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Gnosticism, Mysticism, and Illuminationism

Abstract:

Gnosticism preceded Islamic Sufism, which emerged in the
third and fourth centuries AH. It first appeared among the Greeks
in the second or third century BCE and later developed after the
rise of Christianity, which confronted it for distorting Christian
doctrine. Its roots can be traced to Zoroastrianism and Buddhism,
which originated in Persia and India. Gnosticism represents a
syncretic religious—philosophical system formed from elements of
Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, and Zoroastrianism. It was later
transmitted into Islam under the names Sufism and gnosis, both of
which share an esoteric tendency that views human perfection as
attainable through deep spiritual insight. The more one penetrates
into the realm of the spirit, the more knowledge one acquires,
discovering and mastering it; and as one’s gnosis grows stronger,
one gains access to the secrets of the universe and life itself.

This divine spark of gnosis and knowledge renders its
adherents  self-sufficient, believing themselves to have
comprehended the mysteries of existence. They even regard
Freemasonry, which has dominated the powers of the cosmos—
astronomy, economy, and science—as a continuation or
manifestation of Gnosticism. According to Abdurrahman
Badawi, Gnostics believe that when a person attains this level of
knowledge, he no longer needs anything external, for he can save
himself from all things. This explains their isolation from society
and their detachment from sensory experience: they depend solely
on their own souls, not on others. This does not apply to all Sufis,
but rather to a small group or to the extremists among them. In this
sense, man becomes self-sufficient, no longer in need of God or of
any external guide. Sufism, by definition, is the transition from the
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material, sensory world to the spiritual realm. The doctrine of
Unity of Being (Wahdat al-Wujud) asserts that man possesses an
intellect capable of embodying divine power — that the individual
and God are two aspects of the same reality, and that human beings,
by their internal and innate capacities, can alter the world according
to their own claims.

Thus, Islamic Sufism became linked to the difficult historical
conditions Muslims faced during the second century AH — wars,
conflicts, and disunity — a harsh material reality that led to an urge
to escape into the spiritual world. Reaching such a level of
withdrawal from reality into the realm of the unseen and the ideal
produced a counter-reaction that contributed to the rise of the
Mu ‘tazilite movement as a rational response to spiritual mysticism
and as an appeal to reason.

Keywords: Gnosticism, [lluminationism, Islam, Sufism, Gnosis
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