority of qualified spiritual masters (3). His treatment of stations and states is
closely related to earlier and parallel Sufi traditions in which the path is understood as disciplined moral
formation, as seen in the broader heritage represented by Hujwiri’s discussion of the relationship between
outward observance and inward truth (6) and Ghazali’s synthesis of worship, ethics, and purification of the
heart (7). Imam Khomeini accepts these ethical and devotional foundations, but he interprets them in a more
ontological and unitive horizon. In Adab al-Salat, ritual prayer becomes not only a legal obligation but also an
inward ascension of the heart from multiplicity to unity (2), while in Sharh Du'a al-Sahar, supplication
becomes a path toward understanding divine names and the gradations of manifestation (9). Thus, the article
argues that shared mystical vocabulary conceals significant differences in metaphysical depth, theological
orientation, and spiritual anthropology.

The objective of this article is to comparatively analyze the foundations, conditions, stations, and final aims of
spiritual wayfaring in the thought of Imam Khomeini and Qushayri. The study employs a descriptive-analytical
and comparative method, focusing on the internal logic of each thinker’s mystical system before identifying
convergences and divergences. In this framework, Qushayri’s approach is examined through his emphasis on
repentance, scrupulousness, poverty, patience, trust, satisfaction, love, knowledge, and annihilation as
disciplined stations and states within a Sharia-based Sufi pedagogy (1). Imam Khomeini’s approach is analyzed
through his ethical works, especially Forty Hadith, where self-purification, sincerity, vigilance, struggle
against the ego, and liberation from self-love and worldly attachment are central to the path (8). The study also
situates Imam Khomeini’s thought within the wider background of theoretical mysticism and Islamic
philosophy, especially the doctrines of divine manifestation and the perfect human being in Ibn Arabi’s works
(13, 16), the philosophical account of existential perfection in Mulla Sadra’s transcendent wisdom (15), and
the Shiite mystical understanding of guardianship and inner realization reflected in Tabatabaei’s Risalat al-
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Wilayah (18). This comparative method makes it possible to show how similar terms acquire different
meanings when placed in distinct theological and metaphysical horizons.

The findings indicate that the first major point of convergence between Imam Khomeini and Qushayri is their
insistence that spiritual wayfaring must begin with awakening, repentance, sincerity, and discipline. Qushayri
presents repentance as a foundational return from negligence and disobedience to servitude, and he places this
return within a broader pattern of moral and devotional correction (1). Imam Khomeini likewise treats
repentance as indispensable, but he radicalizes its meaning by interpreting it as a return from ego-centered
existence to God-centered awareness; in this sense, repentance includes not only abandonment of sin but also
liberation from hidden self-admiration, ostentation, pride, and attachment to spiritual reputation (8). The
second major point of convergence concerns the role of self-purification. Both thinkers understand the ego as
the principal obstacle to spiritual progress, yet Qushayri speaks primarily in the language of Sufi discipline,
manners, companionship with the master, and avoidance of claims (1), whereas Imam Khomeini speaks in the
language of veils, egoism, self-love, and the need to pass from the lower self toward divine presence (2).
Contemporary discussions of self-purification in Islamic mysticism support the view that purification involves
not only moral improvement but also unveiling the subtle forms of ego that may appear in the guise of piety,
knowledge, worship, or spirituality (24). Thus, the article finds that both thinkers oppose superficial mysticism,
but Imam Khomeini gives the critique of the ego a more existential and metaphysical formulation.

The findings also reveal that the most important divergences concern the meaning of guardianship, the perfect
human being, annihilation, and the final aim of the path. In Qushayri’s thought, sainthood is associated with
proximity to God, fidelity to Sharia, humility, spiritual discipline, and the inherited authority of the Sufi
masters (1). However, Qushayri does not develop guardianship as a central Shiite metaphysical doctrine
connected to the perfect human being and the inward structure of divine guidance. Imam Khomeini, by
contrast, places guardianship at the heart of spiritual realization; in Misbah al-Hidayah, guardianship is
connected to divine vicegerency, the manifestation of divine names, and the ontological rank of the perfect
human being (11). This distinction also shapes the meaning of annihilation. For Qushayri, annihilation
primarily means the passing away of blameworthy attributes, egoic claims, and self-conscious opposition to
divine will (1). For Imam Khomeini, annihilation is connected to deeper levels of divine unity, including the
transformation of the heart’s perception of action, attributes, and existence itself (9). Chittick’s interpretation
of lIbn Arabi clarifies that annihilation and realization in theoretical mysticism are inseparable from the
perception of unity within multiplicity (14), while Nasr’s account of Islamic spirituality shows that the Islamic
mystical path has historically accommodated both practical-ethical and metaphysical-contemplative modes of
realization (22). This helps explain why Qushayri’s mysticism appears primarily pedagogical and disciplinary,
while Imam Khomeini’s appears ethical, devotional, metaphysical, and guardianship-centered at once.

In conclusion, the article demonstrates that Imam Khomeini and Qushayri share a deep commitment to the
core principles of Islamic spiritual wayfaring: Sharia, repentance, sincerity, self-purification, discipline,
remembrance, humility, patience, trust, satisfaction, love, and divine knowledge. Yet this shared structure does
not erase the profound difference between their systems. Qushayri represents a classical Sufi model in which
the path is organized around ethical refinement, disciplined servitude, preservation of religious boundaries,
and the authority of Sufi pedagogy. Imam Khomeini represents a Shiite mystical model in which the same path
is deepened through the language of divine unity, inner worship, existential poverty, spiritual guardianship,
the perfect human being, and annihilation in the truth. The comparative result is therefore neither a claim of
complete similarity nor a claim of opposition, but a layered understanding of Islamic mysticism in which one
framework emphasizes the disciplined formation of the seeker and the other integrates that formation into a
broader metaphysical vision of the human being’s return to God.
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