Baha'i Religion:
A Brief Summary

Overview

he roots of the Baha’i religion can be
traced to the Shi‘ah branch of Islam
in the middle years of the nineteenth
century. The religion’s rapid spread among
young Muslim theologians, the merchant class
and the general public in the 1840s and sos
may be explained in part by its claim to ful-
fill the messianic expectations then current in
that milieu. At a relatively early stage, how-
ever, it gained significant numbers of adherents
among the Jewish and Zoroastrian minorities
in Iran and later attracted a smaller number
of Levantine Christians. Toward the end of
the nineteenth century, an important connec-
tion was made with messianic expectations in
Protestant Christianity, as exemplified by the
Millerites. This linkage facilitated its accept-
ance in North America, which became the
principal base for its spread to the rest of the
world during the twentieth century.
Although it was initially treated as an
Islamic heresy, the teachings of the Baha’i
religion soon placed it entirely outside the
framework of its mother religion. Symbolic
actions such as the discarding of the veil by
a woman who had assumed a leading role in
the faith were accompanied by explicit claims
to a fresh revelation from God and unequiv-
ocal acts of theocratic legislation establish-
ing an independent system of religious law
clearly different from that of the Qur’an.

As its stands today, the Baha’i religion is
completely independent of Islam, their rela-
tionship being comparable to that between
Christianity and Judaism. Having also tran-
scended its original Levantine cultural
matrix and acquired a following of about
five million, with a geographic and ethnic
distribution approximating that of the gen-
eral population of the planet, it has won rec-
ognition as a world religion unlimited by
any particular ethnic, regional or cultural
identity.

Doctrine

aha’1 theology is based on the axiom

that the extraordinarily complex and

sophisticated system we call “creation”
could not have come into existence or contin-
ued to function in the absence of a power and
an intelligence vastly superior to that possessed
by humans. Baha’is see that creative power and
intelligence as being concentrated in a Being,
necessarily beyond our capacity to define or
fully understand, Who is the source and object
of all religions, notwithstanding all differences
in name, concept and description.

In order to preserve the independence
and free will of each individual, Baha’is
believe that the Divine Being chooses to
communicate with humanity indirectly
through prophets or messengers, who
although human in all physical respects, are
transformed to serve as unobstructed chan-
nels and “manifestations” of the Divine. Such
manifestations, including Abraham, Moses,
Zoroaster, Krishna, Buddha, Jesus Christ
and Muhammad, have appeared, periodically
throughout history and in various parts of
the world, as teachers in a vast scheme for
the spiritual education of humankind.




Baha’i belief distinguishes between the
basic moral and spiritual principles that are
common to all religions, on the one hand,
and secondary teachings and laws, which are
adapted to the needs of the time and place
of appearance of each prophet or messen-
ger, on the other. It follows that, aside from
the universal common core, religious truth
is not seen as absolute, but rather relative to
circumstances and the capacity and needs of
the society being addressed. This understand-
ing enables followers of the Baha’i religion to
respect the beliefs and heritage of others and
to embrace the scientific and egalitarian val-
ues of the modern world without abandon-
ing a fundamentally spiritual approach to life
and its challenges.

The life of a human being in this physi-
cal world is understood as a training process,
the purpose of which is to realize the capac-
ities with which our Creator has endowed
us. The qualities of character and spirit thus
acquired will be the means of progress in an
eternal afterlife that is purely non-material.
These attributes are developed through social
interactions and continuous efforts to achieve
excellence in constructive fields of human
endeavor (e.g. arts, crafts, professions, per-
sonal comportment, service to others, fam-
ily life). Prayer, meditation and consultation
with others guide and reinforce individual
and collective action, while ascetic practices
and monastic retreat from the world are seen
as counter-productive.

Central Figures

THE BAB

Siyyid ‘Ali-Muhammad was born in Shiraz,
Irén, in 1819 into a family descended from
the Prophet Muhammad and the Imam
Husayn. Orphaned in infancy, He was raised
by a maternal uncle and received the meager
education common to the merchant class
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before joining the family business at the
age of about fifteen.' During a pilgrim-
age to the Shi‘ah shrines in ‘Iriq in 1841,
He attended gatherings of a messianic sect
known as the Shaykhis, without becoming a
member.> On 22 May 1844, in an apparently
chance encounter with one of the lead-
ers of the sect, who became His first dis-
ciple, He declared Himself as the messianic
figure for whom they were searching and
took the title of “the Bab” (Gate). A central
aspect of the Bab’s message was the immi-
nent arrival of a second and greater mes-
senger referred to as “He whom God shall
make manifest”. After seventeen more disci-
ples, including one woman, had independ-
ently found their way to Him and accepted
His claim, He instructed them to disperse
and spread His message. Within months, His
followers numbered in the thousands and
the Shi‘ah clerical establishment embarked
on a campaign of brutal repression of what
they saw as a dangerous heresy. Returning
from a pilgrimage to Mecca during which
He announced His claim to be the promised
Qa’im (The Twelfth Imam), the Bib was met
by public acclaim and clerical opposition in
Shirdz and Isfahan. The powerful governor
of the latter city offered Him protection but
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passed away a few months later. Muhammad
Shih instructed that the Bab be brought to
his presence in Tihran, but the Grand Vizir
arranged instead for Him to be imprisoned
in isolated fortresses in the mountains of
northwestern Irin. Muhammad Shah died
in 1848, and his successor, Nasiri’d-Din
Shih, was too weak to restrain the clergy,
who redoubled their efforts to repress the
Babi movement through violent persecution,
obtaining in many cases the active support
of the civil authorities. Following massa-
cres of the Bab’s followers in many parts of
[ran, the new Grand Vizir ordered Him to
be executed publicly by a firing squad in
Tabriz in July 1850.3 The inexplicable failure
of the first attempt to carry out this order
confirmed the Bab’s supernatural powers,
while the success of the second made Him
a martyr. An attempt to prevent His remains
from receiving a decent burial was frustrated
by His followers, who succeeded in remov-
ing them from the field where they had been
unceremoniously dumped literally under the
noses of the soldiers who had been detailed
to guard them.
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Exiles of Baha’u’llah

BAHA’U’LLAH

Mirza Husayn-‘Ali was born in Tihran in
1817 into a family of the political class,
which claimed descent from Zoroaster and
the kings of the Sasaniyan dynasty. One of
the leading followers of the Bab, He was
known as “Jinab-1-Baha”, or “Baha’u’llah”
(Glory of God). In the wave of persecu-
tion that followed the execution of the Bab,
Bahd’u’llah was stripped of all His posses-
sions and incarcerated in an underground
prison in Tihran, where He experienced His
first divine revelation. After some months,
He was liberated and banished to Baghdad,

where He assumed leadership of the surviv-
ing followers of the Biab. Upon being sum-
moned to Istanbul by the Ottoman Grand
Vizier in 1863, Baha’u’llah gathered the
believers in a garden outside Baghdad and
announced that He was “He whom God
shall make manifest”. After a few months
in Istanbul and nearly five years in Edirne,
a firman (decree) of Sultin ‘Abdu’l-Aziz
condemned Bahd’u’llah to perpetual ban-
ishment in Acre, then a remote outpost of
the Ottoman Empire, where He arrived
in August 1868 and lived until His passing
in May 1892. Baha’u’llah’s quarter-century
sojourn in the Holy Land was marked by a
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Baha’u’llah’s successors at the head of the
Baha’i community: His son, ‘Abdu’l-Baha,
and His great-grandson, Shoghi Effendi.

voluminous outflow of written works as well
as many significant events, some of which
will be referred to below.

‘ABDU’L-BAHA

‘Abbis Effendi, the eldest son of Baha’u’llih,
was born in Tihran in 1844 and accompa-
nied his father throughout His exiles. Before
His passing, Baha’u’llih designated ‘Abbas
Eftendi to succeed Him as head of the com-
munity, with authority to explain and inter-
pret His teachings and resolve differences
among His followers. Adopting the title
“‘Abdu’l-Baha” (Servant of Baha), ‘Abbas
Eftendi brought the remains of the Bab from

[ran and interred them on Mount Carmel,
established the administrative center of the
community in Haifa, and spread the new
religion to the West, all in accordance with
his father’s instructions. He passed away in
Haifa in 1921.

SHOGHI EFFENDI

The eldest grandson of ‘Abdu’l-Bahi and a
relative of the Bab, Shoghi Rabbani was born
in Acre in 1897 and studied at the Syrian
Protestant College in Beirut and Oxford
University. At the age of 24, he succeeded
‘Abdu’l-Baha pursuant to the latter’s will. His
fruitful thirty-six year ministry witnessed the
worldwide spread of the Baha’i religion, the
development of its institutional structure and
the consolidation of its world center in Haifa
and Acre. He passed away in 1957 during a
visit to London.

Institutional Development

and Worldwide Spread

ssues of leadership succession and the

transition to a permanent institutional

structure are of great importance in the
formative period of religious movements, and
Baha’u’llah chose to address them explicitly
in His writings. He not only formalized the
powers conferred on His designated suc-
cessor and forbade the establishment of any
form of clergy, but also outlined the structure
of the elected institutions that would pro-
vide a permanent system of governance for
the community, making these arrangements
an integral part of His religious teachings,
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Countries with Baha’i communities—1963
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invested with the full authority of scripture.
Exercising the interpretative powers granted
to them, ‘Abdu’l-Bahi fleshed out the details
while Shoghi Effendi guided the community
through the initial stages of practical imple-
mentation.

In parallel with the migration from per-
sonal to institutional governance, the period
after the passing of Baha’uv’llah witnessed the
transformation of an obscure religious move-
ment in the Middle East into a recognized
world religion, largely as a result of its suc-
cessful implantation in the West. Following
a period of consolidation of the community
in North America, which lasted until 1937,
Shoghi Effendi initiated a systematic cam-
paign for its extension to Central and South
America. This campaign was broadened to
include the European continent at the end
of the Second World War, followed by Africa
and the rest of the world in the early 1950s.

Despite the succession arrangements
described above, the passing of Baha’u’llah
and that of ‘Abdu’l-Baha had each precip-
itated a crisis leading to the rebellion and
expulsion of prominent believers, including
members of the family of the Prophet. The
ultimate test, however, came in 1957 when
Shoghi Effendi died unexpectedly at the age
of 60, without appointing a successor or leav-
ing a will. Under his leadership, the religion
had achieved a global spread, with at least a
minimal representation in some 25I coun-
tries and dependent territories, and elected
institutions had begun to function at the
local and national levels. Although initial
steps had been taken toward the establish-
ment of the international governing body,
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which Bah&’uw’llah had called the “Universal
House of Justice”, Shoghi Effendi had not
yet called for its election, apparently feel-
ing that the national bodies, whose members
would serve as electors, were insufficiently
mature and too few in number to represent
the diversity of the community. The vacuum
was filled by a group of 27 deputies who
had been appointed by Shoghi Eftendi and
to whom he had referred to as the “Chief

Baha’is come from all national, ethnic and
religious backgrounds.

Stewards of Baha’u’llih’s Embryonic World
Commonwealth”.+ They led the community
based on detailed plans left by Shoghi Eftendi
for the period up to 1963, consolidated the 26
existing national bodies and brought another
30 into being, arranged for the Universal
House of Justice to be elected in 1963 and
immediately delivered all the assets and affairs
of the religion into its hands.
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Notes

" H.M. Balyuzi, The Bab (Oxford: George Ronald,
1973), P- 39-
> Ibid., pp. 41-2.

3 Ibid., p. 152.

+ Four such deputies had been appointed by Baha’u’llih,
who had honored them with the title of “Hands of
the Cause of God”.The power to appoint others was
specifically conferred on Shoghi Effendi by ‘Abdu’l-
Baha in his will.
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