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and 2015 messages of  the House of
Justice.
•  A plenary talk by Shahriar Razavi,

member of  the Universal House of
Justice, on “Bahá’í Participation in
the Public Sphere: Considerations
Related to History, Concepts, and
Approaches” to cement the obliga-
tion of  Bahá’ís to apply the teach-
ings to the needs of  society.

• A focus on justice. Nazila Ghanea of
Oxford University delivered the
33rd Hasan M. Balyuzi Memorial
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That
guidance,
expressed in
a July 24,
2013, letter
to the
National
Spiritual
Assembly of
the Bahá’ís of
Canada,
framed the
mission of
ABS within a
context of
helping all
believers
“examine the
forces operating in society and introduce
relevant aspects of  the teachings within
the discourses prevalent in whatever
social space he or she is present.”

Two years into this process, a hotel
close enough to
Disneyland for fireworks
to color the night sky was
the setting for a spiritual-
ly explosive array of
activity centered on the
theme of  “Advancing the
Life of  the Mind”:

An opening workshop
to aid understanding of
the guidance and its
application. The July 24,
2013, letter was studied
against the backdrop of
broader guidance con-

tained in the Ridván 2014

Little surprise young professionals
and academics made up a significant
percentage of  presenters and atten-
dees at the 39th annual conference of
the Association for Bahá’í
Studies–North America, held Aug. 6–9
in Garden Grove, California. These are
people striving to apply — in their
chosen fields and in broader service to
humanity — their experience having
grown up within the framework for
action of  recent Plans of  the
Universal House of  Justice.

Fifteen hundred attendees from
fourteen countries enjoyed the eight
plenary sessions and sixty seven
breakout presentations. The confer-
ence represented a great push forward
in the ABS executive committee’s
desire to translate House of  Justice
guidance into the reality of  a reimag-
ined year-round space for the genera-
tion and application of  knowledge.

Plenary Session (Photo by Peter Dizaj)

39th Annual ABS Conference Explores 
Advancing the Life of the Mind

Group Discussion (Photo by Susan Jeffers)



Lecture on the topic “Striving for
Human Rights in an Age of
Religious Extremism.”

• A panel on the topic “From
Oppression to Empowerment” fea-
tured Bahá’ís who are working
with young people in African
American, American Indian and
Spanish-speaking communities and
on a college campus in a marginal-
ized area. 

• A talk by Nader Saiedi of  the
University of  California-Los
Angeles on “Nature and Dynamics
of  Oppression, Empowerment, and
Battle against Oppression.” 

• Panels on “Role of  Religion in
Society,” and “From Self  Interest
to Altruism” to share what Bahá’ís
are learning in the public sphere
about how discourse on human
nature and purpose is being
shaped.

• A talk on the “Epiphany of  the
Prophets” by John S. Hatcher, pro-
fessor emeritus at the University of
Central Florida, to enhance our
understanding of  the Revelation of
Bahá’u’lláh in a historical context
and a talk by Nicholas on the evo-
lution of  Ethical Business Building
the Future.

• Two afternoons of  breakout ses-
sions to share equally the learning
of  their conveners and their partic-
ipants. The professionals and acad-
emics in realms from business to

education, law, economics, peace
studies, psychology, philosophy and
science who conducted them shared
research and experiences in a partic-
ipatory environment that encour-
aged feedback and a cross-pollina-
tion of  ideas.

• Working group meetings to enable
and continue a year-round collabo-
ration of  people in specific areas of
endeavor. Their discussions within
the past year centered on identifying
and preparing for opportunities to
participate in academic and profes-
sional discourse and led to proposals
for breakout sessions, and in the

year ahead their work likely will
broaden and intensify.
Innumerable side conversations

between sessions and during meals to
reflect on new understandings and
explore ways to take them forward.

Energizing the proceedings were
artistic presentations from diverse
cultures and engaging the participa-
tion of  young people from the confer-
ence children’s and junior youth pro-
grams and a local interfaith choir.

Opening Plenary address by
Mr. Shahriar Razavi

At a time in which society’s
approach to problems is increasingly
antagonistic, generating more heat
than light, a Bahá’í might ask three
questions: Is there any point to enter-
ing into this domain? How can we
make it coherent with our other activ-
ities? Who should do it?

Shahriar Razavi, member of  the
Universal House of  Justice, tackled
these questions in a plenary presenta-
tion on “Bahá’í Participation in the
Public Sphere: Considerations Related
to History, Concepts and Approaches” 

Here’s the context, he said. The
process of  humanity’s development is
tied to successive revelations of  God’s
Word throughout history. Each
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course to spiritual principle and pro-
vides a path for finding truth in an
atmosphere of  love.

• The duty to investigate reality
with an unbiased mind. Bahá’ís,
while confident of  the universality of
their teachings, should not press
their own understanding of  those
teachings. The teachings belong to
all, and people’s agreement with any
is a victory.

• Religion must square with reason.
Spiritual principles act as a corrective
to scientific conclusions that kowtow
to fashionable viewpoints.
Each of  these elements has implica-

tions for Bahá’í participation in the life
of  society and helps shape the content
of  that contribution, said Razavi. That
leads to another element: Human
beings are inherently spiritual and
have the capacity to transform and
flourish, to cooperate rather than com-
pete.

Razavi turned his thoughts to the
distinctive roles of  Bahá’í institutions,
individuals and communities. The first
includes the Bahá’í International
Community, National Spiritual
Assemblies and their external affairs
arms, and at the regional and local levels
arises organically from the pattern of
activity. Individuals’ share in this work
takes many forms, from supporting
institutional efforts to engaging in pro-
fessions and academic disciplines and in
informal spaces through conversations.
And as communities address challenges,

Manifestation releases bestowals that
lead to higher civilization, then in time
an inevitable ebb sets the stage for the
next revelation.

“For Bahá’ís, religion is not regarded
as simply a set of  beliefs, rituals and
forms of  worship” but rather “the vehi-
cle for forces that bring about the trans-
formation of  individuals, at the level of
heart and mind, and of  society,” said
Razavi. This conception of  religion
makes it imperative for Bahá’ís to
involve themselves in the public sphere.
“For us it’s not merely an expression of
civic duty. It goes to the heart of  what
it means to practice one’s faith.”

This need to address the pressing
needs of  society is complementary to
activities for the growth and develop-
ment of  the Faith, its community life
and the spread of  its teachings, he said.
And Bahá’ís should participate in public
life knowing fully that the transforma-
tion of  society won’t be solely through
their efforts.

The foundation for this effort was
built many decades ago. Bahá’ís have
always been encouraged to consort with
like-minded people. Shoghi Effendi, in
his extensive writings on world order,
encouraged the building of  capacity
and its expression through outreach by
National Spiritual Assemblies and the
Bahá’í International Community.

The Universal House of  Justice has
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further stimulated growth in the num-
ber and scope of  activities, Razavi said.
By the 1980s, with the Faith emerging
from obscurity, Bahá’ís were being
guided to become more involved in
social and economic development and
peace issues — raising them to a spiri-
tual level and offering the experience of
the Bahá’í community.

And as Bahá’ís more and more have
initiated discussion to the application of
the teachings to problems from the
international to neighborhood level,
they’ve contributed to bringing about
consensus, Razavi said. Since 1996
those efforts have been greatly system-
atized as a process of  building human
resources and expending their energies
in three spheres: expansion and consol-
idation, social action, and public dis-
course.

To practice one’s faith is to express
its principles in deeds, he said, and an
overall framework for action ensures
these arenas are coherent with one
another and internally. It’s already
clear some elements of  participation in
the life of  society have particular reso-
nance:
• The oneness of humankind.

Finding some measure of  validity in
philosophies that otherwise might
be objectionable opens doors.
Consensus is desirable, though not
to the point of  seeing all viewpoints
as equal.

• Non-involvement in politics.
Politics has its place, but Bahá’ís
need to differ-
entiate
between parti-
san politics
and actions
that bring
about positive
change.

• Consultation
Applied with
the same skill
outside the
Bahá’í commu-
nity as within,
it elevates dis-

Devotions (Photos by Peter Dizaj)

Workshop Participants
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Letter to All ABS Members
Dear Friends,

The Executive Committee would like bring to your attention a change of  designation which relates to the incorpora-
tion of  the Association for Bahá’í Studies (ABS) and its corporate status under the  Not-for-profit Corporations
Act (CNCA).  

Previously, the Association legally had two classes of  members, voting and non-voting.  The members of  the voting
class were (and still are) the members of  the current National Spiritual Assembly of  Canada at any given date. The non-
voting members were what we have always referred to as “members” – everyone who paid the membership fee and joined
ABS. With the changes to the CNCA Act and the substantial additional reporting and filing requirements, it was decided
to continue with only one class of  “members.” 

Thus, we are now required to use a different term other than “member” to refer to the non-voting members. The
Executive Committee has consulted with the National Spiritual Assembly of  the Bahá’ís of  Canada, and has decided that
the new designation for ABS members will be “associates”. The Executive Committee will be using this term from now on
in all correspondence and on the ABS website.

This change of  designation will not affect the nature of  services provided by the Association to you, its associates. You
will continue to receive The Journal of Bahá’í Studies, the ABS Bulletin, and other services as before. If  you have any
questions or need clarification, please do not hesitate to contact us.

With loving Bahá’í greetings,
ABS Executive Committee

Seeking Editor for Wilfrid Laurier University Press

Bahá’í Studies Book Series
The Association for Bahá’í Studies is seeking expressions of  interest for the position of  Editor of  the Wilfrid Laurier

University Press Bahá’í Studies Book Series.  Wilfrid Laurier University Press <www.wlupress.wlu.ca/index.shtml> spe-
cializes, among other things, in the publication of  series related to cultural studies, Indigenous studies, the environment,
memory and testimony studies, and the study of  religion.  Following the terms of  the agreement with WLUP, the
Association for Bahá’í Studies appoints an Editorial Committee as well as an Editor.

The Editor seeks manuscripts in Bahá’í Studies, works closely with potential authors, reviewers, and copyeditors, shep-
herds manuscripts through the various editing stages, and consults regularly with the Editorial Committee and with
Wilfrid Laurier University Press.

The Association for Bahá’í Studies is particularly interested in applications by scholars who could profitably relate their
academic pursuits and responsibilities with this particular assignment and who have a strong commitment to Bahá’í
Studies.  The position of  Editor of  the Wilfrid Laurier University Press Bahá’í Studies Book Series is a non-paying posi-
tion.  

Expressions of  interest by scholars from Canada and the United States should be made to the Association for Bahá’í
Studies, to <series@bahai-studies.ca>. Expressions of  interest should include a letter of  intent, curriculum vitae and an
outline of  Bahá’í service.  Information about the Association for Bahá’í Studies can be found at <http://bahai-studies.ca/>
and specifically about the Wilfrid Laurier University Press Bahá’í Studies Book Series at <http://bahai-studies.ca/publi-
cations/wilfrid-laurier-series/>.  The Association for Bahá’í Studies North America is an agency of  the National Spiritual
Assembly of  Canada and serves Canada and the United States of  America.

The application deadline is November 4, 2015.

News from the ABS Executive Committee



they find solutions and press ahead.
Each protagonist, he said, should

strive to frame discussion in terms of
principle, lay out a path to consensus
and adhere to a humble attitude. There
has been a remarkable rise in con-
sciousness about what it means to live
a coherent life, he said, with every
dimension a path of  service to the
Cause and humanity: “Service isn’t
something that begins when one
comes home from work or on week-
ends.” The system of  spiritual educa-
tion developed over the past 20 years
plays a vital role.

Though Bahá’ís shouldn’t overstate
their experience, they have applica-
tions of  principle that can point people
and society toward transformation,
Razavi said in conclusion. It’s impera-
tive to increasingly create rather than
just respond — taking an appropriate
attitude, approach and action for the
circumstances and with “a sense of
purpose and of  urgency.”

“Involvement in the public sphere is
not an end in itself,” he said. “The ulti-
mate objective is to improve the life of
humanity through the application of
Bahá’í teachings” — teachings that can
make a difference only if  the contribu-
tion of  Bahá’ís in the public sphere
“comes to the attention of  those who
are in a position to act on it.”

Conference Plenary Panels

Plenary Panel: From Oppression
to Empowerment

They work with young people: Eric
Dozier in the African American com-
munity, Nanabah Bulman on the
Navajo Reservation, Marilyn Calderon
among the Spanish-speaking, Louis
Venters at a public university. And in
those environments they lay out a
vision and path for emergence from
oppression to empowerment.

Dozier, Bulman, Calderon and
Venters comprised a panel moderated
by Payam Akhavan at the recent
Association for Bahá’í Studies–North
America conference in Garden Grove,
California.

“How can we bring the power of
the human spirit to bear on the very
real injustices we see around us every
day?” Akhavan asked in introducing
the topic. “The Bahá’í Faith is not an
inward-looking community but one
meant to bring about spiritual trans-
formation,” he said, and the “litmus
test is our capability to help those
trampled on to regain their spiritual
station.”

Akhavan asked Dozier, a composer,
musician and educator, how he con-
nects music to the continuing struggle
of  people of  African descent for eman-
cipation.

Dozier said he learned growing up
that the dream of  emancipation lies at

the core of  African American sacred
music. Gospel and soul are “from the
tradition of  a people under duress”
who “didn’t separate music from other
aspects of  life.”

Showing slides used in his work,
Dozier said a derivative of  spirituals
called freedom songs bear lyrics
changed to fit the times. In “Go Down
Moses,” for example, the essence of
all the spirituals is captured. Quoting
Alain Locke, who said slaves did not
get their dream from the Bill of
Rights but from the Bible, Dozier said
the journey to freedom of  the
Hebrews became that of  African
Americans.

When he learned of  the Bahá’í
Faith, Dozier said he was struck by
the parallels. “Our faith was born in
bondage and bathed in sacred song,”
he said, noting the call and response
of  “God is sufficient unto me” and
“He, verily, is the All-Sufficing”
intoned by Bahá’u’lláh and His fellow
prisoners. “We’ve sung from the very
beginning, and we sang together,” said
Dozier.
Undoing the damage of generations
of humiliation

Urged by Akhavan to tell her story,
Bulman described a traditional
upbringing in a family that treasured
Diné sacred songs and chants.
Through them, she said, the creation
stories and prophecies were related
that ultimately brought her grandpar-
ents to the Bahá’í Faith.
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Now, as junior youth coordinator for
her cluster of  local communities,
Bulman said she works with descen-
dants of  such early American Indian
believers. It’s not easy work, she said, to
undo the damage from generations of
the “humiliation of  the soul of  the
native people” that has left young peo-
ple with “no real encouragement to stay
in school.”

Yet Bahá’ís in her area are “known
for their devotional character,” she said,
and are slowly connecting soul to soul
with fellow Navajo. “I strongly believe
the junior youth [spiritual empower-
ment] program will liberate all junior
youth in North America. What we’re
learning is powerful, and these kids are
being given a voice and a creative
opportunity to express themselves.”

Calderon told a similar story of
bringing the Bahá’í message of  hope to
communities that Akhavan said have
seen a “collapse of  intergenerational
mobility” and are beset with “depres-
sion, illnesses, alcoholism, gambling and
minor crime.”

Introduced to the Bahá’í Faith in col-
lege, Calderon embraced its teachings
while in family medicine residency. As
she became immersed in community
building, she moved into a Spanish-
speaking neighborhood and visited
neighbors’ homes to forge friendships
and invite them into a set of  core activ-
ities. Later she moved into another
neighborhood that is a center of  activi-
ty.

Through slides, Calderon
told the story of  a young
woman who registered as a
Bahá’í at age 15 “but strug-
gled to live the Bahá’í life in
an unstable family and school
circumstances.” The young
woman moved in with
Calderon, eventually gradu-
ated from high school and
went off  to college, where
she again suffered setbacks
before becoming involved in
the core activities and find-
ing purpose in her life.

“She now can go back to
family, listen with perception
and understand their needs,” said
Calderon. “Community building is a
process where you can see who you are
and who others are.”
A rich history of addressing racial
issues

Turning to Venters, Akhavan asked
how he, a Caucasian, developed a pas-
sion for racial issues and what the his-
tory of  the Bahá’í Faith in South
Carolina has to teach us.

Venters, a native of  the state, said he
attended “highly integrated schools
under court order” and learned of  the
Faith through WLGI radio, broadcast-
ing from the Louis G. Gregory Bahá’í
Institute outside Hemingway. After a
year of  service in Togo he returned to
college, and now at Francis Marion
University in Florence is educating
“young people from a marginalized

region.”
South

Carolina has a
rich Bahá’í his-
tory, said
Venters. “We’ve
been trying to
address racial
issues for more
than a century.
We have a lot to
learn about our-
selves and our
history,” but
have “a lot to be

proud of. Bahá’ís can enter any room
where there’s a conversation on race and
share.”

Charleston-born Gregory, the most
prominent early African American Bahá’í,
is central to the story. Just as central, said
Venters, but much less known is Alonzo
Twine, whose embrace of  the Bahá’í
teachings met with such opposition that he
was committed for “religious obsession”
and after years of  mistreatment died of  a
highly treatable disease.

“On the face of  it is a harrowing story
of  an individual who died for no reason,”
said Venters. “But his wasn’t a pointless
death. We know the interplay of  spiritual
forces and social change brought about the
emergence of  Bahá’í communities around
South Carolina. As Jim Crow fell, African
Americans responded to the message in
large numbers. And today, years after the
last push to teach the masses, the Bahá’í
community is strong.”

In the Kitáb-i-Iqán, Bahá’u’lláh wrote:
“What oppression is more grievous than
that a soul seeking the truth, and wishing
to attain unto the knowledge of God,
should know not where to go for it and
from whom to seek it?” How does that pas-
sage relate to the front-line work you do?
Akhavan asked Dozier and Bulman.
“Bahá’u’lláh came to relieve the pres-
sure of not being free”

“That was one of  the first passages I
was drawn to,” acknowledged Dozier.
“Bahá’u’lláh came for me. I read His life as
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Plenary Panel: Marilyn Calderon

Plenary Panel: Payam Akhavan, Eric Dozier, Nanabah Bulman 
(Photos by Peter Dizaj)
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a slave narrative. He understands
oppression deeply and I identified with
that. Bahá’u’lláh came to relieve the
pressure of  not being free.”

In her efforts among “youth living in
Third World hardship,” said Bulman,
she is imparting “spiritual education
that when accessed will illumine the
whole world” through the institute
process, which “has limitless potentiali-
ties” and “will lift people out of  poverty
and restore dignity. The battles will be
won on street corners and in school
hallways.”

Akhavan had a quotation for
Calderon and Venters to reflect on as
well, from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in Paris Talks:
“A humble man without learning, but
filled with the Holy Spirit, is more pow-
erful than the most nobly-born pro-
found scholar without that inspiration.”
How would you relate that, he asked, to
what you have seen in the transforma-
tion of  individuals and communities?

Said Calderon: “This is where self-
reflection every day is important. When
you’re connected to God and have a
humble posture, you can go out into
community and see other lives and have
a connection heart to heart. Individuals
who have hope and are at peace with
themselves are less likely to have bad
habits, and through your holistic actions
others are attracted.”

Added Venters: “It bears repeating

that the institute process … is the great
equalizer. ... It builds capacity with no
regard for background … to disable the
instruments for holding people down.”
And he exhorted: “Do the work the
Universal House of  Justice says to do
with every fiber of  our being and every
way that presents itself, and do it hand
in hand with everyone we can find to
help.”

Plenary Panel: Role of Religion in
Society

Moderator Matthew Weinberg and a
panel of  three discussed challenges and
opportunities for discourse in the public
sphere.

Julia Berger of  the Bahá’í
International Community said the
United Nations, though secular, is expe-
riencing a very real religious presence
that wasn’t there a decade
ago. In this transitional
period, some who see reli-
gion as a “foreign body”
are pushing back with
alarm while others are
seeing a role for faith val-
ues in shaping society.
That role still isn’t fully
recognized at the level of
vision, however. So the
challenge, she said, is to
achieve coherence

between the concep-
tual framework, a
lens through which
Bahá’ís see things
differently and
assign importance
to things others
may not, and practi-
cal steps to better
improve lives in
such areas as litera-
cy and women’s
rights.

Emily Goshey, a
scholar on Islam,
said discourse on
many of  today’s

issues is relevant to
the self-examination of  Muslims who
are concerned about extremism and
wondering whether Islam can be con-
sistent with the modern world — gen-
der roles being a prime example.
Bahá’ís, she said, can encourage the
view of  Islam as a system, even at a
time when discourse is dominated by
the false dichotomy between scholars
who believe the core of  an issue is
inherent in Islam and those who hold
that Islam at the core is just a text that
people bring different things to as they
practice their beliefs. Bahá’ís also can
bring to bear their experience in sys-
tematic and collective — but nonparti-
san and nonpolitical — action.

Philosopher Benjamin Schewel said
contributing to discourse on the role of
religion and on modernity is critical
for Bahá’ís. Secularization has failed to

Plenary Panel: Role of Religion in Society - Julia Berger, Benjamin Schewel, Emily Goshey, 
Matthew Weinberg - not in photo  (Photo by Susan Jeffers)



guide modern society, so religion is
returning to relevancy. Closely related is
the concept of  multiple modernities:
There is not just one way to be modern.
One challenge in offering religion as a
system of  knowledge, he said, is that
most people define religion descriptively
(what they think it is), then turn around
and define science normatively (accord-
ing to a standard for what it is or isn’t).
A normative definition of  religion is
needed. Fortunately, he said, the writ-
ings and guidance give Bahá’ís a
roadmap for bringing people closer to
the vision laid out in Bahá’u’lláh’s
Revelation.

Plenary Panel: From Self Interest
to Altruism

Perspectives on encouraging people
to look beyond their own needs were
offered by a trio of  nongovernmental
organization veterans. Moderator
Mojgan Sami, who teaches at the
University of  California, Irvine and is a
researcher for the Sustainability
Initiative, said the panelists would criti-
cally reflect on the assumptions within
disciplines that perpetuate narrow defin-
itions of  human nature.

Ryan Siegel, formerly of
SecondMuse and as of  this fall teaching
economics at the University of
Washington–Tacoma, noted that the
Bahá’í writings make it clear the capaci-
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ty for altruism is latent in all and can
become manifest in thought and action
through nurturing. That has implica-
tions, he said, for how we study human
reality. Standard economic models
assume self-interest. How can we
instead study social reality in a way
that contributes to a new social form?
What should this new social form be?
Those questions lead to examination of
how we acquire wealth and why and
how we engage in professions, he said.
The standard economic model features
a tension between generating wealth
and spending it on leisure, a limitation
that can be demoralizing.

Sahar Sattarzadeh, researcher for
Minority Rights Group International,
said the fragmentation arising from
inequity and injustice also gives life to
dichotomies such as male-female and
north-south. On the one side, she said,
are people who enrich themselves and
on the other are people who see in their
victimization the rationale for also
being self-serving. The four most wide-
ly accepted kinds of  brotherhood —
family, country, race and humankind —
are all limited, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá taught, and
what’s needed is a spiritual brotherhood
that will transform and unite. This
Revelation urges bias in favor of  rather
than against a minority, she said. But all
people have responsibilities to the
whole. Altruism is not dichotomous.

Navid Sabet, a research assistant at
UNESCO in Bonn, Germany, acknowl-
edged that institutional practices often
perpetuate winners and losers — a
recent example being the debt crisis in
Greece, which pits austerity against for-
giveness. How can Bahá’ís contribute to
discourse within this landscape? He
likened the framework for action to a
3D movie: Without special glasses the
viewer sees something, but the glasses
bring the picture into focus. The princi-
ples of  the Faith, he said, help Bahá’ís
see underlying principles that help them
go beyond what others can envision
and do. Likewise, the framework for
action gives Bahá’ís a flexibility akin to
the roles that various players on a soc-
cer team play relative to where the ball
is on the pitch.

Plenary Presentation by Dr.
Nader Saiedi

The root cause of  oppression is that
present civilization is based on the law
of  the jungle, which reduces human
nature to the level of  the beast and
denies the spiritual nature of  reality.

That was the premise of  a talk on
“Nature and Dynamics of  Oppression,
Empowerment and Battle against
Oppression” by Nader Saiedi. The
Bahá’í perspective doesn’t see nature as
evil, said Saiedi, professor of  Bahá’íNader Saiedi (Photo by Peter Dizaj)

Plenary Panel: From Self Interest to Altruism - Navid Sabet, Sahar Sattarzadeh, Ryan Siegel,
Mojgan Sami (Photo by Susan Jeffers)



Studies at the University of
California, Los Angeles. On the con-
trary, he said, “it’s beautiful, and the
struggle of  nature leads to balance.
But when we don’t act beyond
instinct, it doesn’t lead to balance. We
have to act on the basis of  values
instead.”

Saiedi identified four major forms
of  oppression: 
•  prejudice identity, a “materialism

of  the worst sort” that leads to
nationalistic, racial and sexual bias-
es; 

•  economic, which sees people as
objects to be shaped and con-
trolled; 

•  political, manifested in extremes
from anarchy to totalitarianism;
and 

•  international anarchy, leading to
the prevalence of  national inter-
ests.
Bahá’u’lláh responded to those

forces most publicly in His letters to
the rulers of  the time, said Saiedi.
“Bahá’u’lláh is an activist who doesn’t
stay silent amid oppression.”

In His teachings, said Saiedi, the
proof  of  the presence of  God is the
emergence of  spiritual ideas, the spir-

it brings change and growth, and
inequalities of  all kinds are rejected. In
short, “The tears of  the oppressed are
the tears of  Bahá’u’lláh.”

In their response to oppression,
Saiedi said, Bahá’ís must actively
engage in community building; guard
against harboring their own biases;
strictly adhere to nonviolence; and,
above all, have hope.

Balyuzi Lecture

Human rights are a birthright,
Nazila Ghanea reminded her audience
as the Oxford University professor
delivered the 33rd Hasan M. Balyuzi
Memorial Lecture at the recent
Association for Bahá’í Studies–North
America annual conference in Garden
Grove, California.

“We don’t earn or deserve human
rights. … We are entitled to them,” she
observed in speaking on the topic
“Striving for Human Rights in an Age
of  Religious Extremism.”

Many of  what people view as human
rights are not absolute; they carry with
them responsibilities and necessary
restrictions, she said. But some, such as
the equality of  women and men and
the rights of  children, are universal
spiritual truths.

In working to advance human
rights, said Ghanea, one realizes quick-
ly that the consultative process is limit-
ed: States and certain others occupy
virtually all the seats at the table.
What’s more, the process is adversarial
and focused mainly on spotlighting vio-
lations.

International human rights laws
provide only a minimum safety net, she
said. And their  instruments — the
International Criminal Court, for
example — act only as a last resort
when national systems have failed to
protect human rights.

While Bahá’ís should support that
process, whatever its limitations, she
said, they must work simultaneously to
build community and recognition of
the oneness of  humanity from the
neighborhood level on up.

The growing tide of  religious
extremism is one factor making that
need critical and urgent, Ghanea said.
Groups such as Boko Haram and ISIS
have spread misery and death. Others,
while not as overtly violent, oppress in
the name of  faith in ways that damage
people spiritually, materially and physi-
cally.

No wonder the belief  is widely held,
as the Universal House of  Justice artic-
ulated in its April 2002 message to the
world’s religious leaders, that “orga-
nized religion, whose very reason for
being entails service to the cause of
brotherhood and peace, behaves all too
frequently as one of  the most formida-
ble obstacles in the path; to cite a par-
ticular painful fact, it has long lent its
credibility to fanaticism.”

Bahá’ís have a vital role in changing
that perception and reality, said
Ghanea. “The Bahá’í view captures a
fascinating duality: both of  the indict-
ment of  religion when it has gone hor-
ribly wrong and recognizing the power
of  religion.”

In community building and in public
discourse and social action, Bahá’ís can
wield a broad spectrum of  tools that
introduce people to their own spiritual
power to effect change. Indeed, she
said, the oneness of  humanity requires
a radical change in society that is far
too ambitious for a polarized, adversar-
ial state system to achieve on its own.

Ghanea concluded that countering
religious extremism is a historic chal-
lenge. “We need to ponder the category
of  religion in a way that is belief-ori-
ented and inclusive, that it has the
courage and dignity of  giving that
right [of  freedom of  belief] to others
as well,” she said.

“We also need to distinguish reli-
gion from destructive political objec-
tives. We need to insist that freedom of
religious belief  is an ongoing right for
all and cannot be used as a basis for
forcing religious laws on others.

“And we need to consider these with
urgency,” said Ghanea. The 2002 mes-
sage to the world’s religious leaders
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Online Book Review
Repository

The Association for Bahá’í Studies
is happy to announce the development
of  an Online Book Review Repository
which will be open and accessible to
everyone.  We sincerely believe that
this exciting development in the evo-
lution of  The Journal of Bahá’í Studies
will be of  benefit to our readership. 

Over many decades there has been
continuing growth and diversity of
scholarship about the Bahá’í Faith.
This scholarship, which is from both
within and without the Bahá’í com-
munity, reflects a wide range of
approaches, methodologies, and
efforts to understanding the Bahá’í
Writings; the history, teachings, and
community life of  the Bahá’í Faith;
and the social, cultural, artistic
expressions, and dimensions of  the
Bahá’í Faith. As well, consistent with
the important theme in Bahá’u’lláh’s
writings of  cultivating knowledge
that will contribute to the progress of
society and the well-being of  humani-
ty, there have always been examples of
approaches to the study of  the Bahá’í
Faith that seek to contribute to
addressing the challenges facing
humanity collectively, as well as in our
communities and individual lives.

Over its almost four decades of
existence, the Association for Bahá’í
Studies has sought to reflect this
growth and diversity of  scholarship
through the publication of  book
reviews about works of  relevance to
our understanding of  the Bahá’í
Faith, as well as short commentaries
on particular themes in the Bahá’í
Writings.   Book reviews and com-
mentaries that play an important role
in highlighting the particular value or
significance of  specific works or
approaches to key issues and ques-

tions, can provide an opportunity for
focused reflection on particular themes
and can also present a portrait of  the
evolution and dynamism of  scholar-
ship related to the Bahá’í Faith.  

In 2014 the Association for Bahá’í
Studies announced that it would be
transitioning from the publication of
book reviews in the print version of
The Journal of Baha’i Studies to online
publication.  One of  the main goals in
making that transition was to provide a
space and format in which an increas-
ing number of  book reviews could be
presented in a wide diversity of  for-
mats and in a more timely manner,
while supplemented by additional com-
mentary that can link together the
ideas or themes that demonstrate the
growth of  the study and publication of
works about the Bahá’í Faith.  

In establishing this Online Book
Review Repository, the Association for
Bahá’í Studies hopes that, over time,
this web site will become an increas-
ingly valuable resource which chroni-
cles development of  scholarship about
the Bahá’í Faith, as well as a window
into how the Bahá’í Faith is seeking to
inform and participate in the social dis-
courses regarding the challenges fac-
ing humanity.  

The Online Book Review
Repository will be broadly organized
around the following topic areas:
•  Study of  the Bahá’í Writings and

Teachings
•  History and Biography related to

the Bahá’í Faith
•  Relationship of  the Bahá’í Faith to

the Life of  Society

In each of  these topic areas the fol-
lowing approach will be taken:
•  Previously published book reviews

from the print version of  The
Journal of Baha’i Studies will be

placed online.  This will happen on
an on-going basis as the reviews
are formatted and prepared for
posting

•  New book reviews will be pub-
lished on an on-going basis as
reviews are approved for publica-
tion through The Journal for Baha’i
Studies editorial process.  All new
book reviews will be clearly identi-
fied when posted.  

•  New book reviews will typically be
on works directly or expressly
about the Bahá’í Faith. However,
we will also include book reviews
on works which may not be direct-
ly or expressly on the Bahá’í Faith
but are relevant to informing our
understanding of  the topics areas
and are analyzed in the book
review from a perspective relevant
to the study of  the Bahá’í Faith.

•  Occasional overview articles on
trends or themes in published
works on the Bahá’í Faith will be
prepared.  These may chronicle the
growth of  a particular area of
scholarship, or how a series of
works are addressing a particular
topic, issue, or discourse.

Very short snapshot reviews on
certain publications will be provided
from time to time so that our readers
can become aware of  newly available
books and to help broaden their
awareness of  the increasing number
of  volumes being released by the vari-
ous Bahá’í publishers.

We look forward to receiving feed-
back as the Repository is further
developed.
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reminds us that we cannot delude our-
selves that appeals for mutual toler-
ance can hope to extinguish animosi-
ties that claim to possess divine sanc-
tion. What’s called for is a break with
the past.

Epiphany of the Prophets
Dr. John S. Hatcher took his audi-

ence through the three stages of  the
existence of  a Manifestation of  God:
pre-incarnate, incarnate and post-
incarnate.

The Manifestations are pre-exis-
tent, said Hatcher. From that we can
infer that they knew their Revelation
even before coming to earth and that
they chose where to become manifest
and in what guise to appear.

At the moment of  revealing
Himself, said Hatcher, the
Manifestation sets the course for how
that Revelation will play out in the
centuries to come. He is not merely an
emissary or translator of  God’s
words; rather, He is the translator of
God’s will.

And after the Manifestation leaves
this plane, he said, He continues to
assist humankind through His role as
intermediary between us and God —
indeed, that assistance becomes more

powerful as the Dispensation unfolds.
Recognition of  the Manifestation can
be seen, then, as tantamount to enter-
ing the presence of  God.

Hatcher left his audience with
some intriguing questions: Were the
Ten Commandments conceived by
God or by Moses? Were the parables
of  Christ His words or was He simply
repeating what the Father told Him to
say? Were the súrihs of  Muhammad
the words of  Gabriel as dictated by
God or of  the Prophet’s own devis-
ing? Whose words are in the Súriy-i-
Haykal, the Veiled Maiden’s or
Bahá’u’lláh’s?

Presentation: ebbf
Same initials but different, more

inclusive name — Ethical Business
Building the Future — for the organi-
zation once known as the European
Bahá’í Business Forum. Jenna
Nicholas presented an overview of
why ebbf  exists, what it looks like in
practice and how people can become
involved.

The Bahá’í-inspired organization
provides a forum for experts to come
together to consider how to work
toward a more ethical environment
and incorporate these concepts into
our workplaces, said Nicholas.

This global learning community

has seven guiding principles: unity,
justice, moderation, service, gender
equality, sustainability and human
nobility. Many members, she said, are
not Bahá’ís but look to the Bahá’í
teachings to improve themselves and
their workplaces and thereby con-
tribute to a prosperous, just and sus-
tainable civilization.

Many forums exist through learn-
ing events, online hangouts and publi-
cations for ebbf  members to come
together, said Nicholas. The challenge
for members is to find like-minded
souls within their workplaces and net-
works.
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Workshop on Bahá’í Scholarship:
Responding to the Guidance in the
Universal House of Justice Letter
Dated 24 July 2013

Holly Hanson led an examination
of  the letter guiding the evolving
mission of  ABS and placed it within a
context of  the overall framework for
action as elucidated in the Ridván
2014 and 2015 messages and a March
2, 2013, letter to the Iranian believers.

She said those documents from the
House of  Justice detail the Bahá’í
community’s progress toward a long-
term process of  learning how to best
contribute to the civilization-building
process and the various relationships
in society that it involves. And they
note that Bahá’ís are learning what
they need to translate ideals into real-
ity and effect transformation in indi-
vidual and social structures.

Hanson took her audience through
a reflection on what Bahá’ís’ experi-
ence tells them thus far and a peek at
what will unfold as those experiences
inform even more intense and system-
atic effort. In the final hour, attendees
broke into small groups by profession
or discipline as a natural lead-in to the
working group sessions many would
participate in that afternoon.

Working Groups at ABS

Back around 2010, as graduates of
a Bahá’í-inspired seminar on public
discourse talked about concepts they
had learned — and applying them to
discourse within their professions —
it was apparent they had much more
to learn before contributing meaning-
fully. 

The concepts relevant to public
discourse within the framework for
action of  the Plan were new and they
didn’t yet know the questions people
in their fields were looking to answer,
says Darius Loghmanee, a pediatric
sleep specialist who currently serves
as an Auxiliary Board member. 

But last year the Association for
Bahá’í Studies–North America execu-
tive committee invited a few Bahá’í
professionals to, in Loghmanee’s
words, “get together and talk about
how to relate the conceptual frame-
work” — a systematic view of  “efforts
to apply the teachings of  Bahá’u’lláh
to ourselves and our world” — to
their fields. Some of  those small
groups continued to talk in the
months since, and met again on the
first afternoon of  this year’s ABS con-
ference.

Loghmanee was part of  the
Medicine and Health Policy group.
Like other working groups that con-

vened at the conference, some of
the participants were graduates of
university-level seminars offered by
the Institute for Studies in Global
Prosperity, a nonprofit organization
affiliated with the Bahá’í
International Community with a
mission of  “building capacity in
individuals, groups and institutions
to contribute to prevalent discours-
es concerned with the betterment of
society.” 

Some of  the working groups
were assembling this year for the
first time. The medicine group, as
well as others such as Economics

and Law, could build on synergies
from past association. Bahá’í lawyers,
for example, have held retreas the past
two years and many belonged to the
now-inactive Bahá’í Justice Society.

Planning a discussion to ‘unlock
the power’

From the medicine group’s conver-
sations during the year emerged a
proposal for a breakout session at this
year’s ABS conference on “Health
Empowerment: Unlocking the Power
of  Individuals and Communities.”
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That’s when Loghmanee says the
real work began. During weekly con-
ference calls, questions started piling
up. Some were professionally oriented:
What do we want to talk about in
workshop? How do you work with a
population now that the Affordable
Care Act is a reality?

Others spoke to their Bahá’í per-
spective: What can we learn from the
community-building process that
could help us think about working
with a population of  people in terms
of  their health? How do you work
with an expanding nucleus of  friends
who are learning together about the
application of  concepts to our lives as
individuals and to the community?

The group reviewed the literature
on health promotion, especially what’s
being learned about empowerment —
how a population could promote its
own health. Group members recog-
nized that the very definition has
changed over the years, from getting
people to do what medical profession-
als want to helping people identify
what they want to do.

To encourage active participation,
says Loghmanee, the group asked
itself: In what ways can attendees be
sources of  knowledge? How can they
contribute to the understanding of
how experience with core activities
can be applied to field of  health pro-
motion?

As the hour-long workshop began
on the conference’s second afternoon,

the conveners laid out the path that
had taken them to this point, shared
excerpts from a Bahá’í International
Community statement on empower-
ment, and gave each of  several small
groups an excerpt. Participants were
asked to discuss “how they saw
empowerment happening in expansion
and consolidation and the qualities and
attitudes of  the people being
engaged.”

Loghmanee’s assessment? “It was
beautiful. The number of  voices partici-
pating in a meaningful way was almost if
not 100 percent in each of  these groups.
It really helps us hear a diversity of
opinions and help us draw on the power
of  the group rather than having that
group listen to one person who has the
microphone.”

Next step: bringing ideas into the
field’s discourse 

Now the working group wants to
examine which of  the elements identi-
fied in the breakout will help a popula-
tion think about its own health, he says.
“How do we offer these in a way that
people can hear it and be able to apply it
to their health?”

The group also must identify the peo-
ple within their field who are shaping
policy and the spaces in which their dis-
course takes place. “How can we get
involved in those spaces so we’re think-
ing with them instead of  giving our
thoughts to them and expecting them to
run with it?”

“We used to think in terms of  how

we can get people to join in our activi-
ties,” notes Loghmanee. “In this
process what we need to do is to be
invited into the spaces, activities that
already exist. We’re so early in this
learning process.”

He says other medical professionals
besides those focused on health promo-
tion met during the working group
sessions at this year’s conference. One
group addressed the role of  education
in improving maternal health out-
comes.

Regardless of  the topic, waypoints
along the road ahead likely will include
continued conference calls as members
study literature and come to a consen-
sus about discourses to pursue.

The process, says Loghmanee, will
need to “allow for continuity of  a
growing number of  people to be
engaged meaningfully.”

“I think it’s already becoming clear
that it’ll be more than one conference a
year. … As powerful and beautiful as
[the ABS annual conference] is, we’ll
have to learn about other spaces that
have to be opened.”

- Report by Editors of  The 
American Bahá’í 
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Conference
Recordings available for
sale and free download
on the ABS Website

http://bahai-studies.ca/proceedings-
and-recordings/

Children’s Conference Presentation (Photos by Peter Dizaj)


