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  ONEWORLD BEGINNER’S GUIDES combine an original, inventive, and engaging approach with expert analysis on subjects

  ranging from art and history to religion and politics, and everything in between. Innovative and affordable, books in the series are perfect for anyone curious about the way the world works and the

  big ideas of our time.
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    Introduction


  




  In the brief course of its 150-year history, the Bahá’í Faith has transformed itself from a little-known Middle Eastern religious movement into a

  fast-growing global religion. Now established in every country of the world, it is rapidly emerging out of obscurity to take its place alongside older and more established world religions. In the

  course of its history, the religion has grown and developed greatly in terms of its numerical strength, geographical spread and community organization. The largest Bahá’í

  communities are now in South Asia, Africa, Latin America and (relative to the size of the population) in some of the islands of the Pacific. In these parts of the world, some villages and areas are

  more or less completely Bahá’í. Here the Bahá’ís have initiated educational, agricultural and community development projects. The latest available official

  Bahá’í statistics (2006) state that there are more than five million Bahá’ís in the world, 2,112 indigenous tribes, races and ethnic groups in the worldwide

  Bahá’í community, thousands of places all over the world where there are organized Bahá’í communities with elected local councils (Local Spiritual

  Assemblies), and 179 national elected bodies (National Spiritual Assemblies). This book is intended to be a beginner’s guide to the history and teachings of the Bahá’í

  Faith for those who know very little about it.




  Many people think of religion as an activity that is carried out in a church, a mosque, a synagogue or a temple. It comes into the way that we relate to other people and, of course, plays a

  prominent role at the important events in our lives: births, marriages and deaths. But for most people (even those who consider themselves religious) most of the time, religion has no impact on any

  other part of their lives or on the society in which they live. If you want to understand the Bahá’í Faith, however, you need to think differently about religion. The scope of

  the Bahá’í Faith is much wider than this. In the Bahá’í scriptures, as well as the theology and personal ethics that you would expect to find in a religious

  scripture, there are teachings on subjects such as social ethics, race issues, feminist issues, economics, global government and legal matters. Indeed it could be said that there are few areas of

  human life, at the individual, social or global levels, about which the Bahá’í Faith does not have something to say. It is not that there are specific policies and detailed

  regulations on these areas, but rather there are general principles upon which policies can be formulated in response to specific situations.




  If we imagine our life as a room, then for most people, as they view the room of their life, there is one part of the room that is concerned with their family, a part of the room that is

  concerned with their friends and social acquaintances, a part that is concerned with their job and, if they are religious, a part that is concerned with religion. But the Bahá’í

  view of religion is not that it should be a separate compartment of our lives, but rather that it should affect every part of our lives. In our analogy, as we look at the room of our life, religion

  should be the glasses through which we look. It should affect everything we see.




  Those who have studied the Bahá’í Faith have noted that its teachings are very much in tune with the concerns of the present day. Its social teachings include such principles

  as the equality of men and women and the need for world peace. In emphasizing its social teachings, however, there has been a tendency in writing about the Bahá’í Faith to

  reduce the significance of its spiritual and mystical aspects. And yet, however advanced the social teachings may have been when they were first given by the central figures of the

  Bahá’í Faith decades ago, the modern world has, to a large extent, caught up with them. It is the spiritual and mystical teachings that may now be the aspect of the

  Bahá’í Faith that is of most interest to those who come across it for the first time. It is for this reason that this book is presented in a way that is different from other

  introductory books on the Bahá’í Faith. The book opens with, and therefore emphasizes, the spiritual aspects of Bahá’í teaching.




  Partly because of its belief in the fundamental oneness of religion, some have called the Bahá’í Faith an eclectic or syncretic religion, one that gathers together the best

  aspects of the other religions. Since Bahá’ís believe that all religion emanates from the same spiritual source, they also consider it inevitable that all religions, including

  the Bahá’í Faith, will, to some extent, contain echoes of each other. In this book, however, I hope to show that the Bahá’í Faith also has its own teachings

  that are in many respects new and innovative.




  Since the names of the central figures of the Bahá’í Faith will crop up frequently in the following pages, I will introduce them briefly here (more historical details can be

  found in chapter 8). The Bahá’í Faith began 150 years ago in Iran (Persia). It had its origins in the religious teachings of a young Iranian merchant named the Báb. His

  movement threw Iran into turmoil between 1844 and 1853. Out of this turmoil emerged the Bahá’í Faith, which was founded by Bahá’u’lláh, an Iranian

  nobleman who was at first imprisoned for his support for the Báb. He then went, in 1853, into the first of a series of exiles that culminated in his arrival in 1868 in Akka, which was then a

  prison-city in the Ottoman Turkish Empire. Bahá’u’lláh remained in Akka and its vicinity, elaborating the teachings of his religion, until his death in 1892.




  Bahá’u’lláh appointed his son ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as the leader of the Bahá’í community and the authorized interpreter of his teachings.

  After he was freed in 1909 from the restrictions imposed upon him by his imprisonment and exile, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá travelled to Egypt, Europe and North America, helping to make a firm

  foundation for the Bahá’í Faith in those regions.




  When ‘Abdu’l-Bahá died in 1921, he appointed his grandson, Shoghi Effendi, as the next leader of the Bahá’í Faith and the authorized interpreter of the

  Bahá’í teachings. Shoghi Effendi is often referred to by his title, the Guardian of the Bahá’í Faith. He died in 1957. In 1963, the first international

  election was held for the Universal House of Justice, which is now the international governing body of the Bahá’í Faith. It operates from the world centre of the

  Bahá’í Faith in the Haifa–Akka area, now in the state of Israel.




  The teachings and institutional foundations of the Bahá’í Faith are derived from the writings of Bahá’u’lláh, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and

  Shoghi Effendi. The Universal House of Justice is empowered to legislate on any areas that are not expressly covered in these texts.




  During the 150 years of its history, the Bahá’í Faith has spread to all parts of the world. There are now Bahá’í communities in every country and

  Bahá’í literature has been published in all major languages. One of the fascinating features of the Bahá’í Faith is the way in which it has been successful

  in attracting large numbers of people from every conceivable background. In its country of origin, it attracted many thousands of Iranians from a Muslim background in both rural and urban areas;

  from there it spread to North America where large numbers of urban Christians became Bahá’ís; in South America, hundreds of thousands of Amerindian peasants from a Roman

  Catholic background have been converted; in India, over two million Hindu villagers have become Bahá’ís; in South-East Asia, large numbers of Buddhists have become

  Bahá’ís. In all, the Bahá’í Faith is now regarded by authoritative independent sources as the second most widespread religion after Christianity – only

  the Roman Catholic Church is more widespread. Some of the reasons for the fact that the Bahá’í Faith has proved so attractive to such a wide array of humanity will, I hope,

  emerge from a reading of this book.




  I have not attempted to provide a historical analysis of the way in which the Bahá’í Faith, and in particular its administrative structure, has evolved historically. One of

  the main features of the Bahá’í Faith is the rapid evolution that it has undergone. This has occurred within the framework laid down by its founder and his successors and in

  response to changes in its situation and in world conditions. In the limited space available in this book, all that I can do is to present a snapshot of the point to which the religion has evolved

  at the present time.




  In some instances, the quotations in this book have been laid out differently from the original text in order to improve clarity.
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    The individual


  




  Many people spend a great deal of time wondering about the meaning of their lives. Is there any purpose to my life? If there is a purpose, how can I discover it and how can I

  fulfil that purpose? How can I achieve a lasting happiness and contentment?




  How can we be happy?




  At present, we are inundated with claims about what will make us happy and contented human beings. How often do we read in the newspapers that someone who claims to be an

  authority has asserted that if only we would do such-and-such a thing, we would be happy? How often do we see on the television an advertisement that claims that if only we would buy some product,

  we would be content? Examples of business executives, film stars, sports personalities and pop stars are paraded in front of us as people who have ‘made it’, are successful, have

  everything that our society can offer, and are therefore presumably happy and content. Yet we know from those same newspapers, magazines and television programmes that, so often, the pictures

  presented to us of successful people hide loneliness, despair and frustration. Power and wealth are presented to us as worthwhile goals, as a measure of a person’s success and value to

  society. And yet at the same time, we know that those who attain these goals are often people who may have difficulty relating to others, who may be emotionally and spiritually impoverished, and

  are therefore unable to enjoy what they have achieved.




  Bahá’u’lláh’s writings indicate that, if we want happiness and contentment, we must do precisely the opposite to what we are constantly being

  urged to do by many of those around us. He advises us: ‘Dissipate not the wealth of your precious lives in the pursuit of evil and corrupt affection, nor let your endeavours be spent in

  promoting your personal interest.’1 Referring to the illusion that wealth is of itself of any value to human happiness and development,

  Bahá’u’lláh says: ‘Thou dost wish for gold and I desire thy freedom from it. Thou thinkest thyself rich in its possession, and I recognize thy wealth in thy sanctity

  therefrom. By My life! This is My knowledge, and that is thy fancy; how can My way accord with thine?’2




  

    

      

        

          THE FUTILITY OF OUR QUEST FOR WEALTH


        




        

          ‘Abdu’l-Bahá cites the animals as an example of the futility of our quest for wealth and power:




          A bird, on the summit of a mountain, on the high, waving branches, has built for itself a nest more beautiful than the palaces of the kings! The air

          is in the utmost purity, the water cool and clear as crystal, the panorama charming and enchanting. In such glorious surroundings, he expends his numbered days. All the harvests of the

          plain are his possessions, having earned all this wealth without the least labour. Hence, no matter how much man may advance in this world, he shall not attain to the station of this

          bird!




          Thus it becomes evident that in the matters of this world, however much man may strive and work to the point of death, he will be unable to earn the abundance, the

          freedom and the independent life of a small bird. This proves and establishes the fact that man is not created for the life of this ephemeral world: – nay, rather, is he created for

          the acquirement of infinite perfections, for the attainment to the sublimity of the world of humanity, to be drawn nigh unto the divine threshold, and to sit on the throne of everlasting

          sovereignty!




          

            Tablets of the Divine Plan, pp. 42–3


          


        


      


    


  




  Our belief that we can gain happiness by accumulating wealth and power or by indulging our sensual or material passions is due to the fact that we have been deluded by the

  physical world that surrounds us. It seems so immediate and ‘real’ that we think that it is the most important thing. The pressing immediacy and vividness of this world are, however,

  veils hiding its emptiness. According to Bahá’u’lláh:




  

    

      

        The world is but a show, vain and empty, a mere nothing, bearing the semblance of reality. Set not your affections upon it ... Verily I say, the world is like the vapour

        in a desert, which the thirsty dreameth to be water and striveth after it with all his might, until when he cometh unto it, he findeth it to be mere illusion.3


      


    


  




  Elsewhere in the Bahá’í scriptures our life in this world is compared to a passing wave on the surface of the ocean or a fleeting shadow.4 This world and all that it promises are with us for only a short time. We should not therefore grow attached to what will eventually fade and wither away:




  

    

      

        These few brief days shall pass away, this present life shall vanish from our sight; the roses of this world shall be fresh and fair no more, the garden of this

        earth’s triumphs and delights shall droop and fade. The spring season of life shall turn into the autumn of death, the bright joy of palace halls give way to moonless dark within the

        tomb. And therefore is none of this worth loving at all, and to this the wise will not anchor his heart.5




        ‘Abdu’l-Bahá


      


    


  




  It is the nature of this physical world to be full of pain and suffering:




  

    

      

        Such is this mortal abode: a storehouse of afflictions and suffering. It is ignorance that binds man to it, for no comfort can be secured by any soul in this world, from

        monarch down to the most humble commoner. If once this life should offer a man a sweet cup, a hundred bitter ones will follow; such is the condition of this world.6




        ‘Abdu’l-Bahá


      


    


  




  We should try to change ourselves before the short time that we have on this earth comes to an end.7

  Bahá’u’lláh urges us to cut ourselves free from the attractions of this world and the pursuit of selfish aims: ‘O My Servant! Free thyself from the fetters of this

  world, and loose thy soul from the prison of self. Seize thy chance, for it will come to thee no more.’8




  The spiritual quest




  If we are to find and understand the knowledge that leads to lasting happiness and contentment, we must search for it. Our search, however, must not be among the things of this

  world, which only lead to sadness and suffering; rather, we must make our search a spiritual quest. Bahá’u’lláh has likened the search to a spiritual journey and he has

  described the standard that must be achieved if the journey is to be successful.




  

    

      

        

          THE TRUE SEEKER AND THE SEARCH


        




        

          But, O my brother, when a true seeker determineth to take the step of search in the path leading to the knowledge of the Ancient of Days, he must,

          before all else, cleanse and purify his heart ... from the obscuring dust of all acquired knowledge, and the allusions of the embodiments of satanic fancy. He must purge his breast ... of

          every defilement, and sanctify his soul from all that pertaineth to water and clay, from all shadowy and ephemeral attachments. He must so cleanse his heart that no remnant of either love

          or hate may linger therein, lest that love blindly incline him to error, or that hate repel him away from the truth ... That seeker must at all times put his trust in God, must renounce the

          peoples of the earth, detach himself from the world of dust, and cleave unto Him Who is the Lord of Lords. He must never seek to exalt himself above any one, must wash away from the tablet

          of his heart every trace of pride and vainglory, must cling unto patience and resignation, observe silence, and refrain from idle talk ...




          That seeker should also regard backbiting as grievous error, and keep himself aloof from its dominion, inasmuch as backbiting quencheth the light of the heart, and

          extinguisheth the life of the soul. He should be content with little, and be freed from all inordinate desire. He should treasure the companionship of those that have renounced the world,

          and regard avoidance of boastful and worldly people a precious benefit. At the dawn of every day he should commune with God, and with all his soul persevere in the quest of his Beloved. He

          should consume every wayward thought with the flame of His loving mention, and, with the swiftness of lightning, pass by all else save Him. He should succour the dispossessed, and never

          withhold his favour from the destitute. He should show kindness to animals, how much more unto his fellow-man, to him who is endowed with the power of utterance. He should not hesitate to

          offer up his life for his Beloved, nor allow the censure of the people to turn him away from the Truth. He should not wish for others that which he doth not wish for himself, nor promise

          that which he doth not fulfil. With all his heart should the seeker avoid fellowship with evil doers, and pray for the remission of their sins. He should forgive the sinful, and never

          despise his low estate, for none knoweth what his own end shall be ...




          Only when the lamp of search, of earnest striving, of longing desire, of passionate devotion, of fervid love, of rapture, and ecstasy, is kindled within the

          seeker’s heart, and the breeze of His loving-kindness is wafted upon his soul, will the darkness of error be dispelled, the mists of doubts and misgivings be dissipated, and the

          lights of knowledge and certitude envelop his being. At that hour will the mystic Herald, bearing the joyful tidings of the Spirit, shine forth from the City of God resplendent as the morn,

          and, through the trumpet blast of knowledge, will awaken the heart, the soul and the spirit from the slumber of negligence. Then will the manifold favours and outpouring grace of the holy

          and everlasting Spirit confer such new life upon the seeker that he will find himself endowed with a new eye, a new ear, a new heart and a new mind. He will contemplate

          the manifest signs of the universe, and will penetrate the hidden mysteries of the soul. Gazing with the eye of God, he will perceive within every atom a door that leadeth him to the

          stations of absolute certitude. He will discover in all things the mysteries of divine Revelation and the evidences of an everlasting manifestation.




          I swear by God! Were he that treadeth the path of guidance and seeketh to scale the heights of righteousness to attain unto this glorious and supreme station, he would

          inhale at a distance of a thousand leagues the fragrance of God, and would perceive the resplendent morn of a divine Guidance rising above the dayspring of all things. Each and every thing,

          however small, would be to him a revelation, leading him to his Beloved, the Object of his quest. So great shall be the discernment of this seeker that he will discriminate between truth

          and falsehood even as he doth distinguish the sun from shadow ... He will likewise clearly distinguish all the signs of God – His wondrous utterances, His great works, and mighty

          deeds – from the doings, words and ways of men, even as the jeweller who knoweth the gem from the stone, or the man who distinguisheth the spring from autumn and heat from cold. When

          the channel of the human soul is cleansed of all worldly and impeding attachments, it will unfailingly perceive the breath of the Beloved across immeasurable distances, and will, led by its

          perfume, attain and enter the City of Certitude. Therein he will discern the wonders of His ancient wisdom, and will perceive all the hidden teachings from the rustling leaves of the Tree

          – which flourisheth in that City.




          

            Bahá’u’lláh, Kitáb-i-Íqán, pp. 192–8


          


        


      


    


  




  The first condition for success in the search is patience and perseverance: ‘Without patience the wayfarer on this journey will reach nowhere and attain no goal. Nor should he ever be

  downhearted; if he strive for a hundred thousand years and yet fail to behold the beauty of the Friend, he should not falter.’9




  The second condition for success is to search with an open mind. We must be ready to set aside our fondest ideas and our preconceived notions:




  

    

      

        It is incumbent on these servants that they cleanse the heart – which is the wellspring of divine treasures – from every marking, and that they turn away from

        imitation, which is following the traces of their forefathers and sires ... Nor shall the seeker reach his goal unless he sacrifice all things. That is, whatever he hath seen, and heard, and

        understood, all must he set at naught, that he may enter the realm of the spirit, which is the City of God.10


      


    


  




  The third condition is an intense desire for the goal of the quest, an ardour or burning passion to achieve the objective. For the journey may be long and hard and there will be

  the many distractions of our daily lives to tempt us away:




  

    

      

        The true seeker hunteth naught but the object of his quest, and the lover hath no desire save union with his beloved ... Labour is needed, if we are to seek Him; ardour is

        needed, if we are to drink of the honey of reunion with Him; and if we taste of this cup, we shall cast away the world.




        On this journey the traveller abideth in every land and dwelleth in every region. In every face, he seeketh the beauty of the Friend; in every country he looketh for the Beloved. He

        joineth every company, and seeketh fellowship with every soul, that haply in some mind he may uncover the secret of the Friend, or in some face he may behold the beauty of the Loved

        One.11
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