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INTRODUCTION



Optimism.


Holding out hope for the possibility of what’s to come, no matter what our lives might look like right now.


Sadly, we live in a world that often embraces the opposite, the doom and gloom, as if all hope is lost. But I’m here to tell you that it’s not. No matter how bad things look—politically, economically, personally—there is hope. And the amazing thing I’ve learned over the course of my life and career is that the simple act of bringing optimism to every challenge we face often serves as the lifeboat that carries us through to the other side.


I have lived what most people would describe as a challenging life. Born in the Middle East to a family that was persecuted simply because of our peaceful Baha’i beliefs, I endured numerous traumas before I was sixteen years old. Twice I found myself in circumstances that I did not think I would come out of alive. And while the difficulties I faced in my early life likely left psychological imprints that I may not be cognizant of, they did not define me. Rather, they paved the path forward. They emboldened me, made me stronger, and ultimately led me on this journey that I’m about to share with you—and for which I am nothing but grateful.


From an arduous trek out of Iran to arriving as a refugee on U.S. soil, to launching a billion-dollar initial public offering (IPO) on Wall Street just ten years later, my story (in part) follows the arc of the immigrant’s all-American Dream. But I’m also grateful for what happened next: living through losses, financial and otherwise, which might have stopped many people in their tracks—losses that for the most part were caused by outdated flaws built into our capitalist system. And then? Finding the strength, support, and love that was needed in order to rise up again, emotionally as well as economically.


None of that would have happened, nor would it have been possible, without my Faith. And yet, the surprising lesson I learned along the way is that faith and spirituality are almost entirely missing from the capitalist system to which we’ve all become accustomed. Which left me asking myself, “Why?” Why would we leave our highest callings by the wayside in the business world when, in the rest of life, they often serve as the difference between what works for us and what works against us?


The entirety of my life’s journey led me to where I am today: to a belief that capitalism needs to change. Together, we can learn from the triumphs and woes of our past and present in order to create a system that will allow our economic life to be an inseparable part of our service life. One that lifts our spirits rather than leaving us empty and unfulfilled.


And no, I’m not talking about socialism. What I’m talking about is something called “spiritual capitalism.” I’m talking about a collective realignment of values that can transform the business world into a system that focuses less on greed and more on the betterment of the world and each other.


Is that a lofty goal? Sure. But that’s where the optimism comes in.


Today I run a successful business called One Planet Group, one that’s grown on a model that I hope will one day serve as an example that might lift us all toward a brighter future. And with this book, I hope to show how every one of us can learn from the challenges we face, and then act—as individuals, as communities, as companies, as countries, as part of humanity itself—in order to help make life better for us all.


Throughout these pages, you will find questions meant to help you reflect on what you’ve read—not as it relates to me and my story, but as it relates to you and your story. Because no matter where we’re from, what our background is, whether we’re rich, or poor, or something in between, there is no way around the fact that challenges and difficulties will mark each of our journeys in life. We will not reach great achievements or accomplishments without overcoming obstacles, many of which we cannot anticipate or even imagine until we face them.


Our struggles and difficulties are inevitable.


There will be no highs without lows.


But perhaps more importantly (as my Faith has taught me): All lows are followed by highs.


Which is why, right now, no matter what is happening—in our personal lives, our business lives, or in the world at large—we all have reason to be optimistic about what will come next.


Perhaps after reading these words, you will see your life’s journey so far, as well as the difficult journeys that lie ahead, as less traumatic, less daunting, and maybe just a little more joyful. After all, as almost every faith on Earth reminds us, there is power to be found in embracing the journey itself . . .


With love,


payam zamani










PART I



ESCAPING THE PAST


“Our past is not the thing that matters so much in this world as what we intend to do with our future.”


—Shoghi Effendi










CHAPTER ONE
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PASSING GO


My suite at the Four Seasons in Lower Manhattan felt like something straight out of a palace: a corner room, on a high floor, with big windows and a balcony.


I lay back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, trying to imagine what the nightly cost of such a room must be.


Credit Suisse First Boston bank had arranged my reservation. The tab for my stay would be drawn from our proceeds once tomorrow was over. After the market closed. After our IPO had launched. When the price of a room even this luxurious might suddenly seem insignificant to me.


I noticed a button next to the bed that appeared to be something other than a light switch. I was curious what it did, so I pressed it—and the blinds came down. I had never seen remote-controlled blinds before. I had never even heard of them at the time. So I sat there raising and lowering the blinds, thinking, This is crazy.


The dream that my brother and I had set into motion just five years earlier was about to come true—a vision that would have been impossible for us to even think of achieving five years before that. Before we arrived in this country. Two refugees seeking to build a new life in a foreign land.


Neither one of us were refugees any longer, but it felt a bit like we were entering foreign territory by stepping into the Wall Street den.


We had just returned from an all-expense-paid dinner at Sparks Steak House. “Not just a steak house, but the steak house in Midtown Manhattan,” as one of our hosts from Geocapital Partners explained. Sparks was a restaurant as famous for its steaks as it was notorious for being a mob hangout. It’s the spot where the head of the Gambino crime family was gunned down by four of John Gotti’s men in 1985. Why such a reputation would make a restaurant more popular rather than less popular was a mystery to me, but Sparks was definitely the place where the wolves of Wall Street wined and dined their best clients at that time, in March of 1999.


My brother and I had flown in from San Francisco. Business class. (Also arranged by the bank.) After five years spent driving to meetings to woo potential clients because flying was too expensive—then flying coach, sharing hotel rooms, taking red-eyes, sometimes storing a change of clothes in a locker at a connecting airport so I could avoid hotel expenses altogether while we built our startup from the ground up—we were now the ones being wined and dined (or at least the dined piece; neither of us drink).


In the morning, our company, AutoWeb, was set to go public—at the height of the late-1990s dot-com boom.


The bank was sending a car with a driver to pick us up, take us to Credit Suisse’s trading floor, and then whisk us off to meet the president of the Nasdaq Stock Exchange. We had already spent the afternoon at Geocapital’s headquarters across the Hudson River in Fort Lee, New Jersey, reviewing the books with the bankers and our board of directors, deciding where to set our initial share price. We had gone in planning to sell five million shares at $8 to $10 per share; but pre-IPO demand was now anticipated at somewhere around ninety-five million shares. So, sitting at a conference table on speakerphone with the gang from Credit Suisse, we set the IPO price at the very top of our dream range: $14 per share.


That’s the same price Netscape had launched at two years earlier, when its stock price exploded into the stratosphere, making it one of the most successful IPOs in history.


The way things are going, I thought as the shades went up, that could be us in less than twenty-four hours.


My brother and I had retained 40 percent of our company going in, which meant that after the IPO, we would both be millionaires, many, many times over. All because of an idea and a business model that we had dreamed up and built from absolutely nothing. I didn’t even know what the internet was when we first started. My brother was the tech guy. I was the sales guy. The get-it-done guy. The scrappy kid who was already in business for himself, employing college kids to paint houses after working my way through school by taking part-time jobs at a pizza joint, a cannery, a T-shirt printing shop, and more in Modesto, California.


There are movies and TV shows built around these sorts of only-in-America stories—of kids who start with nothing and reach the top through hard work and a little good fortune. But we weren’t even from America. We had only been in this country a little over ten years, and I barely spoke any English when I arrived.


As I sat there, on the most comfortable bed I had ever encountered, pressing that button, opening and closing the blinds, I couldn’t help but think back to where it all began.


So far from the U.S.


So far from the big-city lights that lit up my room when the blinds went up.


So far from the freedom and opportunities that exist in this country I now called home.
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“Hey, you. You!” an older boy yelled. “Dog!”


At first, I didn’t realize the boy was yelling at me. But he was. He was walking right toward me. He looked angry. So I stopped.


I was on my way to school. Minding my own business. It was cold, and my mom had dressed me in a warm winter hat she had hand-knitted for me to wear on the long walk to first grade.


I honestly don’t remember what other insults came out of the boy’s mouth before he reached me. I just remember that he pulled my hat from my head, spit in it, then put it back on my head, squishing his spit down into my hair.


This was my welcome to Aliabad, a small city not far from the Caspian Sea, in the northern part of Iran where my parents had just moved us.


To be honest, even at such a young age, I was pretty used to that sort of treatment. It was nothing, really. The same boy would do that to me again and again, all winter long. Other boys also occasionally beat me up after school. My older sister (who was in her early teens at the time) got beat up more often and far worse than I did. So I just did my best to steer clear of those who wanted to hurt me—to go about my days living peacefully and lovingly, as best I could. “Living my Faith,” as they say. Leading by example, as my parents taught me I should.


As a young Baha’i in Iran, it was the only choice I had. The only life I knew.


I was too young to understand why the Faith my parents chose to embrace was hated by so many people. My older brother and sister and I had never been taught to hate anyone. I had been taught only to love and to be loving in my interactions with others. No matter how inhospitable other kids and their parents acted toward us, my parents insisted we live up to Baha’i principles, which include respecting all religions and praying for the unity of all people.


Why would anyone find fault in that? I wondered.


The house my parents rented in Aliabad was located in an orchard, surrounded by fig trees, which sounds pleasant enough. But with no real walls surrounding the property and a bathroom that was located outside of the main house, it was scary to me. People often climbed in the trees in the yard, and at times, especially at night, I was terrified to go to the bathroom. I would choose not to go rather than risk a confrontation in the dark.


My first-grade year wasn’t all bad. In fact, most of my memories of that time are good ones. I was a happy kid. So much so that teachers, friends, and relatives sometimes asked, “Why do you always have a smile on your face?”


I remember the excitement of going to visit my mother’s relatives in the capital city of Tehran on holidays—and making trips to see small villages, too, passing breathtakingly beautiful fields along the way. Plus, no matter what happened, I never saw myself as a victim. My parents insisted that living our Faith, especially in places where the Baha’i Faith was misunderstood or maligned, was a noble cause. We were showing the world what it meant to be Baha’i, just as the writings of our Faith tell us: “To be a Baha’i simply means to love all the world, to love humanity and try to serve it—to work for Universal Peace, and Universal Brotherhood.”


From my parents, I witnessed acts of love, service, and kindness flowing in every direction.


That same year, one of my aunts in Tehran was diagnosed with terminal cancer, and my mother dedicated herself to traveling back and forth to see her as much as she could. Since we didn’t own a car, she traveled by bus or by train, which meant that those trips were long. I didn’t like it when she left because she was our pillar. In this inhospitable town, she literally kept our family safe—and at six and seven years old, I worried a lot more whenever she was away.


One day, I was visibly sad as I watched my mom get ready to leave. So she decided to do something special to try to make up for her absence.


“What do you want?” she asked. “I’ll buy you a gift in Tehran.”


It was extremely rare for my parents to offer to buy us gifts. We were not wealthy. I would say we were a lower-middle-class family, which meant we always had enough to eat, and a roof over our heads, but gifts were only given on special occasions. So I was surprised by her offer, and my mind went spinning at the opportunity: Tehran. The big city. The Iranian capital. A city more connected to the world than anything to be found in this little town.


What do I want? What do I really want?


“A Monopoly set!” I blurted out.


Surprised by my choice, my mother laughed and promised to look for one as she hugged me goodbye. Just the thought of it turned my mood around. Instead of feeling sad, I was excited for her to make the trip, and especially to make her return.


I don’t remember where or when I first heard about Monopoly, but the concept of the game fascinated me: an American game where you could amass real estate, collect rents, and receive $200 just for passing “Go.”


Of course that’s what I want!


My mother did not disappoint. She brought me back my first Monopoly set, and I was thrilled. It brings me to tears as I write this. She had so many problems, from keeping her kids safe while living in danger herself to worrying about losing her sister, yet she remembered what she had promised. For me.


The game she brought home wasn’t a knockoff, either, like so much of the Western merchandise one could buy in the markets of Tehran. It was in its original box, made by the American game maker Parker Brothers. It was an Iranian version of Monopoly, so the streets were named after streets in Tehran instead of Park Place or Baltic Avenue, but it was real. I valued that set so much. I didn’t want anything to happen to it. I didn’t even want the fake money to get wrinkled, so I took all those colorful paper bills and glued them, piece by piece, onto hand-cut rectangles of cardboard so they wouldn’t get messed up.


Playing that game was an escape for me. I would lose myself in the excitement of it, the strategy of it, the dream of it. I’m sure I drove my parents and siblings crazy, and my Baha’i neighbors, too, asking to play as often as I did.


Life in town wouldn’t get any easier. It actually grew far worse for my sister before the school year was over, prompting my parents to move us to another town that wasn’t quite so inhospitable to Baha’is. And I was thankful for that move. Especially since my love of Monopoly grew into a real-life love of all things business and would spill into my early life as a budding entrepreneur.


Fast-forwarding a bit here, I was eight years old when I first tried to figure out my financial net worth. I didn’t know the term “net worth,” and I’m not sure that anyone taught me the concept at all. I was just curious to see what I had accumulated in terms of stuff during my childhood years, and what it might be worth. So I went around our house and put value tags on everything that was mine, from an eraser, to a pen, to my books, to my clothing. It didn’t add up to very much, but I enjoyed knowing that I had assets, and I wanted to keep track of them.


Maybe a year later, my mother bought me a new cap. A baseball cap. And I loved it.


I wasn’t the only one.


On the street one day, I walked by a random man who said, “Oh, nice baseball cap.”


Without even thinking about it, I said, “You want it?”


To my surprise, he said, “Yes.”


“Well, how much?” I asked, and he gave me a price that I knew was higher than what my mom had paid for it.


“Okay, here, you have it,” I said. I handed him the cap, and he handed me the money. My first-ever sale for profit! I was so excited I ran all the way home, and the first thing my mom said when I walked through the door was, “Where’s your cap?”


“I sold it!” I said proudly, but before I could tell her the story (or show her the money), she got really upset.


“The clothing we buy you is not for sale,” she told me.


“But I sold it for more than you—”


“What did I say?”


“The clothing you buy me is not for sale.”


“Will you sell the clothing we buy for you ever again?”


“No,” I replied, lowering my head. “I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t have that information before. I won’t do it again.”


The value of the hat, to her, was much more than just monetary. As a family, we would only shop for clothing twice a year: once for the Persian New Year, the other for back to school. It would take something extraordinary to prompt my parents to buy anything at any other time.


My parents taught us to value and take good care of the things we owned, so I should have known better than to part with it so easily.


A couple of years later, in the early 1980s, I desperately wanted a pair of Adidas shoes. I was maybe ten by then, and they were more than just shoes to me. They represented the freedom found in America. They represented the kids of my generation and a whole new brand of music and culture that was sweeping the world.


They didn’t sell Adidas at the local shoe stores. Only certain fashionable boutiques in Tehran sold them, and I knew where one of those boutiques was located. So, after saving up enough to buy them, all on my own, I pestered my dad (who was working in the city at the time) to take me with him so I could buy the shoes.


I’m sure he thought it was frivolous of me to spend my money on an overpriced pair of shoes, but he also believed that anyone who saves their own money has a right to choose how they spend it. So, a few weeks later, he took me to Tehran. We bought the Adidas. I’ll never forget what it felt like, carrying that Adidas box back to his place of work in the unmarked offices of Tehran’s Baha’i Local Spiritual Assembly, sitting down, gently removing the shoes from their box, lifting them to my nose and smelling that new-shoe smell, then returning them to the box ever so carefully.


I kept and wore those Adidas until there was nothing left of them. That’s how I was raised: When we had a pair of shoes, we would only buy another pair after the first pair was no longer wearable—not because it was old, out of fashion, or simply not good enough anymore, but because it was literally falling apart.


That’s just how it was.


When my dad got his paycheck at the beginning of the month, my mom and dad sat down together to divide it up. Together they decided how much we could spend as a family that month (after the bills were paid), and that money went to my mom. My brother, sister, and I would each get a small allowance, and they would always set some savings aside, but my mom was the one responsible for managing the monthly expenses and making sure we would not run out. My father was the breadwinner, and she was the one in charge of budgeting. There was equality in that relationship that never wavered. And they always set aside enough money to assure that we wouldn’t get into trouble. They managed it well, which allowed us to live a dignified life.


I really believe that my parents and their unique paths led me to become the budding entrepreneur and business-minded kid I was—but also a kid who would understand from an early age that living a life of service was important, even when it required some pretty extreme sacrifices. Like having my hat spit in. Or being picked on and beat up so often that I considered it normal.


The values of service and sacrifice were rooted deeply in my parents’ lives, in every decision they made, because those values ran so deep in our Faith.


Honestly, there is no way for me to go on trying to explain who I am or how I got here without telling you more about the story of my parents and the sacrifices they made on a daily basis for the betterment of the world around them. So that’s where I’ll take you next.










REFLECTIONS ON CHAPTER ONE



What was your first business experience as a child? When did you first learn the value of money? Do you remember how finances were handled in your home? How much of an influence did those early financial lessons have on the way you handle your finances now? And is that a good thing, or something that you feel could use some improvement?


Thinking back on your own childhood, what were some of the first joys—and hardships—that influenced who you became? If you went through difficult times, facing adversity or prejudice from others, how did you handle it? Looking back, would you have handled things differently knowing all that you know now? Are there ways in which you’d like to improve how you handle adversity or prejudice going forward?


Did you feel welcomed in your own community when you were younger?


On the flip side, were you and your family welcoming to others?
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“Be generous in prosperity, and thankful in adversity. Be worthy of the trust of thy neighbor, and look upon him with a bright and friendly face.”


—Baha’u’llah










CHAPTER TWO
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ON FAITH AND FAMILY


My father was born in 1935, during an era of great change in Iran.


It was the very same year that Reza Shah—the king of the country between 1925 and 1941—first asked officials from around the world to refer to the country as Iran rather than Persia. This meant that Iran’s citizens would come to be called Iranians, as they are still called today, rather than Persians, as they had been referred to for thousands of years.


Reza Shah did this after making several other sweeping—some might say progressive—reforms aimed at modernizing Iran and better aligning the country with certain Western nations starting in the 1920s. For instance, he insisted that women uncover their hair in public, and that men wear Western-style suits instead of the long, traditional Muslim garb. His reforms also included establishing the University of Tehran (the country’s first modern university), along with a nationwide system of contemporary, Western-style schools for Iran’s children.


My father wasn’t allowed to attend those schools.


Abdul was born on the outskirts of Isfahan, in the small village of Sedeh in central Iran, a town known for its population’s very traditional, even fanatical, Islamic views. Those views included the idea that the only education a child needs in life is to learn the Quran—the central religious text of Islam, which Muslims believe was dictated by God directly to the Prophet Muhammad.


My dad’s father (my grandfather) believed there was another reason to keep him far from any modern classroom as well: “If you go to school, you’ll become a Babi!”


As a child, my father had little idea what the term Babi referred to. He only knew that it was considered to be something shameful, distasteful, and against tradition.*


My grandfather came from a wealthy family. Apparently, he inherited a good deal of money and land, but over the years he lost all of it to an opioid addiction, which caused him to become harsh, even violent. There were stories of him killing a man, a farmer, during an argument over water rights to his land. Worse? He killed one of his own sons, my dad’s older brother, while disciplining him—and when my dad was just an infant, my grandfather threw him into a garden, where a stick went into his eye. My dad has been blind in that eye ever since.


Even as a young child, my father knew that he wanted nothing to do with such violence.


He also wanted nothing to do with fanatical beliefs. So he decided to do something about it.


His uncle from his mother’s side was a well-known clergyman who owned a small store in town. Once every month he gave my young dad an important errand to run: He would hand him some money to go make a payment against a loan he had received from a local wealthy individual.


On one of these occasions, my dad took the money, went to the bus station, bought a ticket to a far-off city, and never returned.


He was eleven years old.


For the next two years, my father took whatever odd job he could find to keep going. He found work in stores, as a sort of servant in somebody’s home, doing hard labor on the Iranian railroad projects—hitching rides or walking from town to town. He ultimately journeyed all the way to the southern part of Iran, to an oil-rich province where a lot of people from his area would migrate in the hope of finding better-paying jobs. By my estimate, according to the list of towns he visited, he traversed more than 1,500 miles as a child, mostly on foot, by the time he settled on the streets of Ahvaz.


That part of Iran, near the Persian Gulf and the Iraqi border, gets hot. It’s not unusual for the thermometer to reach 120 degrees Fahrenheit. But he didn’t find work there. He became a street kid, living in the shadows. And that’s where he found his younger brother, who had also fled home in the hopes of uniting with my dad. Together, they lived as street children, doing whatever it took to survive, as the world began to pick up the pieces from the ravages of World War II.


By that time, Reza Shah had been forced by the Allied powers to abdicate the throne, replaced by his son Mohammad Reza—the man whom most Westerners today remember simply as “the Shah,” as he held the throne from 1941 until February of 1979. He was a young king, still in his twenties when the war ended, and in one of many efforts to continue to modernize and westernize the country, his government developed a pilot program to get kids like my dad and my uncle off the streets.


In 1950, the Shah’s agents swept through Ahvaz, taking my dad, his brother, and other street children to a “foster home,” which was more like a detention center in southern Tehran—about five hundred miles away by bus. Whether they liked it or not, they were locked up in that facility until they turned eighteen.


“That’s the best thing that could have ever happened to me,” my dad has told me on several occasions. “I had food. I had a place to sleep. They were educating me . . .”


My dad had never been taught how to read and write. He was frustrated by not being able to read street signs as he walked across the country. But in that facility, at the age of fifteen, he finally started learning how to read and write. He was so hungry for an education that he studied constantly, skipping his way through two grades in one year, and three years the next. He could hardly wait until he turned eighteen, when he would be free to go back into the world as an educated young man.


Unfortunately, before that day came, his brother got sick with measles. He was taken from the foster home to a hospital, where he died.


Upon learning the news, my father’s mother and uncle showed up at the facility.


“It’s time to come back home,” his mother told him.


After all those years, and remembering the life he and his brother had left behind, he replied, “No, thank you. I’m happy here. I’m getting everything I need.”


He refused to go with them.


After his eighteenth birthday, when my dad was finally free to go his own way, the administrators at the facility set him up with a job at a public hospital in Tehran. He started doing bookkeeping while continuing to take classes, incentivized by a government program that allowed him to earn more once he completed his high school education. It wasn’t long before he earned his diploma and started earning a government paycheck that would serve him for the next twenty years and beyond.


My dad is living proof that no matter how old (or young) we may be, and no matter how misplaced we feel in the circumstances of the family or even the country in which we were born, real change and growth are possible. Anything is possible.


“Regard man as a mine rich in gems of inestimable value. Education can, alone, cause it to reveal its treasures, and enable mankind to benefit therefrom.”


—Baha’u’llah
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My mother was born Mahboobeh Ibrahimi in 1933, in a small town called Osku, just outside the city of Tabriz in East Azerbaijan Province in northwest Iran. Her family, like the majority of families in that part of the country, was of Turkish descent, which meant that she was raised speaking Azeri Turkish as her primary language.


She was raised Baha’i.


While her mother only became Baha’i after getting married, her father was a longtime Baha’i so devoted to the Faith that he once made a pilgrimage, walking on foot to the Holy Land, Israel, to personally meet Abdu’l-Baha—the son of the founder of the Faith.* That is how young the Baha’i Faith is, that my grandfather was able to meet one of the Faith’s most important figures in person.


Indeed, compared with all major religions, the Baha’i Faith is very young. It was founded in the nineteenth century by Baha’u’llah, a modern-day prophet regarded by Baha’is much in the same way other religions regard Muhammad, Moses, Zoroaster, Krishna, the Buddha, or Jesus Christ. (For a deeper explanation of this aspect of the Baha’i Faith, see Appendix A.)


Baha’u’llah designated his son Abdu’l-Baha as his successor and he continued to spread the message of the Faith into the twentieth century, which ultimately took him on an epic trip to Europe and North America in 1912.


It’s hard to imagine that my mother’s father met this man himself—that the son of the founder of the Faith that shaped my parents’ lives, my life, and the lives of millions of Baha’is around the world was alive so recently that he traveled to the West to spread the message of the Faith. There are photographs we can see of Abdu’l-Baha, along with first-edition copies of the many books he and Baha’u’llah wrote, not just paintings, writings, or oral histories from hundreds or thousands of years ago as it is with many key figures in the world’s largest religions. This offers Baha’is (and frankly humanity) a treasure trove of original and authenticated teachings that go beyond one single book. There are thousands of primary sources—books, letters, and documents written by the Bab; Baha’u’llah; Abdu’l-Baha; the Guardian of the Baha’i Faith, Shoghi Effendi—as well as guidance from the Universal House of Justice, a democratically elected body that serves as the supreme governing body of the Faith, which according to the sacred writings of the Baha’i Faith and as ordained by Baha’u’llah was established in 1963.


Of course, speaking of Baha’u’llah and his forerunner, the Bab, as “prophets” strikes some followers of other religions as objectionable, if not blasphemous. This is what makes being Baha’i so dangerous in certain parts of the world—especially in the Middle East, where extremists believe that Muhammad was God’s final prophet and that believing otherwise is an insult worthy of death.


It is a subject that hits very close to home, and which affected my mother’s home when she was still very young.


My mom’s father was an importer of fabric who regularly traveled on foot to Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, to buy textiles to bring back to Iran. When my mother was six years old, her father left on one of these trips—and never came home. His family was told that on his way back, not far from their town, a group of Muslims discovered he was Baha’i and drowned him in a river.


My mom is one of four siblings who survived to adulthood, and their mother, who was in her thirties at that point, was left to raise them as a single mom. As if that weren’t challenging enough, the northwest part of Iran was taken over by the Soviet Union during World War II, and living conditions became unbearable for years. There were times when my mother (who was two years older than my dad) recalls having no food to eat. She recalls that it was not uncommon for her and her siblings to see dead people on the streets.


When the war ended, their mom got sick and was taken to an American hospital in Tabriz. Worried she was going to die, she and her siblings traveled to the hospital together, but my mom wasn’t allowed inside. “You’re too young,” a nurse told her.


As the rest of her siblings went inside, she cried outside alone—until she looked up and saw her mom standing in a window, mouthing the words, “Don’t cry.” Standing next to her was the nurse, also gesturing to my mom to keep quiet.


Decades later she would retell the story, saying, “I saw this nurse in a beautiful white hat, looking so professional, and I thought to myself, ‘I’m gonna become a nurse, and I’m gonna let all the kids in the hospital.’”


Her mother recovered, and when my mom was fifteen, she moved the family to Tehran—about four hundred miles to the east.


My mother did not speak a word of Persian, which is the dominant language in Tehran. Yet, at that young age, she was able to get a job as a cleaner at a nonprofit hospital that was funded and run by Baha’is. She let everyone know that she wanted to be a nurse someday. She grew close to some of the doctors and learned from them how to read the English alphabet, so she could fetch the right medicine boxes when they asked for them. Without being allowed to continue her formal education, she kept on learning, rising through the ranks at that hospital—not only to become a nurse, but eventually to become the head nurse for the surgery room.


My mom is not alive anymore. She passed away in 2017. But you could not talk to my mom without her talking about being a nurse. That was her pride and joy. She loved the profession and loved what it meant to be of service to others in a way that so aligned with the tenets of her Faith, as described by Abdu’l-Baha: “This is worship: to serve mankind and to minister to the needs of the people. Service is prayer. A physician ministering to the sick, gently, tenderly, free from prejudice and believing in the solidarity of the human race, he is giving praise.”


Perhaps the best example of her dedication came when she was in her early twenties. A child was born to a Muslim mom in the nonprofit hospital where my mom worked, and during the birth, the mother died. The dad was beside himself. “What am I going to do with this baby?” he cried. The man was blind, but his primary concern was that the baby was a girl. “I don’t want her,” he declared, and he walked away, never to be heard from again.


My mom decided then and there to adopt the baby girl. That’s how loving she was.


As a single young woman in Iran, it became clear that there was no way that her family would ever approve of such a thing, nor was it possible to make such an adoption legal, so instead, she did the best she could. The hospital allowed her to take the child home and care for her until she found a couple who were willing to adopt her. Thanks to that couple, the girl was educated, got married, and lived a life that otherwise could have ended before it had a chance to truly begin. I know all of this not only because I heard the story from my parents, but because I happened to meet the girl’s husband, many decades later, while on a pilgrimage myself to the holiest place for Baha’is: the Mansion of Bahji, the Shrine of Baha’u’llah, near Haifa, Israel. He said, “You’ll never believe this, but you’re my wife’s brother.” I was confused for a moment, thinking, I don’t have another sister, but all those years later, this man had come to think of my mom as this girl’s mom. Even though she had moved to Australia, and we had never met, she always remembered what my mother had done for her.


So, before my mom and dad ever met, my mother already had a reputation as a Baha’i who valued service. She was the young woman at the nonprofit hospital who stepped up to save a little Muslim girl from abandonment—and that was just one of many selfless acts she performed while working at that hospital.
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In 1955, at the age of twenty, my dad heard a voice on the radio that caught his attention. It was the country’s most widely known and admired Mullah (that’s the word for any Muslim clergy or mosque leader), and this man was railing against the Baha’is.


At the time, my father didn’t know much about the Baha’i Faith. All he knew was that this Mullah was trying to incite people to violence against Baha’is, to beat them up, to do bad things to them.


Why? he wondered.


Nothing the Mullah said made it clear why these people were so bad, or why they deserved to be the target of such harm.


The radio campaign continued for weeks, backed by propaganda schemes painting Baha’is as heretics and enemies of God, spurring horrific acts of violence against them, men, women, and children alike, all over the country, until finally the Mullah incited a mob to occupy and demolish the Baha’i Center in Tehran.


My father was riveted by the news—not because he wanted to follow the Mullah’s lead in any way, but because he wanted to understand. He had been raised Muslim, gone to mosque, and prayed to Allah five times a day, every day, for as long as he remembered—and he vividly remembered the disdain in his father’s voice when he told him that a modern education would turn him into a “Babi.”


“But why?” he wondered. “Why should anyone rise to violence against these people?”


He decided it was time to seek answers.


He wasn’t sure where to begin, but as fate would have it, that very same week, while talking to a woman at his work, he said, “I noticed you were not here yesterday.” And she said, “Yeah, I was not here because it was my holy day. I’m a Baha’i.”


“Oh!” he said.


He thought it was brave of her to admit this to him considering current events. He also knew this was his chance. “Can you introduce me to somebody who can tell me more about the Baha’i Faith?” he asked.


She kindly introduced my dad to two people: Mr. Bakhtaver and Dr. Majzub. They were both around his age, and they ended up taking him under their wings. I mention their names here because they are important to me. They became two of my dad’s best friends, and were it not for them, life might have taken a very different path for my dad and his future family.


Mr. Bakhtaver and Dr. Majzub, these two kind individuals, answered my father’s questions and took him to Baha’i gatherings. Ultimately my dad became a Baha’i—but not before truly and deeply studying the Faith. “The independent investigation of truth” is a tenet of the Baha’i Faith, even for those who are born into a Baha’i family. So he took his time and drove his new friends nuts with all the questions he asked. He also read the writings of Baha’u’llah and other central figures of the Faith with the same voraciousness he had applied to learning to read and write. He probably absorbed more history and understanding of the Baha’i Faith in a year than the average person might in a decade. But the most important things he learned were found in the fundamentals of the Faith—a fountain of ideas and beliefs that aligned with much of what his gut had told him was right, even when he was a young boy.


First of all, it was a Faith committed to a world without violence.


A Faith based on love.


Baha’is believe in peace, harmony, and unity; the independent investigation of truth; the equality of women and men; and finding agreement between science and religion. They also believe that no religion should be inherited, including the Baha’i Faith itself. At the age of fifteen or older, children raised in a Baha’i family are considered to be spiritually mature enough to determine for themselves whether or not they want to continue, and they’re free to put off that choosing until they are older if that’s what they feel is the right thing to do—the polar opposite of how my dad was raised.


He loved that idea, and so much more. The Baha’i Faith’s central purpose is the unity of humanity. Its followers join no political parties. There are no secret alliances, motives, or interests. Major Baha’i principles include the eradication of all forms of prejudice, the abolition of the extremes of wealth and poverty, and the protection of the human rights of all people.


As a result, Baha’is don’t have clergy. There are no clerics who dictate thought or participate in political agendas. The affairs of the community and its administration are seen to by volunteers, democratically elected in free elections (without nomination or campaigning) to serve on Spiritual Assemblies at the local and national levels—and those elected to the Baha’i supreme governing body, the Universal House of Justice, who are elected during gatherings of the National Spiritual Assemblies in Haifa, Israel, every five years. In fact, that election serves as the only fully democratized international election in the world, and Baha’i elected officials serve with no agenda other than to serve the Baha’i community and to serve humanity.


My dad could hardly believe such a faith existed.


He decided to devote his life to the Faith and to share its teachings with anyone who was interested in listening.


He never expected that this would also lead to finding the love of his life.


Just after he turned twenty-six, my father was speaking with a doctor who worked in the same hospital he did, and this doctor said, “There’s a woman I want to introduce you to. She’s a nurse at the other hospital I work at. You’re a Baha’i, she’s a Baha’i,” as if that simple fact alone would make them a perfect fit. My dad laughed at first. In Tehran, there were approximately one hundred thousand Baha’is. So what were the odds that this one Baha’i woman would become his wife?


Apparently, the odds were in his favor. He was interested in her from the moment they met, and my mom was just as interested in him. She was taken by his enthusiasm and dedication to wanting to lead a life of service himself.


Traditionally, when an Iranian boy wants to marry an Iranian girl, he takes his parents to meet her parents, to ask for their permission. In my dad’s case, that wasn’t about to happen, so instead, he took Mr. Bakhtaver—who, if you remember, was about the same age as my dad.


My grandmother’s initial reaction to the sight of the two of them asking for her daughter’s hand was, “No! Absolutely not!”


First of all, my dad wasn’t Turkish. He wasn’t from Azerbaijan. Second, he was brand new to the Baha’i Faith. So her reaction was something along the lines of, “Go read a little bit more. Bye!”


Parental consent for marriage is part of Baha’i law, too. My dad was worried. But on the way down the stairs from the second floor, Mr. Bakhtaver looked back at my mom, and my mom mouthed the words, “Make it work.”


Mr. Bakhtaver was Turkish, and my mom’s family loved him. And so, he made it work.


My parents ended up getting married, and it didn’t take long before everyone realized just how much the two of them saw eye to eye.


My dad was on fire for his newfound faith. He wanted to spread the message everywhere. And in Iran, that was dangerous. Yet he did not care. He would say, “The worst thing is they kill me. It’s okay.” And my mom, her father’s daughter, the girl who went from cleaning floors to running the surgery room, was right there beside him.


Together, they decided to spend their lives living in some of the most inhospitable places for Baha’is in Iran, just for the sake of spreading the message. They would find places where no other Baha’i lived, so they could be the first Baha’i there. They would share the example of what it meant to live the Baha’i Faith, and that is where they would find their joy. Not by preaching on street corners or handing out flyers, but by teaching through their presence and their deeds. They would live according to what Baha’u’llah wrote in The Hidden Words: “Guidance hath ever been given by words, and now it is given by deeds. Everyone must show forth deeds that are pure and holy, for words are the property of all alike, whereas such deeds as these belong only to Our loved ones. Strive then with heart and soul to distinguish yourselves by your deeds.”


Did that create a lot of challenges and suffering? Yes. Yet they felt that any suffering was worth the effort, and they would not let threats of harm stand in the way of living their lives to the fullest—which included starting a family of their own.


My sister, Ahdieh, came into their lives and joined their journey in 1962.


My brother, Farhang, came along a couple of years after that.


And it was shortly before my birth on February 12, 1971, when I was still in my mother’s womb, that my parents left the relative comfort and tolerance found in the diverse population of Tehran to move our family to the small village of Kalak—fifteen miles to the west, and a million miles from ease.





*“Babi” means a follower of the Bab, who was the forerunner to Baha’u’llah, the prophet and founder of the Baha’i Faith. Many people who couldn’t tell the difference called Baha’is “Babis,” and the term was far from a term of endearment.


*Baha’u’llah and his family had been sent in exile to that part of the Middle East, which at the time was under the rule of the Ottoman Empire and was called Palestine (today, it’s Israel).










REFLECTIONS ON CHAPTER TWO



Have you ever thought about how much of your fate, especially early in life, was determined by where you were born? Or where you lived? Or whether or not there was a dominant religion in your country or region, and whether or not your parents were a part of it?


How much do you know about your own parents’ life journeys, and how their experiences shaped the way they raised you or the values they taught you—whether consciously or unconsciously?


What other major circumstances of your parents’ lives, values, or decisions framed your view of the world as a child? Did you embrace their views, consciously? Or at any point have you rebelled against them (as some teenagers, young adults, and occasionally children—as was the case with my father—tend to do)? Are there views you hold on to today that were established by your parents which perhaps no longer suit you? Have you thought about what it would take to change those views, to act on your own new ideas and understanding of the world around you—or the impact you would like to have upon it?


What is the source of your core beliefs and principles?


Are you actively living and working in alignment with those beliefs and principles today? If not, how much are you willing to change to try to live up to those principles tomorrow? How far are you willing to go?










CHAPTER THREE
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WATERING THE DIRT


The violent turn against the Baha’i Faith that my parents experienced in Iran in 1955 wasn’t simply incited by the rogue preaching of a populist mullah. It was built on a history of hatred incited by powerful and influential clergy that stemmed back to the mid-1800s—propaganda so strong that it is not uncommon for Iranians in the U.S. to still lower their voices and almost whisper the word “Baha’i” to this day. The word itself was made taboo.


And yet, thankfully, by the 1970s, conditions had turned to being mostly peaceful for Baha’is in the city of Tehran. The population there was more connected to the outside world and generally better educated than the population in more rural areas where fundamentalist and extremist ideas often take hold and refuse to let go.


Outside of Tehran, Baha’is were still openly harassed, sometimes hurt, and in a few cases murdered in cold blood.


It was in those areas where my parents chose to live and serve, with the hope of changing hearts and minds through their presence.


As soon as they moved to Kalak, they faced rejection from the local population. When people found out they were Baha’is, they refused to do business with them. They refused to sell them goods from their stores. Soon, parents in Kalak were telling their children of the infidels who lived in their midst and attended their schools, and my older brother and sister found themselves harassed and occasionally beaten up by their classmates.


Prejudice and disdain weren’t the only hardships my family faced. My father still worked for the public health department in Iran, where he had worked for more than fifteen years by then. That meant he had to wake up early and make a fifteen-mile commute every day, which doesn’t sound too bad until you consider that he didn’t own a car. He had to walk to a bus stop and rely on an unreliable bus service to take him to Tehran, where he then had to walk a long distance to the hospital—no matter what the weather. And the weather in that part of Iran at that time often included major amounts of snow all winter long. There were times when the buses simply didn’t show up, and he’d be forced to stand on the side of the road, hoping a car would stop and some generous soul would offer to take him the rest of the way.


My mother had left her job at the nonprofit hospital to raise her kids full-time in Kalak, but that did not mean she planned to give birth to me in a small town, away from a modern hospital, or away from the doctors and medical services in Tehran. So, on February 12, 1971, after my father had gone to work and she realized I was suddenly ready to come into the world, she had no choice but to make that long commute herself. Alone. (There were no cell phones at the time, and no easy access to any phone line to make contacting my dad possible.)


Somehow, through the wind and snow, she made it. I was born on Abraham Lincoln’s birthday, which was perfect since I would come to love Lincoln and what he stood for when I grew up. And my mom got to spend two days recovering at my aunt’s home in Tehran before making her way back to Kalak and introducing me to Ahdieh (or Addy) and Farhang.


Although my siblings still have many memories of the drastic changes they faced when they moved to that tiny town, I don’t have any personal memories of our time in Kalak at all. Just a year later, my parents had the opportunity to buy a piece of land and build us a home in the town of Hashtgerd—a larger, quickly growing town even farther away from Tehran—a good thirty-five miles or so farther west. And my time there would deeply influence my life.


One of the many interesting things about Hashtgerd is it’s divided in two (or at least it used to be). There was a two-lane highway that ran straight across the middle of it. To the south was the older part of town; to the north, the newer part. The southern part was visually distinctive because most of its architecture looks similar to the adobe-style buildings found in the American Southwest, especially those in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Hundreds of years ago, that style of building (constructed out of mud) was created by Muslims in the Middle East. At one point, those Muslims took over Spain and brought that architecture to Southern Europe. The Spaniards later brought it to Mexico, and eventually that part of Mexico became part of the U.S.


But the architecture wasn’t the only distinguishing feature of southern Hashtgerd. It was also populated by a particular sect of Shia Islam* called Ali Allahi, or as they prefer to be called, Ahleh Hagh. They are a different sect of Shia Islam, known broadly as a very peaceful people, and their physical appearance is different from the Shia Muslims that make up most of Iran: The men all wear thick and nicely groomed mustaches rather than beards.


The thing is, speaking in broad terms, during that period, other Shia Muslims did not like the Ahleh Hagh. It’s not outrageous to come right out and say it: They hated them. Given the chance, they would beat them up. They would do whatever they could to make their lives miserable. They’re all Muslim, and in this case all Shia Muslims, but for some reason that didn’t matter.


In the northern part of Hashtgerd, homes were generally built out of brick and mortar or other modern materials, and that’s where the majority of Shia Muslims lived; the Shia Muslims who—again, speaking broadly here—were far more challenging to deal with.





You can guess in which part of town my parents chose to build us a home.


I was too young to remember all of the events in this early period in Hashtgerd, which occurred between 1972 and 1976, when I was between the ages of one and five. But my parents and siblings have many stories of this time when more than a few of the northern-Hashtgerd residents did everything they could to make our lives miserable.


Our house was built on a small piece of land my parents had purchased. The front yard had a wall around it with a front gate, creating a large courtyard in front of the home. That’s a pretty common style of building in Iran. Inside, we had one room in the back corner, opposite from where the kitchen and bathroom/shower were located (with a small storage space in between), and two large symmetrical rooms, one on either side of the hallway that ran front to back. In between the two symmetrical rooms was the biggest open area, which is kind of like a great room, where we would be most likely to greet guests. Each of the symmetrical rooms was divided by a half wall between the front and back portion, which in a way created two separate spaces in each room. Again, a common style for homes in Iran. And while many families assigned one of the rooms in the front as their family room and dining room, we were forced to eat farther back, behind the half wall—so we wouldn’t get hit in the head by rocks or have glass shattered into our food.


Our windows frequently had rocks thrown through them.


Iran, not unlike most countries, was a country with laws. A country with a constitution. It was illegal to destroy someone else’s property. It was illegal to harass, harm, or even threaten to harm another human being. When my parents moved to Hashtgerd, they didn’t expect to be welcomed with open arms, but they did believe that our most basic human rights would be protected by local law enforcement: The police station (or “gendarmerie” as we called it, taken from the French) was located barely a hundred yards from our front door, facing our house. It should have been a safe location for us to live. But when my parents went to them and said, “They just broke our windows; you know who they are,” the gendarmes refused to enforce the law. Instead, they said things like, “Well, tell them you’re Muslim; they’ll stop.” Or, “Why don’t you leave town? Go live in Tehran. Why are you here?”


For Baha’is in Iran, the laws and protections that other citizens enjoyed were often only a façade.


And so, the sound of breaking windows and the vision of my parents and siblings picking up pieces of shattered glass from the floor mark some of my earliest memories in life.


My brother and sister got beat up at school, and there were never any consequences for the bullies. My father had rocks thrown at him on his way to the bus stop while trying to make his now much-longer commute to Tehran, and there were never any consequences for his bullies either. But the physical attacks were just the beginning. The owners of the small, Iranian-style grocery stores on our side of town refused to sell us meat and milk and other necessities, which meant we had to walk long distances just to access our basic needs. And my parents would later tell me that, at one point, there were flyers distributed all over the northern part of town, proclaiming, “On such and such day, we’re going to kill the Baha’i family.”


Even though everyone knew who printed those flyers, and even though my parents asked for help, the gendarmes did nothing.


The morning of the expected attack, my mother dressed the three of us in our nicest clothes—so if the mob came, we would be well dressed when they arrived.


It would not be the only time we went through this drill.


Coincidentally, the man who was leading that effort had a heart attack and died on the very day they were supposed to invade our home. So the mob never came. The attack never happened.


In the coming years, there would be other times when such a threat to our family hung in the air, when mobs actually gathered at our gate, and my mother would always say, “Go change your clothes so you look presentable when they come inside to kill us.”


I know it’s difficult for some people to understand. I realize that some people may misinterpret my parents’ choices as almost fanatical—as if they were willing to die and sacrifice their children to please God. But that is not the case. There is no gain to be made through such martyrdom in the Baha’i Faith. The choice they made to live in areas that were less than hospitable to Baha’is was a choice made in service, and sacrifice, to the cause of peace.


Everything is relative, of course, and this was rural Iran in the 1970s. So, while some areas were more hospitable to Baha’is than others, the chances of children from any minority group witnessing or being subjected to some form of harassment or violence were high. The belief that my parents held was that by going to these particular areas and living in a way that showed they were part of a peaceful and progressive religion, one focused on uniting people through love and service, some of the violence and harassment might stop—not only for the Baha’is, but for everyone. The hope was to bring a more joyful life to the inhabitants of these towns, including those who were at first the instigators of the harassment.


By comparison, during the early days of the Baha’i Faith, in the mid-1800s, nearly twenty thousand Baha’is were killed in Iran—just for believing as they believed. Just for existing and living amongst people who believed differently than they did. If it weren’t for those who sacrificed their lives for the Faith, there is no telling how the progress of the Faith may have been affected.


No religion has come about without sacrifice. Jesus was crucified. I don’t have to be Christian to believe that humanity is better off because there was a Jesus, and that he sacrificed himself, and that his followers have sacrificed in his name. Even outside of religion, sacrifice of some sort is usually necessary for good things to happen, and that’s okay. But parents also have an obligation to protect their kids as best they can, which my parents did.


Moving just down the street from the police station was purposeful, even though it didn’t help in the end. But my parents also made friends with those willing to speak to them. They attended to the needs of the neighborhood, spoke to school officials, and sheltered us from harm in every way they could think of without giving up their mission.


It was not an easy life. I was constantly afraid that one of us, or all of us, would be harmed. And yet, looking back, I’m not sure I would have changed it. Why? Because I feel strengthened by my upbringing and have always felt that the circumstances of my life helped me build a strong foundation that would carry me forward, wherever life took me.


Facing the particular challenges I faced as a child made me less afraid to face other challenges later in life. And in that sense, it was an incredibly important part of my personal journey.


I also know that what I’m about to say might be difficult to believe given the context, but my early memories from Hashtgerd—just like the memories I would make later on, in first grade, in Aliabad—were filled with far more happy moments than terrible ones.


For instance, we often rented rooms in our home to other Baha’is, which meant we had young Baha’is living with us. Those people became a part of our family, and to me, they were always interesting. I learned so much from them. On weekends, we would all get up—my family of five and typically two Baha’i guys in their twenties—and we would walk to villages to offer service, to take care of people in need, and to talk to people about the Baha’i Faith (if they asked). I remember one of the renters was very tall, and he put me up on his shoulders as we made the walk. I loved those days traveling across the prairie, in springtime, with colorful fields of tulips stretching out as far as the eye could see.


Hashtgerd is located on a major route across Iran, leading from Turkey in the west through the city of Tehran and on to Turkmenistan in the east, so people visited us from all over the place. Knowing we would welcome them, fellow Baha’is and others just stopped in. In that way, our home became kind of like a Baha’i Center—a gathering place that was open to all, and at which all were welcome.


I remember my mother’s homemade tomato paste bubbling in a giant pot on the stove, and the scent of fresh-cut herbs from our garden, flavoring whatever was bought from the market that day for our dinner. In the evenings in summertime, my dad and I would go to the stream in front of our home and carry back bucket after bucket full of water to spread all over the dirt road that surrounded our property, so dust from cars and passersby wouldn’t float up into our backyard as we sat on our patio, enjoying our dinner as a family and often sleeping outdoors during the hot summer nights. This practice of pouring water over dust to prevent it from floating was also viewed as a service to the community. To this day, the smell of freshly watered dirt is one of my favorite smells. It always reminds me of our home long ago.


Our home was also filled with friends from all over during Baha’i Holy Days and other occasions, be it the Baha’i New Year (which is also the Persian New Year) on March 21—or every nineteen days throughout the year, when Feast night is celebrated in Baha’i communities all over the world.


On those days, Baha’is from other towns often joined us in our home. But in my parents’ home, truly anyone was welcome at any time.


There were some Muslims from the northern side of town who were nice to us, and they would come and want to see my parents because my parents were there to talk to everybody. They wanted to make friends. Even some of those who didn’t like us (i.e., were opposed to the Baha’i Faith) but had some sense of reason came just to debate my dad. I witnessed discussions as a young boy, listening to the rising voices, at times shouting at my dad, and the thoughtful silences when one or the other made a point worth considering.


There was always a lot going on in our home.


One day, there was a commotion in the street. We went out to see what was happening and saw a young, white, blonde couple, stuck with a flat tire in their strange-looking car. They were surrounded by a group of the very same people who liked to throw rocks at our house. The couple looked scared, and rightfully so. The gathering quickly turned into a mob. People were shouting and some were throwing rocks at them, breaking the car’s windows as my parents ran to them and shielded them and brought them into our home.
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