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Introduction

The religion founded by Baha’u’llah has in the 160 years since its inception spread to every country in the world1 and its administrative institutions have been set up in every country where there is not a legal barrier to their establishment.2 Its membership comprises of large numbers of converts from all of the other major religious traditions of the world and from every major culture and ethnic group. Its attraction for some people possibly rests in its combination of spirituality with modernity – the application of spiritual principles to the problems of the modern world; others are attracted by its community structure that encourages and facilitates the participation of all; still others are attracted by the deep spirituality of the prayers and scriptures and the example of the life of the founder, Baha’u’llah, and of his son and successor, ‘Abdu’l-Baha.

This book gives a brief account of the life, works, claims and teachings of the founder of the Baha’i Faith, Baha’u’llah. His life story involves many trajectories. One trajectory is a geographical one that takes us from Iran to Iraq to what was then the capital of the Ottoman Empire, Istanbul (in present-day Turkey), to Edirne (also in present-day European Turkey), and finally to ‘Akka, in what was then the Ottoman province of Syria and what is today the state of Israel. Another trajectory is a social one in which Baha’u’llah went from a position at the apex of society in the royal court to that of an outcast, exile and prisoner. The most important trajectory, however, is the religious and spiritual one which saw Baha’u’llah born into a traditional Muslim family, become a member of the Babi movement, which was considered a heretical innovation, and finally advance his own claim: that he had inaugurated a religious dispensation which not only abrogated the Islamic one but was the fulfilment of the prophecies of all religions.

Baha’u’llah’s vision, which forms the basis of his teachings, is that of an essential unity and interconnectedness among all humanity. This unity is in turn the product of a vision of religion itself being essentially one phenomenon that has evolved through stages with the advent of the founders of the various religions of the world. At the apex of this vision is the concept that there is only one ultimate reality, God, and that the differing ideas about ultimate reality that exist in the various religious systems of the world are in fact merely conceptions of this one reality coming from different viewpoints.

Baha’u’llah’s aim was not just to present to humanity a new global vision of a united and peaceful world. He also outlined and inaugurated a way of organising society so as to bring this vision into reality. Baha’u’llah recognised that it was the hierarchical nature of our present social structure that prevented many groups, such as women and minorities, from playing a full social role. He thus laid down the principles and outlined the framework of the structures and processes that would enable the creation of a more egalitarian and participative society. It would take many years for these plans to come to fruition and the Baha’i community even today is working out the details of how to apply the principles that Baha’u’llah gave and how to give form to the framework of social structures and processes that he outlined.

At the centre of the Baha’i Faith stands the person of Baha’u’llah. By laying claim to the high station of being the Manifestation of the Names and Attributes of God for this age, the voice of God on earth, he challenged those around him and those in the present day to investigate and respond to this claim. Some have dismissed his claims and labelled him a heretic, blasphemer or charlatan. Much of the world has simply not noticed these claims and has passed him by. His followers maintain however that it is his teachings that hold the key to solving the problems of the world and that however much the world might ignore or oppose him and his teachings now, eventually the worsening condition of humanity will force the world to examine these for clues as to how to tackle these problems.

This book is an attempt to tell the life story of this individual who made such claims and expounded such teachings. In telling this story, the aim has been to tell his story as far as possible in his own words or in the words of his family and close companions. In addition, this book surveys the writings of Baha’u’llah and attempts to give an outline of his teachings. It is of course impossible to condense the whole of the life-story of Baha’u’llah and adequately to outline his writings and teachings in the space of such a small book. It is therefore unfortunately inevitable that distortions and omissions have crept into the work by the process of summarizing and compressing. The reader is invited, after reading this book, to explore aspects of these subjects in other more detailed works which are listed in the bibliography.

In order to avoid having too many footnotes, the general sources for each chapter are summarised in the Sources and References section at the back of the book. Although in general the Baha’i system of transliteration has been used for names and Persian and Arabic words, insofar as possible diacritical marks have been removed. They are only inserted where there may be doubt as to how a word is pronounced and then only on the first occurrence of a word, except in quotations where transliteration is kept as in the source. Full transliterations of names and words can be found in the index.



ONE

Early Life

Iran at the beginning of the nineteenth century was asleep. The world around it was beginning to change rapidly but it was largely unaware of this. In Europe, the Industrial Revolution was starting to transform life in all its aspects: food, clothes, housing, work, transport, the city landscape, the environment – nothing was spared its effects. Politically the age of the colonialist expansion into India and Africa was just beginning and even China and Japan were eventually unable to resist foreign penetration. Intellectually, the effects of the Age of Enlightenment were removing religion from the central position that it had always occupied and replacing it with science as the guarantor of truth. But just as the world was being roused into a flurry of activity, Iran was settling into a comfortable repose after a turbulent eighteenth century which had seen the two-hundred year Safavid dynasty overthrown and a seventy-year period of turmoil. At the end of the eighteenth century, the Qajar tribe had imposed its authority over the whole of Iran and settled into a system of government where every governorship of the provinces and every high government position was sold off to the highest bidder who would then act as a tax farmer, milking his position for whatever returns it offered until he was replaced. There was no law or system of government beyond the will of the king or of the local governor. They had the power of life and death over their subjects, who could be killed for even the most trivial reason. Even the state treasury was very rudimentary with officials being allocated in lieu of salary the taxes of certain villages, of which they in effect became lords and from which they were responsible for collecting their salaries as taxes. The nomadic tribes which were at least a third of the population were virtually independent.

Baha’u’llah’s family came from Nur, a district in the Iranian province of Mazandaran, the province in north Iran at the south end of the Caspian Sea. This province has high mountain peaks in the south descending to the northern coastal plain bordering the sea. Because of the dense sub-tropical jungles of the lower parts of the province (a stark contrast to the dry desert conditions in much of the rest of Iran), it was always a difficult area for invaders to penetrate. The Zoroastrian royalty and nobility fled to these parts after the Arab Islamic invasion of Iran in the seventh century and Baha’u’llah’s family are said to have been descended from the last Zoroastrian monarch of Iran. Even when the people of this area finally converted to Islam centuries after that invasion, they mainly converted to the Zaydi form of Shi‘i Islam as distinct from the Sunni Islam of most of the rest of Iran. It was only when the Safavid monarchs imposed Twelver Shi‘i Islam on the whole country that Mazandaran fell into line with the rest of Iran.

The noble families of the Nur district, including Baha’u’llah’s family, had for generations provided the kings of Iran with well-educated government officials: civil servants who would collect taxes, keep accounts, pay the army and generally administer the government. Baha’u’llah’s father, Mirza Buzurg Nuri, rose in the ranks of these civil servants to become the minister to a royal prince who was the commander of the royal guards. He was later a vizier (minister), an official responsible for the collection of taxes, in a province. He was given the village of Takur in the Nur region in lieu of salary and he built a fine mansion there by the side of the Nur river as a family home. Nuri was close friends with Mirza Abu’l-Qasim Farahani Qa’im-Maqam, who was the first minister at the court of the Crown Prince. When the Crown Prince acceded to the throne as Muhammad Shah, Qa’im-Maqam became Prime Minister. He was one of the few Iranians who had woken up to the fact that the world was passing Iran by and that the country needed to modernize if it was not to be swallowed up by the colonialist forces that threatened it: Russia from the north and Britain from the south. Baha’u’llah’s father was a close associate of Qa’im-Maqam and so when, in 1835, Muhammad Shah turned against Qa’im-Maqam and had him executed, a not uncommon fate for Qajar Prime Ministers, Baha’u’llah’s father fell into disfavour also, particularly as he was at odds with the new Prime Minister, Haji Mirza Aqasi. He lost his position and much of his wealth, and even his mansion in Takur was all but destroyed in a flood. He fell ill and eventually died in the spring of 1839.

Baha’u’llah’s father was also renowned as a calligrapher. Indeed, his real name was ‘Abbas and he had been given the designation Buzurg (meaning “great”) by the king because of his calligraphic prowess. As was customary among Iran’s nobility, Mirza Buzurg had an extensive family. He took three wives and also had three concubines. The mother of Baha’u’llah was his second wife, Khadijih Khanum. She was from the Namadsáb family of the village of Fiyúl, a short distance south of Takur. This family had preexisting ties to the family of Mirza Buzurg since an older sister of Mirza Buzurg was already married into the family. Khadijih Khanum had been married before to a certain Aqa Sultan and had three children from her previous marriage. With Aqa Buzurg she had five further children (two daughters and three sons; one son died while young). It was the custom of the family to spend the winter months in Tehran, where Mirza Buzurg would attend to his government duties, and the summer in the family home in Takur. Baha’u’llah, the fourth child, was born on 12 November 1817 in the family home in the ‘Údlaján quarter of Tehran. His given name was Husayn ‘Ali but he is generally now known by the title he took in later life, Bahá’u’lláh (the glory of God).
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Mirza Buzurg Nuri, the father of Baha’u’llah

BAHA’U’LLAH’S EARLY LIFE

In keeping with the high social position of the family, Baha’u’llah was taught by private tutors. He would have been taught reading, writing and arithmetic; he would have memorized parts of the Qur’an and also Persian poetry.3 Most of the poetry that he was taught would have been the mystical poetry of the Sufi poets of Iran (Sufism is Islamic mysticism) and, in later years, Baha’u’llah often quoted Sufi poets such as Rumi and ‘Attar and used Sufi imagery in his writings.

We do not have a great deal of information about Baha’u’llah’s early years. It is said that he showed great sharpness of mind and profundity of understanding from an early age and was the pride of his father. He was disinterested in material things and loved nature. There are a few episodes that Baha’u’llah himself recalls in his later writings and which therefore can be said to have made an impression on him. He describes for example a puppet show that he saw during his older half-brother’s marriage feast:

When I was still a child and had not yet attained the age of maturity, my father made arrangements in Tihrán for the marriage of one of my older brothers, and as is customary in that city, the festivities lasted for seven days and seven nights. On the last day it was announced that the play ‘Sháh Sultán Salím’ would be presented. A large number of princes, dignitaries, and notables of the capital gathered for the occasion. I was sitting in one of the upper rooms of the building and observing the scene. Presently a tent was pitched in the courtyard, and before long some small human-like figures, each appearing to be no more than about a hand’s span in height, were seen to emerge from it and raise the call: ‘His Majesty is coming! Arrange the seats at once!’ … there appeared, arrayed in regal majesty and crowned with a royal diadem, a kingly figure, bearing himself with the utmost haughtiness and grandeur, at turns advancing and pausing in his progress, who proceeded with great solemnity, poise and dignity to seat himself upon his throne.

At that moment a volley of shots was fired, a fanfare of trumpets was sounded, and king and tent were enveloped in a pall of smoke. When it had cleared, the king, ensconced upon his throne, was seen surrounded by a suite of ministers, princes, and dignitaries of state who, having taken their places, were standing at attention in his presence. A captured thief was then brought before the king, who gave the order that the offender should be beheaded. Without a moment’s delay the chief executioner cut off the thief’s head, whence a blood-like liquid came forth …

This Youth regarded the scene with great amazement. When the royal audience was ended, the curtain was drawn, and, after some twenty minutes, a man emerged from behind the tent carrying a box under his arm.

‘What is this box,’ I asked him, ‘and what was the nature of this display?’

‘All this lavish display and these elaborate devices,’ he replied, ‘the king, the princes, and the ministers, their pomp and glory, their might and power, everything you saw, are now contained within this box.’

I swear by My Lord Who, through a single word of His Mouth, hath brought into being all created things! Ever since that day, all the trappings of the world have seemed in the eyes of this Youth akin to that same spectacle. They have never been, nor will they ever be, of any weight and consequence …4

In another place, Baha’u’llah writes of how sad he was when as a child he read the story of the Banu Qurayzah, a Jewish tribe of Medina in the time of the prophet Muhammad whose menfolk had all been executed on the orders of the head of their alliance after they had betrayed their allies. He says that although he realised that what had happened was necessary and was by the decree of God, nevertheless he was greatly saddened by the story and earnestly entreated God for love and unity among all the peoples of the earth.

Baha’u’llah was also evidently keenly affected by and opposed to all manifestations of injustice. On one occasion when a government tax inspector had three times unjustly demanded payments from Baha’u’llah’s father, Baha’u’llah, although still young, had ridden for two days to Tehran and there presented his father’s case before the government, thus leading to the tax collector’s dismissal.

As he grew into a young man, Baha’u’llah exhibited great sagacity and insight. The following story is told by ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Baha’u’llah’s son. One day while still a youth, Baha’u’llah went to visit Shaykh Muhammad Taqi Mujtahid Nuri, one of the great clerics of Iran at this time who was known as ‘Allámih (the very learned) Nuri, at his home in the village of Yalrúd, near Takur. ‘Allámih had around him a group of his senior students whom he was teaching. He asked four of them, who had almost completed their studies and were about to receive their certificates, about an Islamic Tradition that says that Fatimih, the daughter of Muhammad, was the best of the women in the world except for the one to whom Mary gave birth. ‘Allámih asked these four what this Tradition meant, since Mary had no daughter. Each gave an explanation that did not satisfy their teacher. Then Baha’u’llah suggested that this Tradition was merely emphasizing the high station of Fatimih by saying that only an imaginary person could be likened to her. The teacher was silent, but when Baha’u’llah had left he upbraided his pupils saying that he had expected more from them than this: that a mere youth would explain what they who wore a turban and the garb of the learned and had almost completed their studies had failed to discern.

Baha’u’llah also records that on one occasion, when visiting his future mother-in-law, he listened to a cleric with a large turban expounding on whether the arch-angel Gabriel was the greater or Qanbar, the servant of the Imam ‘Ali. He writes that although he was still but a boy, he was astonished at the ignorance of these elders and when an opportunity came, he expressed his thoughts saying that since Gabriel is stated in Qur’an to be the one through whom the Word of God is revealed to the prophet Muhammad, then even Qanbar’s master the Imam ‘Ali would not reach that station. Baha’u’llah states that some time later, he visited Qum and was dismayed to find the same cleric expounding the same sort of pointless and fruitless discourse.

MARRIAGE AND CHILDREN

In about 1832, Baha’u’llah’s older sister Sárih married Mirza Mahmud, a son of Mirza Isma‘il Vazir (minister) of Yalrud. Three years later in about October 1835, Baha’u’llah himself, at the age of eighteen, married the sister of Mirza Mahmud, Ásiyih Khanum. She was reported to have been beautiful, kind and caring. After the fall from power and death of Baha’u’llah’s father in 1839, the family lost their home and Baha’u’llah rented a house in the ‘Udlaján Quarter of Tehran for his wife, mother and most of his step-mothers and their children. It was here that the couple’s surviving children were born (they had seven children in all but only three survived to adulthood). Their eldest surviving son was born in 1844 and was named ‘Abbas after his grandfather but is better known by the title he took ‘Abdu’l-Baha (the servant of Baha’u’llah). Next in 1846 came a daughter, Fatimih Sultan Khanum, who in later years was known by the titles Bahiyyih Khanum and the Greatest Holy Leaf, and then in 1850 a son, Mirza Mahdi, who was given the title the Purest Branch. Bahiyyih Khanum was very close to her mother and remembered her thus:

I wish you could have seen her as I first remember her, tall, slender, graceful, eyes of a dark blue – a pearl, a flower amongst women …

I have been told that even when very young, her wisdom and intelligence were remarkable. I always think of her in those earliest days of my memory as queenly in her dignity and loveliness, full of consideration for everybody, gentle, of a marvellous unselfishness, no action of hers ever failed to show the loving-kindness of her pure heart; her very presence seemed to make an atmosphere of love and happiness whenever she came, enfolding all comers in the fragrance of gentle courtesy.5

As was customary and expected of his social position, Baha’u’llah took a second wife, his cousin Fatimih in about 1848. Fatimih was a daughter of the older sister of Mirza Buzurg who had also married into the Namadsab family of Fiyul. Thus the two were related on both their father’s and mother’s side. Fatimih had been married to the above-mentioned Shaykh Muhammad Taqi ‘Allámih Nuri when he was very old and she was very young.6 When he died, there may have been family pressure for the young widow who was in a socially difficult position to be given the security of a marriage within the family. From this marriage of Fatimih to Baha’u’llah there were six children with three male and one female child surviving to adulthood. In later years in Baghdad in about 1862, Baha’u’llah took a third wife, Gawhar Khanum of Kashan but she remained in Baghdad when Baha’u’llah left for Istanbul and only joined Baha’u’llah later in ‘Akka in about 1885. There was a single daughter from this marriage.

Baha’u’llah had been expected to enter into the state civil service like his father. Although the Prime Minister Haji Mirza Aqasi had enmity towards Baha’u’llah’s father, he appears to have taken a liking to Baha’u’llah and offered him a good position in the government. Baha’u’llah, however, declined, probably because he did not want to be enmeshed in the bribery and corruption that surrounded the royal court.

In later years Haji Mirza Aqasi turned against Baha’u’llah over a village called Quch-Hissar that had belonged to Baha’u’llah’s father. Haji Mirza Aqasi had ridden through this village that lay to the south of Tehran and had taken a liking to it; he pressured Baha’u’llah to give it to him. Baha’u’llah replied that the property was not solely his but belonged also to a number of his siblings who were not of age. When he saw that the Prime Minister was determined to obtain the property by fair means or foul, however, he transferred ownership of the property to the Shah’s sister. When the Prime Minister tried again to take the village by force, the Shah’s sister complained to her brother and the Prime Minister was ordered to desist. Needless to say the Prime Minister was furious at Baha’u’llah and began to scheme against him.

Baha’u’llah was not interested in social advancement and lucrative government positions. He contented himself with managing the property that he had inherited from his father and earning a much more modest income in that way. He had property in Takur in the upper part of the Nur district where he would spend the summer months and in Dárkalá in lower Nur where he would spend the winter months. He also had a house in Tehran. Baha’u’llah’s daughter Bahiyyih Khanum describes thus what she remembered in later years of the life of Baha’u’llah and Asiyih Khanum in Tehran:

Even in the early years of their married life, they, my father and mother, took part as little as possible in State functions, social ceremonies, and the luxurious habits of ordinary highly placed and wealthy families in the land of Persia; she, and her noble-hearted husband, counted these worldly pleasures meaningless, and preferred rather to occupy themselves in caring for the poor, and for all who were unhappy, or in trouble. From our doors nobody was ever turned away; the hospitable board was spread for all comers.7
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Panorama of Tehran. In the background are the Alburz mountains which separate Tehran from Mazandaran



TWO

The Cause of the Bab (1844–1853)

In the late summer of 1844, Baha’u’llah had almost reached the age of 27. It was at this time that news reached him of a young man in Shiraz, Sayyid ‘Ali Muhammad the Báb. This man, who at 24 was a mere youth and a merchant, had dared to put forward religious claims. He had taken the titles of Dhikru’lláh (meaning ‘the Remembrance of God’) and Bab (meaning ‘Gate’), which people took to mean that he was the Gate to the Hidden Imam, the Messianic figure that all of Iran’s Shi‘i Muslims were expecting. In his first book, issued in 1844 and widely distributed, he had challenged not just the people but even the most learned of the clerical class and the king himself to acknowledge his religious authority and precedence over all people:

All praise be to God Who hath, through the power of Truth, sent down this Book unto His servant, that it may serve as a shining light for all mankind … Verily this is none other than the sovereign Truth; it is the Path which God hath laid out for all that are in heaven and on earth … Verily this is the true Faith of God, and sufficient witness are God and such as are endowed with the knowledge of the Book. This is indeed the eternal Truth which God, the Ancient of Days, hath revealed unto His omnipotent Word – He Who hath been raised up from the midst of the Burning Bush …

O King of Islám! Aid thou, with the truth, after having aided the Book, Him Who is Our Most Great Remembrance, for God hath, in very truth, destined for thee, and for such as circle round thee, on the Day of Judgement, a responsible position in His Path. I swear by God, O Sháh! If thou showest enmity unto Him Who is His Remembrance, God will, on the Day of Resurrection, condemn thee …

O concourse of divines! Fear God from this day onwards in the views ye advance, for He Who is Our Remembrance in your midst, and Who cometh from Us, is, in very truth, the Judge and Witness. Turn away from that which ye lay hold of, and which the Book of God, the True One, hath not sanctioned, for on the Day of Resurrection ye shall, upon the Bridge, be, in very truth, held answerable for the position ye occupied … And unto you We have sent down this Book which truly none can mistake …

O People of the Qur’an! Ye are as nothing unless ye submit unto the Remembrance of God and unto this Book …

O Peoples of the East and the West! Be ye fearful of God concerning the Cause of the true Joseph and barter Him not for a paltry price established by yourselves, or for a trifle of your earthly possessions …8

These challenging words were stirring the people of Iran, causing some to adhere to them and their author and others to oppose him vigorously and eventually violently. The Bab had first declared his mission to Mulla Husayn Bushru’i in Shiraz in the south of Iran during the evening of 22 May 1844. Bushru’i and the other seventeen first disciples of the Bab were called by him the Letters of the Living. These were all young people who had been students of Sayyid Kazim Rashti, the second leader of what had come to be known as the Shaykhi school (after its founder Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsa’i). Rashti’s teaching had included admonitions to his students that the day of the promised return of the Hidden Imam was close and that they should watch carefully for signs of it. Rashti had refused to appoint a new leader of the Shaykhi school and thus at his death many of his students spread out to look for a new leader. It was this quest that had taken them to Shiraz and to the Bab. Over a period of several months the Bab gathered around him the Letters of the Living and then he dispersed them to all parts of Iran and neighbouring countries to spread the news of his claim. One of the Letters of the Living was a woman who was known as Qurratu’l-‘Ayn and was eventually given the title of Tahirih. She did not meet the Bab but was included among the Letters of the Living by virtue of a letter she wrote to the Bab.

Baha’u’llah first heard of the call of the Bab in the late summer of 1844. Mulla Husayn Bushru’i was directed by the Bab to go north to Isfahan, Tehran and then Khurasan. When he arrived in Tehran, he took up residence in one of the religious colleges in the city, the Pay-Minar College (also known as the Mirza Salih College), which was the headquarters of the Shaykhi movement in the city. The leading Shaykhi of Tehran rejected Bushru’i’s message but another Shaykhi scholar resident in the school, Mulla Muhammad Mu‘allim Nuri, was much attracted to the message. In the course of conversation, Bushru’i asked about the family of the late minister Mirza Buzurg, and Mulla Muhammad, who was tutor to Baha’u’llah’s son, ‘Abdu’l-Baha, and the other children in Baha’u’llah’s household, replied praising Baha’u’llah greatly.9 Thereupon, Bushru’i gave him a scroll written by the Bab to deliver to Baha’u’llah.

We do not know precisely what this scroll that Bushru’i had brought from the Bab said but it evoked an immediate response from Baha’u’llah. Upon reading it, he realised that the writer of these words was not just claiming to be the representative of the Hidden Imam but was claiming divine revelation. He immediately declared: ‘Whoso believes in the Qur’an and recognises its Divine origin, and yet hesitates, though it be for a moment, to admit that these soul-stirring words are endowed with the same regenerating power, has most assuredly erred in his judgment and has strayed far from the path of justice.’10


BAHA’U’LLAH IN NUR

Although Baha’u’llah never met the Bab, he became one of his most active and effective followers. Baha’u’llah first converted his family in Tehran to the new religion and then proceeded to Nur, where he acquainted his friends and other family with the Babi Faith, most of whom became Babis. His half-brother Azal, who was to play a significant role in later years, was only twelve years old at this time and became a follower of the Bab in 1846. Only his uncle Shaykh ‘Azizu’llah opposed him and tried to stir up other clerics against him. Eventually word of Baha’u’llah’s success spread around Nur and later in 1848 Mulla Muhammad Tunukabuni, who had taken the place of his deceased father-in-law, the above mentioned ‘Allamih Nuri, as the senior cleric in Nur, was compelled to send two of his prominent students (who were also sons-in-law of ‘Allamih Nuri) to investigate the matter. At this time Baha’u’llah was in the northern part of Nur near the coast propagating the new religion in the village of Darkala, which was part of his inheritance from his father. The two sons-in-law of Mulla Muhammad found him there and after listening to his discourse were won over. Baha’u’llah went to the nearby village of Sa‘adatabad, where Mulla Muhammad had his winter quarters, to visit him. He refused however to discuss the message that Baha’u’llah had brought, saying that he had consulted a random verse in the Qur’an and the omens were not favourable for such a discussion.11

BAHA’U’LLAH IN TEHRAN

Baha’u’llah returned to Tehran and made his home there one of the main centres for Babi activities in the city. At this time all sorts of people from the high and low strata of society were becoming Babis and Baha’u’llah’s house was large enough to accommodate meetings. Prominent Babis travelling through Tehran would visit and often stayed at his home. Mulla Husayn Bushru’i was among those who visited Baha’u’llah both on his way to and from Maku in the far north-west of Iran where the Bab had been imprisoned by the Shah at the instigation of the Prime Minister (who feared for his position if the Shah should come under the influence of the Bab). Baha’u’llah also spent time at a delightful orchard and garden that he partly owned in Murgh Mahallih, to the north of Tehran. Here on one occasion he held a meeting of 150 of the Babis of Tehran.

These activities would have continued but for an event that occurred on 25 October 1847 in Qazvin, a town 150 kilometres north-west of Tehran. There the uncle of the female Letter of the Living Tahirih, mentioned above, was murdered by a Shaykhi who had been angered by his continual cursing of the Shaykhi movement and its leaders. This uncle of Tahirih, who was also her father-in-law, had been one of the most prominent clerics in Iran and had been loud in his condemnations of both the Shaykhis and the Babis. Tahirih and the Babis were blamed for the murder and Tahirih was confined to the house of her father, while several Babis were arrested, beaten and sent in chains to Tehran. This episode was to be just the first in an increasingly violent campaign against the Babis, led by the Islamic religious leaders who feared for their positions and livelihood with the advances being made by the new religion.

The situation for Tahirih was very dangerous since the uncle’s son, who was also Tahirih’s divorced husband, was furious and was likely to have Tahirih killed. Baha’u’llah arranged to have a Babi woman from Qazvin who had access to the house of Tahirih’s father help Tahirih to escape. Tahirih was secretly brought to Baha’u’llah’s house in Tehran and he transferred her to the house of Mirza Aqa Khan Nuri (who was later to be Prime Minister and who at that time was in exile in Kashan) and asked the latter’s sister to look after her.

Baha’u’llah also gave every assistance that he could to the Babi prisoners that had been sent to Tehran from Qazvin, paying for their food and intervening with the authorities on their behalf. When one of the prisoners escaped, Baha’u’llah was accused of being complicit in this and was himself imprisoned in  the home of one of the city officials. When it was demonstrated that he was innocent, he was released. During this time, Tahirih was frequently in the house of Baha’u’llah in Tehran and on one occasion, Vahid (Sayyid Yahya Darabi), who was later to be the leader of the Babis in the Nayriz upheaval of 1850, had come from visiting the Bab in Maku. ‘Abdu’l-Baha recalls:

One day the great Siyyid Yahyá, surnamed Vahíd, was present there. As he sat without, Táhirih listened to him from behind the veil. I was then a child, and was sitting on her lap. With eloquence and fervour, Vahíd was discoursing on the signs and verses that bore witness to the advent of the new Manifestation. She suddenly interrupted him and, raising her voice, vehemently declared: ‘O Yahyá! Let deeds, not words, testify to thy faith, if thou art a man of true learning. Cease idly repeating the traditions of the past, for the day of service, of steadfast action, is come. Now is the time to show forth the true signs of God, to rend asunder the veils of idle fancy, to promote the Word of God, and to sacrifice ourselves in His path. Let deeds, not words, be our adorning!’12

THE CONFERENCE OF BADASHT, 1848

In June and July 1848, a significant meeting of the Babis occurred at the village of Badasht. The site of the meeting appears to have been accidental in that Tahirih had, shortly after her arrival in Tehran, set off in response to the Bab’s call for his followers to gather in Khurasan, the north-east province of Iran. Baha’u’llah followed a few days later as did many other Babis. These Babis travelling towards Khurasan met another group of Babis led by Quddus, the foremost Letter of the Living, who were travelling in the opposite direction, at the village of Badasht. Here Baha’u’llah rented two gardens, one for Quddus and one for Tahirih, and he pitched his tent together with the other Babis in an area between the two gardens, where a stream flowed. Baha’u’llah also saw to the provision of food for all eighty-one of those who attended. This was the first opportunity that the Babi movement had had to debate and consult about a number of issues: what it was that they stood for; how to achieve their goals in the face of a rising tide of opposition; and how to achieve the release of the Bab from his captivity in Maku. It is a measure of the prestige of Baha’u’llah among the Babis that, despite the presence at this gathering of many learned and prominent Babis, Baha’u’llah led the prayers during at least some of the conference.13 Baha’u’llah also gave new names to all those present, names which the Bab later confirmed. It was at this time that Tahirih was given her title and Baha’u’llah himself took the title Baha.

Up to this time, the Bab had refrained from provoking unnecessary opposition by phrasing his writings very carefully so that those who were not aware of their implication would not find in them any radical break with Islam. However, the Babi religion was now moving into a phase where its break with Islam was to be made more clear. One of the functions of the conference of Badasht was to make the Babis aware that their religion was not just a reform of Islam but was a new religion, abrogating the Islamic dispensation. Since it was clear that this would shock many of the Babis, a plan was made by Baha’u’llah, Quddus and Tahirih that the latter two would debate issues, Tahirih taking a radical position advocating a complete break with Islam and Quddus taking a conservative position. In this way, the Babis could gradually be educated about the implications of the Bab’s claims.

The most memorable and dramatic incident that highlighted this new direction that the Babi movement was taking occurred in Baha’u’llah’s tent one day. Baha’u’llah, Quddus and most of the other Babis were sitting together conversing when a message came from Tahirih that she wished to see Quddus. Quddus declined to go. Then suddenly Tahirih herself entered the tent without the customary veil. She was made up and adorned but had no face veil on. Shock and consternation spread throughout the assembly. Tahirih, whom the Babis regarded as the return of Fatimih, the daughter of the prophet Muhammad, whose very name was associated in Muslim minds with chastity and virtue, had appeared before them shattering all customary Islamic notions of what was appropriate behaviour for a woman. ‘The Trumpet is sounding! The great Trump is blown! The universal Advent is now proclaimed!’ she announced. Some of the Babis were unable to accept this, left the gathering and repudiated the new religion. One man even cut his own throat, so upset was he at this turn of events. Even Quddus thought Tahirih had gone too far and unsheathed his sword as if to strike her. Baha’u’llah described the situation thus:

How great was the consternation that seized the companions on that day! Fear and bewilderment filled their hearts. A few, unable to tolerate that which was to them so revolting a departure from the established customs of Islám, fled in horror from before her face. Dismayed, they sought refuge in a deserted castle in that neighbourhood.14

After recovering from their shock, the Babis understood the point that was being made so dramatically. Baha’u’llah helped to effect a complete reconciliation between Tahirih and Quddus. From that time on, the participants at Badasht looked to the implementation of the laws of the Bab and abandoned their former Islamic practices. A new order had begun.

The conference of Badasht lasted 22 days and at the end, to indicate that the disagreements between Qudddus and Tahirih had only been superficial, they left together. Baha’u’llah also left with them. A short distance away at Niyala, however, the party were attacked and dispersed.

Baha’u’llah proceeded to Bandar Jaz (Gaz), a port at the south-eastern corner of the Caspian Sea. When there, one of those accompanying Baha’u’llah fell ill. Baha’u’llah sent Tahirih on to Nur with a companion while he remained in Bandar Jaz. It was while he was here that orders came from Muhammad Shah for his arrest. The notables of the town who were his hosts urged him to catch a boat that was sailing to Russia and thus escape; the Russian agent in the town was willing to help but Baha’u’llah refused to do this. The next day a courier arrived with news of the death of Muhammad Shah and everyone forgot about the royal edict.

The accession of Nasiru’d-Din Shah did not bring any relief to the Babis in general however. The new Prime Minister Mirza Taqi Khan, who had the title Amir Nizam but who is better known by the later title Amir Kabir, was determined to impose order on the country and looked upon the Babis as a dangerous challenge to his authority.

SHAYKH TABARSI, 1848

Baha’u’llah travelled on from Bandar Jaz to ‘Aliyabad (now called Qa’imshahr) in Mazandaran, and from there he went to the village of Afra where the owner of the village was his host. Nearby, some three hundred or more Babis under the leadership of Mulla Husayn Bushru’i had been attacked and taken up a defensive position at the shrine of Shaykh Tabarsi. Baha’u’llah went together with his host to Shaykh Tabarsi and inspected the defences that the Babis were erecting there. He ordered a group of six men to go to nearby Sari and demand the release of Quddus who was being detained there. This mission was successful and Quddus joined the Babis at Shaykh Tabarsi. Baha’u’llah, who had expended all the money that he had with him in the provisions for the conference at Badasht, decided to return home where he could raise some more money and buy provisions for the Babis at Shaykh Tabarsi.

Baha’u’llah travelled to Nur, where Tahirih was now in hiding, and to Tehran. Having raised money and gathered provisions, he set out for Shaykh Tabarsi in late November 1848 with a group of Babis, including his half-brother Azal, Mulla Baqir Tabrizi, one of the Letters of the Living, and Haji Mirza Jani of Kashan. By this time, however, the new Shah and his Prime Minister had ordered royal troops to the area and had set up a siege around Shaykh Tabarsi. Baha’u’llah and his companions reached within fifteen kilometres of Shaykh Tabarsi and then they rested for the night. But the people of the area had been warned to look out for Babis trying to reach Shaykh Tabarsi and some people informed the soldiers in the neighbourhood of the presence of Baha’u’llah’s party. They surrounded the party, arrested them and led them off to the nearby town of Amul.

[image: image]

The Mosque in Amul where Baha’u’llah was interrogated and subjected to the bastinado

The governor of Amul was away leading some of the troops that were besieging Shaykh Tabarsi and had left the deputy governor in charge. When the prisoners arrived, this deputy governor summoned the leading clerics and dignitaries of the town to join him in the main mosque of the town. He had not expected someone of Baha’u’llah’s rank and social standing to be among the prisoners and was dismayed at his precipitous actions in summoning the clerics to this gathering. Hoping to appease the tumult that had arisen in the town on the news of the arrival of the Babi captives, he addressed the Babis sharply and reprimanded them for their actions. Baha’u’llah answered the accusations calmly and deliberately.

Then a piece of writing was found on one of the Babi captives. It was given to the senior cleric present who, assuming it to be a writing of the Bab, proceeded to mock its poor grammar and style. Baha’u’llah replied that the words that he was criticising were not those of the Bab but of the Shi‘i holy figure the Imam ‘Ali. The cleric fell silent but others present clamoured for the prisoners to be put to death. The deputy governor tried to assuage the passions of the mob by ordering that Mulla Baqir be subject to the bastinado (beating on the soles of the feet with sticks), but Baha’u’llah intervened, saying Mulla Baqir was his guest and that he himself was responsible for anything that Mulla Baqir had done. The deputy governor successively tried to have Haji Mirza Jani and Azal bastinadoed and Baha’u’llah intervened similarly for each of them. In the end the deputy governor had no choice but to order Baha’u’llah, despite his high social rank, to be bastinadoed. Following this the Babis were imprisoned by the clerics present in a room adjoining the mosque. Fearing that harm would come to the captives, however, the deputy governor ordered his men to go quietly by night and make a hole in the wall at the rear of the room. Through this Baha’u’llah and the other captives were led away to the deputy governor’s house where they were treated with great consideration by their host. When the governor returned, he had been so affected by the bravery shown by the Babis at Shaykh Tabarsi that he apologized to the prisoners and set them free, allowing them to return to Tehran.

The Babis at Shaykh Tabarsi, who were ordinary civilians unused to warfare, were besieged and attacked by local militias and royal troops and even with canons. They held out for a total of seven months until, driven by hunger, they acceded to the offer of a truce and safe passage sent to them from the royal prince who commanded the government troops and who had pledged his word upon the holy Qur’an. When the Babis emerged, the royal prince immediately broke his word and ordered a general massacre of the Babis. Eight of the Letters of the Living, including Quddus and Mulla Husayn Bushru’i perished in this conflict.

Baha’u’llah returned to Tehran and resumed his role at the heart of the Babi community there. With the rising tide of persecutions of the Babis, there was an ever-increasing role for him in organising and encouraging the Babis of Tehran, intervening with the authorities for Babis who were in prison or under attack, supporting those Babis who lost everything as a result of the persecutions, explaining to influential persons in the government circles to which he had access the true nature of the Babi movement and trying to defuse the growing antagonism towards the Babis. His home remained a meeting-place for local Babis. Baha’u’llah was in communication with the Bab, who was now imprisoned in the fortress of Chihriq in north-west Iran. Haji Sayyah, the courier of the Bab, came to Baha’u’llah’s house on several occasions with letters from the Bab and carried back replies.

Once the persecution of the Babis had begun in earnest, Baha’u’llah’s social position made it very dangerous for him if the government realised what a key role he was playing in the Babi community. Therefore some of the Babis came together and consulted on how to protect him. They considered that the best plan would be to divert attention away to someone who was less in the public eye and would therefore be in less danger:

Because Baha’u’llah had become well-known and much talked about in connection with this [Babi] Cause among the people, the ulama [Muslim clerics] and the ministers of the government in the capital city, Tehran, and the hearts and minds of all were turned towards him, Mulla ‘Abdu’l-Karim Qazvini,15 who was one of the most earliest and most respected of the Babis [he had been a secretary of the Bab] and Mirza Musa Kalim, Baha’u’llah’s full brother, came and jointly suggested to Baha’u’llah: ‘Considering the enmity and spitefulness of the ulama and the might of the state and the power of the Prime Minister Mirza Taqi Khan [Amir Kabir], you are in great danger. Therefore it would be a wise precaution to turn people’s attention towards someone else so that you would be protected from persecution and harm for the time being.’ Nor did they consider it prudent for certain considerations to involve an outsider [in these arrangements], therefore the lot fell upon Mirza Yahya [Azal], who was Baha’u’llah’s [half-]brother.
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