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Religion on the Healing Edge: What Bahai's Believe examines the defining beliefs of the Bahai
Faith and its distinctive practices, which are intended to change the world.Author Frank Stetzer
offers insights into the Bahai community and its vision to establish a new global civilization
based on the recognition of the oneness of humanity. The vision he presents is a bold and
audacious one, full of unique opportunities and unusual challenges.A marvelous book for
anyone interested in learning more about the mission of the Bahai Faith and the relevance of
its teachings.

About the AuthorFrank Stetzer is a research statistician in the College of Nursing at the
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. He holds a PhD in geography and an MS in statistics from
the University of Iowa. Dr. Stetzer encountered the Baha'i religion as a college student in the
1970s. He and his wife, Rosemary, have served in various capacities in several Baha'i
communities. They live in Wisconsin and enjoy the company of their three children. --This text
refers to the paperback edition.

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/ZZrZr/Religion-on-the-Healing-Edge-What-Bahais-Believe


Religion on the Healing EdgeReligion on the Healing EdgeWhatBahá’ísBelieveby
Frank StetzerBahá’í Publishing415 Linden Avenue, Wilmette, Illinois 60091-2844Copyright ©
2007 the National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of the United States All rights reserved.
Published 2007Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper
"�10 09 08 4 3 2 Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataStetzer,
Frank.Religion on the healing edge : what Bahá’is believe / by Frank Stetzer. p. cm.Includes
bibliographical references.978-1-931847-44-5 (alk. paper)1-931847-44-4 (alk.
paper)978-1-618510-56-3(ebook)1. Bahai Faith—Doctrines. I. Title.BP365.S75 2007297 2.32—
dc222007060816Cover photograph by Sandi Lee SniderCover design by Tracy Heckel of
Guten Tag!Book design by Suni D. HannanContentsForewordIntroductionA Note on
Spirituality1. The Bahá’í CovenantThe Inception of the Bahá’í ReligionThe Center of the
CovenantThe Bahá’í Administrative OrderThe Bahá’í Covenant: A Spiritual Institution2. God’s
Eternal CovenantThe Idea of the Manifestation of GodThe Paradigm of Progressive
RevelationHow to Seek God3. The Oneness of Humankind Will Be EstablishedAt the
Threshold of a New AgePeace Will be AchievedA Twofold Process at WorkThe Meaning of
Unity4. A New Race of Men Will AriseA New Level of Personal MaturityNew Spiritual
CapacitiesTo See With The Eye Of Oneness5. Independent Investigation of TruthDetachment
is the KeyStudy the Words of the ManifestationsSearch Must be Followed by ActionThe Pursuit
of KnowledgeThe Imperative of Education6. People Can Govern ThemselvesNo Need for
Clergy or RitualThe Two Arms of the Bahá’í Administrative OrderThe Nineteen Day FeastThe
Local Spiritual AssemblyThe Bahá’í Electoral ProcessThe National Spiritual AssemblyThe
Universal House of JusticeThe Institutions of the Learned7. Elimination of All PrejudiceA New
Spiritual RealityPrejudice: The Root of Many IllsHow to Blot Out PrejudiceAmerica’s Burden of
Racial PrejudiceThe Equality of Women and Men8. Gossip Is the Greatest ViceGossip,
Faultfinding, Slander, and Backbiting CondemnedFive Steps to Fight Gossip9. Decision-
Making Is a Spiritual ActivityConsultation: The Foundation of Collective LifeThe Method of
ConsultationUnity Behind the Decision is ImperativeThe Role of the IndividualSpiritual Maturity
Revealed through Consultation10. Politics Is ShunnedLoyalty Yet NoninvolvementThe Real
SolutionSupport for International Organizations11. Work, Art, Money, Service, and
SacrificeService to HumankindWork Is WorshipBeauty Is EssentialThe Responsibilities of
WealthMaterial Support of the Bahá’í FaithThe Mystery of Sacrifice12. The Power of
YouthBahá’í Youth Can Move the WorldThe High Station of the Educator13. Social and
Economic DevelopmentMaterial and Spiritual DevelopmentPromoting Programs of Social and
Economic DevelopmentExamples of Development ProjectsProjects in the Developed
WorldRequirements for Global Prosperity14. America and the Bahá’í FaithA Glorious Future
PredictedA Dark PresentImmersed in a Sea of MaterialismThe False God of Freedom15. It’s
Systematic and SpiritualThe Worldwide Expansion of the Bahá’í ReligionAn Outward-Looking
CommunityA New Institution and a New MethodThe Core ActivitiesDeveloping a Culture of
Learning16. To Become a Bahá’íNotesBibliographyA Note to the ReaderPersian and Arabic
words have been transliterated following the pattern set by Shoghi Effendi, the Guardian of the
Bahá’í Faith. Also, as a sign of respect, pronouns associated with the Manifestations of God
have been capitalized.Foreword

on the Healing EdgeReligion on the Healing EdgeWhatBahá’ísBelieveby Frank
StetzerBahá’í Publishing415 Linden Avenue, Wilmette, Illinois 60091-2844Copyright © 2007



the National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of the United States All rights reserved.
Published 2007Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper
"�10 09 08 4 3 2 Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataStetzer,
Frank.Religion on the healing edge : what Bahá’is believe / by Frank Stetzer. p. cm.Includes
bibliographical references.978-1-931847-44-5 (alk. paper)1-931847-44-4 (alk.
paper)978-1-618510-56-3(ebook)1. Bahai Faith—Doctrines. I. Title.BP365.S75 2007297 2.32—
dc222007060816Cover photograph by Sandi Lee SniderCover design by Tracy Heckel of
Guten Tag!Book design by Suni D. HannanContentsForewordIntroductionA Note on
Spirituality1. The Bahá’í CovenantThe Inception of the Bahá’í ReligionThe Center of the
CovenantThe Bahá’í Administrative OrderThe Bahá’í Covenant: A Spiritual Institution2. God’s
Eternal CovenantThe Idea of the Manifestation of GodThe Paradigm of Progressive
RevelationHow to Seek God3. The Oneness of Humankind Will Be EstablishedAt the
Threshold of a New AgePeace Will be AchievedA Twofold Process at WorkThe Meaning of
Unity4. A New Race of Men Will AriseA New Level of Personal MaturityNew Spiritual
CapacitiesTo See With The Eye Of Oneness5. Independent Investigation of TruthDetachment
is the KeyStudy the Words of the ManifestationsSearch Must be Followed by ActionThe Pursuit
of KnowledgeThe Imperative of Education6. People Can Govern ThemselvesNo Need for
Clergy or RitualThe Two Arms of the Bahá’í Administrative OrderThe Nineteen Day FeastThe
Local Spiritual AssemblyThe Bahá’í Electoral ProcessThe National Spiritual AssemblyThe
Universal House of JusticeThe Institutions of the Learned7. Elimination of All PrejudiceA New
Spiritual RealityPrejudice: The Root of Many IllsHow to Blot Out PrejudiceAmerica’s Burden of
Racial PrejudiceThe Equality of Women and Men8. Gossip Is the Greatest ViceGossip,
Faultfinding, Slander, and Backbiting CondemnedFive Steps to Fight Gossip9. Decision-
Making Is a Spiritual ActivityConsultation: The Foundation of Collective LifeThe Method of
ConsultationUnity Behind the Decision is ImperativeThe Role of the IndividualSpiritual Maturity
Revealed through Consultation10. Politics Is ShunnedLoyalty Yet NoninvolvementThe Real
SolutionSupport for International Organizations11. Work, Art, Money, Service, and
SacrificeService to HumankindWork Is WorshipBeauty Is EssentialThe Responsibilities of
WealthMaterial Support of the Bahá’í FaithThe Mystery of Sacrifice12. The Power of
YouthBahá’í Youth Can Move the WorldThe High Station of the Educator13. Social and
Economic DevelopmentMaterial and Spiritual DevelopmentPromoting Programs of Social and
Economic DevelopmentExamples of Development ProjectsProjects in the Developed
WorldRequirements for Global Prosperity14. America and the Bahá’í FaithA Glorious Future
PredictedA Dark PresentImmersed in a Sea of MaterialismThe False God of Freedom15. It’s
Systematic and SpiritualThe Worldwide Expansion of the Bahá’í ReligionAn Outward-Looking
CommunityA New Institution and a New MethodThe Core ActivitiesDeveloping a Culture of
Learning16. To Become a Bahá’íNotesBibliographyA Note to the ReaderPersian and Arabic
words have been transliterated following the pattern set by Shoghi Effendi, the Guardian of the
Bahá’í Faith. Also, as a sign of respect, pronouns associated with the Manifestations of God
have been capitalized.Foreword

on the Healing EdgeReligion on the Healing EdgeWhatBahá’ísBelieveby Frank
StetzerBahá’í Publishing415 Linden Avenue, Wilmette, Illinois 60091-2844Copyright © 2007
the National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of the United States All rights reserved.
Published 2007Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper
"�10 09 08 4 3 2 Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataStetzer,
Frank.Religion on the healing edge : what Bahá’is believe / by Frank Stetzer. p. cm.Includes



bibliographical references.978-1-931847-44-5 (alk. paper)1-931847-44-4 (alk.
paper)978-1-618510-56-3(ebook)1. Bahai Faith—Doctrines. I. Title.BP365.S75 2007297 2.32—
dc222007060816Cover photograph by Sandi Lee SniderCover design by Tracy Heckel of
Guten Tag!Book design by Suni D. HannanContentsForewordIntroductionA Note on
Spirituality1. The Bahá’í CovenantThe Inception of the Bahá’í ReligionThe Center of the
CovenantThe Bahá’í Administrative OrderThe Bahá’í Covenant: A Spiritual Institution2. God’s
Eternal CovenantThe Idea of the Manifestation of GodThe Paradigm of Progressive
RevelationHow to Seek God3. The Oneness of Humankind Will Be EstablishedAt the
Threshold of a New AgePeace Will be AchievedA Twofold Process at WorkThe Meaning of
Unity4. A New Race of Men Will AriseA New Level of Personal MaturityNew Spiritual
CapacitiesTo See With The Eye Of Oneness5. Independent Investigation of TruthDetachment
is the KeyStudy the Words of the ManifestationsSearch Must be Followed by ActionThe Pursuit
of KnowledgeThe Imperative of Education6. People Can Govern ThemselvesNo Need for
Clergy or RitualThe Two Arms of the Bahá’í Administrative OrderThe Nineteen Day FeastThe
Local Spiritual AssemblyThe Bahá’í Electoral ProcessThe National Spiritual AssemblyThe
Universal House of JusticeThe Institutions of the Learned7. Elimination of All PrejudiceA New
Spiritual RealityPrejudice: The Root of Many IllsHow to Blot Out PrejudiceAmerica’s Burden of
Racial PrejudiceThe Equality of Women and Men8. Gossip Is the Greatest ViceGossip,
Faultfinding, Slander, and Backbiting CondemnedFive Steps to Fight Gossip9. Decision-
Making Is a Spiritual ActivityConsultation: The Foundation of Collective LifeThe Method of
ConsultationUnity Behind the Decision is ImperativeThe Role of the IndividualSpiritual Maturity
Revealed through Consultation10. Politics Is ShunnedLoyalty Yet NoninvolvementThe Real
SolutionSupport for International Organizations11. Work, Art, Money, Service, and
SacrificeService to HumankindWork Is WorshipBeauty Is EssentialThe Responsibilities of
WealthMaterial Support of the Bahá’í FaithThe Mystery of Sacrifice12. The Power of
YouthBahá’í Youth Can Move the WorldThe High Station of the Educator13. Social and
Economic DevelopmentMaterial and Spiritual DevelopmentPromoting Programs of Social and
Economic DevelopmentExamples of Development ProjectsProjects in the Developed
WorldRequirements for Global Prosperity14. America and the Bahá’í FaithA Glorious Future
PredictedA Dark PresentImmersed in a Sea of MaterialismThe False God of Freedom15. It’s
Systematic and SpiritualThe Worldwide Expansion of the Bahá’í ReligionAn Outward-Looking
CommunityA New Institution and a New MethodThe Core ActivitiesDeveloping a Culture of
Learning16. To Become a Bahá’íNotesBibliographyA Note to the ReaderPersian and Arabic
words have been transliterated following the pattern set by Shoghi Effendi, the Guardian of the
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have been capitalized.ForewordEarly in my investigation of the Bahá’í religion, I returned to the
four Gospels, the root of my Christian faith, with the question, “If I were reading these stories
for the first time, how would I know that Jesus is who He claims to be, the Christ?” It soon
became clear that, for me, the proof of Jesus’s divinity is not in His miracles, or even in His
birth and resurrection. It is in His deeds and especially His words. These words contain a love,
wisdom, authority, and most of all, a truth that is not of this world: “Because he taught them as
one who had authority.”1 Instinctively I know these are the words of God, not of man, as
certainly as the sheep must know the voice of the shepherd.When I read the words of
Bahá’u’lláh, the divine teacher of the Bahá’í religion, I find this same heavenly power, authority,
love, wisdom, and truth. This short book is an exploration of the Bahá’í beliefs and teachings
that I, personally, find so illuminating, surprising, ennobling, uplifting, stunning, and sometimes
upsetting, challenging, and just plain contrary to the conventional ways of thinking and doing,



that I know they must be from God.The ability to speak eloquently is held in high regard in the
teachings of the Bahá’í religion. From an early age, Bahá’í children are instructed and
encouraged to stand before an audience and give polished presentations, recite prayers, and
give musical and artistic performances. Perhaps I became a Bahá’í too late in my life, but
eloquent speech has always eluded me. The more passionate I am about a topic, the less I am
able to express myself clearly. Of all the topics on which I am tempted to open my mouth, I am
the most passionate about the Bahá’í religion. So I have put on paper the words I always
wished I could say. If nothing else, I can read this short book to people.I would like to
acknowledge a few of the many people who have taught me something that has contributed to
this book. First, two faculty members from my undergraduate days at the University of
Wisconsin-LaCrosse, where I was to first learn of the Bahá’í religion: Ms. Brenda Randolph,
who presented her beliefs with grace and dignity to a mostly hostile audience of which I was
fortunate to be a member; and Mr. Wig DeMoville, who helped me to see the “big picture” of
the Bahá’í religion. Second, my philosophy instructor at UW-L, Mr. Ron Glass, who tried to
teach me to think and write clearly. And finally, my wife Rosemary and our children Darwin,
Russell, and Emily Joy, who every day teach me what it means to be a Bahá’í.IntroductionAsk
the average “man on the street” what Bahá’ís believe and what Bahá’ís do. If you get any
answer at all, it will probably be that Bahá’ís believe God loves all people and that all religions
are good, and that Bahá’ís are nice people who try to get along with everyone. They might be
described as innocuous, harmless, boring at parties, maybe even naive or utopian, but the
term “cutting edge” will probably not be used to describe either Bahá’ís or their beliefs.Do not
be misled by the mild-as-milk demeanor. While many Bahá’ís might seem to be the antithesis
of confrontational, they are on a cutting edge of their own design—really more of a healing
edge—with an audacious plan to change the ways people, institutions, and nations behave and
interact. The changes they envisage are so fundamental that they effectively amount to
replacing nations and their institutions with new nations and new institutions, and the world’s
inhabitants with a new race of people.There are many religions in the world; some with billions
of followers, others with only a handful. All began with a central mission, a vision of how the
world can and must be made better; all held that certain beliefs, behaviors, practices, and
institutions were necessary to realize this vision. The purpose of this book is to demonstrate
that, out of all the possible missions to which a religion could be committed, the Bahá’í vision,
which is to establish a new global civilization founded on the recognition of the oneness and
wholeness of humankind, is the most bold, audacious, original, and probably the most difficult
to achieve, and that the Bahá’í beliefs, practices, and institutions are the most challenging and
exciting to be part of.This book examines the beliefs animating the Bahá’í religion and the
practices by which they intend to change the world. It begins with a brief exploration of Bahá’í
history and theology. The first four chapters identify four fundamental defining beliefs about
God, humanity, religion, and history. Bahá’ís are people who, having accepted these beliefs,
find themselves inspired and empowered to change their lives by adopting certain specific new
ways of doing, or distinctive practices, which are described in the next eleven chapters. (The
distinction of beliefs from practices is somewhat arbitrary and primarily a pedagogical tool on
my part; it solves the problem of where to start. I hope the reader finds it useful.) By embracing
these beliefs and concentrating their actions through these practices, Bahá’ís are confident
they can actually become a fundamentally different people than any who have ever inhabited
the planet. They can build completely new institutions and ultimately guide the nations to a new
era in human history.There are excellent books that investigate the history and teachings of the
Bahá’í Faith in much more depth and detail than is attempted here. Much of its history and



many of its teachings are comfortably similar to those of the other great world religions. The
emphasis of this book is primarily on those dimensions that are new and distinctive, which
challenge us to understand religion, civilization, and spirituality in a new way, to become
something far better than we are and to commit ourselves to building something more vast
than most people, even the Bahá’ís themselves, can comprehend. This is religion on the
healing edge.As will be clear by the end of chapter 1, the Bahá’í religion is scripture-based. Its
sacred texts are the foundation of its teachings. On these are built a body of understandings
and interpretations that are shared by all Bahá’ís. Last and definitely least are the personal and
private understandings every individual Bahá’í reaches during his encounter with the
teachings. All three are included in this book. Use of first-person pronouns, such as “I believe
that…” or “My understanding is…,” indicate where my own interpretations and inspirations
begin. If they are not completely on topic, they are quarantined to footnotes.The choice of
particular topics is also mine alone. Other Bahá’ís would choose to organize their book very
differently. For another perspective, find other Bahá’ís and ask them about the teachings of
their religion that they could not live without.A Note on SpiritualityThis book uses the word
spiritual on almost every page—the spiritual world (or plane), spiritual people, practices,
capacities, and institutions. Many people feel comfortable with this word and will glide right over
it without a second thought, others will find it confusing and a few will feel it a call to battle, in
one way or another. This is not a book about theology, nor am I qualified to write one, but since
the Bahá’í Faith is centrally concerned with the spiritual, it is necessary to give at least a
working definition. It is not my intention to try to convince you that the Bahá’í understanding of
spiritual is better than some other, but just to convey how Bahá’ís use the word and what it
means to them.A person is said to be “spiritual” when he believes that the material, tangible
world is not all there is. Behind it, somehow hidden from our five senses, there lies another,
more fundamental reality. What’s more, he believes that these two realities are interconnected
and even intertwined, and that people live in both worlds simultaneously. What different
communities believe about this reality varies; religious people in the Western tradition
(including Bahá’ís) believe in a creating, loving, guiding God, His Holy Messengers and their
teachings and scriptures; they believe in the Holy Spirit and a Covenant that connects God to
people, and an eternal human soul created by Him that lives within each person. Other
traditions may believe in many gods, the life forces of nature, the spirits of ancestors, eternal
virtues and values such as truth, beauty, love, and justice, or simply the ideas of right and
wrong. To be spiritual is to believe in this unseen reality and its relevance for daily life.To act in
a spiritual way is to conform your actions to the truth of this reality, as you understand it. Since
a person exists in both worlds, actions in the material have ramifications in the spiritual, and
conversely, spiritual forces have material effects. For example, the religious person prays,
asking God for guidance, healing, or courage. He believes that God hears his prayer and that,
in His wisdom, God may answer the prayer and he materially benefits. This act of prayer is
spiritual because the supplicant believes God hears and answers prayer; to pray without the
belief is not spiritual. Spiritual practices are just spiritual acts that are performed regularly by all
members of a community; for example, the practice of daily prayer, the observance of a period
of fasting, or of coming together for worship and study. A spiritual institution is a practice that is
accepted as having some formal, ongoing status in both worlds, and may involve many
members of the community. Examples might be a religious marriage, a pilgrimage, a funeral, or
a formal worship service.Wars probably have been fought over minor differences in what
people understand by the word spiritual. Although the Bahá’í writings are a rich mine of new
insights into the realities of the spiritual world, including the power of prayer, the nature of the



afterlife, and the meaning of evil, to split hairs over these realities is not the task of this book,
nor is it in keeping with the spirit of Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings as I understand them. But it is
important to point out that the real opposite of spirituality is to believe man exists in the
material world alone, and that God or other spiritual entities, if they exist at all, are not
connected or involved in the human world.Popular culture is full of alternative paths to
spirituality. If you are someone who does not believe in God or in the existence of a spiritual
reality, but wants to investigate its possibility, you have many options. The Bahá’í writings offer
one reasonable path. It is, as described in chapter 2, to first free yourself from preconceived
doctrines, ideas, and attachments, then to study the holy books with an open mind, ask God to
guide you, and be patient.1The Bahá’í CovenantTo explain the first defining belief of the
Bahá’ís, it is necessary to start with a short overview of the history of their religion. This will
introduce the central figures of the Bahá’í religion, identify some fundamental Bahá’í
institutions, and give context to the material that follows. Understanding this first defining belief,
the Bahá’í Covenant, is central to understanding the Bahá’í Faith. Several of the threads
started here will be developed in subsequent chapters.The Inception of the Bahá’í ReligionThe
1840s were a time of millennial expectation both in Christianity and Islam. In particular, a
straightforward interpretation of prophecies in the Old Testament book of Daniel pointed to the
year 1844 (1260 AH in the Islamic calendar) as “the time of the end,” when God’s mysteries
would be revealed and the world as it was known would cease to exist. Many Christians
anticipated the return of Christ, the Day of Judgment, and the resurrection of the dead.1
Similarly, Islamic prophecies led many Shia Muslims to expect the appearance of a great
redeemer, the Qá’im, or “He who shall arise,” to be followed by the return of the Twelfth Imam,i
while Sunni Muslims anticipated the appearance of another messianic figure, the Mahdí.
Various scriptural scholars had different expectations of exactly what would transpire, with
many predicting great convulsions in the physical world, perhaps even the destruction of the
planet itself.In 1844, an Islamic scholar named Siyyid Ká�“im was certain the time had come for
the appearance of the Qá’im, and he instructed his pupils to scatter across Persia (now Iran)
and Iraq in search of Him. Guided by prayer and their teacher’s instructions, seventeen of them
would arrive in the southern Persian city of Shiraz over the course of a few months. There,
each one separately found the object of their common quest, a young merchant named Siyyid
‘Alí-Mu�%ammad, Who announced that He was the one foretold in the ancient prophecies.
Although He claimed to be a divine Messenger equal in station to Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and
Mu�%ammad (the Messengers recognized by Islam) and produced a large body of written
scripture in Persian and Arabic, He made it clear that the duration of His religion was to be very
brief. The fundamental purpose of His teaching was to prepare a body of dedicated believers
for another, much greater teacher, “Him Whom God shall make manifest,” Who was to follow in
a few years. He adopted the title the Báb, Arabic for “the Gate,” which symbolized His mission
of preparing the way for the appearance of another.The Báb’s teachings spread very rapidly
across Persia, and His followers, called Bábís, soon numbered in the hundreds of thousands,
to the alarm of members of the conservative Islamic clergy and their colleagues in the
government. Persecutions of the young religious community soon began, incited by the clergy
and condoned or ignored by the government. Condemned as apostates to Islam, more than
twenty thousand Bábís were put to death in a few decades following 1844, many after fierce
battles or horrific torture; tens of thousands of others were tortured, tormented, beggared, or
banished for their allegiance to the new religion. The Báb Himself was executed in 1850 by a
firing squad of 750 soldiers. This turmoil attracted the attention of the European press, which
called for an end to the barbaric persecutions.One of the first followers of the Báb was a



wealthy Persian nobleman from the northern region of Núr, named Mírzá �$usayn-‘Alí. Like the
Báb, He had been distinguished since childhood for His attachment to God, precocious
wisdom, charity, and seemingly innate understanding of religious scripture. After rising to
prominence as a leader of the Bábí community, He was arrested in the summer of 1852, His
home looted, His possessions seized, His family forced into hiding, and He was cast into a
notorious dungeon in Tehran, chained to other Bábís and the worst criminals of the province.
Every day one of the Bábís would be led out for torture and execution; the rest awaited their
fate.Mírzá �$usayn-‘Alí later wrote that it was in this dungeon He received a revelation, in the
form of a Heavenly vision and voice, announcing that He was the one foretold by the Báb, and
that, impossible as it seemed at the time, through Him God would reveal teachings that would
usher in a new spiritual and material age. Although another ten years would pass before He
would make known His divine mandate, this sacred juncture, like the descent of the Dove of
the Holy Spirit at Jesus’s baptism, marks for Bahá’ís the shouldering of the mantle of divine
authority by Mírzá �$usayn-‘Alí, and through that channel the beginning of the Bahá’í religion.iiIn
part by the intervention of the Russian ambassador, who warned that the execution of a person
of His reputation would not be tolerated, Mírzá �$usayn-‘Alí was exiled to Baghdad (then part of
the Ottoman Empire), with His wife, two of His three small children, and a few close
companions. The intent of the government was that His remoteness from the body of Bábí
believers would end His influence. The harsh, three-month midwinter journey through the
mountains of western Persia began in January 1853; food was in short supply and His children
suffered frostbite that would affect them for the rest of their lives. This banishment would turn
out to be the first of four successive exiles for the small band of Bábís, each taking them farther
from the birthplace of the new religion.Mírzá �$usayn-‘Alí spent ten years in Baghdad as a
prisoner of the Ottoman government. While not physically constrained, His movements were
limited. Yet by a stream of correspondence and visits from Persian Bábís, He was able to revive
the spirits of the disheartened followers of the Báb and keep them focused on their mission of
preparing themselves for the coming advent of a greater revelation. During His years in
Baghdad, He also wrote several books, one of which, the Kitáb-i-Íqán (“The Book of
Certitude”), explains the nature of religious revelation and the search for religious truth. The
contents of this book are important to understanding the second defining belief of the Bahá’ís,
and will be examined in more detail in the next chapter, and again in chapter 5.As His influence
and prestige in Baghdad grew, the Persian ambassador pressured the Ottoman authorities to
send Mírzá �$usayn-‘Alí even farther from Persia. In April 1863 plans were made for His exile to
Constantinople (now Istanbul, Turkey). Mírzá �$usayn-‘Alí used the occasion of His departure
from Baghdad to announce to a few of His closest followers what many of them already
suspected, that He was “Him Whom God shall make manifest,” the one foretold by the Báb
nineteen years earlier. From this point forward, He would be known as Bahá’u’lláh, Arabic for
“the Glory of God.” This announcement, which occurred in an island garden in the Tigris River
named Riván (Paradise) on April 21, is celebrated by Bahá’ís (followers of Bahá’u’lláh) as their
most important holy day. It was also at this time that Bahá’u’lláh set the tenor for this new
religion by forbidding His followers the use of force in advancing or even defending their Faith,
in spite of the persecutions they had suffered and the violent struggles they had been drawn
into during the last nineteen years. Their only defense was to be their words. In a later
document He writes: “Know thou that We have annulled the rule of the sword, as an aid to Our
Cause, and substituted for it the power born of the utterance of men.”2Within a few years, the
vast majority of Bábís came to wholeheartedly accept Bahá’u’lláh as the one for Whom the
Báb had prepared them. The mission of the Báb was complete.After only four months in



Constantinople, Bahá’u’lláh and His followers were exiled once again in the dead of a harsh
winter, this time to Adrianople (now Edirne) in eastern Turkey. It was there that Bahá’u’lláh
publicly announced His mission, in a series of letters addressed to the civil and spiritual
leaders of Asia, Europe, and America. The message of these letters is the foundation of the
third defining belief and will be discussed in chapter 3.Five years later (1868), again at the
instigation of the Persian ambassador, the small band was forced to sell most of their
belongings and was taken by a series of ships to Acre (Acco/‘Akká) in Palestine, then the most
remote and pestilential prison colony in the Ottoman Empire, situated a short distance from the
present city of Haifa, Israel, near the foot of Mount Carmel. It was assumed that, sentenced to
solitary confinement for life in Acre, Bahá’u’lláh and His religion would soon be
extinguished.This was not to be. During the next twenty-four years, until His death in 1892,
Bahá’u’lláh continued to develop the foundations of the new religion in His writings. The most
important of these is His book of laws, the Kitáb-i-Aqdas (“The Most Holy Book”), which
includes a description of the nature of the new global society His followers are to construct.
Discussion of these teachings will start in chapter 4.The Center of the CovenantIn the Kitáb-i-
Aqdas and the Kitáb-i-Ahd (“The Book of the Covenant”), also penned in Acre, Bahá’u’lláh
appoints his eldest son, Abbas Effendi, as His successor, assigns him the title Center of the
Covenant, and makes it clear that divine guidance will continue to flow through him:O ye that
dwell on earth! The religion of God is for love and unity; make it not the cause of enmity or
dissension…. The Will of the divine Testator is this: It is incumbent upon the Agh�cán [literally,
branches; the relatives and descendants of Bahá’u’lláhiii], the Afnán [literally, twigs; the
relatives and descendants of The Báb] and My Kindred to turn, one and all, their faces towards
the Most Mighty Branch [Abbas Effendi]. Consider that which We have revealed in Our Most
Holy Book [Kitáb-i-Aqdas]: “When the ocean of My presence hath ebbed and the Book of My
Revelation is ended, turn your faces toward Him Whom God hath purposed, Who hath
branched from this Ancient Root.” The object of this sacred verse is none other except the Most
Mighty Branch. Thus have We graciously revealed unto you Our potent Will, and I am verily the
Gracious, the All-Powerful.3‘Abbas Effendi, who took the title ‘Abdul-Bahá (“Servant of Bahá”)
after his Father’s passing, was nine years old when he first accompanied his father into exile in
Baghdad, and he had served in the role of his father’s deputy his entire adult life. His
appointment to the position of leadership was accepted without hesitation by all but a few of his
father’s followers, and by the Ottoman authorities, who now targeted their hostility toward
him.The appointment of Abdu’l-Bahá as the new leader of the Bahá’í religion is the first chapter
in the unfolding of the Bahá’í Covenant. In its simplest terms, this Covenant represents an
agreement between Bahá’u’lláh and His followers that, in exchange for their fidelity (what
Bahá’ís refer to as firmness in the Covenant), divine guidance would continue to flow to them
through Abdu’l-Bahá, and in time through a unique system of institutions, which will be
described shortly and again in chapter 6. Most significantly, this would protect the Bahá’í Faith
from the internal dissension and division that typically follows the death of the founder of a new
religion. It is an agreement unique in the world’s religious history.‘Abdu’l-Bahá was given
several specific responsibilities by his father. The most central was to be the authoritative
interpreter of His writings. Bahá’ís place great weight on the written words of Bahá’u’lláh.
Although historical accounts, recollections of conversations, anecdotes, and stories are
invaluable and provide a special richness to an individual’s faith, the body of Bahá’u’lláh’s
writings (over seventeen thousand documents) is regarded as pure religious revelation and the
authoritative foundation of Bahá’í belief and practice. According to the provisions of
Bahá’u’lláh’s Covenant, any question or controversy arising over the meaning of any of His



teachings was to be referred to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, whose interpretations were to be taken as
binding. A letter from Bahá’u’lláh, known as the Tablet of the Branch, makes it clear that He
expects the Bahá’ís to follow ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s leadership. In a letter addressed to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá,
Bahá’u’lláh gives His son responsibility for guiding all humanity:We have made Thee a shelter
for all mankind, a shield unto all who are in heaven and on earth, a stronghold for whosoever
hath believed in God, the Incomparable, the All-Knowing. God grant that through Thee He may
protect them, may enrich and sustain them, that He may inspire Thee with that which shall be a
wellspring of wealth unto all created things, an ocean of bounty unto all men, and the
dayspring of mercy unto all peoples.4Another of the responsibilities given to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and
in some ways the most miraculous, was that of being an example for the Bahá’ís. ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá’s life of tireless and loving service, first to his father, then to the Bahá’ís, his charitable
works, his patience under extraordinary trials, and his continual guidance and encouragement
of the Bahá’ís, together set a standard that all must strive to live up to. Bahá’ís continue to
study his life as well as his words for inspiration on how to lead a “Bahá’í life” no matter what
the circumstances.The Báb, Bahá’u’lláh, and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá are the central figures of the Bahá’í
religion. Bahá’ís regard them as holy persons. The Báb and Bahá’u’lláh are regarded as
Manifestations of God, equal in station to Christ, Mu�%ammad, Moses, and the founders of the
other major world religions. While physically they are ordinary people, spiritually the
Manifestations are completely different beings, created by God to be the recipients of a
revelation for humanity, and given whatever spiritual powers and abilities they need to carry out
their missions. (The idea of the Manifestation of God will be explored more fully in the next
chapter.) Bahá’ís regard ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as a person unique in religious history, with much of the
authority and knowledge of the Manifestation, but working strictly in the context of his father’s
religion and Covenant. The writings of the Báb, Bahá’u’lláh, and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá are regarded as
the sacred texts of the Bahá’í Faith.A prisoner since childhood, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was freed at the
age of sixty-four following the overthrow of the Ottoman Empire in the Young Turk Revolution of
1908. He was then able to direct His efforts to the expansion of the Bahá’í Faith in Europe,
North and South America, Africa, and Asia. ‘Abdu’l-Bahá personally traveled to Egypt, Europe,
and North America, speaking before hundreds of religious and civic organizations, and
thousands of individual believers and Bahá’í groups. Later, when confined to the Holy Land by
advancing age and the isolation imposed by World War I, he envisioned the spread of his
father’s religion around the globe and created systematic plans for the use of traveling teachers
to develop Bahá’í communities in locales throughout the world. Some specific challenges He
gave to the Bahá’ís of the United States are examined in chapters 7 and 14.
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from history to key precepts. I usually keep an extra copy on hand to give away when I meet a
"seeker". Even if someone is just interested in getting general information, they can easily
study by topic or chapter, without reading the entire book. I highly recommend it for every
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expertly written explanation of many things Bahá'i. It uses intelligent language and sacred texts
to explain everything from a basic history of The Bahá'i Faith, The Covenant of Baha'u'llah, and
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