
Sufism 
 

The Alchemy of Happiness 
(excerpts) 

 

Al Ghazzali 
 

Translated by Claud Field (1909) 
 
     Sufism is a mystical form of Islam.  The primary 
focus of the Sufi is developing a love of God through 
devotion and worship.  Al Ghazzali (1058-1111 AD) 
lived in Persia and is considered to be one of the most 
important Sufi scholars.  For more, see:  www.sacred-
texts.com/isl/tah/index.htm.  
 
 
 
Introduction                          Persian Edition of Alchemy of Happiness (1308) 
 

KNOW, O beloved, that man was not created in jest or at random, but marvellously made and for 
some great end. Although he is not from everlasting, yet he lives for ever; and though his body is 
mean and earthly, yet his spirit is lofty and divine. When in the crucible of abstinence he is 
purged from carnal passions he attains to the highest, and in place of being a slave to lust and 
anger becomes endued with angelic qualities. Attaining that state, he finds his heaven in the 
contemplation of Eternal Beauty, and no longer in fleshly delights. The spiritual alchemy which 
operates this change in him, like that which transmutes base metals into gold, is not easily 
discovered, nor to be found in the house of every old woman. It is to explain that alchemy and its 
methods of operation that the author has undertaken this work, which he has entitled, The 
Alchemy of Happiness. Now the treasuries of God, in which this alchemy is to be sought, are the 
hearts of the prophets, and he, who seeks it elsewhere will be disappointed and bankrupt on the 
day of judgment, when he hears the words, "We have lifted the veil from off thee, and thy sight 
to-day is keen." 
 
God has sent on earth a hundred and twenty-four thousand prophets[1] to teach men the 
prescription of this alchemy, and how to purify their hearts from baser qualities in the crucible of 
abstinence. This alchemy may be briefly described as turning away from the world to God, and 
its constituents are four: 
 
1. The knowledge of self. 
2. The knowledge of God. 
3. The knowledge of this world as it really is. 
4. The knowledge of the next world as it really is. 
 
We shall now proceed to expound these four constituents in order. 
 
 



 
Chapter I:  The Knowledge of Self 
 

KNOWLEDGE of self is the key to the knowledge of God, according to the saying: "He who 
knows himself knows God,"[1] and, as it is Written in the Koran, "We will show them Our signs 
in the world and in themselves, that the truth may be manifest to them." Now nothing is nearer to 
thee than thyself, and if thou knowest not thyself how canst thou know anything else? If thou 
sayest "I know myself," meaning thy outward shape, body, face, limbs, and so forth, such 
knowledge can never be a key to the knowledge of God. Nor, if thy knowledge as to that which 
is within only extends so far, that when thou art hungry thou eatest, and when thou art angry thou 
attackest some one, wilt thou progress any further in this path, for the beasts are thy partners in 
this? But real self-knowledge consists in knowing the following things: What art thou in thyself, 
and from whence hast thou come? Whither art thou going, and for what purpose hast thou come 
to tarry here awhile, and in what does thy real happiness and misery consist? Some of thy 
attributes are those of animals, some of devils, and some of angels, and thou hast to find out 
which of these attributes are accidental and which essential. Till thou knowest this, thou canst 
not find out where thy real happiness lies.  
… 
The first step to self-knowledge is to know that thou art composed of an outward shape, called 
the body, and an inward entity called the heart, or soul. By "heart" I do not mean the piece of 
flesh situated in the left of our bodies, but that which uses all the other faculties as its instruments 
and servants. In truth it does not belong to the visible world, but to the invisible, and has come 
into this world as a traveller visits a foreign country for the sake of merchandise, and will 
presently return to its native land. It is the knowledge of this entity and its attributes which is the 
key to the knowledge of God. 
… 
A soul which allows its lower faculties to dominate the higher is as one who should hand over an 
angel to the power of a dog or a Mussalman to the tyranny of an unbeliever. The cultivation of 
demonic, animal, or angelic qualities results in the production of corresponding characters, 
which in the Day of Judgment will be manifested in visible shapes, the sensual appearing as 
swine, the ferocious as dogs and wolves, and the pure as angels. The aim of moral discipline is to 
purify the heart from the rust of passion and resentment, till, like a clear mirror, it reflects the 
light of God. 
… 
This opening of a window in the heart towards the unseen also takes place in conditions. 
approaching those of prophetic inspiration, when intuitions spring up in the mind unconveyed 
through any sense-channel. The more a man purifies himself from fleshly lusts and concentrates 
his mind on God, the more conscious will he be of such intuitions. Those who are not conscious 
of them have no right to deny their reality. 
… 
Just as no one knows the real nature of God but God Himself, so no one knows the real nature of 
a prophet but a prophet. Nor is this to be wondered at, as in everyday matters we see that it is 
impossible to explain the charm of poetry to one whose ear is insusceptible of cadence and 
rhythm, or the glories of colour to one who is stone-blind. Besides mere incapacity, there are 
other hindrances to the attainment of spiritual truth. One of these is externally acquired 
knowledge. To use a figure, the heart may be represented as a well, and the five senses as five 
streams which are continually conveying water to it. In order to find out the real contents of the 



heart these streams must be stopped for a time, at any rate, and the refuse they have brought with 
them must be cleared out of the well. In other words, if we are to arrive at pure spiritual truth, we 
must put away, for the time, knowledge which has been acquired by, external processes and 
which too often hardens into dogmatic prejudice. 
… 
Any one who will look into the matter will see that happiness is necessarily linked with the 
knowledge of God. Each faculty of ours delights in that for which it was created: lust delights in 
accomplishing desire, anger in taking vengeance, the eye in seeing beautiful objects, and the ear 
in hearing harmonious sounds. The highest function of the soul of man is the perception of truth; 
in this accordingly it finds its special delight. Even in trifling matters, such, as learning chess, 
this holds good, and the higher the subject-matter of the knowledge obtained the greater the 
delight. A man would be pleased at being admitted into the confidence of a prime minister, but 
how much more if the king makes an intimate of him and discloses state secrets to him! 
An astronomer who, by his knowledge, can map the stars and describe their courses, derives 
more pleasure from his knowledge than the chess-player from his. Seeing, then, that nothing is 
higher than God, how great must be the delight which springs from the true knowledge of Him! 
… 
In this chapter we have attempted, in some degree, to expound, the greatness of man's soul. He 
who neglects it and suffers its capacities to rust or to degenerate must necessarily be the loser in 
this world and the next. 
 
Chapter II:  The Knowledge of God 
 

IT is a well-known saying of the Prophet that "He who knows himself, knows God"; that is, by 
contemplation of his own being and attributes man arrives at some knowledge of God. But since 
many who contemplate themselves do not find God, it follows that there must be some special 
way of doing so. As a matter of fact, there are two methods of arriving at this knowledge, but one 
is so abstruse that it is not adapted to ordinary intelligences, and therefore is better left 
unexplained. The other method is as follows: When a man considers himself he knows that there 
was a time when he was non-existent, as it is written in the Koran: "Does it not occur to man that 
there was a time when he was nothing?" Further, he know that he was made out of a drop of 
water in which there was neither intellect, nor hearing, sight, head, hands, feet, etc. From this it is 
obvious that, whatever degree of perfection he may have arrived at, he did not make himself, nor 
can he now make a single hair. How much more helpless, then, was his condition when he was a 
mere drop of water! Thus, as we have seen in the first chapter, he finds in his own being 
reflected in miniature, so to speak, the power, wisdom and love of the Creator. If all the sages of 
the world were assembled, and their lives prolonged for an indefinite time, they could not effect 
any improvement in the construction of a single part of the body. 
… 
When a man further considers how his various wants of food, lodging, etc., are amply supplied 
from the storehouse of creation, he becomes aware that God's mercy is as great as His power and 
wisdom, as He has Himself said, "My mercy is greater than My wrath," and according to the 
Prophet's saying, "God is more tender to His servants than a mother to her suckling-child." Thus 
from his own creation man comes to know God's existence, from the wonders of his bodily 
frame God's power and wisdom, and from the ample provision made for his various needs God's 
love. In this way the knowledge of oneself becomes a key to the knowledge of God. 
 



Not only are man's attributes a reflection of God's attributes, but the mode of existence of man's 
soul affords some insight into God's mode of existence. That is to say, both God and the soul are 
invisible, indivisible, unconfined by space and time, and outside the categories of quantity and 
quality; nor can the ideas of shape, colour, or size attach to them. People find it hard to form a 
conception of such realities as are devoid of quality and quantity, etc., but a similar difficulty 
attaches to the conception of our everyday feelings, such as anger, pain, pleasure, or love. They 
are thought-concepts, and cannot be cognised by the senses; whereas quality, quantity, etc., are 
sense-concepts. Just as the ear cannot take cognisance of colour, nor the eye of sound, so, in 
conceiving of the ultimate realities, God and the soul, we find ourselves in a region in which 
sense-concepts can bear no part. So much, however, we can see, that, as God is Ruler of the 
universe, and, being Himself beyond space and time, quantity and quality, governs things that are 
so conditioned, so the soul rules the body and its members, being itself invisible, indivisible, and 
unlocated in any special part. For how can the indivisible be located in that which is divisible? 
From all this we see how true is the saying of the Prophet, "God created man in His own 
likeness." 
… 
No one can understand a king but a king therefore God has made each of us a king in miniature, 
so to speak, over a kingdom which is an infinitely reduced copy of His own. In the, kingdom of 
man God's "throne" is represented by the soul, the Archangel by the heart, "the chair" by the 
brain, "the tablet" by the treasure-chamber of thought. The soul, itself unlocated and indivisible, 
governs the body as God governs the universe. In short, each of us is entrusted with a little 
kingdom, and charged not to be careless in the administration of it. 
… 
Thus, the exclamation "God is great" means that His greatness far exceeds all our powers of 
comprehension. Moreover, such imperfect knowledge of God as we can attain to is not a mere 
speculative knowledge, but must be accompanied by devotion and worship. When a man dies he 
has to do with God alone, and if we have to live with a person, our happiness entirely depends on 
the degree of affection we feel towards him. Love is the seed of happiness, and love to God is 
fostered and developed by worship. Such worship and constant remembrance of God implies a 
certain degree of austerity and curbing of bodily appetites. Not that a man is intended altogether 
to abolish these, for then the human race would perish. But strict limits must be set to their 
indulgence, and as a man is not the best judge in his own case as to what these limits should be, 
he had better consult some spiritual guide on the subject. Such spiritual guides are the prophets, 
and the laws which they have laid down under divine inspiration prescribe the limits which must 
be observed in these matters. He who transgresses these limits "wrongs his own soul," as it is 
written in the Koran. 
… 
Some, on the other hand, believe in God and a future life but with a weak belief. They say to 
themselves, "God is great and independent of us; our worship or abstinence from worship is a 
matter of entire indifference to Him." Their state of mind is like that. of a sick man who, when 
prescribed a certain regime by his doctor, should say, "Well, if I follow it or don't follow it, what 
does it matter to the doctor?" It certainly does not matter to the doctor, but the patient may 
destroy himself by his disobedience. Just as surely as, unchecked sickness of body ends in bodily 
death,. so does uncured disease of the soul end in future misery, according to the saying of the 
Koran, "Only those shall be saved who come to God with a sound heart." 
… 



A fifth class lay stress on the beneficence of God, and ignore His justice, saying to themselves, 
"Well, whatever we do, God is merciful." They do not consider that, though God is merciful, 
thousands of human beings perish miserably in hunger and disease. They know that whosoever 
wishes for a livelihood, or for wealth, or learning, must not merely say, "God is merciful," but 
must exert himself. Although the Koran says, "Every living creature's support comes from God," 
it is also written, "Man obtains nothing except by striving." The fact is, such teaching is really 
from the devil, and such people only speak with their lips and not with their heart. 
 
Chapter VIII:  The Love of God 
 

THE love of God is the highest of all topics, and is the final aim to which we have been tending 
hitherto. We have spoken of spiritual dangers as they hinder the love of God in a man's heart, 
and we have spoken of various good qualities as being the necessary preliminaries to it. Human 
perfection resides in this, that the love of God should conquer a man's heart and possess it 
wholly, and even if it does not possess it wholly it should predominate in the heart over the love 
of all other things. Nevertheless, rightly to understand the love of God is so difficult a matter that 
one sect of theologians have altogether denied that man can love a Being who is not of his own 
species, and they have defined the love of God as consisting merely in obedience. Those who 
hold such views do not know what real religion is. 
… 
But those possessed of inner perception find it quite possible to love the departed great, such as 
the Caliphs Omar and Abu Bakr, on account of their noble qualities, though their bodies have 
long been mingled with the dust. Such love is directed not towards any outward form, but 
towards the inner character. Even when we wish to excite love in a child towards any one, we do 
not describe their outward beauty of form, etc., but their inner excellences. 
 
When we apply this principle to the love of God we shall find that He alone is worthy of our 
love, and that, if any one loves Him not, it is because he does not know Him. Whatever we love 
in any one we love because it is a reflection of Him. It is for this reason that we love 
Muhammad, because he is the Prophet and the Beloved of God, and the love of learned and 
pious men is really the love of God. We shall see this more clearly if we consider what are the 
causes which excite love. 
… 
All Moslems profess to believe that the Vision of God is the summit of human felicity, because it 
is so stated in the Law; but with many this is a mere lip-profession which arouses no emotion in 
their hearts. This is quite, natural, for how can a man long for a thing of which he has no 
knowledge? We will endeavour your to show briefly why the Vision of God is the greatest 
happiness to which a man can attain. 
… 
But the delight of knowledge still falls short of the delight of vision, just as our pleasure in 
thinking of those we love is much less than the pleasure afforded by the actual sight of them. Our 
imprisonment in bodies of clay and water, and entanglement in the things of sense constitute a 
veil which hides the Vision of God from us, although it does not prevent our attaining to some 
knowledge of Him. For this reason God said to Moses on Mount Sinai, "Thou shalt not see Me.” 
 
 
 



The truth of the matter is this, that, just as the seed of man becomes a man, and a buried 
datestone becomes a palm-tree, so the knowledge of God acquired on earth will in the next world 
change into the Vision of God, and he who has never learnt the knowledge will never have the 
Vision. This Vision will not be shared alike by all who know, but their discernment of it will 
vary exactly as their knowledge. God is one, but He will be seen in many different ways, just as 
one object is reflected in different ways by different mirrors, some showing it straight, and some 
distorted, some clearly and some dimly.  
… 
Ambition and pride are diseases which can only be cured in some such way. God said unto Jesus, 
"O Jesus! when I see in My servants' hearts pure love for Myself unmixed with any selfish desire 
concerning this world or the next, I act as guardian over that love." Again, when people asked 
Jesus "What is the highest work of all?" he answered, "To love God and to be resigned to His 
will." 
… 
He who supposes that it is possible to enjoy happiness in the next world apart from the love of 
God is far gone in error, for the very essence of the future life is to arrive at God as at an object 
of desire long aimed at and attained through countless obstacles. This enjoyment of God is 
happiness. But if he had no delight in God before, he will not delight in Him then, and if his joy 
in God was but slight before it will be but slight then. In brief, our future happiness will be in 
strict proportion to the degree in which we have loved God here. 
… 
The fourth test is that he will love the Koran, which is the Word of God, and Muhammad, who is 
the Prophet of God; if his love is really strong, he will love all men, for all are God's servants, 
nay, his love will embrace the whole creation, for he who loves any one loves the works he 
composes and his handwriting. 
 


