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Abstract

This study aims to comparatively analyze the number, structure, and
conceptual logic of mystical stations and waystations in the thought
of Imam Khomeini and Qushayri. The central problem is that the
difference between these two mystics in presenting spiritual stations
is not merely numerical, but rooted in their epistemological,
anthropological, spiritual, and teleological foundations. The research
adopts a descriptive-analytical method based on a comparative
reading of the major works of both thinkers. The findings indicate that
Qushayri, within the framework of classical Sufism, explains stations
mainly as a set of virtues, disciplines, and spiritual states,
emphasizing repentance, scrupulousness, asceticism, patience, trust,
satisfaction, love, knowledge, and sincere servitude. By contrast,
Imam Khomeini interprets stations and waystations within the
horizon of Shi‘i mysticism, guardianship, monotheism, the removal
of dark and luminous veils, presence of heart, the inner meaning of
worship, and ascent through the divine names. Thus, in Qushayri’s
view, the plurality of stations primarily has an ethical and pedagogical
function, whereas in Imam Khomeini’s thought, the waystations of
the path acquire meaning in relation to the degrees of monotheism
and the realization of servitude. The study concludes that Qushayri is
closer to a detailed enumeration of stations and the formation of a
pedagogical map for the seeker, while Imam Khomeini gives greater
attention to the ontological and monotheistic depth of the waystations.
Accordingly, the number of stations in Islamic mysticism is not fixed
or merely numerical, but reflects each mystic’s understanding of the
human being, religious law, spiritual path, guardianship, and the final
goal of mystical journeying.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The problem of counting spiritual stages in Islamic

mysticism is not merely a technical issue of
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classification, because  every  numerical
arrangement of stations reflects a deeper
understanding of the human soul, the path of
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purification, the relationship between religious law
and inward realization, and the ultimate purpose of
spiritual journeying. In classical Sufi literature,
Qushayri occupies a foundational position because
his Al-Risala al-Qushayriyya systematizes the
language of early Sufism while defending its
legitimacy within the framework of scripture,
prophetic tradition, ethical discipline, and the
authority of recognized masters (Qushayri, 2007).
His presentation of stations such as repentance,
scrupulousness, asceticism, poverty, patience,
trust, satisfaction, love, knowledge, and certainty
shows that the mystical path is a gradual process of
moral refinement and spiritual stabilization. Earlier
Sufi authors also developed similar classifications,
since Sarraj described mystical discipline as a
structured path rooted in religious practice (Sarraj,
1999), while Kalabadhi distinguished the acquired
stability of stations from the bestowed and transient
nature of states (Kalabadhi, 2005). By contrast,
Imam Khomeini’s mystical thought cannot be
reduced to a list of ethical stages, because his works
connect spiritual progress to the inner meaning of
worship, the unveiling of divine names, the
removal of dark and luminous veils, the doctrine of
guardianship, and the realization of monotheistic
servitude (Khomeini, 2010). Therefore, the central
purpose of this study is to show that the difference
between Khomeini and Qushayri concerning the
number of stations is not a simple numerical
disagreement, but a difference in the metaphysical,
pedagogical, and spiritual logic through which the
journey of the seeker is understood.

The theoretical foundation of this article is based
on the distinction between station, state,
waystation, spiritual discipline, and final
realization in Islamic mysticism. A station is
generally understood as a relatively stable spiritual
acquisition  achieved  through  discipline,
repentance, self-purification, vigilance, and
perseverance, whereas a state is usually understood
as a divine gift that enters the heart without being
fully controlled by the seeker (Hujwiri, 2001).
This distinction is crucial for understanding
Qushayri, because he treats the path as a disciplined
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progression in which the seeker must pass through
multiple ethical and devotional transformations
before reaching higher degrees of sincerity, love,
knowledge, and nearness (Qushayri, 2007).
Ansari’s Manazil al-Sa'irin represents another
major model of structured spiritual ascent, since it
expands the path into a highly ordered series of
waystations that begin with awakening and move
toward deeper forms of unity and realization
(Ansari, 2008). Ghazali, meanwhile, integrates the
language of Sufism with moral psychology and
religious practice, showing that the purification of
the heart is inseparable from the reform of
intention, worship, desire, and conduct (Ghazali,
2004). In the broader intellectual history of Islamic
mysticism, Ibn Arabi shifts the discussion toward
the metaphysical structure of divine manifestation,
the perfect human being, and the relationship
between unity and multiplicity (Ibn Arabi, 2006).
His doctrine of the perfect human being and the
divine names deeply informs later mystical
interpretations of spiritual ascent (Ibn Arabi,
2007). This metaphysical background s
particularly relevant to Imam Khomeini, whose
understanding of the path is shaped by the
integration of practical ethics, inner worship, divine
names, guardianship, and ontological unity
(Khomeini, 2012). Thus, while Qushayri’s
framework is mainly pedagogical and disciplinary,
Khomeini’s framework is ethical, devotional,
metaphysical, and initiatory at the same time.

The study employs a descriptive, analytical, and
comparative method based on close reading of the
selected mystical works of Qushayri and Imam
Khomeini, supported by major classical and
modern sources on Islamic mysticism. The primary
textual basis for Qushayri’s view is Al-Risala al-
Qushayriyya, because this work provides one of the
most influential classical accounts of Sufi
terminology, spiritual conduct, stations, states, and
the normative identity of the Sufi seeker
(Qushayri, 2007). The primary textual basis for
Imam Khomeini’s view includes Misbah al-
Hidayah, Adab al-Salat, Sharh Du'a al-Sahar, and
Forty Hadith, because these works collectively
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reveal his understanding of spiritual ascent through
guardianship, worship, divine names, ethical
purification, and the removal of veils (Khomeini,
2010, 2011, 2012, 2013). The comparative
procedure does not merely count the number of
named stations in each author’s works; rather, it
examines the function of enumeration, the relation
between stations and states, the role of religious
law, the meaning of discipline, the place of divine
grace, and the final goal of the path. Classical
sources such as Sarraj, Kalabadhi, Hujwiri,
Ghazali, and Ansari are used to reconstruct the
historical field in which the terminology of stations
became established (Ansari, 2008; Ghazali, 2004;
Hujwiri, 2001; Kalabadhi, 2005; Sarraj, 1999).
Modern interpretive sources such as Schimmel,
Nasr, Chittick, Knysh, Ernst, Corbin, lzutsu,
Nicholson, and Rahman are used to clarify the
wider conceptual background of  Sufism,
metaphysics, mystical anthropology, and the
diversity of Islamic spiritual traditions (Chittick,
1989; Corbin, 1993; Ernst, 1997; Izutsu, 1983;
Knysh, 2010; Nasr, 1991; Nicholson, 2002;
Rahman, 1979; Schimmel, 1975). The method
therefore treats number as a meaningful symbolic
and pedagogical device rather than as an isolated
statistic.

The findings indicate that Qushayri’s treatment of
stations is characterized by pedagogical plurality,
ethical concreteness, and scriptural discipline. He
does not present the stations as a closed
mathematical sequence in the same manner as
some later manuals of waystations; nevertheless,
his work contains a broad and layered account of
spiritual qualities that function as stages of
progress, signs of sincerity, and criteria of authentic
Sufi life (Qushayri, 2007). His emphasis on
repentance as the beginning of the path,
scrupulousness as protection from moral
ambiguity, asceticism as detachment from worldly
domination, patience as stability under divine trial,
trust as inward reliance on God, satisfaction as
harmony with divine decree, and love as the
deepening of the servant’s relation to the Beloved
reveals a model in which the seeker is trained
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through successive interior transformations. This
model is closely aligned with early Sufi concerns,
since Sarraj emphasizes the disciplined nature of
Sufi knowledge (Sarraj, 1999), Kalabadhi links the
Sufi path to doctrinal and devotional integrity
(Kalabadhi, 2005), and Hujwiri treats spiritual
progress as the purification of both conduct and
inward perception (Hujwiri, 2001). Qushayri’s
numerical logic is therefore open rather than rigid:
the path contains many stations, but their value lies
less in their final count than in their role as signs of
moral transformation. In Imam Khomeini’s works,
however, the findings show a different orientation.
Khomeini does not organize the spiritual path
around a fixed list of classical Sufi stations; instead,
he interprets the journey through the inner
meanings of prayer, the ascent of the heart, the
unveiling of divine names, the doctrine of
guardianship, and the overcoming of dark and
luminous veils (Khomeini, 2011). In Forty Hadith,
ethical vices such as ostentation, pride, self-
admiration, attachment to the world, and
heedlessness are treated as veils that obstruct true
monotheism (Khomeini, 2013). In Misbah al-
Hidayah, the path is connected to vicegerency and
guardianship (Khomeini, 2010), while in Sharh
Du'a al-Sahar, supplication becomes a field of
ascent through the divine names (Khomeini,
2012).

The comparative discussion shows that Qushayri
and Imam Khomeini share a belief in gradual
purification, religious discipline, inward sincerity,
and the necessity of moving beyond the lower self,
yet they differ significantly in the way they
conceptualize the number and meaning of stations.
Qushayri’s approach belongs primarily to the
formative and classical Sufi project of defining
authentic spiritual practice through an ordered
language of conduct, states, and stations
(Qushayri, 2007). For this reason, his enumeration
of stations serves a practical and communal
purpose: it instructs the seeker, preserves the
authority of the masters, and distinguishes
disciplined Sufism from false claims. This is
consistent with the broader historical development
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of Sufism, which Knysh describes as a tradition
that moved from ascetic piety toward increasingly
complex systems of doctrine, practice, and
institutional identity (Knysh, 2010). Imam
Khomeini’s approach, by contrast, belongs to a
later and more integrated intellectual horizon in
which  practical ethics, Shi'i  spirituality,
philosophical mysticism, and the metaphysics of
divine manifestation converge. His understanding
of the path is close to the ontological language of
Ibn Arabi, especially in its concern with the perfect
human being, divine names, unity, and
manifestation (Chittick, 1989; Ibn Arabi, 2006).
At the same time, Khomeini’s view is inseparable
from the Shi'i emphasis on guardianship and
inward guidance, a dimension that resonates with
Tabatabai’s treatment of spiritual proximity and the
inner reality of religion (Tabatabai, 2010). Thus,
Qushayri may be said to emphasize the multiplicity
of stations as a pedagogical map, whereas
Khomeini emphasizes the unity of the path as a
movement toward monotheistic unveiling. This
does not mean that Qushayri lacks depth or that
Khomeini neglects ethical discipline; rather, it
means that each author frames the path through a
different organizing principle. Qushayri’s principle
is disciplined Sufi formation, while Khomeini’s
principle is the transformation of the entire being
through worship, guardianship, and realization.

The study concludes that the difference between
Imam Khomeini and Qushayri concerning the
number of spiritual stations and waystations should
not be interpreted as a simple disagreement over
classification. Qushayri presents a broad and
practical map of the mystical path in which many
stations and qualities are described as necessary
stages in the formation of the sincere seeker. His
approach is educational, ethical, scriptural, and
closely tied to the classical Sufi concern with
disciplined spiritual life. Imam Khomeini,
however, interprets the path through a more inward
and metaphysical lens in which the stages of the
journey are not limited to named ethical stations but
are expressed through worship, divine names,
guardianship,  wveils,  sincerity, presence,
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annihilation, and the realization of servitude.
Therefore, Qushayri’s model is more explicit in its
detailed enumeration of spiritual qualities, while
Khomeini’s model is deeper in its ontological
interpretation of spiritual ascent. The main result of
the comparison is that the number of stations in
Islamic mysticism is never merely a matter of
counting; it is a reflection of each mystic’s
understanding of the human being, the function of
religious discipline, the meaning of divine
nearness, and the final aim of the journey. In this
sense, Qushayri and Imam Khomeini do not
represent two contradictory accounts of the path,
but two complementary levels of mystical
interpretation: one concerned with the disciplined
formation of the seeker, and the other concerned
with the seeker’s ultimate transformation in the
light of monotheistic realization.
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