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A Community of Unified Thought and Action

The Baha'i community has been brought into being through the
power of Baha'u'lldh for the achievement of a particular mission. It is a
community pledged to a covenant, “united in one Divine purpose:”™ that
the love of God may be spread, that the oneness of humanity may be
realized, that a new civilization may be raised, and that the “era of blissful
felicity which is to incarnate God’s ultimate purpose for all mankind”
may be inaugurated.?

‘Abdu’l-Bahé urges the believers to rally themselves and unite around
this purpose. “It behoveth all the beloved of God to become as one,” He
affirms, “to gather together under the protection of a single flag, to stand
for a uniform body of opinion, to follow one and the same pathway, to
hold fast to a single resolve. Let them forget their divergent theories and
put aside their conflicting views since, God be praised, our purpose is
one, our goal is one.”® He indicates that the “first condition is firmness
in the Covenant of God,” for “it is evident that the axis of the oneness of
the world of humanity is the power of the Covenant and nothing else,”
and that “had the Covenant not come to pass” then “the forces of the
Cause of God would have been utterly scattered.” “The Bahd’is are
commanded to establish the oneness of mankind,” the Master explains,
“if they cannot unite around one point how will they be able to bring
about the unity of mankind?”®

Baha’is have thus entered into a covenant with Baha'u’llah promis-
ing that they will do His will in order to achieve His purpose. Yet, it is
impossible for the Bahad'i community to move instantly into the divinely
promised Golden Age; we have to collectively learn how to put the teach-
ings into practice step by step in a manner that corresponds to what
Baha'u’llah intends. To work systematically to achieve the transforma-
tion implied in His teachings, the community must be unified in its
thought and action.
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One cannot obtain the full force of the sunlight when it is cast
on a flat mirror, but once the sun shineth upon a concave mirror,
or on a lens that is convex, all its heat will be concentrated on a
single point, and that one point will burn the hottest. Thus is it
necessary to focus one’s thinking on a single point so that it will
become an effective force.®

Bahd&'u’llah calls upon the believers to be “united in counsel” and
“one in thought.”” At the beginning of their meetings, the members of a
Local Assembly pray: “We have gathered in this spiritual assembly, united
in our views and thoughts, with our purposes harmonized to exalt Thy
word amidst mankind.”® “Should harmony of thought and absolute unity
be nonexistent” ‘Abdu’l-Bahd explains, “that gathering shall be dispersed
and that assembly be brought to naught.”® “What the Cause greatly
needs,” states the Guardian, “is unity, both of thought and action.”°

Unity of thought and action represents a proper balance between
oneness and diversity in matters related to the collective concerns of the
Bah&'i community. “It is clear,” ‘Abdu’l-Baha states, acknowledging the
differences in human minds, “that the reality of mankind is diverse, that
opinions are various and sentiments different; and this difference of opin-
ions, of thoughts, of intelligence, of sentiments among the human spe-
cies arises from essential necessity.”*! Yet, He further explains, “the diver-
sity in the human family should be the cause of love and harmony as it is
in music where many different notes blend together in the making of a
perfect chord.”*2 Building unity of thought and endeavor is a process of
constantly refining collective understanding and behavior to move them
progressively closer to truth and effective action. Clearly, if the Bahd'
world is to advance toward achieving Bahd'u’llah’s purpose, the views of a
few cannot be imposed on the whole, nor is every idea equal and every
individual free to pursue a separate agenda. Without unity of thought
and action, no forward progress is possible. The community lacks a com-
pass—condemned to interminable wrangling and stagnation and a hos-
tage to freneticism and arrogance. In the investigation of truth and the
creation of a new civilization, building unity of thought and action oc-
curs in a broad middle way between the extremes of uniformity and rela-
tivism. “It is not uniformity which we should seek in the formation of
any national or local assembly,” Shoghi Effendi makes clear. “For the
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bedrock of the Baha'i administrative order is the principle of unity in
diversity, which has been so strongly and so repeatedly emphasized in the
writings of the Cause.”® At the same time, ‘Abdu’l-Baha rejects relativ-
ism, explaining that “reality is not divisible; it does not admit multiplic-
ity. All the holy Manifestations of God have proclaimed and promul-
gated the same reality. They have summoned mankind to reality itself,
and reality is one.”

How is it possible to proceed along this middle way of unity of thought
and action? Through simultaneous efforts to weigh views in the balance
of the Revelation, to consult, and to learn in united action, diverse points
of view are harmonized so as to contribute to the discovery of truth.

Unity of thought and action begins with the effort of each person to
respond to the Revelation of Baha'u'llah. “Investigation of the one
fundamental reality and allegiance to the essential unchanging principles
of the Word of God,” ‘Abdu’l-Baha states, “can alone establish unity and
love in human hearts.”** And He adds:

Naught but the celestial potency of the Word of God, which ruleth
and transcendeth the realities of all things, is capable of harmoniz-
ing the divergent thoughts, sentiments, ideas, and convictions of
the children of men.®

The individual efforts of believers to conform their personal views and
behavior to the standard of the divine will, as expressed in the revealed
Word of God and in the authoritative statements of the Center of the
Cause, draw them into closer harmony with one another.

Referring to the texts purifies and shapes opinion. Individual inter-
pretation is the fruit of our rational power and contributes to a better
understanding of the teachings.r” We all have a right to our opinions and
we are bound to think differently.®® Yet reality is vast; no single mind can
fully grasp all its dimensions. Individuals must of necessity hold subjec-
tive, partial views—personal opinions about reality and truth that can be
shared and contrasted with the views and opinions of others in the quest
for greater understanding. “As believers with various insights into the
Teachings converse—with patience, tolerance and open and unbiased
minds—a deepening of comprehension should take place.”*® The right
to individual opinions is upheld in the writings and its value affirmed.
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However, two opinions may equally represent different perspectives on
the truth, or one opinion may be closer to the truth than the other.
Opinions can also be wrong. Shoghi Effendi explains that the “more we
read the Writings, the more truths we can find in them, the more we will
see that our previous notions were erroneous.”? It is a sign of progress
and maturity to be capable of weeding out incorrect or inferior views to
attain a greater comprehension of truth.

Consider an example from the teaching work. In observing efforts
to bring about large-scale expansion over a number of years, a Bahd'i
teacher may conclude that the process simply does not work and that
teaching should be restricted to firesides and other methods for sharing
the Message during the course of one’s daily life. But upon reading
statements such as “It is imperative, therefore, that the process of teaching
the masses be not only maintained but accelerated”? and “All should
recognize that entry by troops is an inevitable stage in the development
of the Cause,” 2 the teacher should acknowledge that the process of large-
scale expansion is valid and that the previous belief was in error. A diversity
of opinions may still legitimately exist, of course, with regard to the most
effective methods for achieving such expansion.

Where the teachings of the Book are not explicit, where personal
interpretations differ, or where views about alternative applications of
the teachings vary, consultation provides a means for the believers to
unify their thoughts and actions. “In all things it is necessary to consult,”
Baha&’u’llah states, for “it is and will always be a cause of awareness and of
awakening and a source of good and well-being.”? Consultation is the
searching for the truth of a matter in order to determine appropriate
action in a given circumstance.

Consultation is guided by a number of clearly expressed principles.
Individuals are to be free to put forward their views and should not be
offended by the views of others.?* Opinions are presented without pas-
sion or rancor; conflict and contention are strictly forbidden, and, if
they arise, discussion should cease until unity is restored.?® The clash of
differing opinions brings forth the spark of truth,?” and all are to listen
for the truth as differing opinions are shared, for “the light of reality
becomes apparent when two opinions coincide.”? For this reason, stub-
bornly clinging to one’s opinion ensures that the truth will remain hid-
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den.?® Above all, “true consultation is spiritual conference in the attitude
and atmosphere of love. Members must love each other in the spirit of
fellowship in order that good results may be forthcoming.”

If unanimity is not achieved by a consultative body, a decision is
reached by vote, and all are urged to “abide by the voice of the majority,
which we are told by our Master to be the voice of truth, never to be
challenged, and always to be whole-heartedly enforced.”® Members of
the authoritative body who have different views are not to dispute or
undermine the decision but rather, enthusiastically uphold it.%2 In this
way, even if the decision is wrong, the foundation of unity is preserved
during implementation and the community can more quickly learn the
way that is right.*®* Thus comes into play a third element along with
study of the writings and consultation, namely, learning through united
action. For unity of thought without unity of action is meaningless.

Mistakes—whether deriving from individual initiative or collective
action—are an inevitable part of the learning process. “A wide latitude
for action must be allowed them, which means that a large margin for
mistakes must also be allowed. . . . The Cause is not so fragile that a
degree of mistakes cannot be tolerated.”** Through reflection on action,
based on further study and consultation, plans can be revised and more
constructive strategies for action undertaken.

Even after careful study, sound consultation, and united action, there
will remain differences in the subjective beliefs of individuals. Given the
vast nature of reality, how could it be otherwise, since human beings will
ever fall short of an ultimate understanding of truth? Rather than taking
sides and arguing about matters, the friends need to be comfortable with
uncertainty, content to allow others room to express a diversity of outlooks
and actions. “Living with ambiguities” the Universal House of Justice
explains, is “a natural and inescapable feature of the process of exploring
reality.”® The believers are encouraged to “learn to listen to the views of
others without being overawed or allowing their faith to be shaken, and
to express their own views without pressing them on their fellow Baha’is.”*
If beliefs or actions are erroneous, they will, presumably, yield to continued
learning; no harm can come unless these perspectives are advanced in
such a way as to contend with authoritative interpretations or to
undermine the legitimate authority of the institutions. Similarly,
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irreparable harm is done by belittling the opinions of one’s fellow believers
through judgmental categorizations, assigning people to camps that do
not exist in the Faith:
He urges you to exert your utmost to get the . . . Bahd’is to put
aside such obnoxious terms as “radical”, “conservative”, “progres-
sive”, “enemies of the Cause”, “squelching the teachings”, etc. If
they paused for one moment to think for what purpose the Bab
and the Martyrs gave their lives, and Bahd'u’llah and the Master
accepted so much suffering, they would never let such definitions
and accusations cross their lips when speaking of each other.*’

The gray area of ambiguity is the frontier of learning, the field of
inquiry where more accurate and insightful understandings of reality gemi-
nate and grow. Two knowledge systems, science and religion, shed light
on that gray area; it must be preserved for independent investigation by
protecting it from the distortions of truth imposed by intractable per-
sonal views. The Covenant maintains proper relationships of love and
unity among the believers and preserves the integrity of the teachings
even when strong differences of opinion are held. The Guardian explains
that it is “premature and presumptuous on our part” to imagine that we
can adequately assess the full value of Bah&'u’llah’s new World Order. As
we work collectively to raise it in every corner of the globe, “we must
trust to time, and the guidance of God’s Universal House of Justice, to
obtain a clearer and fuller understanding of its provisions and implica-
tions.”*®

Unity of thought does not narrow, but widens the scope of action
within the community. It safeguards individual initiative and clarifies
arrangements for a diversity of actions. By understanding the nature of
the Cause and the full range of endeavor necessary for its progress, all can
be engaged constructively in the simultaneous study, consultation, action
and reflection that are the essential practice of one’s faith in working
toward God’s purpose for humanity. By following the means offered by
the teachings to harmonize thoughts and actions, Bahd'i communities
will mature and make a marked impact on the society around them.



A Community of Devotion and Service

The pattern of Bahad'i community life includes the “distinct, yet in-
separable” elements of devotion and service.! “Success and prosperity
depend upon service to and worship of God,”? ‘Abdu’l-Baha observes,
while Shoghi Effendi states that the very purpose of the Baha’i commu-
nity “is regulated by the twin directing principles of the worship of God
and of service to one’s fellow-men.”

The worship of God is the essence of religion. “Occupy thyself in
remembrance of the Beauty of Him Who is the Unconstrained, at early
morn and seek communion with Him at the hour of dawn,” Bah&'u’lldh
urges, for “remembrance of Me is a healing medicine to the souls and a
light to the hearts of men.”™ ‘Abdu’l-Baha explains that the state of prayer
is the best of conditions, for prayer bestows life.> “Remembrance of God
is like the rain and dew,” He adds, “which bestow freshness and grace on
flowers and hyacinths, revive them and cause them to acquire fragrance,
redolence and renewed charm.”® And Shoghi Effendi states:

... The core of religious faith is that mystic feeling which unites
man with God. This state of spiritual communion can be brought
about and maintained by means of meditation and prayer. And
this is the reason why Baha'u’llah has so much stressed the impor-
tance of worship. . . .

For prayer is absolutely indispensable to their [the believers] in-
ner spiritual development, and this, as already stated, is the very
foundation and purpose of the Religion of God.”

Personal devotions are, therefore, essential, yet alone are insufficient.
Everything in creation worships God, and the community, as an entity in
itself, must certainly do so as well. “It behooveth the friends in whatever
land they be, to gather together in meetings,” Baha'u’lldh states, “and
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therein to speak wisely and with eloquence, and to read the verses of
God; for it is God’s Words that kindle love’s fire and set it ablaze.”® ‘Abdu’l-
Baha explains that the wisdom of raising places of worship is so that the
people will gather together at a certain time and engage in prayer, so that
unity and affection will grow in their hearts.®

At the current stage of development, the Nineteen Day Feast is the
central focus of Bah&’i community worship. “Here,” ‘Abdu’l-Baha states,
“the holy verses, the heavenly odes and laudations are intoned, and the
heart is quickened, and carried away from itself.”1° In practice, however,
most communities struggle to make the Feast a gathering that achieves
such high aims. The Universal House of Justice has encouraged the friends
to understand the concept of the Feast and to explore various means to
enhance its efficacy.'!

But the Nineteen Day Feast is not the only collective expression of
Bahd'i worship. And because it is a meeting intended for Baha’is only,
communities which do not explore other opportunities for devotional
gatherings are left without a means to invite friends and seekers to par-
ticipate in Bah&'i worship. Holy Days represent one such opportunity. In
addition, the Universal House of Justice explains that “it is essential to
the spiritual life of the community that the friends hold regular devo-
tional meetings in local Bah&'i centers, where available, or elsewhere, in-
cluding the homes of believers.”*2 ‘Abdu’l-Baha suggests the hosting of
spiritual meetings, even up to once a week,™® in which the divine verses
would be recited and music incorporated in order to uplift and attract
the hearts. These meetings, drawing both believers and others,'* are pow-
erful tools for teaching; they attract the power of the Holy Spirit and can
influence the entire city.®

It befitteth the friends to hold a gathering, a meeting, where they
shall glorify God and fix their hearts upon Him, and read and re-
cite the holy writings of the Blessed Beauty—may my soul be the
ransom of His lovers! The lights of the All-Glorious Realm, the
rays of the Supreme Horizon, will be cast upon such bright assem-
blages. . . . These spiritual gatherings must be held with the utmost
purity and consecration, so that from the site itself, and its earth
and the air about it, one will inhale the fragrant breathings of the
Holy Spirit.®
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Worship of God takes different forms in different cultures. Shoghi
Effendi calls upon the believers to avoid fixed forms and rituals in devo-
tional practice. This is crucial in those communities that must evolve to
integrate minorities. Openness to spiritual meetings of various kinds,
suited to the cultural tastes of different populations, contributes to an
environment in which all peoples can feel the true spirit of the Faith.
This should not, however, lead to exotic experiments in order to accom-
modate the whims of every member of the community.

Dignity and reverence befitting the occasion should obviously char-
acterize observances of Baha'i Holy Days by the friends, but this
does not mean that cultural traditions which do not contravene
Bahd'i principles may not, and cannot, find expression in the local
observances and meetings of the friends.

In the Bah&'i community, devotion must find expression in action.
Baha'u’llah has exalted work performed in the spirit of service to wor-
ship,*® and ‘Abdu’l-Baha equates service to humanity with service to God.®
Such work draws us nearer to God and enables us to better grasp His
purpose for us in this world.?® “In His elevation of art and of work per-
formed in the service of humanity to acts of worship,” the Universal
House of Justice states, “can be discerned enormous prospects for a new
birth of expression in the civilization anticipated by His World Order.”

Service to humanity, whether through humanitarian acts or social
and economic development projects, is a sacred and obligatory element?
in the pattern of life of every Baha'i community. ‘Abdu’l-Baha explains
that in past dispensations, with the exception of acts of charity, concern
for the common good was largely confined to the religious community
itself. In the dispensation of Baha'u'llah, however, efforts to improve
material and social conditions are conducted for the benefit of all
humanity.? The emphasis of the Bahd'i community is not on delivering
charity, which so often debilitates the recipient, but on cultivating the
capacity in individuals and their institutions to participate in their own
development. In promoting the general welfare, the Bahd'i community
should, according to the Guardian, attract the favorable attention of all
and lead the rest.2* The purpose is to build both material and spiritual
civilization.
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From the beginning of His stupendous mission, Baha'u’llah urged
upon the attention of nations the necessity of ordering human af-
fairs in such a way as to bring into being a world unified in all the
essential aspects of its life. In unnumbered verses and tablets He
repeatedly and variously declared the “progress of the world” and
the “development of nations” as being among the ordinances of
God for this day. The oneness of mankind, which is at once the
operating principle and ultimate goal of His Revelation, implies
the achievement of a dynamic coherence between the spiritual and
practical requirements of life on earth.

Development efforts may begin in a Baha'i community with the
believers addressing challenges within the community itself, but soon
these grow to extend their beneficent influence to the entire city or vil-
lage. The focus is always on some dimension of the social or material
challenges facing the population of which the Baha'i community is a part
and on the application of Bahd'u’llah’s teachings to resolve the ills of hu-
manity. The resources for these efforts are not merely funds, but com-
prehension of the teachings, dedicated individuals and institutions, united
community action, and a vision of a better world. As the worldwide Bah&’i
community grows in size, its capacity to address human problems and
influence society will correspondingly increase, eventually reaching the
point where it will be possible for “great humanitarian projects” to be
launched under the aegis of the Universal House of Justice.?®

Devotion and service are most clearly united in the Bahd'i commu-
nity in the institution of the Mashriqu’l-Adhkar, the Dawning Place of
the Mention of God, which gives them concrete expression.

... itis assuredly upon the consciousness of the efficacy of the
Revelation of Baha'u’llah, reinforced on one hand by spiritual com-
munion with His Spirit, and on the other by the intelligent appli-
cation and the faithful execution of the principles and laws He
revealed, that the salvation of a world in travail must ultimately
depend. And of all the institutions that stand associated with His
Holy Name, surely none save the institution of the Mashriqu’l-
Adhkar can most adequately provide the essentials of Baha'i wor-
ship and service, both so vital to the regeneration of the world.?
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In each community of the future, the Mashriqu’l-Adhkar and its
dependencies, operating under the direction of the local House of Jus-
tice, will be the central point of collective worship and will “afford relief
to the suffering, sustenance to the poor, shelter to the wayfarer, solace to
the bereaved, and education to the ignorant.”?® It is not necessary to
await the building of these structures, however, for either devotion or
service to be tightly woven into the pattern of community life. For “this
process begins in an embryonic way long before a Baha'i community
reaches the stage of building its own Mashriqu’l-Adhkar.”? It is interest-
ing to note, in this regard, that the Universal House of Justice drew upon
the model of the Mashriqu’l-Adhkar in its'decision to incorporate social
and economic development efforts in the regular pursuits of Baha'i com-
munities.®® As a local community grows, the Assembly will oversee the
purchase of a center and ultimately a Haziratu'l-Quds, and agencies with
various degrees of autonomy to administer sustained activities for devel-
opment will emerge.

The energies inherent in the association of devotion and service con-
tribute to the transforming power of the community. Universal partici-
pation of the believers in acts of devotion and service endows the Baha’i
community “with such strength that it can overcome the forces of spiri-
tual disintegration which are engulfing the non-Baha’i world, and can
become an ocean of oneness that will cover the face of the planet.”!






A Community of Fellowship and Support

Love, as described in the Baha'i writings, is not merely a praisewor-
thy emotion or an ephemeral inclination of the human heart, but a force
of attraction on which depends the very existence of creation.* ‘Abdu’l-
Baha states that the greatest gift to humanity is universal love. It is, He
explains, a power that renders life eternal and fills it with infinite joy.
When this love penetrates the human heart, all the forces of the universe
are realized therein. Love is a power that ignites the spirit of faith, raising
the individual to a divine station. No spiritual advancement occurs until
the soul is illumined by the light of love. “Strive to increase the love-
power of reality,” He urges, “to make your hearts greater centers of at-
traction and to create new ideals and relationships.”

Create relationships that nothing can shake; form an assembly that
nothing can break up; have a mind that never ceases acquiring riches
that nothing can destroy. If love did not exist, what of reality would
remain? It is the fire of the love of God which renders man superior
to the animal. Strengthen this superior force through which is at-
tained all the progress in the world.?

The Baha'i community is an environment in which love is cultivated
and expressed in such a way that individuals both receive and contribute
to fellowship, unity, nurturing, and support. These are not the character-
istics of a passive state—the mere absence of discord and self-interest—
rather, they are the result of a dynamic similar to that of the human
organism in which the cells, organs and systems contribute to a whole
that is greater than the sum of its parts. The emergence of a community
of fellowship and support requires conscious, systematic, and sacrificial
effort so that the believers may become as one soul in many bodies.

This day is the day of union, the day of the ingathering of all man-
kind. “Verily God loveth those who, as though they were a solid
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wall, do battle for His Cause in serried lines!” Note that He saith
“in serried lines”—meaning crowded and pressed together, one
locked to the next, each supporting his fellows. . . .

Whensoever holy souls, drawing on the powers of heaven, shall
arise with such qualities of the spirit, and march in unison, rank on
rank, every one of those souls will be even as one thousand, and the
surging waves of that mighty ocean will be even as the battalions of
the Concourse on high. What a blessing that will be—when all
shall come together, even as once separate torrents, rivers and
streams, running brooks and single drops, when collected together
in one place will form a mighty sea.®

Consider, for example, acommunity of one hundred believers. Each
faces personal problems—the pressures of earning a livelihood and sup-
porting a family, the difficulties of guiding and protecting children, the
challenges of loving and reciprocal interactions, and a host of other con-
cerns. It may seem as if individuals and families that are struggling to
address their own needs in a disintegrating social order have no time for
community building. Yet, it is precisely in the context of the community
that they will find the means to solve their problems. If each contributes
just one act of service to the common good, every person would be the
recipient of ninety-nine acts of service. When each member of the com-
munity seeks to address the well-being of the others, the powers of the
community are multiplied and all receive blessings and assistance in a
way that attending to one’s own problems can never achieve. The Uni-
versal House of Justice notes

the Master’s oft-expressed wish that the friends should love each
other, constantly encourage each other, work together, be as one
soul in one body, and in so doing become a true, organic, healthy
body animated and illumined by the spirit. In such a body all will
receive spiritual health and vitality from the organism itself, and
the most perfect flowers and fruits will be brought forth.*

The love that exists in the Baha'i community is born of the love of
God. “Each sees in the other the Beauty of God reflected in the soul,”
‘Abdu’l-Baha explains, “and finding this point of similarity, they are at-
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tracted to one another in love.” From this point of attraction, the be-
lievers build an impregnable stronghold of unity, in which each is willing
to serve every other member. “Do not be satisfied until each one with
whom you are concerned is to you as a member of your family,” ‘Abdu’l-
Baha urges. “Regard each one either as a father, or as a brother, or as a
sister, or as a mother, or as a child. If you can attain to this, your difficul-
ties will vanish, you will know what to do.”® And He also explains:

Your utmost desire must be to confer happiness upon each other.
Each one must be the servant of the others, thoughtful of their
comfort and welfare. In the path of God one must forget himself
entirely. He must not consider his own pleasure but seek the plea-
sure of others. He must not desire glory nor gifts of bounty for
himself but seek these gifts and blessings for his brothers and sis-
ters. It is my hope that you may become like this, that you may
attain to the supreme bestowal and be imbued with such spiritual
qualities as to forget yourselves entirely and with heart and soul
offer yourselves as sacrifices for the Blessed Perfection.”

One aspect of Baha'i community life consists of activities and inter-
personal relationships that contribute to the upliftment of its member-
ship. Among the arrangements the community makes for these interac-
tions are gatherings for meditation and prayer, deepenings, children’s
classes, training courses, social events, the Nineteen Day Feast, and Bah&'i
summer school.

Just as a healthy body sustains its cells and organs, the community of
fellowship and support empowers its constituent elements—men, women,
youth, and children—to realize their full potential in contributing to the
divine purpose. Since “every child is potentially the light of the world,”®
they are brought up to work and strive, to be accustomed to hardship,
and to dedicate their lives to matters of great import.® Thus children
become equipped to play their future role in achieving God’s purpose for
humanity. Youth, ‘Abdu’l-Baha explains, are “apprentices of God.”® They
are to be supported in their deep study of the writings so that they may
effectively teach the Cause, prepare for future service, and learn to apply
the teachings to the problems of society. Youth can be the “spearhead of
any enterprise and the driving force of any undertaking”** and can “con-
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tribute significantly to shaping the societies of the coming century.”*2
Since the equality of women and men is not universally realized, we must
painstakingly put into practice this principle. Therefore, the Universal
House of Justice adds, “Baha’i women and girls must be encouraged to
take part in the social, spiritual and administrative activities of their com-
munities.”*® Marriage, in the Bahad'i community, is conceived as the very
foundation of social order.** According to the House of Justice, “as soon
as a Baha'i family unit emerges, the members should feel responsible for
making the collective life of the family a spiritual reality, animated by
divine love and inspired by the ennobling principles of the Faith. . . . In
this way the friends could make of their families strong healthy units,
bright candles for the diffusion of the light of the Kingdom, and power-
ful centers to attract the heavenly confirmations.”®

A particular challenge to any Baha’i community is to reach out be-
yond the people who are the majority in its jurisdiction and build a unity
in diversity that encompasses the entire population. All humanity has a
part to play in contributing to the emergence of a new culture which is
distinctly Bahd'i. The Word of God is endowed with the power to attract
people of every race and nationality to the Cause, but they will drift away
from the community if the pattern of life appears to them set in a format
that is cold and distant. Shoghi Effendi states that “every organized com-
munity enlisted under the banner of Baha'u’llah should feel it to be its
first and inescapable obligation to nurture, encourage, and safeguard ev-
ery minority belonging to any faith, race, class, or nation within it.”

The fellowship and support that are characteristic of the life of the
community serve the needs not only of the believers, but of the entire
population. The Bah&’i community does not see strangers; it embraces
and unites all. Everyone is to find in this community their home, and in
the believers, their true family. When you meet a stranger, ‘Abdu’l-Bahé
states, “speak to him as to a friend; if he seems to be lonely try to help
him, give him of your willing service; if he be sad console him, if poor
succor him, if oppressed rescue him, if in misery comfort him. In so
doing you will manifest that not in words only, but in deed and in truth,
you think of all men as your brothers.”’

The spirit of fellowship and support which every Bahad'i community
strives to manifest is captured in a description by Nabil of the early be-
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lievers who were in the company of Bahad'u’llah in Baghdad:

So intoxicated were those who had quaffed from the cup of
Bahd'u'llah’s presence, that in their eyes the palaces of kings ap-
peared more ephemeral than a spider’s web . . . The celebrations
and festivities that were theirs were such as the kings of the earth
had never dreamt of. . . .

Many a night, no less than ten persons subsisted on no more
than a pennyworth of dates. No one knew to whom actually be-
longed the shoes, the cloaks, or the robes that were to be found in
their houses. Whoever went to the bazaar could claim that the shoes
upon his feet were his own, and each one who entered the presence
of Bah&'u’llah could affirm that the cloak and robe he then wore
belonged to him. Their own names they had forgotten, their hearts
were emptied of aught else except adoration for their Beloved . . .
O, for the joy of those days, and the gladness and wonder of those
hours!*®

When such a spirit exists within a Baha'i community, it becomes a
magnet that attracts humanity. Shoghi Effendi longed to see the spirit of
unity and love among the believers animate their community life, for
“unless and until the believers really come to realize they are one spiritual
family, knit together by a bond more lasting than mere physical ties can
ever be, they will not be able to create that warm community atmosphere
which alone can attract the hearts of humanity, frozen for lack of real love
and feeling.”*® It was his hope that the “tiny nucleus of the Bah&'i Com-
monwealth of the future” would so exemplify the spirit of universal love
and fellowship as to evoke in the minds of their fellows the “vision of that
future City of God which the almighty arm of Bahd'u’llah can alone
establish.”®






A Community of Excellence and Distinction

The Bahd'i writings call upon the believers to become distinguished
among all the peoples of the earth.

Wherever a Baha'i community exists, whether large or small, let it
be distinguished for its abiding sense of security and faith, its high
standard of rectitude, its complete freedom from all forms of preju-
dice, the spirit of love among its members and for the closely knit
fabric of its social life. The acute distinction between this and
present-day society will inevitably arouse the interest of the more
enlightened, and as the world’s gloom deepens the light of Bah&’i
life will shine brighter and brighter until its brilliance must eventu-
ally attract the disillusioned masses and cause them to enter the
haven of the Covenant of Baha'u’llah, Who alone can bring them
peace and justice and an ordered life.!

“In these very days,” ‘Abdu’l-Baha explains, “the Abha Paradise must
pitch its pavilions on the plains of the world.”? Humanity, Shoghi Effendi
observes, desperately needs to see the love that is engendered in the hearts
of the believers, and to partake of the atmosphere of tolerance, under-
standing, forbearance and active kindness that should be the hallmark of
aBah&'i community.® The believers are to distinguish themselves through
the manifestation of spiritual qualities and through service to humanity.
It is, in the words of the Guardian to one national community, a “double
crusade,” both to “regenerate the inward life” of the believers and to “as-
sail the long-standing evils that have entrenched themselves” in the soci-
ety ‘Abdu’l-Baha states:

I desire distinction for you. The Baha’is must be distinguished
from others of humanity. But this distinction must not depend
upon wealth—that they should become more affluent than other
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people. I do not desire for you financial distinction. It is not an
ordinary distinction | desire; not scientific, commercial, industrial
distinction. For you | desire spiritual distinction—that is, you must
become eminent and distinguished in morals. In the love of God
you must become distinguished from all else. You must become
distinguished for loving humanity; for unity and accord, for love
and justice. In brief, you must become distinguished in all the virtues
of the human world—for faithfulness and steadfastness, for
philanthropic deeds and service to the human world, for love toward
every human being, for unity and accord with all people, for
removing prejudices and promoting international peace. Finally,
you must become distinguished for heavenly illumination and
acquiring the bestowals of God. | desire this distinction for you.®

In no way does the call to distinction represent an appeal for the
believers to demonstrate superiority to others or to vaunt themselves over
the members of other religious communities. The Bah&'i teachings are
not exclusive or sectarian; they reject any conception of “us” versus “them.”
Bahd’is are exhorted to associate with all people and, by their rectitude of
conduct and disinterested service, win their respect and esteem. “Show
ye an endeavor,” ‘Abdu’l-Baha urges, “that all nations and communities
of the world, even the enemies, put their trust, assurance, and hope in
you.”® The summons to excellence and distinction should be regarded as
no less than an obligation on the Bah&'i community to transform itself so
as to become the means for influencing others. “This is the magnet which
will attract the masses to the Cause of God,” the Universal House of
Justice explains, “and the leaven that will transform human society.””

The Baha'i community’s struggle for distinction takes place within
the context of the disintegration of an outdated social order. Baha’is are
not simply to move to the forefront of the existing order, but are to work
with the forces of integration to contribute to the creation of a new one.
In today’s world, while a desire for transformation is widely proclaimed
in many circles, there is little agreement on the nature of the changes to
be implemented. Some believe that with the addition of a few structural
adjustments and the infusion of spiritual qualities in the individual the
existing economic, political, and social systems will function perfectly
well. Bahd'is disagree with this position. The only alternative for true
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change is for the rules, laws, habits, systems, and institutions of an old
order to pass away so a new one can be established in its stead.® Consider
the profound and widespread changes that moved Europe from the Middle
Ages to modernity. Assuredly Bahd'u’llah’s Revelation will evoke changes
no less dramatic and far-reaching given that it is to usher in the stage of
maturity in human affairs. As Baha'u’llah asks: “Is not the object of every
Revelation to effect a transformation in the whole character of mankind,
a transformation that shall manifest itself both outwardly and inwardly,
that shall affect both its inner life and external conditions?™

Itisin the local Bah&'i communities that the power of Baha'u’llah to
reorganize human affairs on a basis of spiritual unity can be most appar-
ent.’® The Universal House of Justice explains that “Souls must be trans-
formed, communities thereby consolidated, new models of life thus at-
tained.”'! The pattern of Baha'i community life must necessarily change
the believers and the world simultaneously.

To realize the necessary degree of internal transformation, each com-
munity of believers weighs its own cultural beliefs in the balance of the
Revelation—eliminating those aspects which contradict the standard and
polishing those characteristics which conform to it. In doing so it takes
part in the building of a global civilization. “Abandon the things current
amongst you,” Baha'u'llah states, “and adopt that which the faithful Coun-
sellor biddeth you.”*? Shoghi Effendi made such an appeal to the Bahd'i
community of North America, urging its members “to weed out, by ev-
ery means in their power, those faults, habits, and tendencies which they
have inherited from their own nation, and to cultivate, patiently and
prayerfully, those distinctive qualities and characteristics that are so in-
dispensable to their effective participation in the great redemptive work
of their Faith.”*® Similarly, the Universal House of Justice wrote to the
friends in Africa:

Since change is inevitable if progress is to be made by any African
society, a primary challenge to Bahd’is is to preserve and improve
those wholesome aspects of tribal and family custom that are in
accord with the Bahd'i Teachings and to dispense with those that
are not. Such a challenge must be embraced with the understand-
ing that the Book of God is the standard by which to weigh all
forms of behavior. While unwavering action is necessary, wisdom
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and tact and patience must, of course, be exercised. Let it be under-
stood, too, that Africans are not alone in the struggle to change
certain age-old practices. People everywhere have customs which
must be abandoned so as to clear the path along which their societ-
ies must evolve towards that glorious, new civilization which is to
be the fruit of Baha'u’llah’s stupendous Revelation. Indeed, in no
society on earth can there be found practices which adequately
mirror the standards of His Cause.*

At the forefront of the efforts of the Baha'i community to distin-
guish itself through its character and actions are Bah&'i youth. The youth
of every generation represent the future of the Cause. The Guardian in-
dicated that it is they “who can contribute so decisively to the virility, the
purity, and the driving force of the life of the Baha'i community, and
upon whom must depend the future orientation of its destiny, and the
complete unfoldment of the potentialities with which God has endowed
it.”?® Youth are justifiably unimpressed by a vision that translates the
potent and revolutionary Baha'i Message into a trite formula for living:
be good, stay out of trouble, get a good education and enter a well-pay-
ing job. Of course, it is the responsibility of the Baha'i community to
ensure that youth do receive a proper education and prepare themselves
for responsible positions in society, but this is accomplished in the con-
text of liberating, inspiring, and empowering them to become the saints,
heroes, teachers and martyrs of a new “race of men.”*6 “Youth,” the Uni-
versal House of Justice emphatically asserts, “can move the world.”*

The standard of excellence and distinction to which the Baha'i com-
munity is called can never be won by theoretical exercises or by fretting
about personal or collective shortcomings in programs that are essen-
tially passive and inward looking. It is to be achieved by action in the
world—uwith its attendant requirements of pain, sacrifice, and persever-
ance—and reflection on that action in the light of the writings as the
community continually reviews and revises its efforts.

As the community increasingly attains higher standards of excellence
and distinction it becomes an attractive entity, and sets in motion forces
for the building of a new civilization. It portrays to the world a commu-
nity united in its mission, confident in its methods, and assured of the
truth of its teachings.
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... The eyes of the people of the world are beginning to be focused
on us; and, as humanity’s plight goes from bad to worse, we will be
watched ever more intently by non-Bahd’is, to see whether we do
uphold our own institutions wholeheartedly; whether we are the
people of the new creation or not; whether we live up to our be-
liefs, principles and laws in deed as well as word. We cannot be too
careful. We cannot be too exemplary.:®

The marked contrast between the vigor, unity, and discipline of the Bah&'i
community and the increasing confusion, despair, and feverish tempo of
society will draw humanity to the sanctuary of Baha'u'llah’s world-re-
deeming Faith.®
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A Community of Conquerors

Bahd'u’llah did not proclaim His Cause simply so that several mil-
lion people would be attracted to and accept His religious teachings. He
did not suffer forty years of imprisonment and exile so that a new church
could take its place among a host of competing sects and denominations.
Bahd'u’llah came for nothing less than the spiritual conquest and trans-
formation of the entire planet. His aim is the realization in practice of the
oneness of humanity.

The principle of the Oneness of Mankind—the pivot round which
all the teachings of Bahd'u’'llah revolve—is no mere outburst of
ignorant emotionalism or an expression of vague and pious hope.
Its appeal is not to be merely identified with a reawakening of the
spirit of brotherhood and good-will among men, nor does it aim
solely at the fostering of harmonious cooperation among individual
peoples and nations. Its implications are deeper, its claims greater
than any which the Prophets of old were allowed to advance. Its
message is applicable not only to the individual, but concerns itself
primarily with the nature of those essential relationships that must
bind all the states and nations as members of one human family. .
.. Itimplies an organic change in the structure of present-day soci-
ety, a change such as the world has not yet experienced. . . . It
represents the consummation of human evolution. . ..

The principle of the Oneness of Mankind, as proclaimed by
Bahd'u'llah, carries with it no more and no less than a solemn as-
sertion that attainment to this final stage in this stupendous evolu-
tion is not only necessary but inevitable, that its realization is fast
approaching, and that nothing short of a power that is born of
God can succeed in establishing it.t

It is in this context that Baha'is receive their mission of spiritual
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conquest. The Universal House of Justice has referred to the “pitiful plight
of masses of humanity, suffering and in turmoil, hungering after righ-
teousness” and the “soul-crushing difficulties and the shadow of despair”
which weigh upon the peoples of the world at this time in history.® In
response, “the community must become imbued with a sense of mission
and the Assembly grow in awareness of its role as a channel of God’s grace
not only for the Bahd'is but for the entire village, town or city in which it
serves.”* In addition, “there must be revived among the individual be-
lievers a sense of mission, a feeling of empowerment to minister to the
urgent need of humanity for guidance and thus to win victories for the
Faith in their own sphere of life.”

Baha’u’llah has explained that He has no desire for the things of this
world, but that He has claimed for Himself the cities of human hearts.
The believers are to conquer those hearts through their utterance and
their good character. “O people of Baha!” is His appeal. “Subdue the
citadels of men’s hearts with the swords of wisdom and of utterance.”®
‘Abdu’l-Baha compares the believers to a divine army operating under
the Lord of Hosts.” The “ever-victorious Commander” of the “valiant
combatants on earth” is ‘Abdu’l-Baha Himself.2 The plan of conquest is
the Divine Plan. The “conquest” is, in actuality, the liberation of the
human race. Its methods eschew force and coercion and opts for service,
wisdom and love.

To do battle, as stated in the sacred verse, doth not, in this greatest
of all dispensations, mean to go forth with sword and spear, with
lance and piercing arrow—~but rather weaponed with pure intent,
with righteous motives, with counsels helpful and effective, with
godly attributes, with deeds pleasing to the Almighty, with the quali-
ties of heaven. It signifieth education for all mankind, guidance for
all men, the spreading far and wide of the sweet savors of the spirit,
the promulgation of God’s proofs, the setting forth of arguments
conclusive and divine, the doing of charitable deeds.®

The Bahd'i writings envision that humanity will ultimately embrace
Bahd'u’llah's teachings. This will be achieved by allowing each individual
to freely investigate truth. To teach is to act as if offering a gift to a king;
if an individual shows no receptivity, the teacher is to leave him to him-
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self. Bahd’is are enjoined to avoid contention—uwe yield rather than im-
pose:

O ye loved ones of God! In this, the Bah&'i dispensation, God’s
Cause is spirit unalloyed. His Cause belongeth not to the material
world. It cometh neither for strife nor war, nor for acts of mischief
or of shame; it is neither for quarreling with other Faiths, nor for
conflicts with the nations. Its only army is the love of God, its only
joy the clear wine of His knowledge, its only battle the expounding
of the Truth; its one crusade is against the insistent self, the evil
promptings of the human heart. Its victory is to submit and yield,
and to be selfless is its everlasting glory. In brief, it is spirit upon
spirit. . . .10

While cognizant of their mission and confident in the ultimate victory
of the Faith, Bahd'is must exercise care to avoid conveying a sense of
triumphalism in their interactions with the members of other
communities. The battle between light and darkness engulfing the world
challenges all humanity. The forces of darkness arise from those
characteristics of the animal nature and materialistic instincts that have
ruled humanity throughout countless centuries and have taken on a
unique, insidious form in this day. The forces of light emanate from those
qualities that all religions and moral philosophies have sought to cultivate
and which have been revitalized through Baha'u’llah’s Revelation.
Nevertheless, “nothing short of a power that is born of God” can ultimately
succeed in liberating humanity. The Divine Physician has prescribed His
remedy, and Baha’is know that remedly.

Only if the Faith grows and develops to a significant size will it be
able to fulfill its life-giving mission. In describing the growth of the Cause,
Shoghi Effendi envisions a “steady flow™ of “fresh recruits to the slowly
yet steadily advancing army of the Lord of Hosts.” This, he explains,
would

presage and hasten the advent of the day which, as prophesied by
‘Abdu’l-Baha, will witness the entry by troops of peoples of divers
nations and races into the Baha'i world—a day which, viewed in
its proper perspective, will be the prelude to that long-awaited hour
when a mass conversion on the part of these same nations and
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races, and as a direct result of a chain of events, momentous and
possibly catastrophic in nature . . ., will suddenly revolutionize the
fortunes of the Faith, derange the equilibrium of the world, and
reinforce a thousandfold the numerical strength as well as the ma-
terial power and the spiritual authority of the Faith of Baha'u’llah.*

A steady flow of fresh recruits, entry by troops, and mass conversion are,
therefore, three distinct phases of a single organic pattern of growth. From
statements of the Universal House of Justice to national communities
that have achieved some degree of entry by troops, it is clear that the
rapid acceleration of enrollments with which it is associated involves far
more than an increase in the tempo of individual teaching.?? In addition,
entry by troops, we are assured, is “not merely a stage of the progress of
the Cause destined to occur in its own good time,” rather, “it is a phe-
nomenon which the Baha’i communities, by their own activities, can
prepare for and help to bring about,” and which, “once started, can be
sustained.”

By a wise allocation of resources and the energetic pursuit of simul-
taneous plans of expansion, deepening and consolidation, the pro-
cess of entry by troops should bring about a rapidly increasing sup-
ply of active believers, soundly based local communities, and steadily
evolving local and national Bahd'i institutions.*?

Confidence; unity of vision; systematic, realistic, but audacious plan-
ning; acceptance of the fact that mistakes will be made, and will-
ingness to learn from these mistakes; and, above all, reliance on the
guidance and sustaining confirmations of Baha'u’llah will advance
this process.'4

The organic pattern of community life, involving devotion and ser-
vice, fellowship and support, excellence and distinction, and teaching,
creates a milieu in which the peoples of the world are exposed to the
Faith, embrace it, and contribute to its purpose for humanity. “Until the
public sees in the Baha'i community a true pattern, in action, of some-
thing better than it already has, it will not respond to the Faith in large
numbers.”*

In a Bah&’i community oriented toward spiritual conquest, the
members are dedicated to refining their understanding of the nature of
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teaching and learning how to work together in ways that will both
accelerate and sustain the processes of expansion and consolidation.
Individuals are not mere receivers of love and attention, but are aided to
turn away from self and dedicate their energies to the well-being of all.
Such acommunity, “the leaven that must leaven the lump,” is alert, clear-
visioned, and resolute” and pursues its destiny “undeflected in its course,
undimmed in its serenity, unyielding in its resolve, unshaken in its
convictions.”® It endeavors to “establish greater stability in the patterns
of its development,” through “sound, systematic planning and execution
of itswork.” It is “consistent in its fundamental life-giving, life-sustaining
activities,” is “serene and confident” and resonates with “spiritual
dynamism.” It exerts an “irresistible influence” and sets “a new course in
social evolution.”” As Shoghi Effendi explains:

In a world the structure of whose political and social institutions
is impaired, whose vision is befogged, whose conscience is bewil-
dered, whose religious systems have become anemic and lost their
virtue, this healing Agency, this leavening Power, this cementing
Force, intensely alive and all-pervasive, has been taking shape, is
crystallizing into institutions, is mobilizing its forces, and is pre-
paring for the spiritual conquest and the complete redemption of
mankind.

The potentialities with which the Faith has been endowed, and
through which it is destined to regenerate the individual and to rebuild a
broken world are, the Guardian assures us, incalculable.®






Conclusion






Learning in the Light of Divine Guidance

In one of his first messages to the believers, Shoghi Effendi explained
that it is our duty “to strive to obtain as clear a view as possible of the
manner in which to conduct the affairs of the Cause, and then arise with
single-mindedness and determination to adopt and maintain it in all our
activities and labors.”* Each chapter of the book has attempted to provide
a piece of a mosaic. In this concluding chapter, we step back to examine
the entire panorama.

The practice of the Faith is akin to walking a path, from the dawn of
the Revelation into the Golden Age. The birth of the dispensation came
at a time of corruption, when humanity was bereft of discernment to
know God and His will. Its fruition is the Kingdom of God, a new civi-
lization, when His will is done “on earth as it is in heaven.” While this
path is not mapped in every detail, it is illuminated from beginning to
end by the light of divine guidance. The believers, directed by the Text
and the Universal House of Justice, participate in an ongoing endeavor as
they seek truth and “strive to translate that which hath been written into
reality and action.”? This endeavor integrates a diversity of actions in
localities throughout the world. From a wide range of explorations, some
prove to be effective, and these can be adopted by an increasing number
of communities, allowing them to chart their course step by step. The
rate of progress depends upon the degree to which the individuals, insti-
tutions, and communities understand, internalize, and act upon
Baha'u’llah’s teachings.

The effectiveness of these three participants in promoting entry by
troops—and, more generally, in building a prosperous world civilization—
is contingent upon their ability to engage in an ongoing process of learn-
ing, which has been defined in this book as consultation, action and
reflection, all in the light of the guidance inherent in the teachings. But
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how does this learning process find practical expression in the work of
the Baha’i community? Two images help to clarify some of the character-
istics of learning as described here.

The first is the image of traveling in a car. One day, we leave our
home, drive and drive, thrilled by the fact that we are moving. Late at
night, overwhelmed by fatigue, we stop and rest. The next day, eager to
renew our efforts, we are shocked to find that we are parked in front of
our house—the very point where we began! With renewed determina-
tion, we return to the road, driving day and night; our exertion has never
been greater. But when we pause to get our bearings, to our dismay, we
find ourselves once again at our starting point. It is not traveling itself
that is important, we now understand, but whether we move closer to a
desired destination. We have traveled extensively, with diligent effort,
and gone nowhere. Progress requires more than activity. \We have to have
a destination in mind and then chart our progress against that intended
goal.

A second image is that of sailing a ship. A complex combination of
largely uncontrollable factors—weather, wind, waves—in addition to skill,
affects the journey, requiring a continual series of approximations and
adjustments in order to arrive at the correct destination. The actual course
of the ship, therefore, results not in a straight line, but a zigzag pattern.
Progress is charted, essentially, by a series of points of reflection where
questions are asked about current position, environmental conditions,
and the location of the final goal, before correcting the course and setting
out on the next leg of the journey. A similar process of consultation,
action and reflection is to characterize the progress of the Baha'i commu-
nity in all of its endeavors. The Universal House of Justice explains, for
example, that “the periodic reevaluation of the effectiveness of the teach-
ing work is an essential factor in promoting the growth of every commu-
nity,” since through this process “a community would reassess its teach-
ing program with a view to introducing improvements where necessary.”
In a message to the Continental Counsellors the Supreme Body writes:

We also urge you to consult with National Spiritual Assemblies on
the experience of past endeavors to assist such communities. Ar-
rangements can then be made for the lessons learned from this
experience to be discussed with the active supporters of the Faith in
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each region, helping them to identify the approaches and methods
applicable to their specific conditions and to set in motion a sys-
tematic process of community development. This process should
be one in which the friends review their successes and difficulties,
adjust and improve their methods accordingly, and learn, and move
forward unhesitatingly.*

The collective experience of the Bah&’is from the dawn of the Rev-
elation to the present point on the path they are treading makes up the
tradition, or culture, of the global community. Accumulated beliefs, meth-
ods, knowledge, systems, habits, stories, and patterns of behavior are con-
tained in this tradition, which shapes the understanding and practice of
the believers at any given moment in their journey. Because the King-
dom is not yet built, each generation must add to and continually modify
some aspects of the tradition through systematic action and learning.
Not every problem can be solved, or even properly understood at a given
juncture; it may have to wait for a later age, and only harm can come
from trying to impose a premature resolution. In looking ahead, the com-
munity holds a vision of the future that directs its steps. This vision is
clarified continually through ongoing study of the writings and the accu-
mulation of experience.

The path on which the Bah&'i community advances is wide—very
wide. Itis not necessary that everyone walk along the same line, believing
and doing the same thing. There are, however, extreme perspectives on
each side of the path that represent a danger to unity and progress. Such
extremes views have afflicted religious dispensations of the past, driving
their followers from the path of guidance into the wilderness of confu-
sion ruled by human passions. “It is our primary task to keep the most
vigilant eye on the manner and character of its growth,” Shoghi Effendi
advises us about the Faith, “lest extreme orthodoxy on one hand, and
irresponsible freedom on the other, cause it to deviate from that Straight
Path which alone can lead it to success.” Extreme orthodoxy involves an
exaggerated conviction of the validity of one’s grasp of truth, literalism in
interpreting the meaning of the teachings and a rigidity of practice. “Irre-
sponsible freedom” implies a relativistic perspective that causes disinte-
gration of the community as individuals choose what they will or will not
believe, or what they will or will not do. In between these extremes is a
balanced perspective that recognizes the existence of truth and, at the
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same time, acknowledges human limitations to comprehend and act on
it. The Bahd'i world, therefore, transcends the false dichotomy of funda-
mentalism and relativism, conservatism and liberalism. Truth exists, we
can take hold of it and do not need to be subject to the imprecise under-
standing of every believer. Yet, in time, through learning grounded in
action, the understanding of truth evolves and is deepened, allowing for
a greater expression in action.

The discourse, the systematic action, and the learning needed to
progress on the path depend upon proper relationships that are to char-
acterize the believers—with God, with the institutions, with each other.
Bahd'u’lldh has provided His Covenant in order to preserve these rela-
tionships, thereby safeguarding the ability of the community to continu-
ally progress. Thus, the Covenant is the “vehicle” for the “practical fulfill-
ment” of the believers’ duties, the “potent instrument by which indi-
vidual belief in Him is translated into constructive deeds,” the “divinely
conceived arrangements necessary to preserve the organic unity of the
Cause.”®

It is in this light that we can appreciate the wondrous blessing be-
stowed on the Baha'i world through the gift of the Universal House of
Justice. For this body is specifically designed by Baha'u’llah with the powers
to infallibly guide the believers in their journey into the Golden Age: to
decide all matters which have not outwardly been revealed in the Book;
to resolve problems which have caused difference; to prevent individuals
from imposing their views; to ensure that no body or institution within
the Cause abuses its privileges; to serve as the final arbiter on disagree-
ments concerning the translation of the teachings into practice; to pro-
tect the unity of the believers; to establish plans for growth and develop-
ment; to broaden the scope of the influence of the Faith on society. The
guidance that constantly flows from the Universal House of Justice is
indispensable; yet it does not eliminate the need for learning. It provides
the framework within which the understanding and practice of the com-
munity advance. “‘God will verily inspire them with whatsoever He
willeth,” is Bah&'u’llah’s incontrovertible assurance.” They are “the recipi-
ents of the divine guidance which is at once the life-blood and ultimate
safeguard of this Revelation.”
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