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Extended Abstract
1. Introduction

The innate human inclination toward transcendent worship and
spiritual fulfillment persists despite secular attempts to marginalize
religious frameworks. Modern and postmodern societies, grappling
with the psychological and moral voids left by religious
disengagement, have fostered “godless spiritualities,” among which
Eckankar emerges as a prominent New Religious Movement (NRM).
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Founded by Paul Twitchell (1908-1971), Eckankar synthesizes
elements from Eastern and Western traditions, positioning itself as a
“science of soul travel” aimed at union with Sugmad a purportedly
supreme, impersonal divine force. Notably, Eckankar claims
intellectual lineage to Islamic mystics like Rumi, Hafez, and Attar,
asserting that Rumi’s “Masnavi” is its first coherent text. This study
critically examines Eckankar’s theological foundations, particularly
its conceptualization of Sugmad, against Islamic mysticism’s
orthodox doctrines, with emphasis on Rumi’s teachings. By
addressing the syncretic nature of Eckankar and its alleged ties to
Islamic mysticism, this research contributes to comparative theology

and critiques contemporary spiritual consumerism.

Research Questions

1. How is God conceptualized in Eckankar in terms of unity/plurality,
divine names, and attributes?

2. How is Sugmad characterized in Eckankar’s doctrinal texts and
pseudo-spiritual beliefs, and what are its features, attributes, and
manifestations?

3. To what extent and in what aspects do the similarities and
differences exist between Eckankar’s quasi-mysticism and Islamic
mysticism particularly the teachings of Rumi, regarded as a pillar of
religious mysticism and acknowledged by Eckankar regarding the
concept of God?

2. Literature Review

Research on the religious movement of Eckankar has yielded several
studies, though most remain introductory and lack critical or
comparative depth. Key contributions include:

1. Kazzemzadeh (2008)’s “A Glimpse into Eckankar” provides an
overview of New Religious Movements (NRMs) and secular
mysticisms, briefly addressing Eckankar’s history and secular
orientation. The author outlines the movement’s core beliefs, such as
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its concept of Sugmad and hierarchical cosmology of deities, but
refrains from critical analysis or comparative engagement with other
traditions.

2. In a repetitive effort, Kazzemzadeh (2009)’s “A Study of Emerging
Mysticisms (With a Focus on Eckankar)” reiterates the same cursory
content without advancing analytical or theological critiques.

3. Mashhadian Atash (2010)’s journal article “Mahanta as a Prophet
for Eckists” explores the role and attributes of the Mahanta the living
spiritual guide in Eckankar but limits its scope to descriptive accounts,
avoiding deeper theological or historical contextualization.

4. Meshkani (2010)’s “Prophethood and Modern Prophets of
Eckankar” offers a concise introduction to Eckankar’s founders,
including Paul Twitchell, Darwin Gross, and Harold Klemp, but
similarly lacks systematic analysis of doctrinal claims.

5. Meshkani & Fa’ali (2010)’s “Eckankar in the Mirage of Religion”
briefly references Sugmad within a broader discussion of Eckankar’s
relationship to religion, but its treatment remains superficial and non-
comparative.

6. The most recent study, Ali Balaei et al. (2023)’s “Examining
Eckankar’s Principles in Relation to Islamic Mysticism”, superficially
reviews Eckankar’s tenets such as soul travel, light and sound,
mantras, reincarnation, and the Golden Wisdom Temple (AKA "Ak
Temple") while only marginally addressing Sugmad.

Critical Gap: Despite these efforts, no comprehensive study has
undertaken a rigorous comparative theological analysis of Eckankar’s
concept of Sugmad against the Islamic mystical understanding of God,
particularly as articulated by Rumi, whom Eckankar itself claims as
part of its intellectual heritage. Existing works predominantly focus
on descriptive summaries, neglecting critical engagement with
metaphysical contradictions, eclecticism, or the movement’s
adaptation of pre-existing religious motifs. This lacuna underscores
the necessity of the present research, which pioneers a systematic,
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interdisciplinary critique of Eckankar’s theology through the lens of
Islamic mysticism.

3. Methodology

Employing a comparative analytical-descriptive approach, this study
conducts a textual analysis of Eckankar’s primary sources (e.g.,
Twitchell’s “The Shariyat-Ki-Sugmad”, Harold Klemp’s discourses)
and foundational texts of Islamic mysticism (Rumi’s “Masnavi”, Ibn
Arabi’s works, Quranic exegeses). The framework integrates
theological, philosophical, and historical critiques to evaluate claims
of continuity between Eckankar and Islamic mysticism. Hermeneutic
and phenomenological methods are applied to dissect metaphysical
assertions, while structural analysis identifies eclecticism and
doctrinal contradictions.

4. Results

1. Ontological Divergence: - “Sugmad” is framed as an impersonal,
non-anthropomorphic "ultimate truth" or cosmic energy, devoid of
will, intellect, or relationality. This contrasts sharply with Islamic
mysticism’s personal, omnipresent God (“al-Haqq”), who embodies
both transcendence (“tanzih”) and immanence (“tashbih”). -
Eckankar’s cosmology posits a fragmented hierarchy of “Gods” (e.g.,
Kal Niranjan as a negative demiurge), reflecting dualistic influences
from Hinduism and Gnosticism, whereas Islamic mysticism affirms
absolute divine unity (“tawh1d”) and rejects ontological pluralism.

2. Epistemological Contrast: - Knowledge of Sugmad is mediated
through subjective "soul travel" and living ECK Masters, emphasizing
individual autonomy over communal tradition. Islamic mysticism,
however, roots spiritual knowledge (“ma‘rifa”) in revelation (“wahy”),

prophetic legacy, and disciplined practice (“suluk”) under sharia’s
guidance.

3. Soteriological Tensions: - Eckankar’s goal of "cooperation with
God” through self-effacement superficially parallels Islamic “fana’ fi
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Allah" (annihilation in God). Yet, its rejection of sharia, embrace of
reincarnation, and instrumental view of spiritual practice diverge from
Islam’s emphasis on “baqa’ bi-Allah” (subsistence through God) and
ethical accountability.

4. Historical and Textual Claims: - Eckankar’s appropriation of Rumi
and other mystics is decontextualized. While Rumi’s poetry speaks of
divine love and union, it remains anchored in Quranic ontology and
prophetic tradition, rejecting the pluralism and antinomianism central
to Eckankar.

5. Conclusion

This study reveals Eckankar as a quintessential product of postmodern
spiritual consumerism, eclectically repurposing elements from Islamic
mysticism, Hinduism, and Western esotericism to craft a
“customizable” spirituality for secular audiences. While superficially
echoing themes of unity and transcendence, Sugmad’s impersonal
nature, rejection of sacred law, and dualistic cosmology
fundamentally oppose Islamic mysticism’s integrated worldview. The
divergence underscores the incompatibility of Eckankar’s theology
with orthodox Islamic principles, particularly in its negation of divine
personhood, prophetic authority, and ethical frameworks.
Contributions and Implications

- Theological Clarity: Demarcates boundaries between orthodox
mysticism and syncretic NRMs, cautioning against superficial
conflations.

- Cultural Critique: Highlights the risks of spiritual commodification,
urging scholars to promote authentic mystical traditions responsive to
contemporary needs.

- Future Research: Calls for interdisciplinary studies on the
psychological impacts of NRMs and the role of digital media in
disseminating hybrid spiritualities.
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This analysis reaffirms the necessity of grounding spiritual discourse
in coherent metaphysical frameworks, resisting reductionist trends
that dilute profound theological legacies.

Keywords: Sugmad, Eckankar, Islamic Mysticism, Comparative
Theology, Unity of Being (Wahdat-e Wojud), Spiritual Pluralism.
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