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Abstract

Fana' according to the discipline of Sufism is a spiritual experience referring to the focus of
strong memory only on the greatness and majesty of Allah SWT and blunt memory of other
things. It is further strengthened by the fading feeling of dependence on anything other than
Allah SWT. This study aims to analyse the concept of fana’ found in the discipline of Sufism
and its ability to reduce the stress encountered by individuals in the Muslim community today
based on the spiritual theory of al-Ghazali. This qualitative study uses the method of data
collection by making the works that have been produced by al-Ghazali as the main reference
in addition to expert interviews of related issues. All data obtained were analysed to produce
research findings. Studies have found that the concept of fana’ according to al-Ghazali is the
ability to reduce the stress faced by individuals. This is because, the ability of the individual to
maintain the memory of the heart only to Allah SWT, could eliminate the stress feelings that
strike within. Study concludes that the concept of fana’ has positive implications in daily life
that serve as spiritual therapy in reducing stress.
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Introduction

The concept of fana' is one of the various concepts found in the discipline of Sufism. This
concept is not a stranger according to the views of Sufi figures because it is considered as an
important instrument to achieve the magam ma’rifah Allah SWT. Examining the literature
review, most focus on the study of the views expressed by certain figures on the concept of
fana' (Yunan, 2009; Mahmuddin, 2010; Khairi, 2015) while highlighting discussions around
the deviation of Sufi practices related to this concept (lbn-Idris, 1999). Observing various
definitions of the concept of fana' that have been presented in the work of Sufism (Is'ad,
1974; al-Ghazali, 1988; al-Qushayri, 1989; al-Kalabazi, 1994; Ibrahim, 1999), fana' can be
formulated as a spiritual experience focusing strong memory of the greatness and majesty of
Allah SWT. This is further strengthened by the loss of feelings of dependence on something
other than Allah SWT. In practical application, it can be understood that the concept of fana'
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experienced is able to eliminate the focus of Sufis on the state of the environment, so that
every problem that befalls in life can be seen from a positive perspective and conviction that
it will find its solution with the permission of Allah SWT.

This article attempts to examine the concept of fana' found in the discipline of Sufism
and its ability to reduce the stress faced by individuals in the Muslim community today. This
is because, most past works of Sufism focus on the study around the views of prominent
figures on this concept without discussing its implications in the reality of life. Specific
interviews with Sufi practitioners on the East Coast of Peninsular Malaysia were conducted to
identify the extent to which the concept of fana’ that has been understood can have an
impact in life. In this regard, this article attempts to evaluate the views of the Sufi practitioners
on its effect in reducing stress.

Research Methodology

To achieve the research objectives, the method of document analysis has been used by
making the work of al-Ghazali, al-Arbai’n Fi Usul al-Din as the main reference. In addition,
interviews with several expertise in Tasawuf around the East Coast of Peninsular Malaysia
were also conducted. All data collected including the data in the form of interview transcripts
were analysed using content analysis methods.

Fana’ in Al-Ghazali’s Perspectives

In the context of practicing the value of Sufism, al-Ghazali has made magam fana’ as an
instrument to achieve the ma’rifah Allah SWT. In addition, he has the same view as the other
prominent Sufi figures which ma'rifah Allah is the last magam that the salik will have to pass
in achieving the gratification of Allah SWT (al-Ghazali, 1988; Idris, 1999). In this regard, al-
Ghazali also explained that the highest spiritual experience, which can be achieved in the
practice of the Sufi practitioner is when the consciousness of memory (fana') is lost to all
beings in the heavens and the earth except Allah SWT. This condition is also termed with
ma’rifah Allah by him (al-Ghazali, 1988; Chatib, 1996).

In addition, al-Ghazali also uses the term istighrag which also refers to the meaning of
fana'. In this regard, he has stated that the testimony of the greatness of Allah SWT does not
occur in the naked eyes of the salik who is experiencing a state of fana'. On the other hand,
this experience can only be felt through the spiritual view (al-Ghazali, 1988; Maimunah, 2008).

Definitions and Causes of Stress

In general, stress is a response associated with the emotional (psychological) and physical of
an individual as a result of the living environment. These symptoms occur due to the
emotional inability to accept the stress or changes that occur around. This situation also gives
a change to the actions of people who experience it. However, stress that is still under control
can motivate an individual to achieve goals in life. If left unchecked, stress can have negative
implications in a person's life (Abidin, 2009; Australian Psychological Society, 2012; Michie,
2017).
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Symptoms of stress include fatigue, headache, irritability, restlessness, sleep
disturbances, changes in appetite and aggressive behaviour, extreme anxiety and depression,
drug and alcohol abuse, accidents, chest pain, headache, weakening the body's immune
system in fighting infections, exhaustion and so on (Zafir, 2010; Michie, 2017; Ministry of
Health Malaysia, 2017).

According to Abidin. (2009), stress symptoms can be divided into six stages:

P
( 1 > feeling nervous, uneasy, anxious and scared until blood pressure rises

N

2 ) disorders of body organs such as the heart, brain and kidneys

3 ) visual symptoms are not as they should be

body quickly tired, uncomfortable stomachache, heart rate faster than
usual as well as tension in the back and neck muscles

the body's immune system is weakened, digestive system disorders and
lack of enthusiasm in performing daily tasks

5

7._/

heart rate increases, shortness of breath, trembling, running out of energy and
can cause fainting

6

—

Based on the statement of the Ministry of Health Malaysia (2017), stress can occur
due to several factors. Among them, high self-expectation that is too high to be achieved in a
certain period of time. In addition, stress is also caused by conflicts that occur in a household
due to finance, tragedy, workload and conflict among colleagues (Ministry of Health Malaysia
2017). Meanwhile, according to Noorsyafenas & Yunus (2006), stress may also be caused by
social life in the current modern time such as the use of vehicles, computers, mobile phones
and so on. In addition, not believing in gada' and qadar, relying too much on human beings
instead of Allah SWT and difficulty to forgive the mistakes of others is also a source of stress.

Even so, from an Islamic perspective, the main cause of stress in an individual’s life is
due to the state of the heart which is distant from Allah SWT (Norhafizah & Zarrina, 2017). In
this regard, al-Ghazali has outlined ten spiritual heart diseases that need to be purified in
order to be free from stress. The ten traits are greed in eating, greed in speaking, anger,
jealousy, stinginess and love of wealth, love of luxury, love of the world, arrogance, pride and
proud (al-Ghazali, 1988; Hadzrullathfi et. al, 2009). If these characters can be removed, if
these negative traits cannot be purified from the heart, the individual involved will feel this
world is insignificant because of no place to depend on and every problem that befalls seems
to have no way out. Based on this discussion, the cause of stress is divided into four parts,
namely:
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Figure 1: Causes of Stress
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Fana’ Instrument to Reduce Stress in Al-Ghazali’s Spiritual Theory

Based on psychological methods, there are ten important steps that are recommended to
reduce stress, namely gratitude, talking to oneself, breathing regularly, worshiping, resting
and massaging, sharing feelings, leisure, listening to music, positive thinking and exercise
(Ministry of Health Malaysia, 2017). However, based on the views of Sufi scholars, especially
al-Ghazali, stress is a disease related to the soul that stems from al-aghyar (things other than
Allah) is rooted in the heart and eventually it gives rise to various negative traits, some of
which are stress problems (al-Ghazali, 1988). In the discipline of Sufism, there are several
instruments to reduce stress and among them are mainly dhikr and tafakkur (Noorsyafenas
& Yunus, 2006).

Fana’ according to al-Ghazali (1988) is a change in the feelings of the heart that occurs
as a result of continuous memory that exists in the heart. Therefore, according to him, the
process of producing fana’ is necessarily through the practice of dhikr to remember Allah
SWT. However, the practice of dhikr is necessary through four stages. The first stage, the act
of dhikr is done orally. In other words, the verbal pronunciation of dhikr without
contemplation of its meaning is not easy to eliminate stress disorders in a person's feelings.

Therefore, one needs to do dhikr in the second stage, which is to say the word dhikr
in the heart and meditate on its meaning. In this second stage, one has to force oneself to
present the memory of the meaning while remembering the greatness and majesty of Allah
SWT. At that moment, the feeling began to gradually replace the emotional stress that first
settled in the heart. However, al-Ghazali (1988); Cholevas (2013) asserted that the sense of
greatness and majesty of Allah will not last because at this stage, a person is very dependent
on the strength of memory to present the meaning of dhikr performed forcibly. When the
practitioner no longer concentrates on the meaning of the dhikr, then stress slips back into
his emotions causing him to be as disturbed as before. Such person needs a third level of dhikr
and contemplation.

In the third stage, the practitioner who recites dhikr in the heart, is able to easily
present the meaning contained in it. That is, the memory of a person who recites dhikr at that
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time will only focus on the meaning of the greatness and majesty of Allah in addition to the
practitioner himself trying to dispel any form of memory crossed that is other than Allah SWT.
At this point, presenting the memory to the meaning of dhikr mentioned in the heart is no
longer a difficulty for him, in fact it becomes ingrained in him which is quite difficult to
separate from him. Individuals who have this level of remembrance, are able to ward off
various forms of feelings that invite stress towards themselves.

Al-Ghazali suggested that the fourth stage of remembrance is the best level for an
individual to have. Stage four means that the practitioner only needs to focus on the meaning
of dhikr without mentioning the dhikr in the heart. At this stage, only the focus on the meaning
of the greatness and majesty of Allah SWT is done by the practitioner. This process is also
termed in the discipline of Sufism as muragabah. In other words, the practitioner at that time
was able to feel the greatness and majesty of Allah SWT without having to force himself to
say the dhikr in the heart. This ultimately endorses the greatness and majesty of Allah SWT
alone which only feels to exist in the heart so that the memory for oneself also becomes blunt.
This experienced situation is termed by Sufi scholars as fana’. As a result, a person is able to
make his heart free from the shackles of being and indirectly able to relieve stress completely.

Figure 2: Stress Management Process Based on al-Ghazali's Spiritual Theory

) Y )
dhikr remembering the diminishing remembrance
mention the name of . greatness and majesty . towards something other
Allah SWT of Allah SWT than Allah SWT
4 4 4
) Y )
focus on conciousness
Stress eliminated Fana' . and mind towards
Allah SWT
4 4 v

Conclusion

In conclusion, the feeling of stress that envelops the life of the individual can be eliminated
from the heart if there is another conscious memory that is stronger and becomes the focus
for him. The concept of fana’ in al-Ghazali’s spiritual theory refers to the focus of the
consciousness of the memory of the heart only on Allah SWT to the point of blinding all the
consciousness of memories and feelings towards His created beings. The fana' theory put
forward is found to be able to relieve and also eliminate the feeling of stress experienced by
individuals when the techniques and methods outlined can be grasped perfectly.
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