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29 DECEMBER 1988

To the Followers of Bahá’u’lláh in the United States of America

Dear Bahá’í Friends,

We have noticed with concern evidences of a confusion of 
attitudes among some of the friends when they encounter dif-
ficulties in applying Bahá’í principles to questions of the day. 
On the one hand, they acknowledge their belief in Bahá’u’lláh 
and His teachings; on the other, they invoke Western liberal 
democratic practices when actions of Bahá’í institutions or of 
some of their fellow Bahá’ís do not accord with their expec-
tations. At the heart of this confusion are misconceptions of 
such fundamental issues as individual rights and freedom of 
expression in the Bahá’í community. The source of the potential 
difficulties of the situation appears to us to be an inadequacy of 
Bahá’í perspective on the part of both individual believers and 
their institutions.

Recognizing the immense challenge you face to resolve such 
confusion, we pause to ref lect with you on these issues in search 
of a context in which relevant fundamental questions may be 
discussed and understood in the community.

The extraordinary capacities of the American nation, as well 
as the superb stewardship of the Bahá’í community within it, 
have repeatedly been extolled in the writings of our Faith. In 
His Tablets and utterances, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the Center of the 
Covenant, projected a compelling vision of the world-embrac-
ing prospects of that richly endowed country. “The American 
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nation,” He averred, “is equipped and empowered to accomplish 
that which will adorn the pages of history, to become the envy 
of the world, and be blest in both the East and the West for 
the triumph of its people.” In another assertion addressed to 
the Bahá’í community itself, He uttered words of transcendent 
importance: “…your mission,” He affirmed, “is unspeakably 
glorious. Should success crown your enterprise, America will 
assuredly evolve into a center from which waves of spiritual 
power will emanate, and the throne of the Kingdom of God will, 
in the plenitude of its majesty and glory, be firmly established.”

Shoghi Effendi, in various statements, celebrated the remark-
able achievements and potential glories of that specially blessed 
community, but was moved to issue, in The Advent of Divine 
Justice, a profound warning which is essential to a proper 
understanding of the relation of that Bahá’í community to the 
nation from which it has sprung. “The glowing tributes,” he 
solemnly wrote, “so repeatedly and deservedly paid to the capac-
ity, the spirit, the conduct, and the high rank, of the American 
believers, both individually and as an organic community, must, 
under no circumstances, be confounded with the characteristics 
and nature of the people from which God has raised them up. 
A sharp distinction between that community and that people 
must be made, and resolutely and fearlessly upheld, if we wish 
to give due recognition to the transmuting power of the Faith 
of Bahá’u’lláh, in its impact on the lives and standards of those 
who have chosen to enlist under His banner. Otherwise, the 
supreme and distinguishing function of His Revelation, which 
is none other than the calling into being of a new race of men, 
will remain wholly unrecognized and completely obscured.” It is 
the far-reaching, transformative implications of this distinction 
which we especially invite you to contemplate.
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The vantage point that gives us perspective and is the foun-
dation of our belief and actions rests on our recognition of the 
sovereignty of God and our submission to His will as revealed 
by Bahá’u’lláh, His supreme Manifestation for this promised 
Day. To accept the Prophet of God in His time and to abide by 
His bidding are the two essential, inseparable duties which each 
soul was created to fulfill. One exercises these twin duties by 
one’s own choice, an act constituting the highest expression of 
the free will with which every human being has been endowed 
by an all-loving Creator.

The vehicle in this resplendent Age for the practical fulfill-
ment of these duties is the Covenant of Bahá’u’lláh; it is, indeed, 
the potent instrument by which individual belief in Him is trans-
lated into constructive deeds. The Covenant comprises divinely 
conceived arrangements necessary to preserve the organic unity 
of the Cause. It therefore engenders a motivating power which, 
as the beloved Master tells us, “like unto the artery, beats and 
pulsates in the body of the world.” “It is indubitably clear,” He 
asserts, “that the pivot of the oneness of mankind is nothing 
else but the power of the Covenant.” Through it the meaning 
of the Word, both in theory and practice, is made evident in 
the life and work of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the appointed Interpreter, 
the perfect Exemplar, the Center of the Covenant. Through it 
the processes of the Administrative Order—“this unique, this 
wondrous System”—are made to operate.

In emphasizing its distinctiveness, Shoghi Effendi has pointed 
out that “this Administrative Order is fundamentally different 
from anything that any Prophet has previously established, 
inasmuch as Bahá’u’lláh has Himself revealed its principles, 
established its institutions, appointed the person to interpret 
His Word and conferred the necessary authority on the body 
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designed to supplement and apply His legislative ordinances.” In 
another statement, he maintains that “It would be utterly mis-
leading to attempt a comparison between this unique, divinely 
conceived Order and any of the diverse systems which the minds 
of men, at various periods of their history, have contrived for 
the government of human institutions.” “Such an attempt,” he 
felt, “would in itself betray a lack of complete appreciation of the 
excellence of the handiwork of its great Author.”

The lack of such appreciation will detract from the perspec-
tive of anyone who measures Bahá’í administrative processes 
against practices prevalent in today’s society. For notwithstand-
ing its inclination to democratic methods in the administration 
of its affairs, and regardless of the resemblance of some of its 
features to those of other systems, the Administrative Order is 
not to be viewed merely as an improvement on past and existing 
systems; it represents a departure both in origin and in concept. 
“This newborn Administrative Order,” as Shoghi Effendi has 
explained, “incorporates within its structure certain elements 
which are to be found in each of the three recognized forms of 
secular government, without being in any sense a mere replica 
of any one of them, and without introducing within its ma-
chinery any of the objectionable features which they inherently 
possess. It blends and harmonizes, as no government fashioned 
by mortal hands has as yet accomplished, the salutary truths 
which each of these systems undoubtedly contains without 
vitiating the integrity of those God-given verities on which it is 
ultimately founded.”

You are, no doubt, conversant with the Guardian’s expa-
tiations on this theme. Why, then, this insistent emphasis? 
Why this repeated review of fundamentals? This emphasis, 
this review, is to sound an appeal for solid thinking, for the 



29 December   1988

9

attainment of correct perspectives, for the adoption of proper 
attitudes. And these are impossible without a deep appreciation 
of Bahá’í fundamentals.

The great emphasis on the distinctiveness of the Order of 
Bahá’u’lláh is not meant to belittle existing systems of gov-
ernment. Indeed, they are to be recognized as the fruit of a 
vast period of social evolution, representing an advanced stage 
in the development of social organization. What motivates us 
is the knowledge that the supreme mission of the Revelation 
of Bahá’u’lláh, the Bearer of that Order, is, as Shoghi Effendi 
pointed out, “none other but the achievement of this organic 
and spiritual unity of the whole body of nations,” indicating the 
“coming of age of the entire human race.” The astounding impli-
cation of this is the near prospect of attaining an age-old hope, 
now made possible at long last by the coming of Bahá’u’lláh. In 
practical terms, His mission signals the advent of “an organic 
change in the structure of present-day society, a change such as 
the world has not yet experienced.” It is a fresh manifestation 
of the direct involvement of God in history, a reassurance that 
His children have not been left to drift, a sign of the outpouring 
of a heavenly grace that will enable all humanity to be free at 
last from conf lict and contention to ascend the heights of world 
peace and divine civilization. Beyond all else, it is a demonstra-
tion of that love for His children, which He knew in the depth 
of His “immemorial being” and in the “ancient eternity” of His 
Essence, and which caused Him to create us all. In the noblest 
sense, then, attention to the requirements of His World Order 
is a reciprocation of that love.


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It is this perspective that helps us to understand the question 
of freedom and its place in Bahá’í thought and action. The 
idea and the fact of freedom pervade all human concerns in an 
infinitude of notions and modes. Freedom is indeed essential to 
all expressions of human life.

Freedom of thought, freedom of expression, freedom of 
action are among the freedoms which have received the ardent 
attention of social thinkers across the centuries. The resulting 
outf low of such profound thought has exerted a tremendous lib-
erating inf luence in the shaping of modern society. Generations 
of the oppressed have fought and died in the name of freedom. 
Certainly the want of freedom from oppression has been a dom-
inant factor in the turmoil of the times: witness the plethora of 
movements which have resulted in the rapid emergence of new 
nations in the latter part of the twentieth century. A true reading 
of the teachings of Bahá’u’lláh leaves no doubt as to the high 
importance of these freedoms to constructive social processes. 
Consider, for instance, Bahá’u’lláh’s proclamation to the kings 
and rulers. Can it not be deduced from this alone that attain-
ment of freedom is a significant purpose of His Revelation? His 
denunciations of tyranny and His urgent appeals on behalf of 
the oppressed provide unmistakable proof. But does not the 
freedom foreshadowed by His Revelation imply nobler, ampler 
manifestations of human achievement? Does it not indicate an 
organic relationship between the internal and external realities 
of man such as has not yet been attained?

In his summary of significant Bahá’í teachings, Shoghi Effendi 
wrote that Bahá’u’lláh “inculcates the principle of ‘moderation in 
all things’; declares that whatsoever, be it ‘liberty, civilization and 
the like,’ ‘passeth beyond the limits of moderation’ must ‘exercise a 
pernicious influence upon men’; observes that western civilization 
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has gravely perturbed and alarmed the peoples of the world; and 
predicts that the day is approaching when the ‘flame’ of a civiliza-
tion ‘carried to excess’ ‘will devour the cities.’”

Expounding the theme of liberty, Bahá’u’lláh asserted that 
“the embodiment of liberty and its symbol is the animal”; that 
“liberty causeth man to overstep the bounds of propriety, and 
to infringe on the dignity of his station”; that “true liberty 
consisteth in man’s submission unto My commandments.” 
“We approve of liberty in certain circumstances,” He declared, 
“and refuse to sanction it in others.” But He gave the assurance 
that, “Were men to observe that which We have sent down unto 
them from the Heaven of Revelation, they would, of a certainty, 
attain unto perfect liberty.” And again, He said, “Mankind in its 
entirety must firmly adhere to whatsoever hath been revealed 
and vouchsafed unto it. Then and only then will it attain unto 
true liberty.”

Bahá’u’lláh’s assertions clearly call for an examination of 
current assumptions. Should liberty be as free as is supposed in 
contemporary Western thought? Where does freedom limit our 
possibilities for progress, and where do limits free us to thrive? 
What are the limits to the expansion of freedom? For so f luid 
and elastic are its qualities of application and expression that the 
concept of freedom in any given situation is likely to assume a 
different latitude from one mind to another; these qualities are, 
alas, susceptible to the employment alike of good and evil. Is it 
any wonder, then, that Bahá’u’lláh exhorts us to submission to 
the will of God?

Since any constructive view of freedom implies limits, fur-
ther questions are inevitable: What are the latitudes of freedom 
in the Bahá’í community? How are these to be determined? 
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Because human beings have been created to “carry forward an 
ever-advancing civilization,” the exercise of freedom, it may be 
deduced, is intended to enable all to fulfill this purpose in their 
individual lives and in their collective functioning as a society. 
Hence whatever in principle is required to realize this purpose 
gauges the latitudes or limits of freedom.

Contemplating Bahá’u’lláh’s warning that “whatsoever pass-
eth beyond the limits of moderation will cease to exert a bene-
ficial inf luence,” we come to appreciate that the Administrative 
Order He has conceived embodies the operating principles 
which are necessary to the maintenance of that moderation 
which will ensure the “true liberty” of humankind. All things 
considered, does the Administrative Order not appear to be the 
structure of freedom for our Age? ‘Abdu’l-Bahá offers us comfort 
in this thought, for He has said that “the moderate freedom 
which guarantees the welfare of the world of mankind and 
maintains and preserves the universal relationships is found in 
its fullest power and extension in the teachings of Bahá’u’lláh.”

Within this framework of freedom a pattern is set for insti-
tutional and individual behavior which depends for its efficacy 
not so much on the force of law, which admittedly must be 
respected, as on the recognition of a mutuality of benefits, and 
on the spirit of cooperation maintained by the willingness, the 
courage, the sense of responsibility, and the initiative of individ-
uals—these being expressions of their devotion and submission 
to the will of God. Thus there is a balance of freedom between 
the institution, whether national or local, and the individuals 
who sustain its existence.

Consider, for example, the Local Spiritual Assembly, the 
methods of its formation and the role of individuals in electing 
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it. The voter elects with the understanding that he is free to 
choose without any interference whomever his conscience 
prompts him to select, and he freely accepts the authority of 
the outcome. In the act of voting, the individual subscribes to 
a covenant by which the orderliness of society is upheld. The 
Assembly has the responsibility to guide, direct and decide on 
community affairs and the right to be obeyed and supported by 
members of the community. The individual has the responsibil-
ity to establish and maintain the Assembly through election, the 
offering of advice, moral support and material assistance; and 
he has the right to be heard by it, to receive its guidance and 
assistance, and to appeal from any Assembly decision which he 
conscientiously feels is unjust or detrimental to the interests of 
the community.

But occupation with the mechanics of Bahá’í Administra-
tion, divorced from the animating spirit of the Cause, leads to 
a distortion, to an arid secularization foreign to the nature of 
the Administration. Equally significant to the procedures for 
election—to further extend the example—is the evocation of 
that rarefied atmosphere of prayer and ref lection, that quiet 
dignity of the process, devoid of nominations and campaign-
ing, in which the individual’s freedom to choose is limited 
only by his own conscience, exercised in private in an attitude 
that invites communion with the Holy Spirit. In this sphere, 
the elector regards the outcome as an expression of the will of 
God, and those elected as being primarily responsible to that 
will, not to the constituency which elected them. An election 
thus conducted portrays an aspect of that organic unity of the 
inner and outer realities of human life which is necessary to the 
construction of a mature society in this new Age. In no other 
system do individuals exercise such a breadth of freedom in the 
electoral process.



I N DI V I DUA L R IGH TS A N D F R E ED OMS

14



The equilibrium of responsibilities implied by all this presup-
poses maturity on the part of all concerned. This maturity has 
an apt analogy in adulthood in human beings. How significant 
is the difference between infancy and childhood, adolescence 
and adulthood! In a period of history dominated by the surging 
energy, the rebellious spirit and frenetic activity of adolescence, 
it is difficult to grasp the distinguishing elements of the mature 
society to which Bahá’u’lláh beckons all humanity. The models 
of the old world order blur vision of that which must be per-
ceived; for these models were, in many instances, conceived in 
rebellion and retain the characteristics of the revolutions pecu-
liar to an adolescent, albeit necessary, period in the evolution 
of human society. The very philosophies which have provided 
the intellectual content of such revolutions—Hobbes, Locke, 
Jefferson, Mill come readily to mind—were inspired by protest 
against the oppressive conditions which revolutions were in-
tended to remedy.

These characteristics are conspicuous, for example, in the 
inordinate skepticism regarding authority, and consequently, in 
the grudging respect which the citizens of various nations show 
toward their governments; they have become pronounced in the 
incessant promotion of individualism, often to the detriment 
of the wider interests of society. How aptly, even after the lapse 
of half a century, Shoghi Effendi’s views, as conveyed by his 
secretary, fit the contemporary scene: “Our present generation, 
mainly due to the corruptions that have been identified with 
organizations, seem to stand against any institution. Religion 
as an institution is denounced. Government as an institution 
is denounced. Even marriage as an institution is denounced. 
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We Bahá’ís should not be blinded by such prevalent notions. If 
such were the case, all the divine Manifestations would not have 
invariably appointed someone to succeed Them. Undoubtedly, 
corruptions did enter those institutions, but these corruptions 
were not due to the very nature of the institutions but to the 
lack of proper directions as to their powers and nature of their 
perpetuation. What Bahá’u’lláh has done is not to eliminate all 
institutions in the Cause but to provide the necessary safeguards 
that would eliminate corruptions that caused the fall of previous 
institutions. What those safeguards are is most interesting to 
study and find out and also most essential to know.”

We make these observations not to indulge in criticism of any 
system, but rather to open up lines of thought, to encourage a 
reexamination of the bases of modern society, and to engender 
a perspective for consideration of the distinctive features of the 
Order of Bahá’u’lláh. What, it could be asked, was the nature of 
society that gave rise to such characteristics and such philoso-
phies? Where have these taken mankind? Has their employment 
satisfied the needs and expectations of the human spirit? The 
answers to such questions could lay the ground for a contrasting 
observation of the origin and nature of the characteristics and 
philosophy underlying that Order.



As to freedom of expression, a fundamental principle of the 
Cause, the Administrative Order provides unique methods 
and channels for its exercise and maintenance; these have been 
amply described in the writings of the Faith, but they are not yet 
clearly understood by the friends. For Bahá’u’lláh has extended 
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the scope and deepened the meaning of self-expression. In His 
elevation of art and of work performed in the service of human-
ity to acts of worship can be discerned enormous prospects for 
a new birth of expression in the civilization anticipated by His 
World Order. The significance of this principle, now so greatly 
amplified by the Lord of the Age, cannot be doubted; but it is in 
its ramifications in speech that keen understanding is urgently 
needed. From a Bahá’í point of view, the exercise of freedom of 
speech must necessarily be disciplined by a profound appreci-
ation of both the positive and negative dimensions of freedom, 
on the one hand, and of speech, on the other.

Bahá’u’lláh warns us that “the tongue is a smoldering fire, 
and excess of speech a deadly poison.” “Material fire consumeth 
the body,” He says in elaborating the point, “whereas the fire 
of the tongue devoureth both heart and soul. The force of the 
former lasteth but for a time, whilst the effects of the latter 
endureth a century.” In tracing the framework of free speech, 
He again advises “moderation.” “Human utterance is an essence 
which aspireth to exert its inf luence and needeth moderation,” 
He states, adding, “As to its inf luence, this is conditional upon 
refinement which in turn is dependent upon hearts which are 
detached and pure. As to its moderation, this hath to be com-
bined with tact and wisdom as prescribed in the Holy Scriptures 
and Tablets.”

Also relevant to what is said, and how, is when it is said. 
For speech, as for so many other things, there is a season. 
Bahá’u’lláh reinforces this understanding by drawing attention 
to the maxim that “Not everything that a man knoweth can be 
disclosed, nor can everything that he can disclose be regarded 
as timely, nor can every timely utterance be considered as suited 
to the capacity of those who hear it.”
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Speech is a powerful phenomenon. Its freedom is both to be 
extolled and feared. It calls for an acute exercise of judgment, 
since both the limitation of speech and the excess of it can 
lead to dire consequences. Thus there exist in the system of 
Bahá’u’lláh checks and balances necessary to the beneficial uses 
of this freedom in the onward development of society. A careful 
examination of the principles of Bahá’í consultation and the 
formal and informal arrangements for employing them offer 
new insights into the dynamics of freedom of expression.

As it is beyond the scope of this letter to expatiate upon these 
principles, let it suffice to recall brief ly certain of the requisites 
of consultation, particularly for those who serve on Spiritual 
Assemblies. Love and harmony, purity of motive, humility and 
lowliness amongst the friends, patience and long-suffering in 
difficulties—these inform the attitude with which they proceed 
“with the utmost devotion, courtesy, dignity, care and modera-
tion to express their views,” each using “perfect liberty” both in 
so doing and in “unveiling the proof of his demonstration.” “If 
another contradicts him, he must not become excited because 
if there be no investigation or verification of questions and 
matters, the agreeable view will not be discovered neither un-
derstood.” “The shining spark of truth cometh forth only after 
the clash of differing opinions.” If unanimity is not subsequently 
achieved, decisions are arrived at by majority vote.

Once a decision has been reached, all members of the consul-
tative body, having had the opportunity fully to state their views, 
agree wholeheartedly to support the outcome. What if the mi-
nority view is right? “If they agree upon a subject,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 
has explained, “even though it be wrong, it is better than to 
disagree and be in the right, for this difference will produce the 
demolition of the divine foundation. Though one of the parties 
may be in the right and they disagree, that will be the cause of 
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a thousand wrongs, but if they agree and both parties are in 
the wrong, as it is in unity, the truth will be revealed and the 
wrong made right.” Implicit in this approach to the social utility 
of thought is the profundity of the change in the standard of 
public discussion intended by Bahá’u’lláh for a mature society.

The qualities by which the individual can achieve the per-
sonal discipline necessary to successful consultation find their 
full expression in what Shoghi Effendi regarded as the “spirit 
of a true Bahá’í.” Ponder, for instance, the appealing remark 
addressed to your own community in one of his earliest let-
ters: “Nothing short of the spirit of a true Bahá’í can hope to 
reconcile the principles of mercy and justice, of freedom and 
submission, of the sanctity of the right of the individual and of 
self-surrender, of vigilance, discretion and prudence on the one 
hand, and fellowship, candor, and courage on the other.” This 
was an appeal to the maturity and the distinction towards which 
he repeatedly directed their thoughts.



Because the Most Great Peace is the object of our longing, a pri-
mary effort of the Bahá’í community is to reduce the incidence 
of conf lict and contention, which are categorically forbidden in 
the Most Holy Book. Does this mean that one may not express 
critical thought? Absolutely not. How can there be the candor 
called for in consultation if there is no critical thought? How 
is the individual to exercise his responsibilities to the Cause, 
if he is not allowed the freedom to express his views? Has 
Shoghi Effendi not stated that “at the very root of the Cause 
lies the principle of the undoubted right of the individual to 
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self-expression, his freedom to declare his conscience and set 
forth his views”?

The Administrative Order provides channels for expression 
of criticism, acknowledging, as a matter of principle, that “it is 
not only the right, but the vital responsibility of every loyal and 
intelligent member of the community to offer fully and frankly, 
but with due respect and consideration to the authority of the 
Assembly, any suggestion, recommendation or criticism he 
conscientiously feels he should in order to improve and remedy 
certain existing conditions or trends in his local community.” 
Correspondingly, the Assembly has the duty “to give careful 
consideration to any such views submitted to them.”

Apart from the direct access which one has to an Assembly, 
local or national, or to a Counselor or Auxiliary Board member, 
there are specific occasions for the airing of one’s views in the 
community. The most frequent of these occasions for any Bahá’í 
is the Nineteen Day Feast which, “besides its social and spiritual 
aspects, fulfills various administrative needs and requirements 
of the community, chief among them being the need for open 
and constructive criticism and deliberation regarding the state 
of affairs within the local Bahá’í community.” At the same time, 
Shoghi Effendi’s advice, as conveyed by his secretary, goes on to 
stress the point that “all criticisms and discussions of a negative 
character which may result in undermining the authority of the 
Assembly as a body should be strictly avoided. For otherwise the 
order of the Cause itself will be endangered, and confusion and 
discord will reign in the community.”

Clearly, then, there is more to be considered than the critic’s 
right to self-expression; the unifying spirit of the Cause of God 
must also be preserved, the authority of its laws and ordinances 
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safeguarded, authority being an indispensable aspect of freedom. 
Motive, manner, mode, become relevant; but there is also the 
matter of love: love for one’s fellows, love for one’s community, 
love for one’s institutions.

The responsibility resting on the individual to conduct 
himself in such a way as to ensure the stability of society takes 
on elemental importance in this context. For vital as it is to 
the progress of society, criticism is a two-edged sword: it is 
all too often the harbinger of conf lict and contention. The 
balanced processes of the Administrative Order are meant to 
prevent this essential activity from degenerating to any form 
of dissent that breeds opposition and its dreadful schismatic 
consequences. How incalculable have been the negative results 
of ill-directed criticism: in the catastrophic divergences it has 
created in religion, in the equally contentious factions it has 
spawned in political systems, which have dignified conf lict by 
institutionalizing such concepts as the “loyal opposition” which 
attach to one or another of the various categories of political 
opinion—conservative, liberal, progressive, reactionary, and 
so forth.

If Bahá’í individuals deliberately ignore the principles im-
bedded in the Order which Bahá’u’lláh Himself has established 
to remedy divisiveness in the human family, the Cause for which 
so much has been sacrificed will surely be set back in its mission 
to rescue world society from complete disintegration. May not 
the existence of the Covenant be invoked again and again, so 
that such repetition may preserve the needed perspective? For, 
in this age, the Cause of Bahá’u’lláh has been protected against 
the baneful effects of the misuse of the process of criticism; this 
has been done by the institution of the Covenant and by the pro-
vision of a universal administrative system which incorporates 
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within itself the mechanisms for drawing out the constructive 
ideas of individuals and using them for the benefit of the entire 
system. Admonishing the people to uphold the unifying pur-
pose of the Cause, Bahá’u’lláh, in the Book of His Covenant, 
addresses these poignant words to them: “Let not the means 
of order be made the cause of confusion and the instrument 
of union an occasion for discord.” Such assertions emphasize 
a crucial point; it is this: In terms of the Covenant, dissidence 
is a moral and intellectual contradiction of the main objective 
animating the Bahá’í community, namely, the establishment of 
the unity of mankind.



We return to the phenomenal characteristics of speech. Content, 
volume, style, tact, wisdom, timeliness are among the critical 
factors in determining the effects of speech for good or evil. 
Consequently, the friends need ever to be conscious of the sig-
nificance of this activity which so distinguishes human beings 
from other forms of life, and they must exercise it judiciously. 
Their efforts at such discipline will give birth to an etiquette of 
expression worthy of the approaching maturity of the human 
race. Just as this discipline applies to the spoken word, it ap-
plies equally to the written word; and it profoundly affects the 
operation of the press.

The significance and role of the press in a new world system 
are conspicuous in the emphasis which the Order of Bahá’u’lláh 
places on accessibility to information at all levels of society. 
Shoghi Effendi tells us that Bahá’u’lláh makes “specific refer-
ence to ‘the swiftly appearing newspapers,’ describes them as 
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‘the mirror of the world’ and as ‘an amazing and potent phe-
nomenon,’ and prescribes to all who are responsible for their 
production the duty to be sanctified from malice, passion and 
prejudice, to be just and fair-minded, to be painstaking in their 
inquiries, and ascertain all the facts in every situation.”

In His social treatise, The Secret of Divine Civilization, ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá offers insight as to the indispensability of the press 
in future society. He says it is “urgent that beneficial articles 
and books be written, clearly and definitely establishing what 
the present-day requirements of the people are, and what will 
conduce to the happiness and advancement of society.” Further, 
He writes of the “publication of high thoughts” as the “dynamic 
power in the arteries of life,” “the very soul of the world.” More-
over, He states that “Public opinion must be directed toward 
whatever is worthy of this day, and this is impossible except 
through the use of adequate arguments and the adducing of 
clear, comprehensive and conclusive proofs.”

As to manner and style, Bahá’u’lláh has exhorted “authors 
among the friends” to “write in such a way as would be ac-
ceptable to fair-minded souls, and not lead to caviling by the 
people.” And He issues a reminder: “We have said in the past 
that one word hath the inf luence of spring and causeth hearts 
to become fresh and verdant, while another is like unto blight 
which causeth the blossoms and f lowers to wither.”

In the light of all this, the code of conduct of the press must 
embrace the principles and objectives of consultation as revealed 
by Bahá’u’lláh. Only in this way will the press be able to make its 
full contribution to the preservation of the rights of the people 
and become a powerful instrument in the consultative processes 
of society, and hence for the unity of the human race.
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

Some of the friends have suggested that the emergence of the 
Faith from obscurity indicates the timeliness of ceasing obser-
vance in the Bahá’í community of certain restraints; particu-
larly are they concerned about the temporary necessity of review 
before publishing.

That the Faith has emerged from obscurity on a global scale 
is certain. This definitely marks a triumphant stage in the ef-
forts of the community to register its existence on the minds 
of those who inf luence world events. Consider how, because of 
the sufferings and sacrifices of the friends in Iran, the concerns 
of the community in these respects have become a matter of 
discussion in the most inf luential parliaments and the most 
important international forums on earth. That this emergence 
frees the Cause to pursue objectives hitherto unreachable is also 
undeniable; but that it marks the attainment of the community’s 
anticipated maturity is entirely doubtful.

How could it have attained maturity, when we know from 
the clear guidance of the beloved Guardian that obscurity is but 
one of the many stages in the long evolution towards the Faith’s 
golden destiny? Has he not advised us all that the subsequent 
stage of oppression must precede the stages of its emancipation 
and its recognition as a world religion? Can the friends forget 
the oft-quoted warning of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá concerning the bitter 
opposition that will confront the Cause in various lands on all 
continents? In the case of the American believers, has Shoghi 
Effendi not alluded to this coming fury in his description of 
them as “the invincible Army of Bahá’u’lláh, who in the West, 



I N DI V I DUA L R IGH TS A N D F R E ED OMS

24

and at one of its potential storm centers is to fight, in His name 
and for His sake, one of its fiercest and most glorious battles”?

Those who are anxious to relax all restraint, who invoke 
freedom of speech as the rationale for publishing every and 
any thing concerning the Bahá’í community, who call for 
the immediate termination of the practice of review now that 
the Faith has emerged from obscurity—are they not aware of 
these sobering prospects? Widespread as has been the public 
revulsion to the current persecutions in Iran, let there be no 
mistake about the certainty of the opposition which must yet 
be confronted in many countries, including that which is the 
Cradle of the Administrative Order itself.

The Faith is as yet in its infancy. Despite its emergence 
from obscurity, even now the vast majority of the human race 
remains ignorant of its existence; moreover, the vast majority 
of its adherents are relatively new Bahá’ís. The change implied 
by this new stage in its evolution is that whereas heretofore this 
tender plant was protected in its obscurity from the attention 
of external elements, it has now become exposed. This exposure 
invites close observation, and that observation will eventually 
lead to opposition in various quarters. So, far from adopting 
a carefree attitude, the community must be conscious of the 
necessity to present a correct view of itself and an accurate 
understanding of its purpose to a largely skeptical public. A 
greater effort, a greater care must now be exercised to ensure its 
protection against the malice of the ignorant and the unwisdom 
of its friends.

Let us all remember that the struggle of the infant Faith of 
God to thrive is beset with the turmoil of the present age. Like 
a tender shoot just barely discernible above ground, it must be 
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nurtured to strength and maturity and buttressed as necessary 
against the blight of strong winds and deadly entanglements 
with weeds and thistles. If we to whose care this plant has been 
entrusted are insensitive to its tenderness, the great tree which 
is its certain potential will be hindered in its growth towards the 
spreading of its sheltering branches over all humankind. From 
this perspective we must all consider the latent danger to the 
Cause of ill-advised actions and exaggerated expectations; and 
particularly must we all be concerned about the effects of words, 
especially those put in print. It is here that Bahá’í authors and 
publishers need to be attentive and exert rigorous discipline 
upon themselves, as well as abide by the requirements of review 
at this early stage in the development of the Faith.



The right of the individual to self-expression has permeated 
the foregoing comments on the various freedoms, but, even 
so, a word more might be said about individual freedom. The 
fundamental attitude of the Faith in this respect is best demon-
strated by statements of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá concerning the family. 
“The integrity of the family bond,” He says, “must be constantly 
considered, and the rights of the individual members must not 
be transgressed … All these rights and prerogatives must be 
conserved, yet the unity of the family must be sustained. The 
injury of one shall be considered the injury of all; the comfort 
of each, the comfort of all; the honor of one, the honor of all.”

The individual’s relation to society is explained by Shoghi 
Effendi in the statement that “The Bahá’í conception of social 
life is essentially based on the principle of the subordination of 
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the individual will to that of society. It neither suppresses the 
individual nor does it exalt him to the point of making him an 
anti-social creature, a menace to society. As in everything, it 
follows the ‘golden mean.’”

This relationship, so fundamental to the maintenance of 
civilized life, calls for the utmost degree of understanding and 
cooperation between society and the individual; and because 
of the need to foster a climate in which the untold potential-
ities of the individual members of society can develop, this 
relationship must allow “free scope” for “individuality to assert 
itself ” through modes of spontaneity, initiative and diversity 
that ensure the viability of society. Among the responsibilities 
assigned to Bahá’í institutions which have a direct bearing on 
these aspects of individual freedom and development is one 
which is thus described in the Constitution of the Universal 
House of Justice: “to safeguard the personal rights, freedom and 
initiative of individuals.” A corollary is: “to give attention to the 
preservation of human honor.”

How noteworthy that in the Order of Bahá’u’lláh, while the 
individual will is subordinated to that of society, the individual 
is not lost in the mass but becomes the focus of primary develop-
ment, so that he may find his own place in the f low of progress, 
and society as a whole may benefit from the accumulated talents 
and abilities of the individuals composing it. Such an individual 
finds fulfillment of his potential not merely in satisfying his 
own wants but in realizing his completeness in being at one with 
humanity and with the divinely ordained purpose of creation.

The quality of freedom and of its expression—indeed, the 
very capacity to maintain freedom in a society—undoubtedly 
depends on the knowledge and training of individuals and on 
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their ability to cope with the challenges of life with equanimity. 
As the beloved Master has written: “And the honor and dis-
tinction of the individual consist in this, that he among all the 
world’s multitudes should become a source of social good. Is any 
larger bounty conceivable than this, that an individual, looking 
within himself, should find that by the confirming grace of God 
he has become the cause of peace and well-being, of happiness 
and advantage to his fellowmen? No, by the one true God, there 
is no greater bliss, no more complete delight.”



The spirit of liberty which in recent decades has swept over 
the planet with such tempestuous force is a manifestation of 
the vibrancy of the Revelation brought by Bahá’u’lláh. His 
own words confirm it. “The Ancient Beauty,” He wrote in a 
soul-stirring commentary on His sufferings, “hath consented 
to be bound with chains that mankind may be released from its 
bondage, and hath accepted to be made a prisoner within this 
most mighty Stronghold that the whole world may attain unto 
true liberty.”

Might it not be reasonably concluded, then, that “true liberty” 
is His gift of love to the human race? Consider what Bahá’u’lláh 
has done: He revealed laws and principles to guide the free; 
He established an Order to channel the actions of the free; He 
proclaimed a Covenant to guarantee the unity of the free.

Thus, we hold to this ultimate perspective: Bahá’u’lláh came 
to set humanity free. His Revelation is, indeed, an invitation to 
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freedom—freedom from want, freedom from war, freedom to 
unite, freedom to progress, freedom in peace and joy.

You who live in a land where freedom is so highly prized have 
not, then, to dispense with its fruits, but you are challenged and 
do have the obligation to uphold and vindicate the distinction 
between the license that limits your possibilities for genuine 
progress and the moderation that ensures the enjoyment of 
true liberty.

The Universal House of Justice
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23 DECEMBER 2008

[To an individual]

Dear Bahá’í Friend,

Your email letter dated 26 June 2008, in which you inquire about 
the extent to which a Bahá’í, particularly one who is a social 
scientist or academic, may speak publicly on sociopolitical 
issues, has been received by the Universal House of Justice. We 
have been asked to convey the following reply.

You are, of course, well aware of the principle of noninvolve-
ment in politics enunciated by Shoghi Effendi. Bahá’ís are to 
“refrain from associating themselves, whether by word or by 
deed, with the political pursuits of their respective nations, with 
the policies of their governments and the schemes and programs 
of parties and factions.” They “assign no blame, take no side, 
further no design, and identify themselves with no system 
prejudicial to the best interests” of the Faith and eschew “the 
entanglements and bickerings inseparable from the pursuits of 
the politician”. They are to “rise above all particularism and 
partisanship, above the vain disputes, the petty calculations, 
the transient passions that agitate the face, and engage the 
attention, of a changing world”. This principle, which demands 
strict avoidance of any type of partisan political activity, must 
be scrupulously upheld. However, as society and its political 
processes evolve and as the Faith grows, the interaction between 
the two becomes increasingly complex. The House of Justice will 
provide the necessary guidance over time to apply this principle 
to existing circumstances.
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The term “politics” can have a broad meaning, and there-
fore it is important to distinguish between partisan political 
activity and the discourse and action intended to bring about 
constructive social change. While the former is proscribed, 
the latter is enjoined; indeed, a central purpose of the Bahá’í 
community is social transformation. ‘Abdu’l‑Bahá’s treatise The 
Secret of Divine Civilization amply demonstrates the Faith’s 
commitment to promoting social change without entering into 
the arena of partisan politics. So too, innumerable passages in 
the Bahá’í Writings encourage the believers to contribute to 
the betterment of the world. “Be anxiously concerned with the 
needs of the age ye live in,” Bahá’u’lláh states, “and center your 
deliberations on its exigencies and requirements.” ‘Abdu’l‑Bahá 
urges the friends to “become distinguished in all the virtues 
of the human world—for faithfulness and sincerity, for justice 
and fidelity, for firmness 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.” Further, in a 
letter written on his behalf, Shoghi Effendi explains that “much 
as the friends must guard against in any way seeming to identify 
themselves or the Cause with any political party, they must also 
guard against the other extreme of never taking part, with other 
progressive groups, in conferences or committees designed to 
promote some activity in entire accord with our teachings”. In 
another letter written on his behalf in 1948, when racial inequal-
ity was enshrined in the laws of many states in the United States, 
he indicates that there is “no objection at all to the students 
taking part in something so obviously akin to the spirit of our 
teachings as a campus demonstration against race prejudice.” 
Bahá’ís must, therefore, be tireless in addressing, through word 
and deed, a range of social issues.
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When the Bahá’í community was small, its contribution to 
social well-being was naturally limited. In 1983 the House of 
Justice announced that the growth of the Faith had given rise to 
the need for a greater involvement in the life of society. Bahá’ís 
began to engage more systematically in the work of social and 
economic development through activities of varying degrees of 
complexity. Efforts to contribute to social transformation also 
include participation in the public discourse on issues of con-
cern to humanity, such as peace, the elimination of prejudices 
of all kinds, the spiritual and moral empowerment of youth, 
and the promotion of justice. These two types of activity have 
steadily increased over the past twenty-five years and will grow 
in scope and inf luence in the future.

The organized endeavors of the Bahá’í community in these 
areas are reinforced by the diverse initiatives of individual be-
lievers working in various fields—as volunteers, professionals, 
and experts—to contribute to social change. The distinctive 
nature of their approach is to avoid conf lict and the contest for 
power while striving to unite people in the search for underlying 
moral and spiritual principles and for practical measures that 
can lead to the just resolution of the problems aff licting society. 
Bahá’ís perceive humanity as a single body. All are inseparably 
bound to one another. A social order structured to meet the 
needs of one group at the expense of another results in injustice 
and oppression. Instead, the best interest of each component 
part is achieved by considering its needs in the context of the 
well-being of the whole.

Involvement in social discourse and action will at times 
require that Bahá’ís become associated with the development 
of public policy. In this regard, the term “policy,” like the 
term “politics,” has a broad meaning. While refraining from 
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discussion of policies pertaining to political relations between 
nations or partisan political affairs within a country, Bahá’ís 
will no doubt contribute to the formulation and implementation 
of policies that address certain social concerns. Examples of 
such concerns are safeguarding the rights of women, extending 
effective education to all children, curbing the spread of infec-
tious disease, protecting the environment, and eliminating the 
extremes of wealth and poverty.

It is evident, then, that as a Bahá’í who is a political scientist 
you have a great deal of latitude to comment on social issues. 
Yet it is also possible to participate in the generation and appli-
cation of knowledge in your field by dealing with topics that 
are more directly political in nature. You are no doubt aware 
of the general advice, written on behalf of the Guardian, that 
one way to criticize the social and political order of the day 
without siding with or opposing an existing regime is to offer 
a deeper analysis on the level of political theory rather than 
practical politics. Another approach would be to contribute 
to scientific inquiry and shed light on differing viewpoints to 
seek common understanding and effective solutions without 
succumbing to partisan advocacy and obfuscation. Bahá’u’lláh 
states that “every matter related to state affairs which ye raise 
for discussion falls under the shadow of one of the words sent 
down from the heaven of His glorious and exalted utterance.” 
You have the opportunity to mine the gems of His Revelation 
and to prepare and present them in a manner that is attractive 
to those seeking new insights. You will have to learn over time 
how to find a balance between the principles and concepts you 
hold as true that come from the Teachings of the Faith and from 
your discipline.
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Challenges will inevitably arise. For example, you may find 
that an issue pertaining to social action has been co-opted by 
the political debate among competing factions, and wisdom will 
be required to determine whether to adjust your approach or let 
the matter rest for a time. In some cases it may be necessary to 
forgo opportunities that would thrust you into political debate 
or criticism of partisan policies of governments. In other in-
stances there may be special sensitivities, such as topics related 
to countries where the Bahá’í community faces hardship or op-
pression, when comments could create the impression that the 
friends are engaged in political activity against the interests of 
a particular government. These same considerations arise when 
evaluating invitations from the media to comment or engage in 
discussion on the political affairs of the day. Your National Spir-
itual Assembly is available to assist you in clarifying particular 
questions should the need arise.

Be assured of the prayers of the House of Justice at the Sacred 
Threshold that your efforts to ref lect the principles of the Faith 
in your professional activities may attract the blessings and 
confirmations of the Ancient Beauty.

With loving Bahá’í greetings,
Department of the Secretariat
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2 MARCH 2013

To the Bahá’ís of Iran

Dear loved Friends,

For three and a half decades now, wave after wave of persecution, 
varying in intensity, has battered your sorely tried and valiant 
community, a barrage that is but the latest in a series unleashed 
over one hundred and sixty years ago. Yet, contrary to the expec-
tations of those bent on sapping the strength of the community 
of Bahá’u’lláh’s followers in His homeland, their machinations 
have served ultimately to reinforce its foundations and fortify its 
ranks. More and more of your compatriots, themselves victims 
of oppression, not only see clearly the trail of injustices that 
have been perpetrated against Bahá’ís down the years but also 
recognize in your unbroken record of disinterested service to 
society a force of constructive change. As sympathy towards 
you continues to grow, so do the voices calling for the removal 
of the obstacles that have prevented you from participating in 
the life of society in all of its dimensions. Not surprisingly, then, 
questions regarding the posture held by Bahá’ís everywhere 
towards political activity have taken on greater significance in 
the eyes of your fellow citizens.

Historically, of course, the position in which the Iranian 
Bahá’í community has found itself in this respect has been 
a peculiar one. It has been falsely accused, on the one hand, 
of being politically motivated, leagued against the prevailing 
regime—the agent of whatever foreign power the accuser 
finds most convenient to his purpose. On the other hand, the 
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uncompromising refusal of the members of the community to 
participate in partisan political activity has been portrayed as 
a lack of concern for the affairs of the Iranian people. Now that 
the true intentions of your oppressors have been laid bare, it 
behoves you to respond to the growing interest of your fellow 
citizens in understanding the Bahá’í attitude towards politics, 
lest misconceptions be allowed to weaken the bonds of friend-
ship you are establishing with so many souls. In this, they 
deserve more than a few statements, however important, that 
evoke images of love and unity. To assist you in conveying to 
them a vision of the framework that shapes the Bahá’í approach 
to the subject, we are providing you with the comments below.

Inseparable from the Bahá’í perspective on politics is a 
particular conception of history, its course and direction. Hu-
manity, it is the firm conviction of every follower of Bahá’u’lláh, 
is approaching today the crowning stage in a millennia-long 
process which has brought it from its collective infancy to the 
threshold of maturity—a stage that will witness the unification 
of the human race. Not unlike the individual who passes through 
the unsettled yet promising period of adolescence, during which 
latent powers and capacities come to light, humankind as a 
whole is in the midst of an unprecedented transition. Behind 
so much of the turbulence and commotion of contemporary 
life are the fits and starts of a humanity struggling to come 
of age. Widely accepted practices and conventions, cherished 
attitudes and habits, are one by one being rendered obsolete, as 
the imperatives of maturity begin to assert themselves.

Bahá’ís are encouraged to see in the revolutionary changes 
taking place in every sphere of life the interaction of two funda-
mental processes. One is destructive in nature, while the other is 
integrative; both serve to carry humanity, each in its own way, 
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along the path leading towards its full maturity. The operation 
of the former is everywhere apparent—in the vicissitudes that 
have aff licted time-honoured institutions, in the impotence 
of leaders at all levels to mend the fractures appearing in the 
structure of society, in the dismantling of social norms that have 
long held in check unseemly passions, and in the despondency 
and indifference exhibited not only by individuals but also by 
entire societies that have lost any vital sense of purpose. Though 
devastating in their effects, the forces of disintegration tend to 
sweep away barriers that block humanity’s progress, opening 
space for the process of integration to draw diverse groups 
together and disclosing new opportunities for cooperation and 
collaboration. Bahá’ís, of course, strive to align themselves, 
individually and collectively, with forces associated with the 
process of integration, which, they are confident, will continue 
to gain in strength, no matter how bleak the immediate hori-
zons. Human affairs will be utterly reorganized, and an era of 
universal peace inaugurated.

Such is the view of history that underlies every endeavour 
pursued by the Bahá’í community.

As you know from your study of the Bahá’í writings, the prin-
ciple that is to infuse all facets of organized life on the planet is 
the oneness of humankind, the hallmark of the age of maturity. 
That humanity constitutes a single people is a truth that, once 
viewed with scepticism, claims widespread acceptance today. 
The rejection of deeply ingrained prejudices and a growing 
sense of world citizenship are among the signs of this height-
ened awareness. Yet, however promising the rise in collective 
consciousness may be, it should be seen as only the first step 
of a process that will take decades—nay, centuries—to unfold. 
For the principle of the oneness of humankind, as proclaimed 
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by Bahá’u’lláh, asks not merely for cooperation among people 
and nations. It calls for a complete reconceptualization of the 
relationships that sustain society. The deepening environmental 
crisis, driven by a system that condones the pillage of natural 
resources to satisfy an insatiable thirst for more, suggests how 
entirely inadequate is the present conception of humanity’s 
relationship with nature; the deterioration of the home environ-
ment, with the accompanying rise in the systematic exploitation 
of women and children worldwide, makes clear how pervasive 
are the misbegotten notions that define relations within the 
family unit; the persistence of despotism, on the one hand, and 
the increasing disregard for authority, on the other, reveal how 
unsatisfactory to a maturing humanity is the current relation-
ship between the individual and the institutions of society; the 
concentration of material wealth in the hands of a minority of 
the world’s population gives an indication of how fundamentally 
ill-conceived are relationships among the many sectors of what 
is now an emerging global community. The principle of the 
oneness of humankind implies, then, an organic change in the 
very structure of society.

What should be stated plainly here is that Bahá’ís do not 
believe the transformation thus envisioned will come about ex-
clusively through their own efforts. Nor are they trying to create 
a movement that would seek to impose on society their vision 
of the future. Every nation and every group—indeed, every 
individual—will, to a greater or lesser degree, contribute to the 
emergence of the world civilization towards which humanity 
is irresistibly moving. Unity will progressively be achieved, as 
foreshadowed by ‘Abdu’l‑Bahá, in different realms of social 
existence, for instance, “unity in the political realm”, “unity 
of thought in world undertakings”, “unity of races” and the 
“unity of nations”. As these come to be realized, the structures 
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of a politically united world, which respects the full diversity of 
culture and provides channels for the expression of dignity and 
honour, will gradually take shape.

The question that occupies the worldwide Bahá’í community, 
then, is how it can best contribute to the civilization-building 
process as its resources increase. It sees two dimensions to its 
contribution. The first is related to its own growth and devel-
opment, and the second to its involvement in society at large.

Regarding the first, Bahá’ís across the globe, in the most un-
assuming settings, are striving to establish a pattern of activity 
and the corresponding administrative structures that embody 
the principle of the oneness of humankind and the convictions 
underpinning it, only a few of which are mentioned here as a 
means of illustration: that the rational soul has no gender, race, 
ethnicity or class, a fact that renders intolerable all forms of 
prejudice, not the least of which are those that prevent women 
from fulfilling their potential and engaging in various fields of 
endeavour shoulder to shoulder with men; that the root cause of 
prejudice is ignorance, which can be erased through educational 
processes that make knowledge accessible to the entire human 
race, ensuring it does not become the property of a privileged 
few; that science and religion are two complementary systems 
of knowledge and practice by which human beings come to 
understand the world around them and through which civili-
zation advances; that religion without science soon degenerates 
into superstition and fanaticism, while science without religion 
becomes the tool of crude materialism; that true prosperity, 
the fruit of a dynamic coherence between the material and 
spiritual requirements of life, will recede further and further 
out of reach as long as consumerism continues to act as opium 
to the human soul; that justice, as a faculty of the soul, enables 
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the individual to distinguish truth from falsehood and guides 
the investigation of reality, so essential if superstitious beliefs 
and outworn traditions that impede unity are to be eliminated; 
that, when appropriately brought to bear on social issues, justice 
is the single most important instrument for the establishment 
of unity; that work performed in the spirit of service to one’s 
fellow human beings is a form of prayer, a means of worshipping 
God. Translating ideals such as these into reality, effecting a 
transformation at the level of the individual and laying the 
foundations of suitable social structures, is no small task, to be 
sure. Yet the Bahá’í community is dedicated to the long-term 
process of learning that this task entails, an enterprise in which 
increasing numbers from all walks of life, from every human 
group, are invited to take part.

Numerous, of course, are the questions that the process 
of learning, now under way in all regions of the world, must 
address: how to bring people of different backgrounds together 
in an environment which, devoid of the constant threat of 
conf lict and distinguished by its devotional character, encour-
ages them to put aside the divisive ways of a partisan mindset, 
fosters higher degrees of unity of thought and action, and elicits 
wholehearted participation; how to administer the affairs of a 
community in which there is no ruling class with priestly func-
tions that can lay claim to distinction or privilege; how to enable 
contingents of men and women to break free from the confines 
of passivity and the chains of oppression in order to engage in 
activities conducive to their spiritual, social and intellectual 
development; how to help youth navigate through a crucial stage 
of their lives and become empowered to direct their energies 
towards the advancement of civilization; how to create dynam-
ics within the family unit that lead to material and spiritual 
prosperity without instilling in the rising generations feelings 
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of estrangement towards an illusory “other” or nurturing any 
instinct to exploit those relegated to this category; how to make 
it possible for decision making to benefit from a diversity of 
perspectives through a consultative process which, understood 
as the collective investigation of reality, promotes detachment 
from personal views, gives due importance to valid empirical 
information, does not raise mere opinion to the status of fact 
or define truth as the compromise between opposing interest 
groups. To explore questions such as these and the many others 
certain to arise, the Bahá’í community has adopted a mode of 
operation characterized by action, ref lection, consultation and 
study—study which involves not only constant reference to the 
writings of the Faith but also the scientific analysis of patterns 
unfolding. Indeed, how to maintain such a mode of learning 
in action, how to ensure that growing numbers participate 
in the generation and application of relevant knowledge, and 
how to devise structures for the systemization of an expanding 
worldwide experience and for the equitable distribution of 
the lessons learned—these are, themselves, the object of regu-
lar examination.

The overall direction of the process of learning that the 
Bahá’í community is pursuing is guided by a series of global 
plans, the provisions of which are established by the Universal 
House of Justice. Capacity building is the watchword of these 
plans: they aim at enabling the protagonists of collective effort 
to strengthen the spiritual foundations of villages and neigh-
bourhoods, to address certain of their social and economic 
needs, and to contribute to the discourses prevalent in society, 
all while maintaining the necessary coherence in methods 
and approaches.
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At the heart of the learning process is inquiry into the nature 
of the relationships that bind the individual, the community, 
and the institutions of society—actors on the stage of history 
who have been locked in a struggle for power throughout time. 
In this context, the assumption that relations among them will 
inevitably conform to the dictates of competition, a notion that 
ignores the extraordinary potential of the human spirit, has 
been set aside in favour of the more likely premise that their 
harmonious interactions can foster a civilization befitting a 
mature humanity. Animating the Bahá’í effort to discover the 
nature of a new set of relationships among these three protago-
nists is a vision of a future society that derives inspiration from 
the analogy drawn by Bahá’u’lláh, in a Tablet penned nearly a 
century and a half ago, which compares the world to the human 
body. Cooperation is the principle that governs the functioning 
of that system. Just as the appearance of the rational soul in 
this realm of existence is made possible through the complex 
association of countless cells, whose organization in tissues and 
organs allows for the realization of distinctive capacities, so can 
civilization be seen as the outcome of a set of interactions among 
closely integrated, diverse components which have transcended 
the narrow purpose of tending to their own existence. And just 
as the viability of every cell and every organ is contingent upon 
the health of the body as a whole, so should the prosperity of 
every individual, every family, every people be sought in the 
well-being of the entire human race. In keeping with such a 
vision, institutions, appreciating the need for coordinated 
action channelled toward fruitful ends, aim not to control but 
to nurture and guide the individual, who, in turn, willingly re-
ceives guidance, not in blind obedience, but with faith founded 
on conscious knowledge. The community, meanwhile, takes on 
the challenge of sustaining an environment where the powers of 
individuals, who wish to exercise self-expression responsibly in 
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accordance with the common weal and the plans of institutions, 
multiply in unified action.

If the web of relationships alluded to above is to take shape 
and give rise to a pattern of life distinguished by adherence to 
the principle of the oneness of humankind, certain foundational 
concepts must be carefully examined. Most notable among them 
is the conception of power. Clearly the concept of power as a 
means of domination, with the accompanying notions of con-
test, contention, division and superiority, must be left behind. 
This is not to deny the operation of power; after all, even in 
cases where institutions of society have received their mandates 
through the consent of the people, power is involved in the exer-
cise of authority. But political processes, like other processes of 
life, should not remain unaffected by the powers of the human 
spirit that the Bahá’í Faith—for that matter, every great religious 
tradition that has appeared throughout the ages—hopes to tap: 
the power of unity, of love, of humble service, of pure deeds. 
Associated with power in this sense are words such as “release”, 
“encourage”, “channel”, “guide” and “enable”. Power is not a 
finite entity which is to be “seized” and “jealously guarded”; it 
constitutes a limitless capacity to transform that resides in the 
human race as a body.

The Bahá’í community readily acknowledges that it has a 
considerable distance to traverse before its growing experience 
yields the necessary insights into the workings of the desired set 
of interactions. It makes no claims to perfection. To uphold high 
ideals and to have become their embodiment are not one and 
the same. Myriad are the challenges that lie ahead, and much 
remains to be learned. The casual observer may well choose to 
label the community’s attempts to surmount these challenges 
“idealistic”. Yet it certainly would not be justified to portray 
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Bahá’ís as uninterested in the affairs of their own countries, 
much less as unpatriotic. However idealistic the Bahá’í endeav-
our may appear to some, its deep-seated concern for the good 
of humankind cannot be ignored. And given that no current 
arrangement in the world seems capable of lifting humanity 
from the quagmire of conf lict and contention and securing its 
felicity, why would any government object to the efforts of one 
group of people to deepen its understanding of the nature of 
those essential relationships inherent to the common future 
towards which the human race is being inexorably drawn? What 
harm is there in this?

Within the framework traced out by the above ideas, then, it 
is possible to consider the second dimension of the Bahá’í com-
munity’s efforts to contribute to the advancement of civilization: 
its involvement in society at large. Clearly what Bahá’ís see as 
one aspect of their contribution cannot contradict the other. 
They cannot be seeking to establish patterns of thought and 
action that give expression to the principle of oneness within 
their community, yet engage in activities in another context 
which, to whatever extent, reinforce an entirely different set 
of assumptions about social existence. To avoid such a duality, 
the Bahá’í community has progressively refined over time, 
on the basis of the teachings of the Faith, the main features 
of its participation in the life of society. First and foremost, 
Bahá’ís endeavour, whether as individuals or as a community, 
to put into practice the command of Bahá’u’lláh: “They that 
are endued with sincerity and faithfulness should associate 
with all the peoples and kindreds of the earth with joy and 
radiance, inasmuch as consorting with people hath promoted 
and will continue to promote unity and concord, which in turn 
are conducive to the maintenance of order in the world and 
to the regeneration of nations.” It is through “association and 
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meeting”, ‘Abdu’l‑Bahá has explained further, that “we find hap-
piness and development, individual and collective.” “That which 
is conducive to association and attraction and unity among the 
sons of men”, He has written in this connection, “is the means of 
the life of the world of humanity, and whatever causeth division, 
repulsion and remoteness leadeth to the death of humankind.” 
Even in the case of religion, He has made it clear that it “must 
be the cause of love and fellowship. Should religion become the 
cause of contention and enmity, its absence is preferable.” So it 
is that Bahá’ís do their utmost at all times to heed the counsel 
of Bahá’u’lláh, “Shut your eyes to estrangement, then fix your 
gaze upon unity.” “That one indeed is a man”, He exhorts His 
followers, “who, today, dedicateth himself to the service of the 
entire human race.” “Be anxiously concerned with the needs of 
the age ye live in,” is His admonition, “and centre your deliber-
ations on its exigencies and requirements.” “The supreme need 
of humanity is cooperation and reciprocity,” ‘Abdu’l‑Bahá has 
indicated. “The stronger the ties of fellowship and solidarity 
amongst men, the greater will be the power of constructiveness 
and accomplishment in all the planes of human activity.” “So 
powerful is the light of unity”, Bahá’u’lláh declares, “that it can 
illuminate the whole earth.”

It is with such thoughts in mind that Bahá’ís enter into 
collaboration, as their resources permit, with an increasing 
number of movements, organizations, groups and individuals, 
establishing partnerships that strive to transform society and 
further the cause of unity, promote human welfare, and con-
tribute to world solidarity. Indeed, the standard set by passages 
such as the above inspires the Bahá’í community to become 
actively engaged in as many aspects of contemporary life as 
feasible. In choosing areas of collaboration, Bahá’ís are to bear 
in mind the principle, enshrined in their teachings, that means 
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should be consistent with ends; noble goals cannot be achieved 
through unworthy means. Specifically, it is not possible to build 
enduring unity through endeavours that require contention 
or assume that an inherent conf lict of interests underlies all 
human interactions, however subtly. It should be noted here 
that, despite the limitations imposed by adherence to this 
principle, the community has not experienced a shortage of 
opportunities for collaboration; so many people in the world 
today are working intensely towards one or another aim which 
Bahá’ís share. In this respect, they also take care not to overstep 
certain bounds with their colleagues and associates. They are 
not to regard any joint undertaking as an occasion to impose 
religious convictions. Self-righteousness and other unfortunate 
manifestations of religious zeal are to be utterly avoided. Bahá’ís 
do, however, readily offer to their collaborators the lessons they 
have learned through their own experience, just as they are 
happy to incorporate into their community-building efforts 
insights gained through such association.

This brings us, at last, to the specific question of political activity. 
The conviction of the Bahá’í community that humanity, having 
passed through earlier stages of social evolution, stands at the 
threshold of its collective maturity; its belief that the principle of 
the oneness of humankind, the hallmark of the age of maturity, 
implies a change in the very structure of society; its dedication to 
a learning process that, animated by this principle, explores the 
workings of a new set of relationships among the individual, the 
community and the institutions of society, the three protagonists 
in the advancement of civilization; its confidence that a revised 
conception of power, freed from the notion of dominance with the 
accompanying ideas of contest, contention, division and superiority, 
underlies the desired set of relationships; its commitment to a vision 
of a world that, benefitting from humanity’s rich cultural diversity, 



I N DI V I DUA L R IGH TS A N D F R E ED OMS

46

abides no lines of separation—these all constitute essential elements 
of the framework that shapes the Bahá’í approach to politics set out 
in brief below.

Bahá’ís do not seek political power. They will not accept 
political posts in their respective governments, whatever the 
particular system in place, though they will take up positions 
which they deem to be purely administrative in nature. They 
will not affiliate themselves with political parties, become en-
tangled in partisan issues, or participate in programmes tied to 
the divisive agendas of any group or faction. At the same time, 
Bahá’ís respect those who, out of a sincere desire to serve their 
countries, choose to pursue political aspirations or to engage 
in political activity. The approach adopted by the Bahá’í com-
munity of non-involvement in such activity is not intended as 
a statement expressing some fundamental objection to politics 
in its true sense; indeed, humanity organizes itself through its 
political affairs. Bahá’ís vote in civil elections, as long as they 
do not have to identify themselves with any party in order to 
do so. In this connection, they view government as a system for 
maintaining the welfare and orderly progress of a society, and 
they undertake, one and all, to observe the laws of the land in 
which they reside, without allowing their inner religious beliefs 
to be violated. Bahá’ís will not be party to any instigation to 
overthrow a government. Nor will they interfere in political re-
lations between the governments of different nations. This does 
not mean that they are naive about political processes in the 
world today and make no distinction between just and tyranni-
cal rule. The rulers of the earth have sacred obligations to fulfil 
towards their people, who should be seen as the most precious 
treasure of any nation. Wherever they reside, Bahá’ís endeavour 
to uphold the standard of justice, addressing inequities directed 
towards themselves or towards others, but only through lawful 
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means available to them, eschewing all forms of violent protest. 
Moreover, in no way does the love they hold in their hearts for 
humanity run counter to the sense of duty they feel to expend 
their energies in service to their respective countries.

The approach, or strategy if you will, with the simple set 
of parameters outlined in the foregoing paragraph enables the 
community, in a world where nations and tribes are pitted one 
against the other and people are divided and separated by social 
structures, to maintain its cohesion and integrity as a global 
entity and to ensure that the activities of the Bahá’ís in one 
country do not jeopardize the existence of those elsewhere. 
Guarded against competing interests of nations and political 
parties, the Bahá’í community is thus able to build its capacity 
to contribute to processes that promote peace and unity.

Dear Friends: We recognize that treading this path, which 
you have done so ably for decades, is not without its challenges. 
It asks for an integrity that cannot be shaken, for a rectitude 
of conduct that cannot be undermined, for a clarity of thought 
that cannot be obscured, for a love of one’s country that cannot 
be manipulated. Now that your fellow citizens understand 
your plight, and possibilities will no doubt open for you to 
participate even further in the life of society, we pray that you 
will be assisted from on High in explaining to your friends and 
compatriots the framework articulated in these pages so that, in 
collaboration with them, you will find increasing opportunities 
to labour for the good of your people without compromising, 
in any way, your identity as followers of One Who summoned 
humanity, more than a century ago, to a new World Order.

The Universal House of Justice
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27 APRIL 2017

[To an individual]

Dear Bahá’í Friend,

The Universal House of Justice has received your email letter 
of 31 January 2017 in which you seek guidance on the latitude 
Bahá’ís have to engage in social action and public discourse, 
particularly in relation to the principle of non-involvement in 
political affairs. We have been asked to convey the following.

Your heartfelt desire to apply the principles of the Faith to 
address the ills of society is warmly acknowledged. The House 
of Justice agrees with many of your thoughtful points and wishes 
to provide some additional ideas for your consideration.

As you are no doubt well aware, in discussing the principle of 
non-involvement in politics, Shoghi Effendi wrote that Bahá’ís 
are to “refrain from associating themselves, whether by word or 
by deed, with the political pursuits of their respective nations, 
with the policies of their governments and the schemes and 
programs of parties and factions.” In political controversies, 
they “should assign no blame, take no side, further no design, 
and identify themselves with no system prejudicial to the best 
interests” of their “world-wide Fellowship”. They are called 
to “avoid the entanglements and bickerings inseparable from 
the pursuits of the politician”. And they are to “rise above all 
particularism and partisanship, above the vain disputes, the 
petty calculations, the transient passions that agitate the face, 
and engage the attention, of a changing world.” Bahá’ís and 
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Bahá’í institutions should not take positions on the political de-
cisions of governments, including disputes among governments 
of different nations; should refrain from becoming involved in 
debates surrounding any political controversy; and should not 
react, orally or otherwise, in a manner that could be taken as 
evidence of support for a partisan political stance. It is not for a 
Bahá’í, in offering social commentary, to vilify specific individ-
uals, organizations, or governments or to make attacks on them. 
Indeed, the Guardian specifically cautioned the friends against 
referring to political figures in their public remarks, whether in 
criticism or support.

Furthermore, Bahá’u’lláh and ‘Abdu’l‑Bahá enjoined Bahá’ís 
to be obedient to the government of their land. Unity, order, 
and cooperation are the basis for sound and lasting change. 
Even civil disobedience, in the form of a conscious decision 
to violate the law to effect social change, is not acceptable for 
Bahá’ís—whatever merit it appears to have had in particular 
political settings. Ultimately, obedience to government has a 
bearing on the unity of the Bahá’í community itself. In a letter 
written on his behalf, Shoghi Effendi stated that individual 
Bahá’ís should not become immersed in the “faulty systems of 
the world” or judge their government as “ just or unjust—for 
each believer would be sure to hold a different viewpoint, and 
within our own Bahá’í fold a hotbed of dissension would spring 
up and destroy our unity.” These considerations, however, do 
not imply an endorsement of the actions or policies of one’s 
government. As Shoghi Effendi explained in another letter writ-
ten on his behalf: “The principle of obedience to government 
does not place any Bahá’í under the obligation of identifying 
the teachings of his Faith with the political program enforced 
by the government. For such an identification, besides being 
erroneous and contrary to both the spirit as well as the form of 
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the Bahá’í message, would necessarily create a conf lict within 
the conscience of every loyal believer.”

The principles of non-involvement in politics and obedience 
to government, far from being obstacles to social change, are 
aspects of an approach set forth in the Bahá’í writings to imple-
ment effective remedies for and address the root causes of the 
ills aff licting society. This approach includes active involvement 
in the life of society as well as the possibility of inf luencing and 
contributing to the social policies of government by all lawful 
means. Indeed, service to others and to society is a hallmark 
of the Bahá’í life. And Shoghi Effendi has explained that “the 
machinery of the Cause has been so fashioned, that whatever 
is deemed necessary to incorporate into it in order to keep it 
in the forefront of all progressive movements, can, according 
to the provisions made by Bahá’u’lláh, be safely embodied 
therein.” The way in which Bahá’ís seek to effect social change 
is described in the 2 March 2013 message of the House of Justice 
to the Bahá’ís of Iran. A copy of that message is enclosed for 
your study.

There can be no question then that Bahá’ís are committed to 
efforts toward social transformation. “Much as the friends must 
guard against in any way ever seeming to identify themselves 
or the Cause with any political party,” Shoghi Effendi, through 
his secretary, cautioned, “they must also guard against the other 
extreme of never taking part, with other progressive groups, in 
conferences or committees designed to promote some activity in 
entire accord with our teachings—such as, for instance, better 
race relations.” This involvement in activities for social reform 
and well-being can in certain circumstances even extend to 
taking part in demonstrations. A letter written on the Guard-
ian’s behalf indicated that he did not see any objection to Bahá’í 
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students taking part as Bahá’ís in a protest concerning racial 
prejudice on campus, since “there was nothing political about 
it” and “he does not see how they could remain indifferent when 
fellow-students were voicing our own Bahá’í attitude on such a 
vital issue and one we feel so strongly about.” Thus, individual 
Bahá’ís are free to participate in those efforts and activities, 
such as peaceful rallies, that uphold constructive aims in conso-
nance with the Bahá’í teachings, for example, the advancement 
of women, the promotion of social justice, the protection of the 
environment, the elimination of all forms of discrimination, 
and the safeguarding of human rights.

In deciding whether it would be appropriate for Bahá’ís to 
participate in particular public activities, a crucial distinction 
should be drawn between those events that have a partisan po-
litical character and those that do not. A further distinction can 
be drawn between those activities that are fully in keeping with 
the teachings and that can be supported explicitly by Bahá’í 
institutions and those where the situation is less clear, in which 
Bahá’í institutions should not participate but in which individ-
uals can be given some latitude to make a personal decision to 
take part, without in any way implying that they are represent-
ing the Faith directly by their choice. If a believer harbors any 
doubt as to the appropriateness of involvement with a particular 
event or approach, guidance should be sought from the National 
Spiritual Assembly, which is in the best position to evaluate the 
specific circumstances and is responsible for making the final 
determination on such questions.

Beyond this clarification of basic principles, there are other 
important considerations. Too often political goals, even when 
pursued in the name of justice, are a chimera, for the fundamen-
tal partisanship in contemporary political life means policies 
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are often implemented without building consensus and conse-
quently seeds of discontent and continuing political struggle are 
sown. Conf lict and contention ultimately yield more conf lict 
and contention. Eliminating social problems, rather than merely 
ameliorating them to an extent, requires unity of thought as well 
as action, an open heart as well as an open hand—conditions 
which Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation is intended to bring about.

For many decades following the second great war of the 
twentieth century, humanity moved, with fits and starts, toward 
the promise of a united world. The failure to complete the proj-
ect of the unification of nations, however, left gaps in relations 
in which supranational problems could fester and threaten 
the security and well-being of peoples and states, leading to a 
recrudescence of prejudice, of divers expressions of factional-
ism, and of virulent nationalism that are the very negation of 
Bahá’u’lláh’s message of peace and oneness.

One of the current features of the process of the disintegra-
tion of the old world order manifest in the United States is the 
increasing polarization and fragmentation that has come to 
characterize so much of political and social life. There has been 
a hardening of viewpoints, increased incivility, an unwillingness 
to compromise or even entertain differing perspectives, and 
a tendency to automatically take sides and fight. Science and 
religion, two great lights that should guide human progress, are 
often compromised or swept aside. Matters of moral principle 
and questions of justice are reduced to intractable liberal or 
conservative viewpoints, and the country is increasingly divided 
along divergent lines. In this context, the friends have to hold 
steadfastly to the Bahá’í teachings and consultative methods 
and not allow their pursuit of noble aims and high aspirations 
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to draw them into one side or the other of fruitless debates and 
contentious processes.

In their ref lections on how to contribute to the betterment of 
the world, Bahá’ís will undoubtedly recognize that demonstra-
tions are not the only, or even the most effective, means available 
to them. Rather, they can learn and grow in capacity over time 
to help their fellow citizens to frame concerns in a way that rises 
above fissures, to share views in a manner that transcends divi-
sive approaches, and to create and participate in spaces to work 
together in the quest to enact solutions to the problems that 
bedevil their nation. As Bahá’u’lláh stated: “Say: no man can 
attain his true station except through his justice. No power can 
exist except through unity. No welfare and no well-being can 
be attained except through consultation.” In this light, justice is 
indeed essential to resist the vain imaginings and idle fancies of 
social and political machinations, to see reality with one’s own 
eyes, and to identify the requirements for an equitable social 
order. But then unity is essential—forged through consultative 
processes, including action and ref lection—to achieve the power 
required for positive social change.

Unfortunately, sometimes when approaching such import-
ant and deeply felt matters, the friends can create dichotomies 
where none exist. Thus, for example, it is contended that one 
must choose between either non-involvement in politics or 
social action; either teaching the Faith or involvement with 
society; either the institute process and the community-build-
ing activities it fosters or a program for race unity; and so on. 
Such apparent conf licts can be greatly dissipated by keeping in 
mind Shoghi Effendi’s advice, conveyed in a letter written on 
his behalf, to conceive of the teachings as one great whole with 
many facets. “Truth may, in covering different subjects, appear 
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to be contradictory,” the same letter indicated, “and yet it is 
all one if you carry the thought through to the end.” A careful 
reading of the Bahá’í writings and the guidance of the House of 
Justice can clarify how two matters that appear to be in tension 
with one another are coherent once the concepts and principles 
that connect them are understood. Particular circumstances in 
a locality, timeliness, and the periodic need for focus also have 
a bearing on such issues.

In a recent letter written on its behalf, the House of Justice 
explained to your National Assembly that the scope of the Five 
Year Plan offers ample opportunities for believers to address the 
social concerns of their communities and society as a whole. The 
Plan’s activities for sustained growth and community building 
lie at the heart of a broad scheme for social transformation. 
The friends are called to three simultaneous, overlapping, and 
coherent areas of action: community-building efforts in clus-
ters; projects and activities for social action; and involvement 
in the discourses of society, whether in neighborhoods or in 
personal or professional associations. An assessment of the 
efforts of Bahá’ís across the United States will reveal that there 
is already an army of believers working in all strata of society 
to promote the Bahá’í teachings and combat the spiritual and 
social ills aff licting their country. As the learning process that 
has proven to be so effective in the expansion and consolidation 
work worldwide is increasingly employed in all endeavors, the 
capacity of individuals, communities, and institutions to apply 
Bahá’u’lláh’s healing remedy to achieve profound and lasting 
change will become ever more pronounced, assisting the nation 
along the path of its destiny.
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Rest assured of the supplications of the House of Justice in 
the Holy Shrines that the confirmations of Bahá’u’lláh may bless 
your efforts to be a promoter of unity and justice.

With loving Bahá’í greetings,
Department of the Secretariat
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18 JANUARY 2019

To the Bahá’ís of the World

Dear loved Friends,

Half a century after Bahá’u’lláh summoned the kings and rulers 
to be reconciled among themselves and enjoined on them the 
establishment of peace on earth, the great powers of that era 
were plunged into war. It was the first conf lict to be regarded 
as a “World War”, and it is remembered as a conf lagration of 
horrific severity; the unprecedented scale and ferocity of the 
bloodshed has seared it on to the consciousness of every suc-
ceeding generation. And yet, from out the ruin and suffering, 
possibilities blossomed for a new order to bring stability to the 
world—notably at the Paris Peace Conference, which opened a 
hundred years ago on this day. In the years that followed, despite 
the repeated crises into which international affairs were thrown, 
Shoghi Effendi could discern “the progress, however fitful, of 
the forces working in harmony with the spirit of the age”. These 
forces have continued to move humanity towards an age of 
peace—not merely a peace which rules out armed conf lict, but 
a collective state of being, manifesting unity. Notwithstanding, 
it remains a long journey, and it proceeds in fits and starts. We 
find it propitious, at this moment, to ref lect on the progress 
made on that journey, the contemporary challenges to peace, 
and the contribution to its attainment that Bahá’ís are called 
to make.

There have been at least three historical moments in the 
last one hundred years when it seemed as if the human race 
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was reaching for real, lasting peace, albeit always falling short 
because of weaknesses it could not overcome. The first moment, 
as a result of the Paris Conference, was the establishment of the 
League of Nations, an organization intended by its founders 
to secure peace at the international level. It was the means by 
which, for the first time in history, the system of collective 
security enjoined on the world’s rulers by Bahá’u’lláh was 
“seriously envisaged, discussed and tested”. But ultimately the 
peace agreement that concluded the war was fatally f lawed, and 
the League was not able to prevent a second World War, judged 
by historians to be the deadliest conf lict in human history. 
Just as the first significant step towards world peace followed a 
period of appalling conf lict, so did the second, when not only 
was the United Nations Organization formed from the ashes of 
the League, but a system of international economic institutions 
came into being, and historic advances were made relating to 
human rights and international law. In rapid succession, many 
territories under colonial rule became independent nations, and 
arrangements for regional cooperation grew markedly in depth 
and range. The post-war decades, however, were also charac-
terized by an atmosphere of brooding and often open hostility 
between the world’s two major power blocs. Known familiarly 
as the Cold War, it spilled over into actual wars in various 
regions of the world, and brought humanity perilously close to 
a conf lict involving nuclear weapons. Its peaceful termination, 
towards the end of the twentieth century, was an occasion for 
relief, giving rise to explicit calls for the establishment of a new 
global order. This was the third moment when universal peace 
seemed to be within grasp. Efforts to put in place new systems 
for international cooperation and to strengthen existing ones 
received great impetus, as a series of world conferences on 
themes of importance to humanity’s future were convened by 
the United Nations. New opportunities for consensus emerged, 
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and the spirit of collaboration propelling progress also found 
expression in the mandates given to certain international in-
stitutions charged with administering justice. This purposeful, 
deliberative process culminated at the turn of the century in 
the Millennium Forum, a meeting of representatives of over a 
thousand civil society organizations from more than a hundred 
countries, followed by the Millennium Summit, an unparalleled 
gathering of world leaders which led to agreement on a set of 
objectives representing a shared ambition of humanity. Styled 
the Millennium Development Goals, they became rallying 
points for collective action in the ensuing years. These various 
advances—despite their many limitations and imperfections 
and the horrifying conflicts that continued to unfold during this 
time—stand nonetheless as signs of a widespread, gradual but 
inexorable rise in global consciousness on the part of the earth’s 
peoples and their attraction to universal justice, to solidarity, to 
collaboration, to compassion, and to equality.

As the present century opened, new challenges began to 
loom. With time, these intensified, leading to a retreat from the 
promising steps forward with which the previous century had 
closed. Today, many of the dominant currents in societies ev-
erywhere are pushing people apart, not drawing them together. 
Even as global poverty of the most extreme form has decreased, 
political and economic systems have enabled the enrichment of 
small coteries with grossly exorbitant wealth—a condition that 
fuels fundamental instability in world affairs. The interactions 
of the individual citizen, governing institutions, and society as 
a whole are often fraught, as those arguing for the primacy of 
one or the other show more and more intransigence in their 
thinking. Religious fundamentalism is warping the character 
of communities, even nations. The failings of so many organi-
zations and institutions of society have understandably led to 
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a decline in public trust, but this has been systematically ex-
ploited by vested interests seeking to undermine the credibility 
of all sources of knowledge. Certain shared ethical principles, 
which seemed to be in the ascendant at the start of this century, 
are eroded, threatening the prevailing consensus about right 
and wrong that, in various arenas, had succeeded in holding 
humanity’s basest tendencies in check. And the will to engage 
in international collective action, which twenty years ago repre-
sented a powerful strain of thinking among world leaders, has 
been cowed, assailed by resurgent forces of racism, nationalism, 
and factionalism.

Thus do the forces of disintegration regroup and gain ground. 
So be it. The unification of humanity is unstoppable by any 
human force; the promises made by the prophets of old and by 
the Author of the Cause of God Himself testify to this truth. Yet 
the course humanity takes to achieve its destiny may very well 
be tortuous. The tumult raised by the contending peoples of the 
earth threatens to drown out the voices of those noble-minded 
souls in every society who call for an end to conf lict and strug-
gle. As long as that call goes unheeded, there is no reason to 
doubt that the world’s current state of disorder and confusion 
will worsen—possibly with catastrophic consequences—until 
a chastened humanity sees fit to take another significant step, 
perhaps this time decisive, towards enduring peace.



Universal peace is the destination towards which humanity 
has been moving throughout the ages under the inf luence of 
the Word of God that has been progressively imparted by the 
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Creator to His creation. Shoghi Effendi described humanity’s 
advance towards a new, global stage in its collective life in terms 
of social evolution, “an evolution that has had its earliest be-
ginnings in the birth of family life, its subsequent development 
in the achievement of tribal solidarity, leading in turn to the 
constitution of the city-state, and expanding later into the in-
stitution of independent and sovereign nations.” Now, with the 
coming of Bahá’u’lláh, the human race stands on the threshold 
of its maturity. World unity is finally possible. A global order 
that unifies the nations with the assent of humanity is the 
only adequate answer to the destabilizing forces that threaten 
the world.

However, though world unity is possible—nay, inevitable—it 
ultimately cannot be achieved without unreserved acceptance 
of the oneness of humankind, described by the Guardian as 
“the pivot round which all the teachings of Bahá’u’lláh revolve”. 
With what insight and eloquence did he expound upon the 
far-reaching implications of this cardinal principle! Plainly he 
saw, amidst the turbulence of world affairs, how the reality that 
humanity is one people must be the starting point for a new 
order. The vast array of relations among nations—and within 
them—all need to be re-envisaged in this light.

The realization of such a vision will require, sooner or later, 
an historic feat of statesmanship from the leaders of the world. 
Alas, the will to attempt this feat is still wanting. Humanity is 
gripped by a crisis of identity, as various peoples and groups 
struggle to define themselves, their place in the world, and 
how they should act. Without a vision of shared identity and 
common purpose, they fall into competing ideologies and power 
struggles. Seemingly countless permutations of “us” and “them” 
define group identities ever more narrowly and in contrast to 
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one another. Over time, this splintering into divergent interest 
groups has weakened the cohesion of society itself. Rival con-
ceptions about the primacy of a particular people are peddled 
to the exclusion of the truth that humanity is on a common 
journey in which all are protagonists. Consider how radically 
different such a fragmented conception of human identity is 
from the one that follows from a recognition of the oneness of 
humanity. In this perspective, the diversity that characterizes 
the human family, far from contradicting its oneness, endows 
it with richness. Unity, in its Bahá’í expression, contains the 
essential concept of diversity, distinguishing it from uniformity. 
It is through love for all people, and by subordinating lesser 
loyalties to the best interests of humankind, that the unity of 
the world can be realized and the infinite expressions of human 
diversity find their highest fulfilment.

Fostering unity, by harmonizing disparate elements and 
nurturing in every heart a self less love for humankind, is the 
task of religion. Great possibilities to cultivate fellowship and 
concord are open to religious leaders, but these same leaders can 
also incite violence by using their inf luence to stoke the fires 
of fanaticism and prejudice. Writing of religion, Bahá’u’lláh’s 
words are emphatic: “… make it not”, He warns, “the cause of 
dissension and strife.” Peace, for “all who dwell on earth”, is one 
of “the principles and ordinances of God”.

A heart that has embraced love for the whole of humanity 
will certainly be pained when confronted by the suffering that 
so many endure because of disunity. But the friends of God 
cannot shut themselves off from the increasing turmoil of the 
society that surrounds them; they must guard themselves, 
too, from becoming enmeshed in its conf licts or falling into 
its adversarial methods. No matter how bleak conditions may 
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appear at any given time, no matter how dismal the immediate 
prospects for bringing about unity, there is no cause for despair. 
The distressing state of the world can only spur us to redouble 
our commitment to constructive action. “These are not days of 
prosperity and triumph” cautions Bahá’u’lláh. “The whole of 
mankind is in the grip of manifold ills. Strive, therefore, to save 
its life through the wholesome medicine which the almighty 
hand of the unerring Physician hath prepared.”



The establishment of peace is a duty to which the entire human 
race is called. The responsibility that Bahá’ís bear to aid that 
process will evolve over time, but they have never been mere 
spectators—they lend their share of assistance to the operation 
of those forces leading humanity towards unity. They are sum-
moned to be as leaven to the world. Consider Bahá’u’lláh’s words:

Address yourselves to the promotion of the well-being 
and tranquillity of the children of men. Bend your minds 
and wills to the education of the peoples and kindreds of the 
earth, that haply the dissensions that divide it may, through 
the power of the Most Great Name, be blotted out from its 
face, and all mankind become the upholders of one Order, 
and the inhabitants of one City.

‘Abdu’l‑Bahá also emphasised the importance of the contribu-
tion that Bahá’ís are called on to make to the establishment of 
world peace:
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… peace must first be established among individuals, until 
it leadeth in the end to peace among nations. Wherefore, O ye 
Bahá’ís, strive ye with all your might to create, through the 
power of the Word of God, genuine love, spiritual commu-
nion and durable bonds among individuals. This is your task.

“The Promise of World Peace”, the message we addressed to 
the peoples of the world in 1985, set out the Bahá’í perspective 
on the condition of the world and the prerequisites of universal 
peace. It also offered the global Bahá’í community as a model 
for study that could reinforce hope in the possibility of uniting 
the human race. In the years since, the followers of Bahá’u’lláh 
have been patiently refining that model and working with 
others around them to build up and broaden a system of social 
organization based on His teachings. They are learning how to 
nurture communities that embody those prerequisites of peace 
we identified in 1985. They cultivate environments in which chil-
dren can be raised untainted by any form of racial, national, or 
religious prejudice. They champion the full equality of women 
with men in the affairs of the community. Their programmes 
of education, transformative in their effects and encompassing 
both the material and spiritual aspects of life, welcome everyone 
who wishes to contribute to the community’s prosperity. In the 
stirrings of social action can be seen their desire to remedy the 
numerous ills aff licting humanity and to empower each person 
to become a protagonist in the building of a new world. Taking 
inspiration from the concept of the Mashriqu’l-Adhkár, they 
invite to their devotional meetings followers of all faiths and 
none. Youth, distinguished for their commitment to a society 
founded on peace and justice, are engaging their like-minded 
peers in the work of building communities on this foundation. 
In the institution of the Local Spiritual Assembly exists the 
spiritual authority and the administrative capacity to govern 
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in servitude, to resolve conf licts, and to build unity; the elec-
toral process through which Assemblies are formed is itself an 
expression of peace, in contrast to the vitriol and even violence 
that often accompanies elections in the wider society. Implicit 
in all these dimensions of an open, expanding community is the 
foundational recognition that all of humanity are the children 
of one Creator.

The friends are also developing their capacity for engag-
ing those around them, regardless of creed, culture, class, or 
ethnicity, in conversations about how to bring about spiritual 
and material well-being through systematic application of the 
divine teachings. One gratifying result of this growing capac-
ity is the community’s increased ability to make meaningful 
contributions to various important discourses prevalent in 
society; in certain countries, leaders and thinkers striving to 
address the challenges confronting their societies increasingly 
show appreciation for the perspectives offered by Bahá’ís. These 
contributions articulate insights derived from Bahá’u’lláh’s Rev-
elation, draw on the experience being generated by the believers 
around the world, and aim to elevate the discussion above the 
acrimony and contention that so often prevent discourses of so-
ciety from progressing. Further, the ideas and lines of reasoning 
advanced by Bahá’ís are reinforced by their practice of con-
sultation. Sensitized as they are to the importance of harmony 
and the fruitlessness of conf lict, the followers of Bahá’u’lláh 
seek to cultivate those conditions that are most conducive to the 
emergence of unity in any setting. We are heartened to see the 
believers expanding their efforts to participate in the discourses 
of society—especially those friends who, in their professional 
capacity, are able to contribute to discourses directly related 
to peace.



18  J anuary    2019

65



For Bahá’ís, the attainment of peace is not simply an aspiration 
to which they are sympathetic or a goal complementary to their 
other aims—it has always been a central concern. In a second 
Tablet ‘Abdu’l‑Bahá addressed to the Central Organization for 
a Durable Peace in the Hague, He asserted that “our desire for 
peace is not derived merely from the intellect: It is a matter of 
religious belief and one of the eternal foundations of the Faith 
of God.” He observed that for peace to be realized in the world, 
it was not adequate that people should be informed about the 
horrors of war:

Today the benefits of universal peace are recognized 
amongst the people, and likewise the harmful effects of war 
are clear and manifest to all. But in this matter, knowledge 
alone is far from sufficient: A power of implementation is 
needed to establish it throughout the world.

“It is our firm belief ”, He continued, “that the power of imple-
mentation in this great endeavour is the penetrating inf luence 
of the Word of God and the confirmations of the Holy Spirit.”

Certainly, then, none who are conscious of the condition of 
the world can refrain from giving their utmost to this endeavour 
and seeking those confirmations—confirmations for which we 
too earnestly supplicate at the Sacred Threshold on your behalf. 
Beloved friends: The devoted efforts that you and your like-
minded collaborators are making to build communities founded 
on spiritual principles, to apply those principles for the better-
ment of your societies, and to offer the insights arising—these 
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are the surest ways you can hasten the fulfilment of the promise 
of world peace.

The Universal House of Justice
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22 JULY 2020

To the Bahá’ís of the United States

Dear Bahá’í Friends,

A moment of historic portent has arrived for your nation as 
the conscience of its citizenry has stirred, creating possibilities 
for marked social change. It holds significance not only for the 
destiny of America anticipated in the Sacred Writings, but also 
for the mission entrusted to your community by the hand of 
‘Abdu’l‑Bahá, who cherished you dearly and called you to a path 
of sacrifice and high endeavor. We are pleased to see that, led 
by your National and Local Spiritual Assemblies, you are seiz-
ing opportunities—whether those thrust upon you by current 
circumstances or those derived from your systematic labors in 
the wider society—to play your part, however humble, in the 
effort to remedy the ills of your nation. We ardently pray that 
the American people will grasp the possibilities of this moment 
to create a consequential reform of the social order that will free 
it from the pernicious effects of racial prejudice and will hasten 
the attainment of a just, diverse, and united society that can 
increasingly manifest the oneness of the human family.

Sadly, however, your nation’s history reveals that any signif-
icant progress toward racial equality has invariably been met 
by countervailing processes, overt or covert, that served to 
undermine the advances achieved and to reconstitute the forces 
of oppression by other means. Thus, whatever the immediate 
outcome of contemporary events, you need not be deterred, 
for you are cognizant of the “long and thorny road, beset with 
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pitfalls” described by the Guardian that still lies ahead. Your 
commitment to tread this road with determination and insight, 
drawing upon what you have learned in recent years about 
translating Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings into reality, will have to be 
sustained until the time, anticipated by Shoghi Effendi, when 
you will have contributed your decisive share to the eradication 
of racial prejudice from the fabric of your nation.

The principles and exhortations that guide your steps are 
well known to you from the writings of ‘Abdu’l‑Bahá and Shoghi 
Effendi. The concepts and approaches for social transformation 
developed in the current series of Plans that can be utilized 
to promote race unity in the context of community building, 
social action, and involvement in the discourses of society have 
been set out in our messages. Every believer, as the promulgator 
of Bahá’u’lláh’s central principle of the oneness of humanity, 
should deeply meditate upon it and weigh its demanding im-
plications for the profound alteration of thought and action 
required at this time. “The American Bahá’í Community, the 
leaven destined to leaven the whole,” the Guardian admonished, 
cannot hope “to either escape the trials with which this nation is 
confronted, nor claim to be wholly immune from the evils that 
stain its character.” “A tremendous effort is required by both 
races if their outlook, their manners, and conduct are to ref lect, 
in this darkened age, the spirit and teachings of the Faith of 
Bahá’u’lláh,” he also stated. “Let neither think that the solution 
of so vast a problem is a matter that exclusively concerns the 
other. Let neither think that such a problem can either easily or 
immediately be resolved.” “Each one should endeavor to develop 
and assist the other toward mutual advancement,” ‘Abdu’l‑Bahá 
explained. “Love and unity will be fostered between you, thereby 
bringing about the oneness of mankind.”
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Racism is a profound deviation from the standard of true 
morality. It deprives a portion of humanity of the opportunity 
to cultivate and express the full range of their capability and 
to live a meaningful and f lourishing life, while blighting the 
progress of the rest of humankind. It cannot be rooted out by 
contest and conf lict. It must be supplanted by the establishment 
of just relationships among individuals, communities, and in-
stitutions of society that will uplift all and will not designate 
anyone as “other”. The change required is not merely social 
and economic, but above all moral and spiritual. Within the 
context of the framework governing your activities, it is nec-
essary to carefully examine the forces unfolding around you 
to determine where your energies might reinforce the most 
promising initiatives, what you should avoid, and how you 
might lend a distinctive contribution. It is not possible for you 
to effect the transformation envisioned by Bahá’u’lláh merely by 
adopting the perspectives, practices, concepts, criticisms, and 
language of contemporary society. Your approach, instead, will 
be distinguished by maintaining a humble posture of learning, 
weighing alternatives in the light of His teachings, consulting 
to harmonize differing views and shape collective action, and 
marching forward with unbreakable unity in serried lines.

Ultimately, the power to transform the world is effected by 
love, love originating from the relationship with the divine, love 
ablaze among members of a community, love extended without 
restriction to every human being. This divine love, ignited by 
the Word of God, is disseminated by enkindled souls through 
intimate conversations that create new susceptibilities in human 
hearts, open minds to moral persuasion, and loosen the hold of 
biased norms and social systems so that they can gradually take 
on a new form in keeping with the requirements of humanity’s 
age of maturity. You are channels for this divine love; let it f low 
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through you to all who cross your path. Infuse it into every 
neighborhood and social space in which you move to build 
capacity to canalize the society-building power of Bahá’u’lláh’s 
Revelation. There can be no rest until the destined outcome 
is achieved.

Ahead of you lie times of trial and promise, of hardship and 
progress, of anguish and joy. Under all conditions, the Master 
is your solace and support. For those who aspire to lasting 
change, His example guides the way—tactful and wise in His 
approach, penetrating in utterance, indiscriminating in fellow-
ship, unfailing in sympathy for the downtrodden, courageous 
in conduct, persevering in action, imperturbable in the face of 
tests, unwavering in His keen sense of justice. And to all who 
arise to emulate Him, He offers this unfailing assurance: “that 
which is confirmed is the oneness of the world of humanity. 
Every soul who serveth this oneness will undoubtedly be as-
sisted and confirmed.”

The Universal House of Justice
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