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August 29, 2009 

Saturday 

 

 

 Title: Systems and Latā’if: The Place and Function of the Latā’if  
DVD title:  Approaching Latā’if  from A Systems Point of View: 

Elements of the System of the Latā’if: The Manifest and The Unmanifest 
 
 

Dinner blessing:   O Allah, grant us the blessing of humility and gratitude, steadfast in our 

pursuit of knowledge, humble in our receptivity to the way which You provide to us, 

grateful for the blessings You shower upon us that we do not see, which increase our faith. 

O Allah, in this time of fasting, help us to refrain from those things which are detrimental 

to our coming near to You, and help us to attend to those things that bring us closer to 

You.  Give us the strength and the courage to seek out the teachings You provide for us.  

Quiet our nafs. Still our minds.  [Allow us to] embrace the blessings You have sent upon 

us through the teachings of the Naqshbandī - Mujaddidī - Shadhiliī- Qadriyya - Chishtī 

lines, and to pursue the completion of that work, so that we may enter into Your Paradise 

free and clear, having been given the idhn by you.  Amin.    

 

Suhbet:    Bismillah ir Rahman ir Raheem.  When you hear me talking about systems, I’m 

drawing from my perceptions, mostly; then I try to supplement it by intelligent people who 

have worked it all out.  As I approach the subject of the latā’if, and the ‘ālam al amr, the 

‘ālam al khalq and the ‘ālam al mithal (the world between), I will periodically come back 

to organizational or systems theory just to ground you in the fact that people discovered 

this whole interrelationship in many ways.  Happily, people attempt to apply it. What we 

often find in a structuralism is that it’s applied quite unconsciously. When you talk about 

systems theory, people try to apply it in organizational and human behavior, and 



Author: Shaykh Ahmed Abdur Rashid                                                             www.circlegroup.org 
 
 2 

sociological circumstances, and science. It’s interesting when you spend some time 

studying it a little. You come up with concepts that are very Sufic and spiritual, if you 

want to look at them that way. For example, organizational systems theory relies heavily 

on negative entropy, through a process of openness and feedback.  

 

If you think about it in spiritual terms, if you talk about trying to create mīzān, balance and 

harmony through what you might call a dialogue between your inner and outer life (self), 

where you are achieving positive, constructive, expansive development, and minimizing 

the entropy, you have a parallel.  Their terminology talks about trans-disciplinary and 

integrative [approaches]. If you look at Tasawwuf and the practices we do, they are 

certainly trans-disciplinary in the sense that there are many facets and functions we have to 

perform as human beings.  If we stay focused on goals, which is the hardest thing for a 

human being to do, and we understand the limitations as well as the capacities involved in 

choice, we find that the different functions we are required to have, and the different roles 

we play as human beings, require (using their terminology) a trans-disciplinary approach, 

a more comprehensive or inclusive approach.  

 

The other thing is systems theory by definition affirms interrelationships.  Primacy is 

given to interrelationships—I would prefer the word intra-relationships, giving ahadiya as 

a foundation, but we’ll say interrelationships—and not just to the elements of the system.  

[Primacy is given] because these relationships are dynamic, as all relationships are. 

Emerging out of the system are new aspects of the relationships that were not existing in 

either the individual or the organization before. But because the two have an inter-

relationship, something new emerges.  This is emergent phenomena.  The same thing 

happens in the relationship between the shaykh and the murīd.  The same thing happens in 

the relationship of the sālik and Rasulallah (sal).   
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As you go through the historical development of systems thinking—which takes you up to 

yesterday—it didn’t start a long time ago, less than 70 years.  What’s interesting is it’s 

basically designed for studying holistic ways to supplant reductionist thinking, the typical 

Cartesian scientific thinking. In the most recent times, theories and organizational studies 

have been applied to humanistic natural sciences.  Where is it coming to?  Full circle back 

to the oldest mystical teachings and understandings people have had about revelations.  

Semiotically, the language and definitions have changed.  In reality, it is an affirmation of 

what is Reality, a re-discovery and unveiling of Reality in certain terminology. I’m not 

telling you this to prove anything, but to talk again about systems and consistency.  Allah 

Swt is totally and completely consistent.  When we are looking at complex systems, and 

you recognize the structure, there are a lot of circular (note the word), interlocking, and 

sometimes time-delayed relationships. Meaning: things happen but are not noted until 

later, like the explosion of a universe a thousand light years away.  It happened and is done 

and over with, but we are just seeing it happen now, which means you can look into the 

past from the present, in simplistic terms.  The same thing happens inside of us.  

 

When you do your practices, something is happening.  You may not know in time what is 

happening.  In time you will.  The circular (note the term) interlocking structures or forms 

are not really structures. When you are looking at organizations, there are structures.  

When you look at the human body, there are structures.  But they really are not structures; 

we just call them that. It is often spiritually just as important in determining the behavior 

of this process as a whole, as in trying to understand the individual components.  If you are 

looking at chaos theory or social dynamics, there are often properties of the whole which 

cannot be found in the properties of the parts, the elements.  In some cases, the behavior of 

the whole cannot be explained in any way in terms of the behavior of the parts. Some of us 

have bad behavior, but when you put together the practices and the faults in our behavior, 

the result may cover over those flaws in behavior, because there is a niyyat/intention.  You 
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won’t find a lot of talk about intention in systems theory. But there is an intention.   

 

I’m not here to teach you systems theory, let alone teach myself.  It’s always dangerous to 

use something you are not fully versed in, but we are fully versed in it from our own 

experience.  If I said to you, talk to your cells, you’d have a lot of knowledge.   The cells 

are you.  You are the cells, but you are more than the cells. If I tell you to talk to the 

parasites in your gut, you’d freak out.  You, I, one/ahad would feel outnumbered by 

billions of bacteria and parasites that are in your gut. A good example is the property of 

letters. When they are put together, they give rise to a meaning that does not exist in the 

letter itself. You create tools out of that called language. Then, because human beings tend 

to like the path of least resistance (you could be nice and call it parsimonious) seek the 

easiest form of adaptability through interconnected systems.   

 

One of the weaknesses of systems dynamic theory is the fact that it doesn’t pay attention 

to causation in these entities. One of the strengths of Sufic practices is it does.  It starts 

with causation.  It starts with Allah Swt.  There are certain assumptions that are made.  If 

we are looking at local actions or policies, or changing the influence of what is happening 

in your neighborhood, or in your government, or if you are trying to understand your 

relationship with a neighboring solar system, what you are trying to do is solve problems.  

It’s problem solving or organizational development.  Systems theory is a framework for 

looking at the component parts of a system that could be best understood in their 

relationships, which give rise to a whole that is not found in any one of those individual 

parts.   

 

We all grew up with “the whole is greater than the sum total of its parts.”  I want to go 

back to the fact that this stands in contrast to the Cartesian, reductionist, scientific way of 

thinking that we grew up with, and consequently what we are conditioned to—
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structuralism and reductionism.  When we talk about communication in a dynamic system 

that gives rise to understanding to this community (for example) or an environment that 

the system represents, we understand that a system is a community within an environment. 

There is a community within the environment within ourselves.  When we come into 

resonance with our self, and we come to understand that, we blend with the external.  

There is information flowing and energy (fayyād). It’s being focused by niyyat, 

concentrated on and contemplated (tawajjuh).  There are boundaries and entities that are 

seeking equilibrium and balance.  Our whole system called “my body / my life” is seeking 

equilibrium and balance. That is why there are white blood cells and red blood cells, the 

immune system, and all that, because we want to seek some balance in the physical world. 

Things disturb that balance. If you are healthy, you fight off the disease at some cost, 

maybe.  If you are not healthy, you don’t.  

 

I’ll come back to that, and I’ll actually get to the latā’if. I ended last time telling you a 

little about the ‘ālam al mithal, which is the intermediate world between the ‘ālam al amr 

and the ‘ālam al khalq, the world of Divine Command and the world of creation –  the 

world of ascent and descent, the micro-organism and the macro-organism.  We, 

humankind, are poised at the juncture, the axial point of these two worlds.  At that place 

where we are, we have body, mind, and ruh/spirit.  Each of those domains has its own 

forms of perception.  Obviously, the ‘ālam al khalq has sight, smell, touch, taste, and 

hearing (the five senses).  The body, our body is committed in time and space, and subject 

to growth and decay.  We have these senses that explain and mediate the material world.  

Because our mind interprets what we perceive through those senses, and attaches meaning 

to those senses, the mind has its own senses to do that. It has memory and imagination and 

thinking, cognition.  It has hallucination sometimes, and desire.   These interface with 

what our senses do, don’t they?   
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Insofar as the body and mind are subject to time, the body and mind, and the world of the 

‘ālam al khalq cannot perceive easily or at all the more transcendental metaphysical 

realms through the senses.  People can hallucinate, or they can have what they think is 

divine smell (especially if they have been working outside in the heat).  But we do sense 

something that is transcendent.  We have people who have developed symbolic language 

for that—Jung psychology, for example. There are symbols.  So too, just like the body and 

the mind, the soul has its own inner senses which we call the huwal al bātin.  Those of you 

who are in the circles know the transmission, huwal al bātin al amr.  We should be careful 

about analogizing the inner senses with the outer senses.  Just like your sight cannot 

interfere with your hearing, and your hearing cannot interfere with your taste, and your 

taste cannot interfere with your smell, and your smell cannot interfere with your touching, 

[though] there is a point where they come close and blend, they can’t interfere with each 

other.  So too, the inner senses cannot interfere with each other, and they certainly cannot 

interfere with the physical senses.  

 

We find interesting conflicts or challenges as human beings.  For example, your 

intelligence, try as it may, cannot understand your heart.  It cannot.  It can explain what 

you are experiencing in your heart, but not understand it.  When people look with the gaze 

of aql/intelligence or cognitive ability to look at the world of the heart, the mystical 

experience leaves the intelligence fairly ignorant of what the heart is really feeling and 

sensing.   Because this is all within the system called ourselves, and Allah Swt made us 

with an inner and an outer (unlike the angels who have only an inner sense), we attempt to 

explicate and articulate what we feel, hear, smell, and sense.   

 

We like poetry. We speak it.  We try to come close to capturing it.  Some of the great 

poets, Hafez, Rumi, Shabastari, Jami, and people like that came very close to explaining 

these things, but they are looking at the world. Some of them are Sufis who looked at the 
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inner world.  When they looked at the inner world, they didn’t try to explain that.  They 

only used the knowledge of the inner world to try to explain the outer world. You don’t 

find a lot of explanation of the inner world, because the intelligence cannot do that.  So 

they resorted to something else, which was transmission: tajalli (irradiation).  As 

Naqshbandis, we say that the individuals who remain in the world of the visible senses, 

and who do not participate in the realm of the invisible senses of the latā’if, such a person 

is one of the Mutazalites.  At the time of the Prophet (sal), the Mutazalites were the 

supreme arch-rationalists.   

 

The inner senses do have an analog, because there is a network of these subtle centers in 

each of us.  Those are the latā’if.  They collectively form a basis for spiritual 

transformation within the Naqshbandī, Mujaddidī, Shadhilī, Chishtī, and Qadriyya orders 

in our line. You’ve heard me say, the latā’if are subtle organs of perception.  It’s true, but 

it’s shortspeak.  By the Hindus, they are called sheaths.  Some people call them fields or 

subtle bodies of energy.  If you call them centers, there is a semantic problem because they 

are not necessarily located at any one spot.  We focus on them in one spot; but the point is, 

they can be anywhere.  If they were fixed, they would be bound by the body.  Since they 

are not of the body, they can’t be bound by the body.  They can’t be bound by anything the 

body is bound by.  They can’t be bound by the physical body in space or in time.  They 

can’t be bound by aging and decaying, or by expanding or contracting.  They can’t be 

bound by health or disease.  They are free of that, but they exist.   

 

But there is one exception. The one exception is the point of connection where we are 

connected with Allah.  Where do you find Allah?  In the heart of the believer.  The heart is 

the exception.  The heart is contained in the human body.  It is perceived as an organ of 

perception.  It is described in many ways:  as an acorn in the center of the physical being, 

as a muscle.  The heart is the exception. We know now from science that there are 50,000 



Author: Shaykh Ahmed Abdur Rashid                                                             www.circlegroup.org 
 
 8 

brain cells in the heart, so it has consciousness.  So we begin with the heart. The one latīfa 

linked to an organ in the body is qalb.  It is in your heart.  We say ruh is under your right 

breast.  But we don’t say nafs is in the brain; we just point up there. Qalb is the only latīfa 

that is described as being in the physical body.  Where matter is limited and subject to the 

laws of time and space, the latā’if are only subject to the laws of space, not of time.  So the 

latā’if are beyond time, trans-temporal.   They are, in quantum terms, local expressions or 

manifestations of identically, similarly named parts of a higher realm, a transcendental 

cosmological structure, which is above the realm of created beings.  So we raise our hands 

up [to offer du’ā].   

 

There is another realm. It is the realm of micro-organisms and amoebas in our bodies.  

Then there are these realms beyond us.  The latā’if reach to those realms.  Because they 

are not limited by time, they are always in those realms.  They are always in all realms. 

We are connected with the universe of time and space where we are limited, and we are 

connected with the Divine Realm through our latā’if, not limited by time. Just like there is 

a realm above, there are the jinn [below], and then [above that realm is] another realm, and 

another.  We say there are seven levels.  But seven or seven thousand, it doesn’t matter. In 

the local situation, in the physical, bodily living human being (you and me), the latā’if 

exist to enable the murīd to receive the nai’ma (the fadl/grace, bāraka/blessing) of Allah 

Swt by being receptacles for the descent, if you will, or the attachment to the human being 

of this grace. With that comes perception and knowledge, wisdom/hikma, trust and faith.   

These are all the things you can’t sense with your senses.  

 

What does faith smell like?  What does trust look like?  You can tell me what it looks like 

in interrelationships in the system, but you can’t tell me what it looks like.  You can tell 

me what the manifestation of trust looks like.  From our Naqshbandī-Mujaddidī point of 

view, the latā’if are the basis for Tasawwuf, explained in some form in every Sufi Tariqah. 
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Indeed, it is what makes Sufis Sufis, and not just Muslims or other human beings.  The 

first five latā’if are located in the ‘ālam al amr: qalb, ruh, sirr, khafee, akhfah. The last are 

in the world of creation.  Depending on which Order, some say there are seven latā’if. We 

say there are ten, [which includes] nafs, earth, air, fire, and water.  

 

The first latīfa is qalb, located two inches below the left nipple. You know where your 

heart is. It is usually affiliated with the color yellow and the Prophet Adam (as). Ruh is 

associated with red, and the prophets Abraham (as) and Noah (as). Sirr is white and the 

Prophet Musa (as).  Khafee is also white and its prophet is Isa (as)—some people say it is 

black. These latā’if are organs of perception. The word latīfa means “subtle” or 

“sensitive” in Arabic.  If you are not using them, you are crippling yourself. You can 

compensate, of course.  99.9% of the people in the world compensate. He has no sense of 

smell; he compensates.  Sometimes he “tastes” smell.  If I tell you that you all, including 

me, should be on Social Security Disability, you’d say, what do you mean? Most of us 

don’t have disabilities here.  Those who do have are compensated for it, but we all need 

SSD. The difference is this: when you have a physical disability, you may not be able to 

overcome it, which is why you get compensation for it.  For a spiritual disability, you can 

regenerate yourself. You can overcome it.   

 

The point is not to overcome it for physical reasons, but for spiritual ones.  Our journey 

here is to overcome that disability, or to create the ability to perceive through these subtle 

organs of perception.  The passage between the five latā’if from qalb to ruh, ruh to sirr, 

sirr to khafee, and khafee to akhfah, is called the... I got a letter from Abdullah in India 

who wanted me to guide him through the arcana, the akhfah, the subtleties, the higher 

levels.  That means to guide a person toward the Prophet Mohammed (sal), and the color is 

green. This represents the world of the ‘ālam al amr, the world of Divine Command.  The 

first four of these, qalb, ruh, sirr, khafee are linked to the different attributes (wahadat) of 
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Allah Swt, through the Asmā’ al Husna, the Beautiful Attributes of Allah Swt in the 

oneness/unity of Allah Swt, through which you and I receive the bāraka.   

 

I could make another analogy.  We could go to many shaykhs and get bāraka.  There are 

many people who collect bāraka.  It’s like jumping into the water with a wet suit. Your 

face and hands get wet, and even your feet get wet, but the rest of you doesn’t. If you go 

swimming in your birthday suit or with a cotton bathing suit, everything gets wet.The fifth 

latīfa, akhfah – which is why it is very important to get to akhfah, my friends –  has its 

origin in the wahadat/unity.  Akhfah is the latīfa in which we will finally be able to grasp, 

not with our physical intelligence (but to some degree); and not with our sight (but to some 

degree) how we see the world; and not with our hearing but how we hear things that are 

being uttered; not with our taste, but something has a Divine taste to it.  This is why 

Jannah is defined in these terms.  When we begin to open the world of akhfah, the 

transmission and circles, it starts to make sense to us. We naturally see things and 

understand things through our latā’if.   

 

The next latīfa is nafs. Nafs is not of the ‘ālam al amr.  Nafs is of this world.  We say it is 

here (points to the forehead). The origin of the nafs is in what some people call the last 

latīfa, the qalab.  We don’t say it that way.  The qalab is the physical body. It has four 

composites: earth, air, fire, and water.  The nafs origin is the self.  Allah Swt takes mud, 

creates a form, and breathes into that form. On that breath/nafas comes our soul or our 

self.  Our ego comes on that breath.  What came first?  First He creates the form, then He 

breathes nafas into that form.  The nafs has its limitations in form, structure, and time.  

Anything of this world is limited by time. The breath that that comes from is not limited. 

We say that the nafs has its origin in the whole body, but here’s new information for you: 

within this qalab (this physical being we call our body, our self) there is water, fire, air and 

earth. Water comes from ruh.  Fire is from sirr, and air from khafee, and earth from 
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akhfah.  Each successive latīfa incorporates and transcends the previous one.  Fire 

incorporates water.  Air incorporates fire and water. Earth incorporates water, fire, and air 

The first four centers are enfolded within the fifth.  That’s why we say akhfah is the link.    

 

Each latīfa is associated with a prophet or a color, as I said.  The reason for that becomes 

more much hagiographic and historical.   I don’t think it is necessary to go into that right 

now.  It’s useful for you to know that when you are sitting in meditation and your eyes are 

closed, and you are on a certain latīfa, when you see that color without you imagining it, 

you know that latīfa is open and you are in resonance with that latīfa.  When you know 

that latīfa is open, you can then reflect on that prophet and receive the madad of that 

prophet.  That prophet has transcended time and space, and the prophet’s message or 

bāraka is constantly in the universe.   

 

Why is this hard to swallow?  Go back to my first talk on structuralist and formalism and 

functionalist thinking.  It doesn’t give any room for any kind of real mystical experience, 

and doesn’t accept it to be equal. We have 1.2 billion Muslims, and out of those, 

1.1999947262 billion are formalists.  [In order] to satisfy the human purpose, to have faith, 

and try to achieve some spiritual state of unity/wahadat, they become locked in formal, 

structural practices. [Those practices] are, of course, necessary for institutions, systems 

and organizations.  It is natural systems thinking in a way, up to the edge of systems 

thinking, at least; but it doesn’t take the other side of it.  It only uses terms that people 

don’t understand, and they attribute to certain forms.  Like, faith means that you kill 

someone who doesn’t believe in what you believe in, or  piety has to do with how many 

extra prayers you do.  You are using the limitations of the senses.  All of those things are 

provided by Allah Swt for another reason: to engage our latā’if, and to bring harmony 

between our body which is bowing, and our latā’if which are bowing in another way; 

between our lips that are reciting, and our latā’if that are expressing in another way.  [They 
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are] not confined by the body; so you see at times someone becomes majdhūb and ecstatic, 

because they leave their body and enter into another state.  That’s probably one of the 

closest things you get to see of someone who is crossing that line.  

 

That’s why I don’t like to have a lot of people in the sema who don’t know what it is.  

They don’t understand it. Then you get all the sociologists and anthropologists studying it 

from a very structuralist point of view, saying,  “It’s a sociological phenomena: one person 

does it and then another person does it.” That’s not what is happening when it is real.  You 

are seeing a manifestation of the latā’if through a body. The latā’if are not limited by time 

and space, nor by physical bodies; therefore, the physical body has to give way to it—or 

participate (another way of saying it).  Each successive latā’if incorporates and transcends 

the previous one. The centers are activated.  When two centers happen to be activated at 

the same time, you get a mixture of madad and colors.   

 

I avoid saying these things because not everyone has the same experience. Not everybody 

ever sees colors. I very rarely saw colors, except one or two I saw my whole life.  That’s 

good, because this is not the higher realm, but the lower realm.  One becomes very 

attached to the things of the lower (inferior) realm). Yet at the same time, it has many 

things that can be used for a purpose.  

 

In addition, each latīfa, as you go through the circles, has specific, ethical, moral, marifah 

(knowledge) to it. Each one is like an injunction, a command, because they come from the 

world of command. Each one has a certain ethical principle attached to it.  Each one has a 

specific meditative, reflective and contemplative practice that is required to enlighten you, 

to brighten, to make us aware.  For example, reflection on qalb encourages (and if it is 

done correctly) manifests and develops humility. Qalb, when developed, you feel you 

want to deepen your prayer. You want to pursue an understanding of du’ā.  You sense the 
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necessity of the value of istighfar/repentance. You feel the courage to develop the nafs 

lawwama. Ruh encourages you not to be distracted, not to be attracted, seduced by the 

manifest world. When that happens, a person experiences things like visions or dreams, or 

they may experience insights they wouldn’t have had before.  It goes on like that.  I’ll tell 

you more what sirr is and khafee, etc.  

 

What am I doing?  I’m telling you about elements of the system.  When they are acting, 

the parts of this system are interacting with the physical system.  We start with 

understanding the latā’if.  Then we talk about the ‘ālam al amr, then nafs, earth, air, fire, 

and water, and repentance. And then we come to the circles.  These are the two parts of the 

system: the world and the un-manifest.  We come to understand the capacities within us, 

how that’s applied, what it means, how it fulfills the human purpose, how it fulfills the 

work in the world, and the inner work that transcends time and lives in a realm of constant 

space.  Tune in tomorrow.   

 

We do have these capacities.  If you don’t believe it, okay, don’t believe it.   But realize 

that if you don’t entertain it as a possibility, cheers to your handicap. If you have the 

opportunity to awaken it, you stop thinking about awakening it just for the purpose of, 

“Ah, I could really use this in my work in the world.”  This is what we are born to do.  

This is what we were created for.  This is the pathway back.  These are the doorways we 

have to go through. Thirty years ago you heard me say this about the chakras. I’m not 

going to make the analogy to the chakras, but every mystical system discovers that this is a 

reality of some kind. Insh’allah.  Asalāmu aleikum.   

 

 


