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Introduction

In thisintroduction | want to explain alittle about myself and my
journey which led me to write this book. | al'so want to give you some

WORKING
information about the Baha'i Faith since the Writings in the book are
mainly from this source.

Quite early in life, | was fascinated with exploration of the self. | remember
in high school getting afew other studentsto draw a house, atree and
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aperson (having read about this “test”) and analyzing the drawings to
determine their unique personality characteristics and their sense of self. |
suppose it was not a surprise to them that | decided to study psychology at
university. | finished aB.A. in psychology and worked at a Child Guidance
Clinic for 5 years, before deciding to pursue ateaching career.

As ateacher, | really wanted students to know that they were special, that
they could become the best they could be. | had high expectations for them
and they strived to meet them and felt proud of their accomplishments.

| also incorporated work on building character and virtues. | collected a
booklet of activities to build self-esteem and continued to use such activities
throughout my teaching career. Over the years | taught students with
learning difficulties, autism, mental handicaps, giftedness and emotional
and behavioral issues. | dways felt that those students — those on the
margins of society — needed more encouragement and love to see their
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own worth since they were always in a position to compare themselves
with others and feel that they came up short.

This mattered a great deal to me because | myself experienced a difficult
childhood and | began my healing journey later inlife. | discovered the
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12-step programs and attended ACOA (Adult Children of Alcoholics)
meetings regularly and read their literature. | attended counseling sessions
focusing on the inner child. | read John Bradshaw’ s books on “The Family”
and “Healing the Shame Within” (family of origin work). | read some of
Melody Beattie' s work on co-dependency and recognized some of the
patterns within me. | belonged to a Baha'is in Recovery program. | have
explored Chi Gong and other meditation styles and listened to relaxation
tapes and | say prayers and seek Bah& u’llah’ s guidance on adaily

basis.

Growing up, | felt that | was defective and that there was something wrong
with me compared to everyone else. Everyone else was okay. | could see
that people had faults and shortcomings but | felt that they were okay;

they could work on someissuesif they chose to but generaly they were
The Insistent Self

fine. I was different. Of course, that isnot true and | don’'t believe it

now.

Many others who grow up in “dysfunctional” homes feel the same way. In
our home (asin many others) we didn’t talk about problems or talk and
express feelings openly, but we were expected to be strong, good, perfect,
happy and look good to those around us. It was important not to be selfish
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so | felt guilty having needs and wants. And | couldn’t trust anybody. | was
theinvisible, shy, quiet child. Every child in adysfunctional family takes
on arole; mine was only one of the possibilities. | didn’t demand anything.
| was a people- pleaser. | didn’t really know who | was and | learned to
depend on others and ook to them for guidance asto what | should think,
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feel and do. So much for a sense of self!

So how does this al relate to the book? First of al, it seemed important

to share alittle of my journey with my audience, that | owed you this
openness and honesty and that it provided important background to my
reflections in the book. | have to admit that | am quite reluctant to share
my story because any troubles | can recount are nothing in the face of the
tragedies faced by so many people in the world and some face incredible
hardships every day of their lives. But | think it isimportant to understand
other kinds of suffering so that we can have compassion and serve each
other more lovingly.

How did | get from my journey to this book? | remember reading a message



from the Universal House of Justice (the supreme body that guides the
Bahd& is of the world) and coming across the phrase “the insistent
self”. It

really stood out for me. | had probably read it before but | wasn't
“readly”
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for it. | found the sourcein ‘ Abdu’l-Bah& s Writings and its definition
“the evil promptings of the human heart” and | became curiousto learn
more and to work with it. The spark was lit! Then | did some training
offered by the Bah& i community for working with junior youth. | was
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struck by one of the sections of the book indicating the need to encourage
and build confidence in junior youth because our materialistic society can
crush them and make it difficult for them to copein life. But building this
self-confidence can have the effect of bolstering their egos. So we have
to figure out how to support them without waking the insistent self. And |
realized from this study that we all have to struggle and strive to become
spiritual beings, to overcome our lower natures and that it is possible that
we may not realize to what extent we need to strive to allow spiritual
teachings to infuse our lives so that we are not as negatively influenced by
amaterialistic culture which emphasizes the insistent self. It occurred to
me that those of us following a spiritual path may feel we are protected
from the test of our egos because we have God in our lives and pray and
follow His guidance, or at least we can become complacent and feel we
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have a handle on it, when in fact we need to be ever-vigilant. I’ ve learned
perhaps through turning to God more openly and being fully immersed in
His Words while studying to write this book that there are powerful toolsto
help us within the Bah& i Writings. We are dl little children trying to

cope

as adults while being blocked by our pasts. But we need to give everything
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up to God. We' ve been chosen by God with all our defects. It is our spiritual
journey, our journey to Him that will make of us the spiritual beings that
can change the world. And knowing that we have animal natures, that they
are always with us and will always present themselves has made me more
relaxed with myself, not constantly striving to be perfect. | can be aware
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of it taking over and | can laugh about it, let it pass and attempt to take the
higher road. My hope is that you, too, will be able to use the toolsin this
book to assist you on your spiritual journey.

All the material in the book is taken from the Baha i Writings and



Bahd'i

authors with the exception of afew supplementary resources. Since readers
may not be familiar with the Teachings of the Baha'i Faith, | am including
some information here. For more information, please refer to other books
on the Bah&'i Faith and internet resources. | would recommend these sites:
www.bahai.org or http://ca.bahai.org. Y ou can also contact your local
Baha'i community for information and for an opportunity to participate in
study and service activities, devotional gatherings, classes for children and
junior youth groups.

The Bah@ i Faith isthe newest of the world religions. Bahd' is are
those
who follow the teachings of Baha u’llah, Whom they believeto be a
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Manifestation, a Messenger, a Prophet, a Teacher from God. Baha u’l1dh
taught us that the God we all worship is the same God, though we may
use different names — Allah, Jehovah, the Creator, our Higher Power. We
cannot know God because He is far above our ability to understand His
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Essence. The only way that we can attempt to perceive a glimmering of His
Greatness and to feel His Love for usisthrough His Messengers. Baha'is
also believe that over the course of 1000's of years, from time to time

and in different parts of the world, a small number of these Enlightened
Ones have appeared. Their mission has been to guide humanity spiritually
andinitssocia affairs. Bahd is believe that Baha u’llah was the

most

recent of these teachers. The Bahad'i Faith does not attempt to undermine
any religion. Instead, it recognizes the missions of the great religions of
the world as stages in the evolution of the spiritual life of humankind.
When each oneis carefully examined and stripped of the rituals that its
followers have implemented, it becomes clear that they have brought the
same spiritual teachings of love and goodwill to all humanity, changing
hearts and bringing new life to the world. Therefore al the faithsin the

The Insistent Self

world become one integrated religion, each succeeding the last like links
in achain. The only differences between them are the social teachings,
teachings that differ because God’ s Messengers come into the world at
different times and their teachings serve the needs of the age in which
they live. Each oneislike a Divine Physician prescribing medicine that
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is needed for people at that period in time. Krishna, Buddha, Zoroaster,
Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad are Manifestations through whom
God has revealed successively the purpose of religion. These Men changed
the course of history. Each at different times re-shaped the life of our
planet.



Abraham spoke of One God and His heirs became a great nation. Krishna's
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Teachings civilized India and countries close by. Moses rescued His people
from bondage and founded a great civilization. Buddha changed the Asian
peoples. Zoroaster tamed an ignorant people. Jesus altered the course of

the Western world. Muhammad changed a savage people who worshipped
idols, uplifting and unifying them in the knowledge of the one true God to
become the Arabian nation. Each of these great Men praised the Messenger
Who came before Him and taught that another would come in the future.
There have been Messengers from the beginning of man’s creation and
there will always be because we need them. We are God' s creatures and He
wants us to reach our potential and to live as spiritual beings.

Thisis the Covenant between God and man, that He will never leave

His servants alone, but will return to guide them to live their lives as
noble creatures. He sends a Special Soul to renew the Teachings when
mankind has drifted away from Them. It is a promise by God that can
only be fulfilled by man under certain conditions. Man must love God and
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demonstrate pure, selfless dedication and obedience to Him. The Covenant
with Abraham gave the glad tidings that through His offspring all the
nations of the earth would be blessed. The Covenant with Moses included
the Ten Commandments. The Covenant with Christ was delineated in the
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Sermon on the Mount and people became united into a brotherhood. Every
Manifestation makes a Covenant with His followers that they should obey
the next Manifestation, the One Who isto come after Him. Man must wait
for the next Manifestation.

The historical account of all world religionsisthe same: one of the
inhabitants of a backward and wayward people claims that he possesses
asuperior knowledge, a knowledge from God; He espouses the necessity
for reforms and brings new laws,; He encourages them to leave their
ways behind and to accept and live the spiritual truths that he voices;

by following His ways they will be blessed and achieve true happiness
but if they ignore Him they will be discontented and miserable. All the
Messengers are distinguished by their devotion, nobility, self-sacrifice
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and the extent of their influence to shape the history of millions of
people. If we read about Their lives, we cannot help but admire and
love Them. And as we read, we will discover a pattern. We will see that
all of Them gave everything for Their beliefs, for the Teachings they
espoused. And each Messenger has brought two gifts to humankind:

WORKING
His example and His Teachings. He is a human being but Heis also



different because He lives and loves through God' s Will. God isthe
Sun and Heis a Ray of the Sun. That iswhy Jesus, a humble carpenter,
could influence the Western world, and Moses, a stutterer, gave laws
that human beings follow even to this day al around the world and
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Muhammad, a merchant and camel driver, changed nations through His
Teachings. These Educators came to teach us the purpose of our lives
and how we should live our lives.

How do we distinguish these Messengers from other great men who also
taught us, good men, courageous men, men who changed the direction of
peopl€’ s lives, philosophers who contributed so much to our understanding
of ourselves and the universe? In a Messenger of God we see total
consistency. They are men of deeds, not words. Each demonstrated
assurance and confidence in pursuing a Path, albeit a dangerous Path laid
out by God, and no contradictions can be seen in Their actions. They knew
exactly what They were destined to bring to mankind and nothing diverted
Them from Their purpose. They demonstrated a quality of goodness
stemming from Their love of God, a genuine compassion and endless love
for al with no self-interest.
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And so religion has been renewed once more at atime when people have
become disillusioned with the world and the possibility that religion can
provide salvation. At the same time, others demonstrate a religious fanaticism
that is adistortion of the Teachings of God, preaching a doctrine that |eaves
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chaos and destruction in its wake. It isadifficult time to be alive. We are

SO

far removed from the morality and timeless values of our forefathers, of the
ability to forget ourselves and to serve those who cross our path, sacrificing
our own needs and desires for the common good. This book brings us back to
those spiritual values that we all admire when we hear stories of heroism,
sacrifice,

goodwill and generosity. God has not |eft us alone to figure out our livesin
the 21st

century, in aworld where greed and corruption are allowed to run rampant,
where

the concepts of truthfulness and honesty are tainted in our everyday dealings
with

one another, where self-preservation is the primary motive in the workplace and
where our materialistic culture threatens to destroy any vestiges of humanity.
We

search for happiness but cannot attain it because we need to transcend this
material

existence and attain the life of the spirit. And we can only attain our

spiritual



destiny and enjoy afulfilled life through the Teachings of God.
The Insistent Self

The chief principle and pivotal point of Bah& u'll&h’s Teachingsisthe

unity of

the human race. Through science and technology, we can travel to any corner of
the globe in aday and communicate with each other instantly. Nations depend
on each other’ s cooperation and the need for understanding and assistance
among all nations has generally become accepted. It is therefore possible for
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mankind to conceive of the idea of uniting the planet. The purpose of the
Baha'i Faith isto erase every trace of enmity and hatred from men’s

hearts and

unite the entire world as one family. The Bah& i Writings provide the

outline

of ingtitutions necessary for the establishment of a peaceful, orderly society.
These include aworld federation or commonwealth, an international auxiliary
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language, a world economy, a mechanism for world intercommunication and
auniversal system of currency, weights and measures. And Bah& u’llah has
given us important Teachings for our time. One of these is the independent
investigation of truth. We must search out the truth for ourselves and not
follow

blindly the ways of others or customs of the past. Science and religion must
go hand in hand. Religion that does not agree with science is superstition and
can lead to fanaticism. Religion depends on reason, not blind faith. Universal
education, another Baha i Teaching, assists us to find the truth and to use
our power of reasoning. It aso provides the framework for al to have

equal opportunities to advance so that men and women can advance equally
and women throughout the world take their rightful place beside men in
working for the peace and prosperity of humankind. Bah&' u’llah advocates
the elimination of the extremes of wealth and poverty and the abandonment
of all forms of prejudice. The Baha'i Writings provide guidance that helps
an individual develop the spiritual and intellectual qualitieslying at the

core

of his nature and therefore contribute to an ever-advancing civilization. In
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addition to prayer to assist us to become spiritual beings, work donein
the spirit of serviceis also considered worship for Baha'is and service to
humanity is the most worthy endeavor. When difficulties arise in life, as
they will, Bahd is are asked to accept these trials, putting their whole
trust
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in God and recognizing that God is hel ping them to become stronger and
conquer their attachment to self.



Although the Bah&'i Faith is only about 150 years old, in that short time

it

has spread to every corner of the planet. There are now Bah&'is from every
cultural and religious background in the world, al working towards the goals
of aunited humanity and world peace. But al conflicts and travail in the
world today will become ameliorated only as man, becoming spiritua in his
nature and desires, is motivated to act in more just, unselfish and loving

ways.

It isimportant for man to know himself - a wisdom which dates back to classic
Greece. What is man’ s nature? Bah& u’l1dh taught that he is a spiritual

being, far

above the kingdom of animals, although he can act worse than the beasts of the
field. It isthe spiritual nature of man that is explored in this book. |

recognize
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that religion is ahighly contentious subject and one which arouses every kind
of

emotion and passion from abhorrence to self-righteousness. But religion is
meant

to be a unifying force, one that promotes |love and agreement among men, not a
source of conflict. God's Teachings are meant to refine man’s character so

that

he lives in honor and happiness. If religion becomes the source of contention,
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Baha u’lléh taught that it is better to do without it. Although this book
focuses on

ideas that are taken from religious teachings, particularly those espoused by
the

Bah& i Faith, it isin essence concerned with the spirit of man and is

written for all

individuals who recognize the need to nurture their higher, spiritual selves
and are

seeking for tools to assist them in this process.
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Let us examine the lives of the miraculous Individuals who brought the
Teachings of God to the world of today. The first Person on the scenewas a
young man from Shiraz in Iran (then called Persia) who became known as
the Béb or the Gate. As ayoung child the Bab was not like most children.
He did not care to play like other children but enjoyed chanting his prayers.
He had a pure sweet character, a serenity and tender-heartedness. He was
meek, courteous and mild-mannered. He astounded all with his wisdom
and remarkable knowledge, his ability to grasp subjects beyond his years
and to solve adult problems, while remaining entirely humble and modest.
His teacher recognized this innate knowledge and confessed that he had
nothing to teach the young boy. When He grew up, He worked as a



merchant and His truthfulness and sense of justice earned great respect. At
one time a man bought something on His behalf and paid too much. The
Béb told him to return the item and get arefund, stating that he would not
tolerate cheating nor encourage an individual to be dishonest. On another
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occasion, the Bab paid more than market value to a person selling an item
on His behalf. When questioned, the Bab explained that He Himself could
have sold the item at the higher price so this man should not be deprived.
While the B&b was working as a merchant, some awakened souls had
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been teaching their disciples that a Promised One from God was to appear
and urged the disciples to go out and search for Him. Eighteen disciples
found The Bab by attaining His presence or recognized His Revelation
through prayer, visions or dreams. The Béb sent them out to spread the new
Teachings of justice, mercy, love and forgiveness.

The Béb arose to proclaim a new world religion at atime when Persia

had sunk to the lowest level of moral corruption and depravity. The whole
society was encompassed by fear, deceit and bribery. For example, a
Minister could not obtain a post unless he offered gifts to the King. The
people grovelled in obedience and were hypocritical. Religion had become
so fanatical that even religious leaders would consider themselves defiled
if they touched a Bible or brushed against a Christian or a dog belonging
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to aJew. And it wasthis clergy that ruled the masses. People were cruel
and barbaric. Women were considered to be without a soul and often
possessions had more value.

The authorities quickly stifled the voice of the Béb and attempted to restrict

WORKING

His freedom. But despite efforts to end His influence, the number of His
followers rapidly increased. His Message, carried by His disciplesto the
towns and villages, was spreading. Some religious |eaders embraced the
Teachings. And the Prime Minister and other ecclesiastical |eaders became
incensed. The Béb was banished to the fortress of Mah-Ku in the mountains
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of Adhirbayjan, a place cold and forbidding. In spite of His high station and
noble character, the Bab was still a human being, perhaps more sensitive,
more capable of grief than we are. His dreams of meeting the Shah and
important secular and religious leaders to announce His Faith had been
sguelched. His opportunity to teach His countrymen and to lead them to a
new life was halted. He must have known what His path would be, that of
persecution and finally death, just like Jesus before Him. Hoping to curb
His influence and quell the spread of His teachings, the Prime Minister did
not realize that no human hand can put out the flame of the Religion of



God. The B&b won the respect and admiration of the officialsin charge of
the fortress. The peoplein the area became so enamored of The Bab that
they went to the fortress before going to work to look upon His face and
ask for His daily blessings. They even came to Him to settle their disputes.
Whilein Mah-Ku, The Bab revealed the most important of His books, the
Persian Bayan. In this book, He established the laws of His Dispensation,
announced the coming of another Revelation greater than His Own and
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urged His followers to seek and find the New Messenger. Meanwhile, the
Persian clergy and rulers rose up against the Babis (the followers of The
Béb) and many were martyred. But nothing could stop the Word of God
from spreading. The B&b was banished once more to another fortress near
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Chihrig. Finally the authorities decided that they must end the Bab' s life.
He was dispatched to Tabriz, where He had previously been arrested. On
that occasion He had been interrogated in front of the Prince and religious
dignitaries. He had replied to allegations with such authority, resolve and
dignity that the group assembled there had become silent and filled with
shame. Once He had finished speaking in a bold and adamant manner, He
had then left, bringing the meeting to a close. Thistime there would be no
interrogation. The Bab was bound and placed against the wall along with a
youth who had insisted upon being killed with his Lord and a firing squad
of 750 soldierskilled Him.

What a short time The Béb had to teach a new way of life to a corrupt,
vengeful populace! For all His efforts to bring the Healing M essage of God
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to the inhabitants of Persia, to impress upon them the need for arenewal of
religion, to provide them with guidance for their happiness and progress,
He had been rewarded with vicious hatred and persecution. He and most of
His disciples, leaders of the Cause, had sacrificed their lives courageously
rather than deny their beliefs, as did twenty thousand of His followers.
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There was a smaller band of His followers now, lost and crushed and bereft
of guidance. The bright new Faith might have been extinguished but through
God'swill. A few young misguided Babis made a foolish and futile attempt
to shoot the Shah. A young nobleman was one of the prisoners blamed for
the event and thrown into a dungeon, so foul, damp and dark that it was
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known as the Black Hole. Every Prophet of God has experienced a specific
moment of Revelation in order to achieve awareness of His station. Jesus
experienced the dove descending upon Him; Zoroaster and Muhammad
were visited by the Angel Gabriel. And the Maid of Heaven came to our
young nobleman. From that time, He became known as Baha u’llah, the



Glory of God. Thisworld religion was to be founded by two Teachers, the
one following the other in quick succession.

Baha u’llédh was born into arich family and His father was a nobleman,
afavored Minister of the Crown. It is said that even as an infant,

Baha' u'lléh seemed to radiate and display remarkable power. He never
cried or became restless. From childhood, He was extremely kind

and generous. He loved nature and spent much time outdoors. Asa
child Baha& u’llah did not have or did not need any formal schooling
because he had innate knowledge like The Bab. Many recognized his
great intelligence and spiritual capacity and by the time he was 14,
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He could master any argument, but with courtesy and patience. People
would bring their problemsto Baha u’ [1ah. In large gatherings He would
discuss matters with the leading clergy and explain complicated religious
guestions. He had a loving nature and quiet modesty. He was always
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thinking of others and sympathized with the poor and suffering. When His
father died, He was asked to follow in his footsteps and assume a position
in the court. But He refused because He had no interest in titles and honors.
He took little part in state or social ceremonies, considering such affairs
meaningless. He only wanted to defend the oppressed and be a refuge for
the poor and needy. When He married, His home became a shelter and
refuge for al. He and His wife gave abundantly and and no one was turned
away. They became known for their service to others, He as the Father of
the Poor and she as the Mother of Consolation.

After the Bab had declared His Mission, He had sent one of His disciples
with a scroll containing some of His Writings to find the Man who should
beits recipient. That Man was Bah& u’ ll&h, Who knew immediately, upon

The Insistent Self

reading Them, that the B&b' s Teachings were the truth and He arose to
spread them. The two Prophets exchanged messages but never met. It
must have been a great comfort to the Bab when He languished in the
fortresses of Mah-Ku and Chihrig and His band of followers faced severe
persecution and martyrdom for their Faith, to know that Baha u’llah was
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with the Bébis, consoling them and inspiring and directing them to spread
the Message of the Bab. The Bab alone knew the station of Bah& u’llah,
but

His followers also knew how well-esteemed Bah& u’llah was in the eyes of
the Bab and perhaps had inklings about Baha' u’l1ah as the Promised One.
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When Bah& u’llah was released from the dungeon, He was exiled to
Baghdad. But after enduring four months in that pestilential dungeon,



with afifty kilo chain around His neck and an attempt on His life through
poisoned food, Bah& u’lldh wasiill and exhausted. And He and His family
were forced to set out for their new home in the middle of winter with
inadequate clothing and little food. Many of the Babis had found their
way to Baghdad before Baha u’llah but they were lost and confused

and behaving in a manner not worthy of the Bab and His Teachings.
Baha' u'lléh revived their spirits and guided them back to the right path.
Bah& u'l1dh had a brother who was ambitious and he became inflamed
with jealousy when he saw the respect and love given to Bah&d u’llah by
the

Bébis and the admiration of the officials of the city when he, himself,
considered himself the new leader of the Babis. He determined, with

an associate more courageous than he, to sow seeds of doubt among

the Bébis about Bahad u’llah’ s intentions so that these precious souls
would become fearful and suspicious. Bah&d u’llah determined to leave
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Baghdad on his own so that He would not be the Subject of any conflict
or hurt. He chose to life in the wilderness for two years alone but in
communion with God, leading a simple life with little food and one
change of clothing. Gradually He came to be known and loved by the

EDITION
local people. News of the learned man from the cave spread to Baghdad
and the believers sent a messenger to beg Him to come back.

When Bah& u’llah returned, He once again set about to revive the
community, lost without Him and under the precarious leadership of His
brother who was not capable of setting an example in keeping with The
Béb's Teachings. For seven years Bah& u’l1dh opened his home to all
and

individuals who met Him were transformed by the power of Hiswise
words, generosity, gentleness and all-encompassing love. News of this
Wondrous Soul reached places beyond Baghdad. Officials and religious
leaders became His admirers, as did the poor whom He visited regularly
to bestow on them His understanding and compassion as well as materia
comfort. He manifested a goodness surpassing saintliness.
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Asnews of Hisfame spread, officials of the Persian and Ottoman
governments and the clergy initialy tried to defame Bah& u'lléh,

then implemented more drastic measures. The consul-general hired
someone to shoot Bah& u’l1ah but when this man came face to face with
Him he could not carry out the deed. Twice he tried unsuccessfully.
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Finaly, Baha u’llah was asked to leave for Constantinople (now called
Istanbul). The Babi community was overtaken with grief and needed
Baha u'lléh’ s reassurances and calming manner to accept that most of



them would have to stay behind while He went into exile once more.
But He wrote a Tablet for each of the believersin the city: man, woman

EDITION

and child. Prior to setting out for Constantinople, Bah& u’l1&h spent
twelve daysin a beautiful garden waiting for preparations to be made
for thelong journey ahead. It was there that He declared His station to
the believers.

Bah& u'lldh and His family only stayed in Constantinople for four
months before they were banished to Adrianople, considered the Siberia
of the Ottoman Empire. It was a twelve-day journey to Adrianople
again in the middle of winter and for the first six months in their new
home, the little band lived in a dwelling suitable only as a summer
house before being moved to more comfortable quarters.

Bah& u’'l1dh won over many of the notables and people in this prison city
by Hisloving-kindness, dignity and courage. As His influence grew once
more, His brother became more inflamed with jealousy and he became
bolder in his efforts to prevent the Babis from accepting

Bahau'llah's
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station. His machinations gave the enemies of the Faith more ammunition
to attack the Babis. He attempted to poison Baha u’ [ldh, Who became
severely ill for amonth and was left with atrembling hand. Another attempt
was made when the water in awell used by Hisfamily and other believers
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was poisoned, but it only made them alittle sick. A bribe was given to
Bah& u'l1dh’ s barber to kill Him, but the barber told Baha u’llah

about

the plot. How sorrowful Baha u’llah must have been by the deception

of His own brother added to the hardships of exile. But thiswas a new
erafor Bahd u’llah’ s followers who now identified with His Station and
referred to themselves as Bahd is. Bah& U’ [1&h began to send Tablets

to the

kings and rulers of the world and the ecclesiastical |eaders, proclaiming
the Baha'i Faith and His Station as the Manifestation of God for this age.
The challenges contained in these Tablets and His positive effect upon the
people of Adrianople led to the decision to take immediate drastic action to
finally annihilate this Faith by sending Him to Akka, now part of Israel, a
place of stench and filth where criminals were banished. Baha u'llah

later

referred to it as the Most Great Prison.

The Insistent Self

When the group of Baha is arrived in Akka, the order of the Sultan was
read publicly in the mosque indicating that they were the vilest of prisoners



condemned to life imprisonment and that the inhabitants of Akkawere
forbidden to associate with them. They were to be kept in strict confinement
and it was hoped that the harsh conditions of the barracks where they were

WORKING

lodged would lead to their extermination. For two years Baha u’llah and
His company remained in the Most Great Prison. All except two of them
got sick and three of them died. The deceased were not given a proper
burial. Constant wailing and ravings of other prisoners, lack of adequate
food, cruel guards, crowded conditions and the stagnant air were all

EDITION
guaranteed to weaken this brave company but their love for Baha u’llah
and His teachings kept them strong and oblivious to the discomfort.

Bah& u’'lldh and His family and followers were fortunate to leave the
military barracks which had served as a prison and settle in a house but
they were still prisoners, confined to their residence. However, in time,
the people of Akka, having been hostile and unfriendly to thislittle
band, began to recognize that they were innocent and the conditions

of imprisonment were eased. ‘ Abdu’|-Baha, Baha u’llah’s son, was
largely responsible for this change because He gained the respect and
admiration of the inhabitants of Akka. He had recognized His Father’s
Station while still a child; He had seen the state of His Father in the Black
Hole; He and His family had lost their home and worldly possessions
when their Father was arrested and had to subsist on a handful of flour
instead of bread; He had been pelted with stones when He left their
new humble abode on errands because He was considered to be the
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child of heretics. At the age of 11, when Bah& u’[1&h had retired to the
wilderness, He had taken on the responsibility of Hisfamily and the
Babi community. He had experienced all the deprivation and calamities
that His Father had experienced in being exiled from place to place. As
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He grew into manhood, He came to be regarded as the embodiment of

all the virtues that Bahd islong to attain. He was gentle and courteous.
He was generous and brave. He combined great wisdom with touching
humility. And His love for God and mankind knew no bounds. He spent
every day of Hislife serving others and bringing joy into their lives.

The poor and the sick were His special care and the orphans |ooked

upon Him as afather. His friends loved Him to the point of adoration

and His enemies could find no blemish in His beautiful character. Hislife
was an example of human perfection.

While still ayouth, * Abdu’ [-Baha had begun to serve as
Bahau'lldh's

secretary. He was Baha u’llah’ s closest companion and ajoy to His
Father.



He tried to anticipate all his Father’ s needs, performing all the business
chores

The Insistent Self

and tedious daily tasks and negotiating with officialson Bah& u'lléh’s
behalf.

Many who had thronged to their home in Baghdad were quite satisfied to
meet ‘ Abdu’I-Baha and bring their questions to Him, although He was till
so

young. Astime went on, Bah& u’llah Himself would encourage the followers
to take their problemsto ‘ Abdu’l-Bah&. Baha u’ [1dh could then

concentrate on
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writing and laying out the tenets of His Faith.

Eventually Bah& u'lldh was able to leave the confines of the city and
to enjoy the countryside. The people of Akkaand the neighbouring
regions now treated Him with reverence and respect, despite His formal

EDITION

designation as a prisoner. Even officials cameto ask for His advice
and guidance. ‘ Abdu’l-Baha purchased a house for Him and He also
enjoyed a beautiful garden reminiscent of the Garden of Ridvan where
He had first declared His mission. Baha u’llah’s remaining years were
spent in relative comfort. His Teachings began to spread to the West.
When He died, He was buried beside His home. This shrineisaplace
of pilgrimage for the Baha is of the world.

Whilein His beautiful home, Baha u’lléh revealed volumes of guidance,
including the Kitab-i-Aqdas, the Book of Laws, considered the Most Holy
Book. Baha' u’llah wrote many books by His own hand or in dictation to

a secretary, whose transcription He personally corrected or approved. He
wrote more volumes than those set down by the companions of Jesus,
Muhammad and the other Holy Messengers. He dictated so rapidly that
the secretary had to use atype of shorthand to get it all down on paper.
Bah& u'lldh’ s words were the outpourings of the Divine Will of God.
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Baha' u' llah possessed such unimaginable majesty, authority, all-embracing
knowledge and power, that many who came into His presence were unable
to speak to Him or even gaze on His face. But He always assisted them
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to come forth and, even if they were unable to express one word, He
would read their heart’s desire and act accordingly with infinite love and
compassion. In the manner of akindly father, He brought up His children
in a considerate and gentle fashion, counselling each according to his level
of understanding and capacity. By addressing each person in thisway, He
deprived no one of His bounty.



Bah& u'l1&h set the example to the world of how mankind could live and
progress. But His story did not end with His death. He left * Abdu’ |-Bah&a
as His heir to guide the Bahd' is. In aformal Will and Testament, He
appointed ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha as the Head of His Faith with the task of
interpreting His Writings and being the Exemplar of His Teachings.

He conferred divine authority beyond our ability to comprehend upon
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‘Abdu’ I-Baha so that the Baha' is would receive continued guidance.
Bah& u'l1dh knew that ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha had the qualities necessary for
such atask. He reflected the virtues of His Father. His dedication was
unquestionable. ‘ Abdu’I-Bahalived only for His Father and the Faith.
He was noble and admired by all who knew Him. * Abdu’|-Bah& would
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be able to implement the plans laid down by Baha u’[lah. He would
lay the foundation of the Bah& i Administrative Order and inspire the
believersto eventually carry the Teachingsto every corner of the
planet. Thereis nothing in any previous Covenant that confers the
undisputed authority that Bah& u’llah’s Will conferred upon
‘Abdu’l-
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Baha, making certain that no one el se was empowered to interpret
the Bah&' i Faith or to manage its affairs. This clear appointment

of ‘Abdu’l-Bah& as the Center of the Covenant after Bahd u'lldh’s
passing was to the Bahd is their strongest remaining channel and
connection with holy and divine truth. Although they had lost
Baha u'lléh, they still had the continuity of His purpose and planin
‘Abdu’I-Baha. ‘ Abdu’l-Bah& was infallible because Bah& u’ll1h,
the

Manifestation of God, had decreed that He be so. He was human, but
divinely inspired and divinely motivated.

It was clear that from the time * Abdu’ I-Bah&d was a small child He

was different from other children. He was born on the night that the
Bab declared His Mission. As stated previously, He had recognized His
Father’ s station while very young and had begged for the privilege of
laying down Hislife for Bah& u’llah’s sake. ‘ Abdu’l-Baha often
worked

tirelessly and it seemed that there was no limit to the demands on
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His strength and time. He penned volumes of documents, Tablets,
prayers and letters to the Baha'is; he also wrote many interpretations
and supplemented the Writings of His Father. His selfless devotion
to the Cause of His Father was an inspiration to the Baha'is.

EDITION



Through His vast correspondence, He kept in constant touch with
the Bahd is everywhere, answering their questions, guiding their
activities, encouraging them in their work and uplifting their

spirits. He Himself had endured persecution for many long years.
But through it al, He had remained calm and happy. His joy of

life and his sense of humour never left Him. When people wondered
what kept Him so happy under the most trying conditions in prison,
He stated that the only prison is the prison of self.

‘Abdu’l-Baha did not allow anyoneto believe or act asif He,
‘Abdu’l-Baha,

were a Manifestation of God. His responsibility was to fulfill
Bahdu'lldh's

Will and Testament and to continue Bah& u’llah’s work but He was not to
begin anything not already willed by God and His Manifestation.

The Insistent Self

In the time period when ‘ Abdu’ I-Bahawas living in Akka and

Baha u'llah

in the countryside, ‘ Abdu’ I-Baha continually amazed His family and

visiting

Bah& is. He had an astonishing wisdom and intuitive understanding, healing
powers and the noblest of virtues. His character was perfect since He of course
was the Perfect Exemplar of His Father’s Teachings. He astonished everyone
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with His never-ending goodness and constant concern for the welfare of each
and all. He often forgot to sleep or eat out of anxiety for others and put

their

needs before His own, making sure that everyone had food and a place to sleep.
Every Friday He fed the poor, treated the sick or arranged for their treatment,
provided clothes for the needy, reassured the distressed, guided those gone
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astray, helped the widows and assisted the orphans.

In 1908 an uprising led to the release of al the political and religious
prisoners

of the Turkish Empire and ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha was free. He set about to complete
two tasks of great importance. The first was to entomb the remains of the
Bab in Haifa on Mount Carmel, following the wishes of Bah& u’llah Who
had visited Haifa and picked out the site. The Bab's body had been hidden
for amost 60 years, moved from one place of confinement to another at the
direction of Bah& u’ll&h, until it could be interred in its final

resting-place.

His second wish was to visit places in Europe and North America. Already
the Bahd'is in the West were pleading with Him to visit. But He was not a
young man, being almost 70 years of age and His health had suffered with
the strains of imprisonment. But in 1910, after completing Hisfirst task, He



arose to the challenge with sublime courage, confidence and resolution and
prepared for the long journey. He set out in 1911 and visited London and Paris.
From there, He sailed for the U.S. and Canada, arriving in New Y ork in April,
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1912 and remaining in North Americafor eight months, before visiting afew
citiesin Europe and then returning home. In al of Histalks with the

Bahd'is,

He emphasized that they should demonstrate sincere love to al and that they
should serve strangers as they would their own dear friends. They wereto
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help and comfort the poor. They were to forget themselves and concentrate
all their attention on assisting the sorrowful and downtrodden. * Abdu’ |-
Baha greeted everyone He met by asking them, “ Are you happy?’ and He
brought laughter and joy to al. He gave public addresses to various religious
audiences, scientists, university students, women’s clubs and the poor,
relating

Bah& i Teachings to the specific interests and capacities of His audiences.
He addressed them with words of cheer and indiscriminating love. From
the highest government officials, scientists and philosophers, to the most
humble workmen and poorest tramps, ‘ Abdu’|-Baha uplifted and inspired
them with new hope. It was astounding to many that he could understand
other people's problems and had such a vast knowledge of world affairs
when He had lived alife of exile and imprisonment. From dawn to dusk
He was busy, meeting individuals, conducting interviews and delivering
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speeches when he was not travelling to the next city. It is astounding to
consider the schedule He maintained for such along period of time, despite
His age and broken health. And He did not forget to hand out alms to His
beloved ones — the poor and downtrodden. He was al so generous to the
children, whom He adored and held lovingly in His arms, and to the maids
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in the hotels. He even gave away a pair of Histrousersto a poor soul
in need! Millions of people heard about Him and His Message through
dozens of articlesin the press.

When ‘ Abdu’ I-Baha returned to the Holy Land, World War | broke out.
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‘Abdu’ I-Baha had anticipated famine there and the Baha'is had
therefore

grown and stored as much food as they could to share with those in need.
‘ Abdu’ I-Baha was knighted by the British government for His services
during the war but He, of course, did not use the title or permit othersto
useit. He was, after all, * Abdu’ [-Baha, the Servant of Baha u’llah.

This



was His one desire and it summed up Hislife. Up until the last day of His
life, He served mankind, giving out alms, visiting the sick and providing
medicine, advice and comfort. He was as much at ease with beggars as
with noblemen and gave them al His loving understanding and tenderness.
He wasinterested in all and understood their needs implicitly. He was
indeed the Healer of diseased bodies, broken hearts and ravaged minds. He
put aside all thoughts of self and gave totally of Himself with remarkable
energy, devotion and self-sacrifice.

‘Abdu’l-Bahadied in 1921 and His funeral was attended by crowds of
people from all walks of life. Representatives of the Muslim, Christian
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and Jewish Faiths gave eulogies, mourning the loss of such atender Soul.
‘Abdu’ I-Baha wrote a Will and Testament, naming His grandson, Shoghi
Effendi, Successor and Guardian of the Baha i Faith. When Shoghi Effendi
was merely ayoung boy, ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha had seen the potential in him and
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had intimated that he would do great things in the future. The Will and
Testament provided the details of an administration that Shoghi Effendi
was empowered to develop. And Shoghi Effendi, as Guardian, would
ensure the continuity of the Bah&'i Faith without any divisions.

Shoghi Effendi was descended from Bah& u’llah on his mother’s side
and from the Béb on hisfather’s side. He grew up in *Abdu’[-Bah&'s
home in Akka. He went away to school but when he came home in the
summers, he spent as much time as possible with * Abdu’ I-Baha, Whom
he idolized. Wherever * Abdu’ I-Bahawent, Shoghi Effendi went with

him and He accompanied ‘ Abdu’I-Bahato official functions. He longed
to serve ' Abdu’l-Bah& and dedicated himself to this work. After finishing
his studiesin Beirut, he was ‘ Abdu’ |-Bahd& s trandlator for two years.
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He went to Oxford University in England to study English, to be better
prepared to serve his Grandfather as secretary and tranglator of some of the
Bah& i Writingsinto English. He in fact became a scholar in the English
language, writing with eloquence, depth, clarity and precise vocabulary
unfamiliar to many native speakers. When ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha died, He was 24
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yearsold and still at Oxford. At first, shattered by the death of his Beloved
and the knowledge that he was now the Guardian, He fled to Europe to
pray, meditate and prepare to take on the mantle of the Guardianship. He
returned, ready to take on his responsibilities as leader of the Bah&'i

Faith

and acted with determination to carry out ‘ Abdu’|-Baha s wishes. His
early

EDITION



letters to the Bahd is asked them to inform him of their needs, plans and
activities so that he could contribute to their success through prayer and

brotherly assistance. He persuaded the Baha'is not to lose time but to set
out to accomplish the tasks set by Baha u'lldh and * Abdu’ I-Baha.

Shoghi Effendi began to identify himself as the Head of an independent religion
in his country. ‘ Abdu’ I-Bahahad been widely loved and held in great esteem
and He was considered to be a Holy Man, exemplifying a spiritual life. He had
proclaimed the Faith as an independent religion on His travels but locally He
was unable to break customs binding Him so long to the Muslim community
and He attended the mosqgue regularly, like His Father before Him. But Shoghi
Effendi had studied in England. He was young, western in his training and
habits and he was able to ensure that the Faith was considered aworld
religion.

In fact, through his efforts the State recognized that Israel was indeed the
World Centre of the Bah&' i Faith and it was given the same status as that

of

other religions. And, in turn, Shoghi Effendi assisted the authorities when
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funds were needed for charitable work. He gave to an earthquake fund
and between 1941 and 1952, which were times of great hardship for many
people in Palestine, he gave to the poor of all denominations. Following
‘Abdu’l-Baha s wishes, Shoghi Effendi undertook the building of an
arcade
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and dome on the shrine of the Bab in Haifa and he expanded and designed
the gardens surrounding the shrine. He acquired land for more gardens,
supervising all the business transactions needed for their acquisition. He
continued to develop the gardens throughout his life, personally mapping
them out and overseeing their progress.

And now Shoghi Effendi could take up the mantle of translator for his
beloved Grandfather and Great- Grandfather. He sent to all continents his
trandations of Baha u'lldh and * Abdu’I-Bahd& s original words and

other

writings with an exquisite mastery and command of language. He was
extremely cautious concerning the original Writings of Bah& u'’ l1éh, the
Béb and ‘ Abdu’l-Bahato protect Them from being misconstrued. All of
his work ensured that the Baha' is would be unified in their understanding
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of the Writings of the Faith. He wrote a stupendous review and history of
the first 100 years of the Bah& i Faith in English and one in Persian and
Arabic. Hetrandated five weighty books of the Faith into English. He was
also Interpreter of the Bah& i Writings. He wrote thousands of lettersto
individuals and to Bah& i communities all over the world with explanations
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and clarification of the Bah& i Writings. He had an individual, intensely
personal relationship with each community and expressed a tenderness and
kindness in his letters and cables. He maintained courteous rel ationships
with many individuals and lengthy correspondence with royalty, statesmen,
university professors and educators.
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In ‘Abdu’l-Baha’ s time, there had been few local assemblies and no
national

assemblies. The principles governing the Administrative Order established
in the Will were defined by Shoghi Effendi during the first year of his
ministry in aflood of lettersto all believers. There are no priests or clergy
in the Bah& i Faith. In every community where 9 or more Bah& isreside,
alocal Spiritual Assembly is elected to oversee the affairs of the Bah&' i
community. The Assembly is not responsible to the electors; it consults
continually with the community but is responsible to the Teachings. Shoghi
Effendi ensured that the Bahd is understood the meaning of authority within
the context of the administration. Baha'i authority in the administration
isnot given in order to enhance an individual’ s prestige. Instead, it is
measured by humility, self-sacrifice and service. Individuals must consult
in their meetings frankly and lovingly in an atmosphere of love, respect,
prayerfulness, courtesy and dignity so that rules and regulations do not
override the spiritua nature of meetings. Shoghi Effendi spent 16 years
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laying a firm foundation and erecting a pattern for all Bah&'i
administrative

ingtitutions. He helped to build strong national institutions and created
the International Baha&'i Council, the precursor of the Universal House of
Justice, the supreme institution directing the Baha is all over the world
in
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their endeavors.

Shoghi Effendi married a Canadian Bah&'i in 1937. ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha had
stayed in her parents home in Montreal on hisvisit to North America
and He had been quite fond of the little girl. Ruhiyyih Khanum, as she
came to be known, described Shoghi Effendi as trusting and confiding in
nature and exceedingly kind and considerate. He was very methodical,
thorough, with a sense of perfection and attention to detail, demonstrated
in his drawing of maps delineating the spread of the Bah&'i Faith around
the world and His plans for the worldwide Baha' i community. He had
aprofound humility and was so self-effacing that he would brush aside
any adulation and praise and turn any kind words showered upon him by
the believers towards the B&b, Bah&d u’lléh and ‘ Abdu’[-Baha He did
not
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want photographs to be taken of himself and he did not give any away,
instead encouraging the Bah& isto put * Abdu’ [-Bahd& s photograph in
their rooms. He did not allow anyone to have his discarded clothes or
personal possessions and he did not want his birthday celebrated. He has
been described by those who knew him al hislife as being very dynamic,
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always busy, restless and intense with incredible powers of concentration
and accomplishment. He was shrewd and economical and a determined
bargainer, making it possible to save the Baha'i Faith large sums of money
and then go on to engage in new enterprises by using the money saved. But
he was a so generous in his contributions to the needy and to the Baha'is
in

EDITION

all their endeavours to pursue the aims of the Faith. He assisted financially
with the translation and publication of Bah&'i literature. (The Baha'i

Faith

is supported exclusively by voluntary contributions made by the Bah&'is.)
Shoghi Effendi was never intimidated by the magnitude of the tasks he
underwent. But he was overburdened with his unremitting work. For

36 years he toiled, finding time to devote to the minute details as well

as encompassing the whole planet with his plans, instructions, guidance
and leadership. He singlehandedly ensured the establishment of the Faith
throughout the world and laid the foundations of the Administrative Order.
At the end of his ministry, asaresult of his efforts, Bah& i literature

had

been trandlated into 230 languages and 251 territories of the planet knew
about the Baha i Faith. Until the end of his days he continued to inspire
the

Baha' is with words equal to a number of volumes. His undaunting energy
and endless workday most likely precipitated his death at the age of 60. He
isburied in London, England where he had been at the time of his death.
All through hislife he had attempted to unite the East and the West and

WORKING
even in death he continued to do so.

At his passing, it was determined that Shoghi Effendi had not written a
Will; there was no heir or Bahad'i relative spiritually or morally able to
fit the
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requirements laid down by * Abdu’I-Bah& for a successor to the Guardian.

But

there were Hands of the Cause of God, a unigque institution originally brought
into being by Bah& u’lldh in His Own Lifetime, to aid in the development

of



the Faith. In * Abdu’l-Baha s Will and Testament, provisions were made

for

Shoghi Effendi to appoint Hands of the Cause to assist him with the enormous
amount of work entrusted to him. The Hands are learned individual s who act
as advisors. Hands of the Cause representing all the continents of the world
came together to determine their next steps. Nine Hands were chosen to serve
at the World Centre and work for the protection and promotion of the Faith,
maintaining correspondence with the other 15 Hands in the world, who assisted
national Assemblieswith administrative concerns and in following firmly the
instructions and policies of Shoghi Effendi. The Universal House of Justice
was elected in 1963.

The Insistent Self

According to the provisions of * Abdu’[-Bah& s Will and Testament, the
Universal House of Justice is universally elected by national Assembliesin
the world. It legislates on matters not expressly recorded in the Writings.

It guides, organizes and unifies the affairs of the Bah& is throughout the
world. It gives spiritual guidance to the worldwide Bah& i community
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and directs its administrative activities. The Universal House of Justiceis
elected every 5 yearsin afree, democratic election by secret ballot. The
nine members come from different countries and backgrounds, but work
as one soul, one heart and one purpose for the unification of the world,
according to the Teachings of Baha u’llah. The Universal House of Justice

EDITION
is considered to be an infallible source under the care and protection of
Baha u’lléh and His unerring guidance and inspiration.

And so concludes my summary of the Bah&'i Faith. But | could describe
the Bah&'i Faith to you with one word that encapsulates its essence. And
that word is“love”. All of Its Teachings depend on and are outgrowths of
love, Its Twin Manifestations were the epitome of love, Its Perfect Example
demonstrated lovein al His words and deeds, The Guardian permeated
lovein his dedication and tireless energy in encouraging his followers and
pursuing the work of the Faith and the administrative bodies of the Faith

act on their mandate of love for humanity.

And it is about selflessness. Both the Bab and Baha' u’llah demonstrated
purity

and selflessnessin their lives, dedicating themselves to the fulfillment of
their

Mission, regardless of the afflictions and persecutions they had to endure.
‘Abdu’'-Baha, the Example of how to live our lives, gave everything —
His

WORKING
material possessions, His energy and enthusiasm, His loving-kindness, His



generosity and His heart to everyone whose path He crossed. And the precious
Guardian, upon receiving notification of the role he was destined to play in
guiding the Faith, left home to pray to lose all traces of self and to become a
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selfless being committed to the work of the Faith.

And it isthislove and selflessness that we are called upon to emulate. We
express our love for God in prayer and, discarding our preoccupation with
self and our meagre lives, we turn in love and compassion to our fellow
men. We |learn to become more selfless as we turn our hearts and minds to
the divine and to free our love from any preconceived ideas, prejudices, or
sensitivity to the adverse reactions we may receive. We continue to serve,
at the same time fighting our own battles as our selfish nature creepsin and
threatens to spoil al our best intentions. It is my dearest wish that those
from all backgrounds, those who attempt to live a spiritual life and those
who are just starting out on a search for spirituality, will find some gems
within the pages of this book to nourish their spiritual beings.

The Insistent Self

Note: For convenience, | will use“he” to refer to either “he” or

“ghe”

(aman or woman) in the text of this book, and “man” or “mankind” to
refer to either gender, as does the Baha i Holy Writings, many of which
were translated from a language in which the same word refers to either
“he” or “she’. Also, quotations from the Baha' i Writings were typed
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exactly asthey were found in the books, so there are discrepancies at
timesin spellings, for example, the use of British English and American
English. Quotations from the Bah& i Writings are typed in bold to
differentiate them from other text.
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The Insistent Self

This chapter will explore the “insistent self”, the veils and barriers that
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impede our spiritual growth and the effects of materialism. It will emphasize
the purpose of our being and the necessity for constant striving to stay on a
spiritual course. Most of the sources for this discussion are from the

Bahd'i

Writings or from Bahd& i authors reflecting on the Teachings of

Baha u'llah.
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Thefirst thing we need to do isto establish what is meant by the “insistent
self”. As| mentioned in the introduction, the term insistent self was coined
by ‘ Abdu’ [-Bah4, the son of Baha' u’lléh, Founder of the Baha'i

Faith and

Manifestation of God. He said:

‘Abdu’|-Bahatells us “O ye loved ones of God! In this, the Bahd'i
dispensation, God's Cause is spirit unalloyed. His Cause belongeth not

to the material world. It cometh neither for strife nor war, for acts of
mischief or of shame; it is neither for quarrelling with other Faiths, nor
for conflicts with the nations. Its only army isthe love of God, its only
joy the clear wine of His knowledge, its only battle the expounding of the
Truth; its one crusade is against the insistent self, the evil promptings of
the human heart. Itsvictory isto submit and yield, and to be selflessin its
everlasting glory. In brief, it is spirit upon spirit.” 1
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So the “insistent self” isthe evil promptings of the human heart. It is
the

dark side of our nature as opposed to being selfless and “ spirit upon

spirit”.
“‘ Abdu’I-Baha was once asked,’ What is Satan? He replied in three
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words: ‘Theinsistent self.” ” 2 It isinteresting to me that

‘Abdu’l-Baha

uses the adjective “insistent” to refer to this self. A dictionary

definition

of “insistent” gives us the synonyms demanding, unyielding, persistent,
emphatic, persevering and unrelenting. These words give us a clear picture
of this side of our nature and emphasizes the need to work diligently to



address our nobler side of self. In the quotation, ‘ Abdu’ I-Bahéa suggests
that there are two meanings of self —one is self-love and self-absorption,
the other is selflessness.

Shoghi Effendi, the Guardian of the Bah& i Faith, who became the
interpreter of the Baha i Writings and the Head of the Baha'i Faith at
‘Abdu’l-Baha’ s passing, clarifies the two meanings of self: “. ..

self has

really two meanings, or isused in two senses, in the Baha i writings,
The Insistent Self

oneis self, the identity of theindividual created by God. Thisisthe self
mentioned in such passages as ‘ he hath known himself etc.” The other
self isthe ego, the dark, animalistic heritage each one of us has, the
lower nature that can develop into amonster of selfishness, brutality,
lust and so on. It isthis self we must struggle against, or this side of our
natures, in order to strengthen and free the spirit within us and help it to

WORKING
attain perfection.” 3

“When areporter of the New Y ork Globe visited ‘ Abdu’ |-Bahain Haifa,
‘Abdu’ I-Baha gave him this message, ‘ Tell my followers that they have no

EDITION

enemies to fear, no foes to hate. Man’s only enemy is himself’. 4 Here
‘Abdu’l-

Baha was definitely referring to “the ego, the dark animalistic heritage’
5inus.

The Baha i Writings differentiate between our two selves: our animal,
material or lower nature and our spiritual, divine or higher nature. | feel

that

it isimportant to understand the two natures within us and the strength of our
natural way (the animal side), or as ‘ Abdu’l-Bah& clearly designated it,

our

insistent self, to realize just how important it is to strive to become

spiritual

beings and to subdue our lower natures. And ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha explains this:

“In man there are two natures; his spiritual or higher nature and his
material or lower nature. In one he approaches God, in the other he lives
for the world alone. Signs of both these natures are to be found in man. In
his material aspects he expresses untruth, cruelty and injustice; all these
are the outcomes of hislower nature. The attributes of his divine nature

WORKING

are shown forth in love, mercy, kindness, truth and justice, one and all
being expressions of his higher nature. Every good habit, every noble
quality belongs to man’s spiritual nature, whereas all hisimperfections
and sinful actions are born of his material nature.” 6



EDITION

Baha u’lléh denounced self and passion as “the worst of all human
characteristics” 7 in this Tablet addressed to Ali Pasha, the Grand Vizir of
Turkey who was responsible for His exile to Akka:

“The lowliest and most abject of all things holdeth sway over thee,
and that is none other than self and passion, which have ever been
reprehensible.” 8

And He exhorted us;

“OMY SERVANT!
Free thyself from the fetters of thisworld, and loose thy soul from the
prison of self. Seize thy chance, for it will come to thee no more.” 9

The Insistent Self

“O My servants! Could ye apprehend with what wonders of My
munificence and bounty | have willed to entrust your souls, ye would,

of atruth, rid yourselves of attachment to all created things, and would
gain atrue knowledge of your own selves -- a knowledge which is the
same as the comprehension of Mine own Being. Y e would find yourselves
independent of al else but Me, and would perceive, with your inner and
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outer eye, and as manifest as the revelation of My effulgent Name, the
seas of My loving-kindness and bounty moving within you. Suffer not
your idle fancies, your evil passions, your insincerity and blindness of
heart to dim the luster, or stain the sanctity, of so lofty a station. Ye are
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even as the bird which soareth, with the full force of its mighty wings
and with complete and joyous confidence, through the immensity of

the heavens, until, impelled to satisfy its hunger, it turneth longingly to
the water and clay of the earth below it, and, having been entrapped in
the mesh of its desire, findeth itself impotent to resume its flight to the
realms whence it came. Powerless to shake off the burden weighing on
its sullied wings, that bird, hitherto an inmate of the heavens, is now
forced to seek a dwelling-place upon the dust. Wherefore, O My servants,
defile not your wings with the clay of waywardness and vain desires, and
suffer them not to be stained with the dust of envy and hate, that ye may
not be hindered from soaring in the heavens of My divine knowledge. 10

Adib Taherzadeh, aBah&' i writer and historian, provides an explanation of
the previous quotation by Bah& u'lldh. (Mr. Taherzadeh served on National
Spiritual Assembliesin Britain and as a member of the Universal House
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of Justice for twelve years. Prolific in his writings, he is probably best
known for his four volumes about the life of Baha u’llah and

Baha' u'llah's



Writings. In these volumes he provided explanations of the Bah& i Writings
using English tranglations as well asthosein their original language.
References to his explanations constitute a large portion of the material
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in thisbook.) Mr. Taherzadeh explains that the two forces in opposition in
man are similar to gravity pulling abird down and itswingsraising it up.11
If aman shuns religious teachings, his soul will bein the dark and will not
have the power needed to rise up from the “fetters’ of the mortal world.
The animal side will be victorious and the soul will become a slave to self
and passion. But as we have been discussing, because our animal natures
are strong, it isin our nature to be selfish, to follow our instincts and meet
our basic needs and once they are met to strive for security and, if desired,
power and wedlth. It isin our nature to be attached to material things, to
self and passion.

John Ebenezer Esslemont was an accomplished medical doctor and
linguist. Severa chapters of his book, Baha u’llah and the New Erawere
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reviewed by ‘Abdu’|-Baha. In his discussion about the nonexistence of
evil, he points out that evil is*but the absence or lesser degree of good
the undevel oped state,” statesthat “if [aman] is selfish, the evil is not

in

hislove of self —all love, even self-loveis good, isdivine. The evil is
that

he has such a poor, inadequate, misguided love of self and such alack of
love for others and for God. He looks upon himself as only a superior sort

WORKING
of animal, and foolishly pampers his lower nature as he might pamper a
pet dog- with worse results in his case than in that of the dog.” 12

Bah& u’lldh warns us:
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“. .. Watch over yourselves, for the Evil Oneislying in wait, ready to
entrap you. Gird yourselves against his wicked devices, and led by the
light of the All-Seeing God, make your escape from the darkness that
surroundeth you. . . . The Evil Oneis he that hindereth the rise and
obstructeth the spiritual progress of the children of men. 13

So thiswriter concludes that we must make efforts to overcome our lower
nature. And, once we have decided, because of our love for God and His
spiritual teachings that we want to be spiritual beings, within usthereisthe
constant battle to keep the material sidein check. The development of our
spiritual nature isnot controlled by nature. The soul aspires to spirituality
but we need to put forth great effort to acquire it and to use our free will.
And it takes courage.



WORKING
Baha u’lléh encourages us.

“OMY SERVANT!
Thou art even as afinely tempered sword concealed in the darkness of
its sheath and its value hidden from the artificer’ s knowledge. Wherefore
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come forth from the sheath of self and desire that thy worth may be made
resplendent and manifest unto all the world. 14

And from Gautama Buddha:

“Though one should conguer a 1000 times a 1000 men in battle, he who
conquers his own self isthe greatest of all conquerors.” 15

‘Abdu’|-Bahatells us that there is no point to life if we are to be like
the animals:

“ ... What result is forthcoming from material rest, tranquillity, luxury
and attachment to this corporeal world? It is evident that the man who
pursues these things will in the end become afflicted with regret and loss.
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Consequently, one must close his eyes wholly to these thoughts, long
for eternal life, the sublimity of the world of humanity, the celestial
developments, the Holy Spirit, the promotion of the Word of God, the
guidance of the inhabitants of the globe, The Promulgation of Universal
Peace and the proclamation of the oneness of the world of humanity!
Thisisthe work! Otherwise like unto other animals and birds one must
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occupy himself with the requirements of this physical life, the satisfaction
of which is the highest aspiration of the animal kingdom, and one must
stalk across the earth like unto the quadrupeds.
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Consider ye! No matter how much man gains wealth, riches and
opulence in thisworld, he will not become as independent as a cow. For
these fattened cows roam freely over the vast tableland. All the prairie
and meadows are theirs for grazing, and al the springs and rivers are
theirs for drinking! No matter how much they graze, the fields will not
be exhausted! It is evident that they have earned these material bounties
with the utmost facility.

Still moreideal than thislife isthe life of the bird. A bird, on the summit
of amountain, on the high, waving branches, has built for itself a nest
more beautiful than the palaces of the kings! The air isin the utmost
purity, the water cool and clear as crystal, the panorama charming and
enchanting. In such glorious surroundings, he expends his numbered
days. All the harvests of the plain are his possessions, having earned



al this weadth without the least labor. Hence, no matter how much man
may advance in thisworld, he shall not attain to the station of this bird!
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Thus it becomes evident that in the matters of this world, however much
man may strive and work to the point of death, he will be unable to earn
the abundance, the freedom and the independent life of a small bird.
This proves and establishes the fact that man is not created for the life
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of this ephemeral world — nay, rather, is he created for the acquirement
of infinite perfections, for the attainment to the sublimity of the world of
humanity, to be drawn nigh unto the divine threshold, and to sit on the
throne of everlasting sovereignty!” 16

Anditisonly by the grace of God that we are able to realize our spiritual
existence because throughout the ages he has sent Teachersto assist usto
reach our potential:

“The holy Manifestations of God come into the world to dispel the
darkness of the animal or physical nature of man, to purify him from
hisimperfectionsin order that his heavenly and spiritual nature may
become quickened, his divine qualities awakened, his perfections visible,
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his potential powers revealed and all the virtues of the world of humanity
latent within him may come to life. These holy Manifestations of God are
the educators and trainers of the world of existence, the teachers of the
world of humanity. They liberate man from the darkness of the world of
nature, deliver him from despair, error, ignorance, imperfections and all evil
qualities. They clothe him in the garment of perfections and exalted virtues.
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Men are ignorant; the Manifestations of God make them wise. They are
animalistic; the Manifestations make them human. They are savage and
cruel; the Manifestations lead them into kingdoms of light and love. They
are unjust; the Manifestations cause them to become just. Man is selfish;
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they sever him from self and desire. Man is haughty; they make him meek,
humble and friendly. He is earthly; they make him heavenly. Men are
material; the Manifestations transform them into semblance divine. They

are immature children; the Manifestations develop them into maturity. Man
is poor; they endow him with wealth. Man is base, treacherous and mean; the
Manifestations of God uplift him into dignity, nobility and loftiness. These
holy Manifestations liberate the world of humanity from the imperfections
which beset it and cause men to appear in the beauty of heavenly perfections.
Were it not for the coming of these holy Manifestations of God all mankind
would be found on the plane of the animal. They would remain darkened

and ignorant like those who have been denied schooling and who never had



ateacher or trainer. Undoubtedly such unfortunates will continue in their
condition of need and deprivation.” 17

It seems to me that we have some extremely good reasons not to indulge in
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self-interest, not to worship ourselves and promote our own material interests,
not to seek diligently our own benefit, not to be captives of the world of
nature

but to be “freed from the bondage of satanic suggestions” 18

First of all and most importantly, according to the Baha'i Writings, manis
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not created for the material world. Heis created for an eternal life and he
therefore needs to be prepared for it.

“...inthisworld he must prepare himself for the life beyond. That which
he needs in the world of the Kingdom must be obtained here.” 19

‘Abdu’[-Bahatells us what is needed:

“By what means can man acquire these things? How shall he obtain
these merciful gifts and powers? First, through the knowledge of God.
Second, through the love of God. Third, through faith. Fourth, through
philanthropic deeds. Fifth, through self-sacrifice. Sixth, through
severance from this world. Seventh, through sanctity and holiness.

The Insistent Self

Unless he acquires these forces and attains to these requirements he will
surely be deprived of the life that is eternal .20

The Bah& i Teachings espouse that man is not created for living like the
animals, heis created to be noble and virtuous. And out of gratitude for
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Hislove and blessings and bringing His Teachings to the world, we want to
please Him and follow Hislaws. We are asked to “fight” our animal nature,
our material side, purely for the sake of God:

“Burn away wholly for the sake of the Well-Beloved, the veil of self with
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the flame of the undying Fire and with faces, joyous and beaming with
light, associate with your neighbor.” 21

“1 supplicate God to make His beloved ones. . . glow with the fire of Sinai
... meek and lowly for the sake of God among His beloved, denying self
and passion, grasping the robe of piety, so that they may be lamps of
guidance in those regions.” 22

‘Abdu’l-Bahatells us that we can only be truly happy if we are following
aspiritual path:



“Manis, in redlity, aspiritua being, and only when he livesin the spirit
ishetruly happy.” 23

“True happiness depends on spiritual good and having the heart ever
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open to receive the Divine Bounty.” 24

“Happiness consists of two kinds; physical and spiritual. The physical
happiness is limited; its utmost duration is one day, one month, one
year. It hath no result. Spiritual happinessis eternal and unfathomable.
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This kind of happiness appeareth in one's soul with the love of God
and suffereth one to attain to the virtues and perfections of the world
of humanity. Therefore, endeavor as much asthou art able in order to
illuminate the lamp of thy heart by the light of love.” 25

And here’ s another reason to shun the world of nature, according to the
Bah&' i Teachings:

“O maid-servant of God!

Thy letter was understood. Thou hast asked, very humbly, for certain
things and all were worthy to be coveted. Thou desirest forgiveness
of sins; didst ask for great unity and peace; sought nearness to the
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Threshold of God; hoped to be detached from thine own will, seeking the
will of God; prayed for rescue from self-love (or selfishness); hoped for
progress in the station of knowledge; desired to serve God; and prayed
that thy honorable husband and thy children may be set aglow with the
fire of the love of God and may manifest light on their brows through the
radiance of the knowledge of God. All these wishes are well worthy of
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asking. Especially the rescue from self-love. Thisis astrange trait and
the means of the destruction of many important soulsin the world. If
man be imbued with all good qualities but be selfish, all the other virtues
will fade or pass away and eventually he will grow worse.” 26
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This seems to me to be a particularly strong statement by ‘ Abdu’l-Baha.
The woman who wrote to Him asked for many things that * Abdu’I-Baha
considered to be worthy but most important to Him was being rescued
from the love of self, so important in man that any other qualities will
disappear if heis selfish and he will not grow spiritualy.

And again He says:

“If heis aloyed with the dlightest trace of passion, desire, ostentation or
self-interest, it is certain that the results of all efforts will prove



fruitless,
and he will become deprived and hopeless.” 27

O army of God! Whensoever ye behold a person whose entire attention
is directed toward the Cause of God; whose only aim is this, to make
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the Word of God to take effect; who, day and night, with pure intent, is
rendering service to the Cause; from whose behavior not the slightest
trace of egotism or private motivesis discerned —who, rather, wandereth
distracted in the wilderness of the Love of God, and drinketh only from
the cup of the knowledge of God, and is utterly engrossed in spreading
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the sweet savours of God, and is enamoured of the holy verses of the
Kingdom of God — know ye for a certainty that thisindividual will be
supported and reinforced by heaven; that like unto the morning star,

he will forever gleam brightly out of the skies of eternal grace. But if he
show the slightest taint of selfish desires and self love, his efforts will
lead

to nothing and he will be destroyed and left hopeless at the last.” 28

So what can we gather from this? Perhaps that it makes no difference if
someone is expending all his energiesin serving the Faith selflessly with
no hints of impure motive or doing it for his ego, striving only for the sake
of God to do his part. If the dightest hint of selfishness creepsin, all
efforts

will be awaste and he will belost intheend. Itisasif ‘Abdu’l-Bah&

is

saying in this passage that man may start off well in terms of being
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spiritually attuned and he later succumbs to selfishness or self-interest;
his ego becomes bloated perhaps through praise or acknowledgement
for his efforts or the desire for praise or acknowledgement or heis
disappointed that his efforts go unnoticed. All will come to naught
because others won't listen to him but will turn away, noting his
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selfishness. And he will become hopel ess because he will become
sceptical, begin to have doubts about the Faith, perhaps argue with
other believers and he is “left hopeless at the last”.

‘Abdu’|-Baha states that it is very difficult once the habit of pursuing
one's
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own selfish interests has become entrenched.

“Aslong as man is a captive of habit, pursuing the dictates of self and
desire, he is vanquished and defeated. This passionate personal ego takes



the reins from his hands, crowds out the qualities of the divine ego and
changes him into an animal, a creature unable to judge good from evil or
to distinguish light from darkness. He becomes blind to divine attributes,
for this acquired individuality, the result of an evil routine of thought,
becomes the dominant note of hislife.” 29

This means to me that we need to learn about self and gain self-knowledge,
but if we become obsessed with our self and satisfying the self, our personal
growth can be delayed. Spiritual development requires the constant struggle
against the insistent self.

WORKING
“. .. the pursuit of passion and desire will wrap the eyesin a thousand
veilsthat rise out of the heart to blind the sight and the insight as well.

Desire and salf come in the door
And blot out virtue bright before,
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And a hundred veils will rise
from the heart, to blind the eyes.” 30

‘Abdu’I-Baha clarifiesin the following passage that we have two kinds of
personality: “individuality”, our natural or God-given personality and the
personality that can reflect the divine attributes through the acquisition of
sciences, arts, “real knowledge” and the practice of praiseworthy deeds.
Character isthe result.

“Theindividuality of each created thing is based upon divine wisdom,
for in the creation of God there is no defect. However, personality has no
element of permanence. It isadlightly changeable quality in man which
can be turned in either direction. For if he acquire praiseworthy virtues

The Insistent Self

these strengthen the individuality of man and call forth his hidden forces;
but if he acquire defects, the beauty and simplicity of the individual will
be stifled in the foul atmosphere of self.” 31

‘Abdu’|-Baha states:
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“Today, in thisworld, every people iswandering astray in its own desert,
moving here and there according to the dictates of its fancies and whims,
pursuing its own particular caprice.” 32
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Caprice means a tendency to change one’s mind, without any motive. To
me ‘Abdu’l-Bah&is saying that individuals are living their lives without
purpose or even much planning, doing things on the spur of the moment,
at someone else’ s suggestion, rather like the wind blowing them from one
direction to another aimlessly. They stumble through their lives blindly,



working to make money, consuming, and having afamily without any
selfreflection, merely eking out an existence.

“How debased the soul which can find enjoyment in this darkness,
occupied with itself, the captive of self and passion, wallowing in the
mire of the material world.” 33

So we can conclude that our animal nature is our fall-back position. We
naturally respond at the level of this animal nature. So we have to strive
daily to prevent the insistent self from asserting itself in everything we do.
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Shoghi Effendi clarifiesthis:

“Lifeisaconstant struggle, not only against forces around us, but above
all against our own ‘ego’. We can never afford to rest our oars, for if we
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do, we soon see ourselves carried down stream again. Many of those who
drift from the course do so for the reasons that they had ceased to go on
developing. They became complacent, or indifferent, and consequently
ceased to draw the spiritual strength and vitality from the Cause which
they should have. ...” 34

I would comment that we would consider serving others a noble act,
one that brings out our divine nature. But what if we serve others for
recognition or we are constantly seeking praise for our efforts? We
recognize that our motives are not pure at least some of the time and
then we know that we are following our lower nature. Awarenessis a
first step to making changesin our lives. As Taherzadeh points out,
“There can be no greater bounty in this life than serving the Cause,
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provided one’'s motive is pure. If service is rendered in the hope of
securing fame, influence and other personal gainsin thisworld or even
in the next, then such a service becomes a great burden on the soul.

It fills one s life with sadness and frustration and as Baha u’l1ah has
declared in His Writings, it will not be pleasing to God, for nothing but
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pure deeds and pure motives can be acceptable in His sight.” 35

Generally, people don’t want to be selfish or perceived as selfish and
they are attracted to spiritual teachings about love and unity and serving
mankind. And they may recognize the degree to which they are cut off
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from their Creator and their own spiritual growth- when encompassed by
self. Again from the Bah& i Writings:

“Behold how the sun shines upon all creation; but only surfaces that
are pure and polished can reflect its glow and light. The darkened



soul has no portion of the revelation of the glorious effulgence of
reality and the soil of self, unable to take advantage of that light, does
not produce growth.” 36

“Thistest isjust as thou hast written: it removeth the rust of egotism from
the mirror of the heart until the Sun of Truth may shine therein. For, no
vell is greater than egotism and no matter how thin that covering may

be, yet it will finally veil man entirely and prevent him from receiving a
portion from the eternal bounty.” 37

WORKING
‘ Abdu’I-Baha emphasi zes the “ subtlety” of the ego in this passage:

"They must do as they wish; they must solve their own problems;
they are grown-ups. We do not like to tell people what they should
do in these matters. My work is universal; my time and thoughts
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are for the whole world on the most important problems relating

to affairs that concern the spiritual welfare of nations and
individuals. When the believers are insistent, ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha must
give them answers, and it istheir wish always that * Abdu’|-Baha
grants them. He knows what their wish in reality is. They must
make mistakes to learn, and to unfold the higher which iswithin
themselves. The initia wish does not come from ‘ Abdu’[-Baha. It
comes from them. It is generally clothed with such words as these:
“We only wish to do that which ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha wishes usto do.” And
they are sincere in this, for they do not know the subtlety of the ego
of man. It isthe Tempter (the subtle serpent of the mind), and the
poor soul not entirely emancipated from its suggestions is deceived
until entirely severed from all save God.” 38
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The following quotation from the Universal House of Justice, the supreme
body governing the affairs of the Bah& i community all over the world,
summarizes references to the ego that have already been made and stresses
the need to keep striving to “subdue our egos’:

“Y our concern about the overemphasis upon the self and ego echoes
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acentral theme of the Manifestation Himself [Bah& u’'llah], and it is
the subject of many allusions in the Writings wherein, for example,
He speaks of ‘the evil of egotism’ and of those who are * captives of
egotism’. The Master [* Abdu’l-Bahd)] refersto ‘the rust of egotism’
and
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tellsof ‘. . . the subtlety of the ego of man. It isthe Tempter (the subtle
serpent of the mind) and the poor soul not entirely emancipated from



its suggestions is deceived until entirely severed from all else save
God.” In another passage He says, ‘ Aslong as the ego is subjected to
carnal desires, sin and error continue’. And He promised that with
assiduous effort, ‘Man will become free from egotism; he will be
released from the material world.” . . .

Extracts from letters written on behalf of the beloved Guardian [ Shoghi
Effendi] by his secretaries will be most helpful in clarifying certain of
your questions. . . .

Regarding the question you asked in your letter: The only people who
aretruly free of the ‘dross of self’ are the Prophets, for to be free of
one's

ego is ahallmark of perfection. We humans are never going to become
perfect, for perfection belongs to arealm we are not destined to enter.
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However, we must constantly mount higher, seek to be more perfect.

The ego isthe animal in us, the heritage of the flesh which isfull of selfish
desires. By obeying the laws of God, seeking to live the life laid down in our
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teachings, and prayer and struggle, we can subdue our egos. We call people
‘saints’ who have achieved the highest degree of mastery over their ego. .

The believers, aswe al know, should endeavour to set such an example in
their personal lives and conduct that others will feel impelled to embrace
a Faith which reforms human character. However, unfortunately, not
everyone achieves easily and rapidly the victory over self. What every
believer, new or old, should realize is that the Cause has the spiritual
power to re-create us if we make the effort to let that power influence

us, and the greatest help in this respect is prayer. We must supplicate
Bah& u'll&h to assist us to overcome the failings in our own characters,
and also exert our own will power in mastering ourselves.
(Toanindividual believer dated 27 January 1945)
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Regarding the points you refer to in your letter: the complete and

entire elimination of the ego would imply perfection —which man can
never completely attain — but the ego can and should be ever- increasingly
subordinated to the enlightened soul of man. Thisiswhat spiritual progress
implies. (To anindividual believer dated 14 December 1941) ... " 39
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And Shoghi Effendi reassures us:

"Aswe amost never attain any spiritual goal without seeing the next
goal we must attain till beyond our reach, he urges you, who, have come
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so far already on the path of spirituality, not to fret about the distance
you still have to cover! It is an indefinite journey, and, no doubt in the
next world the soul is privileged to draw closer to God than is possible
when bound on this physical plane" 40

No onein current literature on spirituality has, to my knowledge, treated
the subject of the ego in such depth and with such clarity as Eckhart Tolle
in hisbook, A New Earth. 41 Thereis so much in Tolle’ swritings that can
not be covered here, but | will share some general ideas with the purpose
of clarifying patterns of behavior that we may identify in ourselves and
therefore increase the level of our awareness. He explains that our genera
use of theterm “1” is a misperception, an error, an illusion. We use

“I” to

refer to ourselves, but this reference is not who we arereally are. Knowing
that thisisanillusion isagood thing because the ego can only survive if
we take it serioudly, that is, if wethink it’s our reality.42 Here is how

this
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“1” or our ego develops. At an early age, we begin to label things as
“mine”

so we begin our identification with things that will continue for alifetime.
In our consumer society, we are bombarded by advertisements telling

us that we'll be happy if we buy certain products. We keep buying more
and more because we are satisfied only for a short time and keep wanting
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more and it isaway to fill up our lives and find ourselves.43 Having is
equated with being and the more someone has, the more he is recognized
for his possessions and it becomes the way he sees himself.44 Thisis

one identification. A story told by Taherzadeh of the king and the dervish
comes to mind in discussing identification with possessions. People who
arerich can be attached to their possessions but sometimes those with few
possessions can become attached to their things:

“Once there was a king who had many spiritual qualities and whose deeds
were based on justice and loving-kindness. He often envied the dervish
who had renounced the world and appeared to be free from the cares of this
material life, for he roamed the country, slept in any place when night fell
and chanted the praises of his Lord during the day. He lived in poverty, yet
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thought he owned the whole world. His only possessions were his clothes
and a basket in which he carried the food donated by his well-wishers. The
king was attracted to thisway of life.

Once he invited the well-known dervish to his palace, sat at his feet and

WORKING



begged him for some lessons about detachment. The dervish was delighted
with the invitation. He stayed afew days in the palace and whenever the
king was free preached the virtues of a mendicant’slife to him. At last the
king was converted. One day, dressed in the garb of a poor man, he left

his palace in the company of the dervish. They had walked together some
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distance when the dervish realized that he had left his basket behind in the
paace. This disturbed him greatly and, informing the king that he could

not go without his basket, he begged permission to return for it. But the
king admonished him, saying that he himself had left behind his palaces,
his wealth and power, whereas the dervish, who had preached for alifetime
the virtues of detachment, had at last been tested and was found to be
attached to this world—his small basket.” 45

Continuing our discussion of Tolle sideas, other identifications include

our gender, our nationality, our religion and our careers. We also identify
ourselves with our roles, for example, wife, mother and career woman, as
well as our knowledge, opinions and our memories. The ego aso identifies
with the body and in our North American society we are told by the media
that our physical appearance and level of fitness are extremely important
and contribute to a positive sense of self. Unfortunately, individuals who are
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bombarded by messages of what constitutes positive physical attributes may
feel unworthy in this respect and may not perceive themselves accurately.
An example of thisisthe al too common experience of awoman who feels
that sheis overweight and starves herself to the point of anorexia. Sheis
totally identifying with the mind in its faulty perception of her body. How
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we all suffer aswe age if good looks and physical strength are crucial to
our identity! Of course, we need to take care of our bodies throughout
our lives but our physical appearance does not need to be equated with
who we are. Someone can a so have a problem with his body such as
aphysical disability and identify with the disability, receiving lots of
attention for his struggles. 46

Tolle explainsthat all these identifications become part of our thought
patterns and we identify strongly with those thoughts and feelings, with
this “incessant stream of mind”,47 this compulsive, repetitive thinking. We
have all experienced being unable to shut down our minds, often filled
with worrying thoughts and persistent thoughts, preoccupied with one
thing and unable to let it go. We are unaware that our mind possesses us.

The Insistent Self

Our thoughts and emotions are fleeting and we are continuously struggling
to survive and protect our egos. And to maintain our “1” thoughts we need
an opposite, an “other” who is often perceived as the enemy. Fault-finding,



name-calling and complaining about an “other” or a situation servesto
strengthen the ego because it feels superior to others —you are right and

WORKING

the person or situation is wrong.48 Facts become distorted and opinions are
confused with facts; an event and a reaction to an event become the same
leading to resentment, bitterness, becoming defensive and then taking
things personally and becoming offended. When this behavior becomes
habitual, the person is not generally conscious of doing it. We often see

EDITION

this mind-set in nations who are in conflict, often based on religious
differences.49 The mind-set is“We are right and they are wrong.” 50
War, greed and exploitation are collective manifestations of the ego.51
We need to be clear that it is the ego in others, not their true identities,
that is ruling them and also be conscious that our egos don’'t use those
misperceptions of others to strengthen themselves in taking a superior
position and reacting with anger and condemnation to what they
perceive as the enemy.

The ego wants fame and recognition, according to Tolle.52 The ego also
needs attention from others. Interestingly enough, Tolle explains that a shy
person who fears attention still has ego, an ambivalent ego that wants but
also fears attention.53 This person worries that he may get negative attention
in the form of criticism or disapproval. So the fear of attention supersedes
the need for attention. Shynessis generally equated with a negative self-
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concept and feelings of inadequacy but any sense of self is ego, positive
or negative. Someone with a positive self-concept may secretly feel he
may not be “good enough” and someone with a negative self-concept may
desire to be greater than others. Egos who can’t get praise get attention in
other ways by playing certain roles.54 Being avictim isacommon role,
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seeking sympathy or pity. Once someone identifies himself asavictim,
he wants it to continue and if no- one will listen to his story he can tell

it to himself over and over and fedl self-pity, maintaining the identify of
someone who istreated unfairly. It is a dangerous place to be in terms of
our spiritual development. ‘ Abdu’l-Baha says,

“Despair, both here and hereafter, isall you will gain from self-indulgence
...” 55

Susan Gammage is a Bah& i who does Life Coaching inspired by the
Baha i Writings. She wrote several articles on her blog 56 about self-pity.
I

will summarize some points she has made. A clear understanding of how
self-pity manifestsitself may help usfind our way to God and a more
spiritual lifestyle.



The Insistent Self

She states that self-pity isfeeling sorry for ourselves, feeling wronged,
feeling like afailure, not owning up to faults and not accepting
responsibility

for one’ s life. Common phrases that identify self-pity include: “What's
the

point in trying?” “I can’t do anything right.” “Nobody appreciates

all the

things I’m doing.” “Why do bad things always happen to me?’ 57

WORKING

Susan explains that self-pity generally arises from something that
happens in our lives and our lower nature then decides that we don’t
matter and life won't get better. It can start if someone breaks our
heart.58 Some of us may not have felt loved by a parent. We think that
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we were supposed to be loved so we come to the conclusion that there
must be something wrong with us. Some peopl e experience adversity
that doesn’t make sense to them and they give up, losing the opportunity
to grow and overcome challengesin their lives. If we don’t try to take
some steps and practice coping with situations in our lives, we don’t
have a sense of hope, difficulties become insurmountable and we don’t
change. Self-pity reinforces doing nothing to change our situation. We
look outside ourselves for the source of our problems and struggles

and we give our power away. And if we do some things that we feel

are good and they are not acknowledged, bitterness and resentment can
creep in.59 Self-pity keeps us from believing in ourselves, in others and
in God. We fedl inferior and unworthy and certainly don’t believe that
we have been created noble, as Baha u’lléh has told us.60 We may all
feel unworthy before God but when we face our situations and take
responsibility and ask God for assistance, we can move on. We may
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wallow in self-pity to get attention, for example, for sickness. We do
not want love or friendship —we want to complain and be a*“martyr” to
gain sympathy. Self-pity traps usin the prison of self. We see only the
negative and blame everyone else and we pull others down with us. We
cannot help someone mired in self-pity. They can't listen if you try to

EDITION
bolster them up and point out the positive in their lives. And we are told
that we shouldn’t take on the suffering of others. Shoghi Effendi states:

“We cannot bear the burden of suffering of others, and we should not try
to.” 61

Susan Gammage feels that all we can do is to encourage them to turn to
God in prayer, to ask for His guidance and to read the Bah& i Writings.62



Taking some action for themselvesis also agood plan. We can pray for
them and accompany them in their actions. We can do something with
them that entices them to laugh and have fun and we can be their partner in
doing some service for others. But, as she says, self-pity isaveil between
us and God.63 We need to stop feeling sorry for ourselves. ‘ Abdu’l-Baha
provides the answer:

The Insistent Self

“Do not feel sorry; do not brood over the loss; do not sit down depressed,;
do not be silent; but, on the contrary, day and night be engaged in the
commemoration of thy Lord in the greatest joy and gladness.” 64

So it would seem to me that awareness is the first step. And we need to be
patient and understand that it is a process, taking it day by day, learning to
be

WORKING
thankful and grateful for our progress and for our station as creatures of God.

Shoghi Effendi advices us to move on:
He urges you to grasp firmly the teachings of our Faith, the love of your
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family and many Baha'i friends, to put the past behind entirely, realising
that it can do you no more harm; on the contrary, through changing

you and making you spiritually aware, this very past can be a means

of enriching your lifein the future! He will certainly ardently pray for
your happiness, your victory over yourself, and that you may become an
exemplary and active Bah&'i. 65

Susan Gammage' s descriptions of self-pity match a helplessness that we
can also seein society today. We can see people who are self-indulgent;
who experience paralysis and an inability to cope; perceive themselves
asvictims; are full of fear; take pride in their suffering and resist any
assistance; manipulate othersto create guilty feelings, resorting to anger
when it doesn’t work.

Before leaving this topic, | want to outline some characteristics of the
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ego from Wayne Dyer’ s book, Y our Sacred Self. 66 Again, | am providing
more description of our lower nature in action to help usidentify it when

it arises. Wayne Dyer has written many books about finding our spiritual
path. In this book, he comments that the ego is our long-time companion
and it doesn’t want to be abandoned. It keeps us separate from others and
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considersitself better. The ego thrives on our feelings of incompleteness
and fear of inadequacy. It keepsits attention on self and is reluctant to give
to others or be aware of others' needs and wants. The ego is threatened



by any service to others but it can get the focus back on itself by pushing
for acknowledgement for its contributions. It isimportant for the ego to
dominate others and guarantee conflict. Winning the conflict demonstrates
its superiority. Dyer quotes Tagore in his book:

“He whom | enclose with my name is weeping in this dungeon. | am ever
busy building thiswall al around; as this wall goes up into the sky day
by day | lose sight of my true being in its dark shadow. | take pridein this
great wall, and | plaster it with dust and sand lest a least hole should be
left in this name; and for al the care | take | lose sight of my true

being.” 67

The Insistent Self

Marianne Williamson has written many books based on A Course in
Miracles, a study program of spirituality. In The Gift of Change she givesa
graphic description of the relative unimportance of the ego, our “small and
separated self”. 68 She states that identifying with the ego is“like

looking

at ahangnail and thinking, ‘ That’swho | am.” 69 It is not our real self

but
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an imposter. It masguerades as who we are but really it’s the “embodiment
of our own self-hatred. It is the power of our own minds turned against us,
pretending to be our champion yet in reality undermining all our hopes
and dreams. The ego isa delusional splinter that has cut itself off from

our larger spiritual reality. It setsup aparallel mental kingdom in which it
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sees itself as different and special, always justified in keeping the rest of
the

world at bay. Seeing ourselves as separate, we subconscioudly attract and
interpret circumstances that seem to bear out that belief. That delusional
kingdom is hell on earth.” 70

| recently experienced what | feel portrays the epitome of such a captive
lifein an individual. These characteristics are espoused in Wayne Dyer’s
Your Sacred Self:

1) Theexcessive use of self-reference to bring conversations
back to oneself.

2) Preoccupation with one's own concerns, accomplishments,
daily experiences

3) A desireto win aconversation rather than sharing; using the
time while someone is talking to get prepared instead of listening
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and then responding

4) Giving in order to get rather than being able to give unconditionally
5) Ordering people around and demanding perfection from



family and coworkers
6) Correcting others’ mistakesin public to demonstrate the
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superiority of one's knowledge

7) Withholding intimacy if people don’t meet your expectations
and blaming others for alack of closeness

8) Building one's self up by boasting and bragging

9) Setting up standards that others should conform to

10) Dictating to others who may be younger, smaller or less educated.
11) Taking a hurry-up approach to life with no time for quiet or
contemplation

C.S. Lewiswas an influential Christian author. In his unusual book, The
Screwtape Letters, 71 his main character was an assistant to the Devil. From
the letters, | identified afew common characteristics that have not been
mentioned specifically yet, that we may see in ourselves and others when

The Insistent Self

we are following our ego. One is the fact of not enjoying something for
its own sake, but “in order to make clever remarks about it” 72 to friends.
Another example relates to the comment,“my timeis my own” 73 as if
people consider time their personal birthright. They start each day “asthe
lawful possessor of 24 hours’ 74 then of course they feel that it’s unfair
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that they have to devote so much of it to their work. Another interesting
example C.S. Lewis mentionsis the “horror of the Same Old Thing.” 75 We
tend to need change and crave novelty in our lives. Lewis aso mentions the
difficulty in acquiring and maintaining virtues in his humorous example

of someone who, noticing that he is becoming humble, reflects about it
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and “amost immediately” pride appears. 76 This little volumeis afitting
testament to the dangers of being under the influence of ego and its
allpervasive influence.

Now, having established the need to make great efforts to subdue our
material natures on an everyday basis and to strive ever more deeply

to attain our potential as spiritual beings, let us examine the things that
obstruct us from reaching our potential, referred to in the Bah& i Writings
asveilsand barriers. A clear understanding of these veils and barriers may
increase our awareness and indicate the extent of the battle we need to wage
if we are truly to become spiritual beings. For thistopic | am relying on
Taherzadeh's discussion of some of Bah& u’llah’s untranslated

Tablets.77

Bah& u'l1dh explains that we have all the attributes of God within us but

we are veiled from them.78 Veilsidentified by Taherzadeh include tradition,
knowledge, prejudice, materialism, wealth, power, attachment to the
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mortal world, attachment to the spiritua world, attachment to the Kingdom
of Names and the veil of ego. But | would also include the veils of vain
imaginings, pride; unkindness; dishonesty and deceitfulness; association
with the unrighteous; fear and anxiety; addictions and dependencies (the
need to have something on adaily basis); anger; pettiness; hate; greed, all
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the things that exist in the material world and come in between us and God
and His Manifestation.

Taherzadeh addresses the first set of veils mentioned in his discussion
of Baha u'llah’ s book Mathnavi.79 Baha u’ llah tells us that we

need to

make efforts to purify our hearts so that God' s powers and attributes
become manifested in us, that it is possible to reflect God' s light.80 But
we need to see with anew eye (a spiritua eye) and hear with a new

ear (aspiritual ear). If our eyes are fixated on the material world and if
the veils prevent the inner eye from perceiving the true reality, we will
not see His Revelation and if our ears are turned to the voices of the
wayward we won’t hear the celestial melodies. Bahd u’'llah says:

The Insistent Self
“O Son of Dust!

Blind thine eyes, that thou mayest behold My beauty; stop thine ears,
that thou mayest hearken unto the sweet melody of My voice; empty
thyself of al learning, that thou mayest partake of My knowledge; and
sanctify thyself from riches, that thou mayest obtain alasting share from
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the ocean of My eternal wealth. Blind thine eyes, that is, to all save My
beauty; stop thine earsto all save My word; empty thyself of all learning
save the knowledge of Me; that with a clear vision, a pure heart and an
attentive ear thou mayest enter the court of My holiness.” 81

EDITION
And ‘ Abdu’ [-Bahareiterates the need to lift these veilsin two of his
talks:

“My prayer for you is that your spiritual faculties and aspirations may
daily increase, and that you will never alow the material sensesto veil
from your eyes the glories of the Heavenly Illumination.” 82

“The bestowals of God which are manifest in al phenomenal life are
sometimes hidden by intervening veils of mental and mortal vision which
render man spiritually blind and incapable, but when those scales are
removed and the vells rent asunder, then the great signs of God will
become visible, and he will witness the eternal light filling the world. The
bestowals of God are all and always manifest. The promises of heaven



are ever present. The favors of God are all-surrounding, but should
the conscious eye of the soul of man remain veiled and darkened, he
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will be led to deny these universal signs and remain deprived of these
manifestations of divine bounty. Therefore, we must endeavor with heart
and soul in order that the veil covering the eye of inner vision may be
removed, that we may behold the manifestations of the signs of God,
discern His mysterious graces and realize that material blessings as
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compared with spiritual bounties are as nothing.” 83

Baha u'lléh indicates that the eye of our spirit obtainsits light from

God and it is therefore shameful to allow it to turn towards a stranger.84
Taherzadeh reminds us that Baha u’lléh said that “only atiny
impediment

can prevent the eyes from seeing, the ears from hearing and hearts from
understanding.” 85

Now let’s consider the veil of tradition, as depicted in the Bah&'i
Writings:

“Verily | beseech God, with al humbleness, to remove the covering from
thine insight and to show unto thee His great signs, and to make thee a
banner of guidance, severed from all else save Him, enkindled with the
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fire of Hislove, engaged in His praise and apprehending the realities
of things; so that thou mayest see with thine eyes, hear with thine ears
and not imitate any of the fathers and ancestors; have perception in the
matter of thy Lord, for the people arein dark veils.” 86

WORKING
One of Baha& u’llah’s most important Teachings is the independent
investigation of truth.

“Nay, each must see with his own eyes, hear with his own ears and
investigate independently in order that he may find the truth.” 87
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It occurs to me that Bah& is may think that they believe in and follow this
principle in their lives because they have researched the Baha'i Faith and
determined that it is the religion that they want in their lives, that they

are therefore immune to this veil. But | believe that Baha'is still need to
continue to investigate their Faith and the wealth of knowledge available
to them. And they may also have traditions borne of their family and their
cultures and the religious traditions with which they were raised that bar
them from others and their own spiritual development.

Another veil related to thisis literal interpretation:



“One of the vellsisliteral interpretation. To penetrate the inner
significances amighty effort is needed.” 88
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We know that the followers of every religion have rejected the next
Manifestation because of literal interpretation of the prophecies about His
Coming. We must not look to aliteral interpretation of the Bah& i Writings
because as we are told, this Revelation is like an ocean “in whose depths
are concealed innumerable pearls’. It is our responsibility to “strive to
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attain the shores of thisocean . ..” and “partake of . . . benefits.”
89

In Chapter 3 there are more quotations from the Writings that indicate the
myriad of meanings contained in the Word of God.

Another veil which keeps people from recognizing the latest Manifestation
is knowledge. Being knowledgeable can lead to pride and a man may not
realize it and may then close his eyesto truth. Knowledge is a“veritable
treasure for man” 90 and it isimportant for us to gain knowledge in this
world but it isa“veil of glory” if someone becomes “vain and

egotistical”

as aresult of gaining knowledge. Taherzadeh tells the story of Mirza
Abu’l-Fadl who had to learn to become detached from his knowledge.92
Thisisavery short summary of hiswords. Mirza Abu’ I-Fadl was awell-
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known scholar and head of one of the theological collegesin Tehran. One
of his students asked for assistance in responding to arguments from
some of the Bahd is he knew. The first Bah& i he encountered was a
lowly blacksmith who utterly confounded him with his arguments. In
another meeting with an uneducated Bahd&'i, every subject he addressed
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or objections he brought forth were discussed in a simple manner
and in such away that Mirza Abu’l-Fadl could not argue the validity
of the Bahd i’ s arguments. The knowledge of God and the ability to
understand religious truth are not dependent upon any academic
education, but are bestowed by God to an individual whose heart is
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pure. An esteemed scholar may not discover these inner realities unless
he can become detached from his knowledge. Many times Mirza Abu’l-
Fadl was confounded by the simple proofs given to him regarding the
Faith by uneducated men and he became humbled by hisinability

to refute their arguments. He experienced great intellectual struggle
before he attained certitude and embraced the Bah& i Faith. He could
not reject the truth before him but his heart needed to be affected. At
one point he felt that Baha u’lléh needed to demonstrate a miracle so



that he would be satisfied. Baha u’lléh did not perform amiracle but he
prophesized the demise of the Sultan and it happened. The Sultan was
assassinated. After ayear of meeting with the Bah& is and investigating
Bah& u'l1&h’ s Writings, he lost his pride and became a pure spirit. |

will

tell another story about Mirza Abu’l-Fadl |ater in the chapter.

Another veil is prejudice.

WORKING
Quoting from ‘ Abdu’l-Bahd& s talks and Writings:

“Beware of prejudice; light is good in whatsoever lamp it isburning. A
roseis beautiful in whatsoever garden it may bloom. A star has the same
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radianceif it shines from the east or the west.” 93

Bah& u'll&h has rent the veil of prejudice and superstition which was
stifling the souls of men. 94

“1 hope that you will turn with unclouded eyes towards the Sun of Truth,
beholding not the things of earth, lest your hearts be attracted to the
worthless and passing pleasures of the world; let that Sun give you of
His strength, then will not the clouds of prejudice veil Hisillumination
from your eyes!” 95

“Then the awning of the mercy of thy Lord will be hoisted and those souls
who are free from the filth of prejudice, contradictions and presumption
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and arefilled with alove that imparts affinity, intimacy, affection,
meekness and humbleness will be sheltered under it.” 96

And from Shoghi Effendi:
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Of these spiritual prerequisites of success, which constitute the
bedrock on which the security of all teaching plans, Temple projects,
and financial schemes, must ultimately rest, the following stand out
as preeminent and vital, which the members of the American Baha'i
community will do well to ponder. Upon the extent to which these
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basic requirements are met, and the manner in which the American
believers fulfill them in their individual lives, administrative activities,
and social relationships, must depend the measure of the manifold
blessings which the All-Bountiful Possessor can vouchsafe to them
all. These requirements are none other than a high sense of moral
rectitude in their social and administrative activities, absolute chastity
in their individual lives, and complete freedom from prejudice in their
dealings with peoples of a different race, class, creed, or color. 97



Wealth can also be aveil that keeps us from God and a spiritual life.98 Of
course, it is part of man’s nature to be attracted to material things. Wealth

and attachment to the things of this world are great tests for man. Here are
two passages from Baha u’ [1ah’ s Hidden Words on this theme:

“O Son of Being!
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Busy not thyself with thisworld, for with fire We test the gold, and with
gold Wetest Our servants. 99

“O Son of Man!
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Thou dost wish for gold and | desire thy freedom from it. Thou thinkest
thyself rich in its possession, and | recognize thy wealth in thy sanctity
therefrom. By My life! Thisis My knowledge, and that is thy fancy; how
can My way accord with thine?’ 100

Taherzadeh explains that there is nothing wrong with wealth aslong as it
does not come between man and God.101 Detachment is the criterion for
nearness to God. Man can possess all the material things of this world and
live alife of luxury and still be detached from them. Bah& U’ [1&h states

in many Tabletsthat it is man’s greatest achievement to detach himself
from all save God. We can only gain faith and progress in our path to
God to the extent that we are detached from the world. God has given
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us His creation so that we can enjoy the beautiful things of life and the
little luxuries and this does not mean that we are attached. But we know
that they are transitory and we shouldn’t place our affection on them and
certainly not allow things to possess us. In Chapter 5, | discuss the subject
of detachment in detail.

WORKING
Another veil isthat of vain imaginings. ‘ Abdu’[-Baha says:

“Praise thou God that thou hast found thy way into the Kingdom of
Splendors, and hast rent asunder the vell of vain imaginings, and that
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the core of the inner mystery hath been made known unto thee. This
people, al of them have pictured agod in the realm of the mind, and
worship that image which they have made for themselves. And yet that
image is comprehended, the human mind being the comprehender
thereof, and certainly the comprehender is greater than that which lieth
within its grasp; for imagination is but the branch, while mind is the
root; and certainly the root is greater than the branch. Consider then,
how all the peoples of the world are bowing the knee to afancy of their
own contriving, how they have created a creator within their own minds,
and they call it the Fashioner of all that is—whereasin truth it is but an



illusion. Thus are the people worshipping only an error of perception. 102

S0 it seems to me that we need to be careful not to barter our spiritual
destiny for materia trifling. Baha u’llah says:
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“O SON OF MAN!

Many aday hath passed over thee whilst thou hast busied thyself with thy
fancies and idle imaginings. How long art thou to slumber on thy bed?
Lift up thy head from slumber, for the Sun hath risen to the zenith, haply
it may shine upon thee with the light of beauty.” 103
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What are vain imaginings? Here is aclarification of al thisterm
encompasses from the website: http://onenessbecomesus.com.

“Thistopic of “Vain Imaginings’ is more than what it appears on the
surface. Not only isit ssmply believing or imagining something to be true
that is not; such asthe earth being flat or at the center of the solar system;

it pervades our whole state of perception, our assumptions; how we reason
and how we “see” the world to be. Culture, Authority, upbringing, persona
likes and dislikes, style and degree of education; all this and more have a
combined profound impact on an individual’s viewpoint and life issues.

... All humanity fails to truly understand the many levels of meaning woven
into Revealed Scripture. People become attracted to what authority figures
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confidently say is true. They become enamored with the fellowship of
likeminded believers, which, in turn, only reinforces what they themselves,
areled to believe. Instead of independently investigating, the majority
remains content to ssmply accept what they are taught. Perhaps this can
have atemporary seemingly positive effect but the long-term result is truly
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being captivated. It isimagined needs are met by participating in religious
or socia events, involvement with competition (whether it be business,
gaming, dating etc.), or being entertained (and influenced) by the world

of the media, and commercialism. Yet, it is evident many are looking for
something more; more than the status quo; more than what is deemed
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‘satisfying’ or ‘successful’. It is also imagined, in our arrogance,

that we

are capable of apprehending, of grasping, Divine Truth; that somehow,
God neatly fits into a package of teachings or tradition. Of course, it is
surely unarguably true that God and creation are infinitely beyond our
ability to understand. The best we can do is study Inspired Scripture and,
independent of what we have been taught, seek for ourselves what best
enables usto serve God and Man.”



Again | will now rely on Taherzadeh's explanation in this paragraph.
Attachment to this world and attachment to the next world are barriers
between man and God.104 Our deeds are praiseworthy to God when
performed only for His love, not for areward in our next life, only for
God' s sake. This seems easy to comprehend but we are so used in our
society to expect rewards for our actions and to focus on our own interests
that when we consider our spiritual life, we may look for what primarily
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satisfies our needs. We may join areligion for our own spiritual assistance
but thisis not a pure motive. Religion is about love and lovers don’t have
ulterior motives or care only for themselves. Everything is for the beloved.
It is natural for us because of our animal natures and tendency to be selfish,
to reach for what will benefit us. So we add our Faith to our accumulated
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treasures, considering it on par with all else we possess and we expect
benefits as we would from other possessions. Our Faith is supposed to
serve us and bring usjoy. Thisidea and practice is attachment to this mortal
world and is not part of the law of creation. God does not send down His
Revelation to satisfy our selfish interests. It is quite the opposite —we

are

asked to arrange our lives so that we serve the Revelation. If we are able
to follow His Teachings unselfishly with pure motives, our lives will be
blessed because we will acquire the attributes of God within our souls.
Anyone seeking the attributes of God to satisfy his ego will be deprived of
God's grace. A true believer turns to the Manifestation and puts aside his
interests and his own desires to seek His good pleasure and, in so doing,
he attains virtues and powers. In actual fact a believer isthe only one who
experiences genuine happiness and acquires the qualities of God. He
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recognizes the glory of the new Revelation and understands that man’s
primary reason for being isto serveit. Thisisthe only pure motive for
being afollower of God' s faith.

A third attachment that is mentioned by Baha u’lléh and explained
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by Taherzadeh's The Revelation of Bah& u’lléh, isrelated to the
“Kingdom of Names’. 105 All created things manifest the names or
attributes of God, including the world of mankind’; in our human
world, they appear as the “Kingdom of Names’ and man can often
become attached to them.
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“The Pen of the Most High is unceasingly calling, and yet, how few
are those that have inclined their ear to its voice! The dwellers of the
kingdom of names have busied themselves with the gay livery of the



world, forgetful that every man that hath eyes to perceive and ears to
hear cannot but readily recognize how evanescent areits colours.” 106

In many Tablets Bah& u’ [ldh warns His followers about becoming the
“bond-slaves’ of the Kingdom of Names.107 As Taherzadeh explains,
God' s attributes are given namesin thisworld and every name

reveals the characteristics of the attribute. Generosity is one of God's
attributes and it is manifested in humans. But a person has to be careful
because he may be proud of being known to be generous. It makes him
happy when others acknowledge it and unhappy if othersignoreit. The
same appliesto all the attributes of God that man can manifest. The

WORKING

other difficulty isthat man usually neglects to ascribe such positive
attributes as generosity to God rather than himself and hisegois
therefore exalted. Or someone may become famous for his knowledge
and he feels proud of the publicity, of hearing the mention of his name
and being admired.
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Taherzadeh goes on to explain that at the present time, society is exerting
adamaging influence on man’s soul.108 Rather than emphasizing the
importance of service and of making sacrifices, society teaches man to
be proud of his accomplishments. He is taught while young to compete
with others and surpass them to feel self-important and successful,

and even powerful. But The Revelation of Bah& U’ lléh teaches the
opposite of this, centering on the need for man to be humble and
self-effacing and therefore to become detached from the Kingdom

of Names. ‘ Abdu’I-Bah& was our example of detachment. He did not
want publicity for Himself and disliked being photographed. He only
consented to photographs because newspaper reporters and the friends
wanted them. Bah& u’[1&h conferred exalted titles upon ‘ Abdu’l-Baha,

The Insistent Self

which described His lofty station but He chose the title of * Abdu’l-
Baha (Servant of Baha) and urged the friends to use this name:

“My nameis‘Abdu’'l-Baha My qudlification is‘Abdu’|-Baha. My
reality

is‘Abdu’'l-Baha My praiseis‘Abdu’l-Bah& Thraldom to the Blessed
Perfection is my glorious and refulgent diadem, and servitude to al the
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human race my perpetual religion . . . No name, no title, no mention, no
commendation have I, not will ever have, except ‘ Abdu’l-Baha. Thisis
my longing. Thisismy greatest yearning. Thisis my eternal life. Thisis
my everlasting glory.” 109

EDITION
Taherzadeh states that severance from the Kingdom of Names may be



the hardest task and it may require alifetime of struggle.110 If we can
only internalize the concept that our virtues are not ours but instead

are manifestations of God’s attributes, we will then turn away from the
Kingdom of Names and become the epitome of humility, bestowing the
heavenly perfections upon the world. Thisistruly the station to which
we should aspire!

We are naturally weak, ignorant, powerless and imperfect. All the virtues
and goodness come from God. So man should see himself asignorant,

far from perfect, caught in the clutches of self and passion and it should
not depress or hurt him when others point out these characteristicsin

him because of course they are part of his nature.111 Instead he should be
grateful to them for letting him know how far he is from demonstrating his

WORKING
spiritual qualities and also disappointed in himself, taking refuge with God
and begging protection from his animal nature.

| have already written extensively about the ego, both from the Baha'i
Writings and from other sources that may help usto be aware more
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clearly of the ego at work. Taherzadeh explains that the ego isa veil
that comes between us and God. Every veil prevents man from drawing
closer to God. Baha u’ [1ah exhorts us to burn away all traces of the
self to the extent that he forgets the the very idea of self and the word
“1”.112 Thisis a profound teaching of Baha u’llah. Exalting oneself,
celebrating one’ s name and wanting fame go against creation’s plan.
These characteristics hinder us from receiving God' s bounties. He
may seem to be an amazing success in the material world, but such a
man has failed in fulfilling the purpose of his creation. When someone
achieves genuine greatness, he recognizes how helpless, unworthy and
impotent he really is. And if he attains to a high station in terms of
true learning, he discovers hisignorance. Then he can manifest God's
attributes within himself and can impart these attributes to others.

The Insistent Self

AziZ' U'lldh Misbah, one of the great scholars of the Faith, said, “To
relinquish one’ s love for oneself and to destroy every trace of self, isa
proof that one has comprehended the meaning of existence and the purpose
of life. The difference between true knowledge and formal learning is that
the former creates lowliness and humility within the soul; the latter drives

WORKING
irrationally towards the search for glory and exaltation.” 113

Now | am going to relate a different story about Mirza Abu’I-Fadl who
had truly attained a station of true knowledge, relying once more on
Taherzadeh' s volumes. This story clearly demonstrates the state of
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selflessness to which we should aspire. He had just returned from the
United States where he was helping the Baha'is to learn more about
their Faith. He was seated with * Abdu’ |-Baha and a number of American
Bah& isin Akka. The Bahd is praised him for his help in the United
States and they reported on many things he had done — teaching the Faith
to many, defending the Cause against those who were its adversaries,
and helping the believersto build a united Bah& i community. They
continued for some timein their praise of Mirza Abu’l-Fadl and he
became more and more dejected and unhappy until he began to weep
loudly. The Baha'is couldn’t understand and even thought that perhaps
they hadn’t praised his efforts enough. ‘ Abdu’ I-Baha explained that

they had hurt him by giving him so much praise because MIrza Abu'’I-
Fadl thought of himself as utter nothingness and truly believed he was
unworthy of mention, let alone praise. He was really an example for

the Bah&' is to follow as he never used “1” in referring to anything
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of merit that he had done.114 Also, he recognized that the station of
Bah& u’'l1dh was so exalted and he was completely unworthy that he
could not ask permission to be in His presence. So he did not ever meet
Bah& u'll&h. But he did meet * Abdu’ I-Bah& and spent ten months with
him, demonstrating such self-effacement and humility in front of all the
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other Bah& is. He prayed deeply and with great weeping at the thought
of God's greatness and his utter nothingness. ‘ Abdu’|-Bahareferred to
him as “a supreme exemplar for the Baha' is to follow, alamp of this
Cause, the light of guidance, abrilliant star and a billowing ocean.” 115

So let me summarize. Why do we need to work hard to develop our
spiritual natures? If we are selfish, all other virtues will fade and we will
grow worse. All efforts will lead to nothing. We will be in despair. We
will not grow spiritually and we will not be of service to others, because
we will see no need to extend to others. We will not be worshipping the
divinereality, not involved in the world of mankind. We will not grow
spiritually and will be unprepared for the next world. We will be veiled,
shut out and deprived of eternal grace. And we will not be pleasing
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God. The soil of self doesn’t produce growth. The soul is debased and
wallowing in the mire of the material world. We don'’t attract blessings
and don’t benefit. The soul is not fed and becomes atrophied and the ego
becomes bloated. If we don’t shine, others don’t see the light. We may
have doubts about our faith. It is so easy to fall into our “natural” way,

WORKING
to move away from our spiritual self, to lose our spiritual perception and
begin thinking in an egoic manner. That is why we need concrete steps to



keep moving us towards His Holy Threshold and that is what the following
chapters will address.
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We cannot |leave this chapter on the insistent self without the concept of
materialism and its effect on us and our spiritual growth. The information
presented here is taken from the book Materialism: Moral and Social
Consequences by Dr. Abdu’ I-Missagh Ghadirian, a Baha'i writer,
psychiatrist

and professor at McGill University, Faculty of Medicine, who has also
published extensively in academic journals.

Materialism can be defined as a “desire to consume and acquire
material goods. It is often bound up with a value system which
regards social status as being determined by affluence aswell asthe
perception that happiness can be increased through buying, spending,
and accumulating material wealth.” 116 Ghadirian explains that for
some individuals material consumption alone isthe goal of their lives,
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for others acquiring and possessing wealth gives pride and pleasure and
is equated with happiness and for others their possessions determine
their success and their claim to fame.117 But in every case individuals
who pursue material things remain dissatisfied because there are always
more and better goods to be had and they compare themselves to others
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and want more. And achieving a material goal doesn’t lead to alasting
feeling of contentment because nothing can quench the eternal thirst for
more. Added to the acquisition of the material and the constant pursuit
of more isthe need for instant gratification. But things can never be as
fast aswe'd like or good enough.118 Material consumption aso includes
leisure activities so that the pursuit of pleasure and self-indulgence

in pleasure-seeking are embraced as values.119 Ghadirian refers to
materialism as a“ state of mind and a lifestyle some people consciously
choose- but many more possess it, unaware of its consuming effect

on their daily life.” 120 Our materialistic culture is also marked by
permissiveness and freedom, by doing one' s thing without any regard
to consequences, a view that what feels good right now is worth doing.
Asasociety thisresultsin social and environmental problemsthat are
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not addressed. 121 Rewards become more important than the intrinsic
nature of activities.122 Altruism — the ability to sacrifice one’' s own
interests for that of others, a sense of responsibility for one’'s fellowman,
caring, empathy and compassion are destroyed. Relationships suffer
because people with an interest in material things have little loyalty to
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others and the nature of relationshipsis one of conflict, competition and
strong emotion, rather than joy, trust and cooperation.123

‘ Abdu’I-Baha describes it well:
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“Today all the peoples of the world are indulging in self-interest and
exert the utmost effort and endeavor to promote their own material
interests. They are worshipping themselves and not the divine reality, nor
the world of mankind. They seek diligently their own benefit and not the
common weal. Thisis because they are captives of the world of nature
and unaware of the divine teachings, of the bounty of the Kingdom and
of the Sun of Truth.” 124

It would seem to me, then, that this aggressive, materialistic culture seemsto
be invading every segment of society and we are facing moral bankruptcy.
As Ghadirian points out, the standards that guided human beings for centuries
are steadily losing their influence and have been replaced by the value of
rampant materialism, of an ideology built on extreme relativism and of the
demands of unbridled individualism.125 If we are also unsure or thirsting for
something to assuage an inner emptiness, we may turn to wealth and material
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things to feel better about ourselves.126 Possession brings power and a sense

of

entitlement and self-importance which breeds a sense of superiority.127 A quick
Google search defines a sense of entitlement as a belief that one is deserving

of or entitled to certain privileges which others believe should be obtained
through effort, and unrealistic expectations of favorable treatment or

automatic
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compliance with one' s expectations. It isthe prioritization of one’s needs
above the needs of others because of a sense of elevated self-importance and
self-absorption. Many believe that a sense of entitlement existsin societies
like

North America where few people have experienced want. We' ve developed an
appetite for the finer things of life and the sense of being able to have
whatever

we want whenever we want it.

Children are directly exposed to materialism through socialization and
modelling and it isreadily internalized. Asthe Universal House of Justice
points out:

“In the current state of society, children face a cruel fate. Millions
and millions in country after country are dislocated socially. Children
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find themselves alienated by parents and other adults whether they live

in conditions of wealth or poverty. This alienation hasitsrootsin a
selfishness that is born of materialism that is at the core of the godlessness
seizing the hearts of people everywhere.” 128
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Ghadirian notes that the need and craving for money and possessionsis
promoted through marketing.129 If this publicity isreinforced by peers
or parents, it isinternalized as lifestyle. Consumer behavior tendsto

be automatic.130 People tend not to think about their needs and level of
consumption and the advertising industry takes advantage of this lack
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of mindfulness. We're too busy to stop to examine the bombardment
of messages thrown at us. The materialistic lifestyle and attachment
to things consumes so much of one’s life that it leaves no room for
reflecting on life beyond it.131 The more people are drawn into such
behavior, the less they become interested in other aspirations or
alternatives with more meaning.

Shoghi Effendi clearly points this out:

“Indeed, the chief reason for the evils now rampant in society is the

lack of spirituality. The materialistic civilization of our age has so much
absorbed the energy and interest of mankind that people in general

do no longer feel the necessity of raising themselves above the forces
and conditions of their daily material existence. There is not sufficient
demand for things that we should call spiritual to differentiate them from
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the needs and requirements of our physical existence. The universal

crisis affecting mankind is, therefore, essentially spiritual in its causes.
The spirit of the age, taken on the whole, isirreligious. Man’s outlook on
lifeistoo crude and materialistic to enable him to elevate himself into the
higher realms of the spirit.” 132

EDITION
‘Abdu’'l-Baha said:

“The fountain of divine generosity is gushing forth, but we must have
thirst for the living waters. Unless there be thirst, the salutary waters will
not assuage.” 133

So to me al the effort that goes into satisfying the body affects the mind —
itisinawhirlwind of thoughts in an attempt to get satisfaction but at some
point the pleasure centres are saturated and it will become meaningless.
Evenif alife seems comfortable in the eyes of others, there is a sense

of emptiness and a general discontent and even despair that can only be
satisfied through spirituality.

The Insistent Self



Thisis described very well by ‘ Abdu’ [-Bahéa:

“Every soul seeketh an object and cherisheth a desire, and day and night
striveth to attain his aim. One craveth riches, another thirsteth for glory

and still another yearneth for fame, for art, for prosperity and the like.

Yet finaly al are doomed to loss and disappointment. One and all they leave
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behind them all that is theirs and empty-handed hasten to the realm beyond,
and all their labours shall be in vain. To dust they shall al return, denuded,
depressed, disheartened and in utter despair. . . . 134
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Shoghi Effendi described the challenges of living in such amaterialistic
environment “pervading all departments of life. . . the crass materialism,
which lays excessive and ever-increasing emphasis on material wellbeing,
forgetful of those things of the spirit on which alone a sure and

stable foundation can be laid for human society. It is this same cancerous
materialism born originally in Europe, carried to excess in the North
American continent, contaminating the Asiatic peoples and nations,
spreading its ominous tentacles to the borders of Africa, and now
invading its very heart, which Bah& u’lldh in unequivocal and emphatic
language denounced in His Writings, comparing it to adevouring flame
and regarding it as the chief factor in precipitating the dire ordeals and
world-shaking crises that must necessarily involve the burning of cities
and the spread of terror and consternation in the hearts of men. . . . Itis
this same all-pervasive, pernicious materialism against which the voice
of the Center of Bah& u’llah’s Covenant [* Abdu’|-Baha] was raised,

with
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pathetic persistence, from platform and pulpit, in His addresses to the
heedless multitudes. . .. ” 135

He also emphasized how difficult it isfor usto struggle against the forces
of materialism:
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"The gross materialism that engulfs the entire nation at the present hour;
the attachment to worldly things that enshrouds the souls of men; the
fear and anxieties that distract their minds; the pleasure and dissipations
that fill their time, the prejudices and animosities that darken their
outlook, the apathy and lethargy that paralyze their spiritual faculties --
these are among the formidable obstacles that stand in the path of every
world-be warrior in the service of Bah& U’ [1&h, obstacles which he must
battle against to surmount in his crusade for the redemption of his own
countrymen." 136

"People are so markedly lacking in spirituality these days that the
Bahd& is should consciously guard themselves against being caught in
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what one might call the undertow of materialism and atheism, sweeping
the world these days. Skepticism, cynicism, disbelief, immorality and
hard-heartedness arerife, and as friends are those who stand for the
antithesis of al these things they should beware lest the atmosphere of
the present world affects them without their being conscious of it." 137
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Shoghi Effendi predicted that the “ cancer of materialism” would be
devastating to society. Ghadirian explains that cancer is the result of
abnormal cells multiplying and proliferating out of control.138 They
grow differently from normal cells because they don’t have limits; they
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multiply and invade their neighbouring cells until they form a malignant
tumor, which can then spread to other parts of the body. Cancer develops
in aquiet manner but eventually destroys. Materialism also growsin

an abnormal manner and expands and destroys insidiously. Every one

of us can potentially develop this insidious behavior or, in contrast,
evolve into spiritual beings. Cancer aso grows. We may be unaware of
cancer growing within us until it has overtaken our bodies. Materialism
similarly can grow in us and we are unaware of the changes in ourselves.

Ghadirian cites studies that have indicated an obsession with money and
possessions can be like an addiction and that our brains with such an
obsession react differently from those who perceive money as a necessity
for material well-being.139 In studying the reactions of the pleasure centre
of the brain through magnetic resonance imaging, researchers discovered
that monetary gain mimics the use of cocaine and stimulates the release
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of dopamine, a*“feel-good” neurotransmitter. Being overly attached to
financial gain may lead to addiction because of the recurring stimulation of
the pleasure centre of the brain.

It seems then extremely important for us to cultivate an awareness of
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how we can be affected by materialism, to ever strive to regard the
world as an illusion, “a show, vain and empty, a mere nothing, bearing
the semblance of reality” 140 “amirage rising over the sands, that the
thirsty mistaketh for water”, 141 “worth as much as the black in the
eye of adead ant” 142

“By the righteousness of God! The world, its vanities and its glory, and
whatever delightsit can offer, are al, in the sight of God, as worthless as,
nay even more contemptible than dust and ashes.” 143

“Arise, O people, and, by the power of God’s might, resolve to gain the
victory over your own selves, that haply the whole earth may be freed
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and sanctified from its servitude to the gods of itsidle fancies — gods that
have inflicted such loss upon, and are responsible for the misery of, their
wretched worshipers. These idols form the obstacle that impedeth man
in his efforts to advance in the path of perfection. We cherish the hope
that the Hand of Divine power may lend its assistance to mankind, and

WORKING
deliver it from its state of grievous abasement.” 144
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Chapter 2
Turning to God

Now it’ stime to explore how we can make concentrated efforts to allow our

WORKING

higher natures to supercede our selfish inclinations and to live more fully
in the spiritual realm. Because the writings of the Bah& i Faith provide a
wealth of information about the “tools’ we need to live a spiritual life
and

because they provide the answers for the conditions of the world today, |

EDITION

will quote extensively from them and from Bah&' i writers who have delved
into the Message of Baha u’llah. Other resources will be included with

the

aim of increasing our understanding of the subject at hand.

We will first examine the concept of prayer in some depth: the need for
prayer and its benefits, obstaclesto prayer and how to pray. | could also
have included meditation in this chapter because prayer and meditation
are so closely intertwined. As Gail Sheehy, the well-known author of the
book, Passages, related to stagesin our livesindicates, “To pray without
meditation islike calling up God to tell Him your problem and hanging up
before you get the answer.” 1 But we will concentrate on meditation in the
next chapter.

Our spiritual destiny depends upon our connection to God. ‘ Abdu’I-Baha
explains, “It isincumbent upon thee to turn to the Kingdom of God and
to pray, supplicate and invoke during all times because thisis the means
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by which thy soul shall ascend upward to the apex of the gift of God.” 2

Shoghi Effendi elaborates on this. (Shoghi Effendi was the Guardian of the
Baha'i Faith, great-grandson of Baha' u’lléh and authorized
interpreter of

EDITION
His Teachings.)

... The core of religious faith is that mystic feeling which unites man
with God. This state of spiritual communion can be brought about and
maintained by means of meditation and prayer. And that is the reason
why Baha u’ [1dh has so much stressed the importance of worship. Itis



not sufficient for a believer merely to accept and observe the teachings.
He should, in addition, cultivate the sense of spirituality which he can
acquire chiefly by means of prayer. The Bah&'i Faith, like all other
Divinereligions, is thus fundamentally mystic in character. Its chief goal
is the development of the individual and society, through the acquisition
of spiritual virtues and powers. It isthe soul of man which hasfirst to
be fed. And this spiritual nourishment prayer can best provide. . . The
The Insistent Self

believers. . . should, therefore, fully realize the necessity of praying. For
prayer is absolutely indispensable to their inner spiritual development, and
this. . . isthe very foundation and purpose of the Religion of God. 3

Taherzadeh points out that it is natural for usto turn to God in prayer.4

WORKING

We are like plants turning toward the sun. The sun provides the light and
warmth the plant needs to grow and the plant naturally stretchesin the
sun’sdirection. ‘ Abdu’l-Bahatells us:

“There is nothing sweeter in the world of existence than prayer.

EDITION

Man must live in a state of prayer. The most blessed condition is the
condition of prayer and supplication. Prayer is conversation with
God. The greatest attainment or the sweetest state is none other than
conversation with God. It creates spirituality, creates mindfulness
and celestial feelings, begets new attractions of the Kingdom and
engenders the susceptibilities of the higher intelligence. . . While
man prays he sees himself in the presence of God. If he concentrates
his attention he will surely at the time of prayer realize that heis
conversing with God . . . Prayer and supplication are so effective
that they inspire one’s heart for the whole day with high ideals and
supreme sanctity and calmness. One’s heart must be sensitive to the
music of prayer. He must feel the effect of prayer. He must not be
like an organ from which softest notes stream forth without having
consciousness of sensation initself.” 5

WORKING

Nathan Rutstein, a Baha i writer and educator who has written extensively
about spirituality, statesthat “prayer is a sacred rite that is absolutely
essential to the spiritual development process. It is aladder to the Kingdom,
a God-given aid to help usto discover, release and develop our reality or
true self.” 6 If we don’t pray, we need to rely on our instincts to cope

with
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life and we do not get divine assistance. And we don’t make progress.
Madeline and William Hellaby, also Bah& is, in their book on prayer stated
in their book on prayer that we cannot rise above our materialistic society



without developing the mystic feeling uniting us with God to fill our souls
with the “ spirit of life”.7 We have nothing to offer humanity if we don’t
receive spiritual nourishment through prayer.

In response to a question about prayer, ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha wrote:

“O thou spiritual friend! Thou hast asked the wisdom of prayer. Know
thou that prayer is indispensable and obligatory and man under no
pretext whatsoever is excused from performing the prayer unless he
be mentally unsound, or an insurmountable obstacle prevent him. The

The Insistent Self

wisdom of prayer isthis: That it causeth a connection between the servant
and the True One, because in that state man with all heart and soul turneth
his face towards His Highness the Almighty, seeking His association and
desiring Hislove and compassion. The greatest happiness for alover isto
converse with his beloved, and the greatest gift for a seeker isto become
familiar with the object of hislonging; that is why with every soul who is
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attracted to the Kingdom of God, his greatest hope isto find an opportunity
to entreat and supplicate before his Beloved, appeal for His mercy and grace
and be immersed in the ocean of His utterance, goodness and generosity “ 8

EDITION
And again He said:

“Asto thy question, ‘Why pray? What is the wisdom thereof, for God has
established everything and executes all affairs after the best order and
He ordains everything according to a becoming measure and puts things
in their places with the greatest propriety and perfection — therefore what
is the wisdom in beseeching and supplicating and in stating one’ s wants
and seeking help? Know thou, verily, it is becoming of aweak one to
beseech the glorious, bountiful One. When one supplicates to his Lord,
turns to Him and seeks bounty from His ocean this supplication is by
itself alight to his heart, an illumination to his sight, alife to his soul

and

an exaltation to his being.

Therefore during thy supplications to God and thy reciting ‘ Thy nameis
my healing,” consider how thy heart is cheered, thy soul delighted by the
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spirit of the love of God and thy mind attracted to the Kingdom of God!
By these attractions on€e’ s ability and capacity increase. When the vessel
iswidened the water increaseth and when the thirst grows the bounty of
the cloud becomes agreeabl e to the taste of man. Thisis the mystery of
supplication and the wisdom of stating one’' swants.” 9

EDITION
The mystery of prayer and its power is demonstrated to usin this Writing



of Bah& u'llah:

“Intone, O My servant, the verses of God that have been received by thee,
asintoned by them who have drawn nigh unto Him, that the sweetness of
thy melody may kindle thine own soul, and attract the hearts of all men.
Whoso reciteth, in the privacy of his chamber, the verses revealed by God,
the scattering angels of the Almighty shall scatter abroad the fragrance

of the words uttered by his mouth, and shall cause the heart of every
righteous man to throb. Though he may, at first, remain unaware of its
effect yet the virtue of the grace vouchsafed unto him must needs sooner
or later exercise its influence upon his soul. Thus have the mysteries of
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the Revelation of God been decreed by virtue of the Will of Him Who is
the Source of power and wisdom.” 10

And again, Bahd u’llah says:
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“They who recite the verses of the All-Merciful in the most melodious
of tones will perceive in them that with which the sovereignty of earth
and heaven can never be compared. From them they will inhale the
divine fragrance of My worlds -- worlds which today none can discern
save those who have been endowed with vision through this sublime,
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this beauteous Revelation. Say: These verses draw hearts that are pure
unto those spiritual worlds that can neither be expressed in words nor
intimated by allusion. Blessed be those who hearken.” 11

‘Abdu’'l-Baha said:

“Know that nothing will benefit thee in this life save supplication and
invocation unto God, service in His vineyard, and, with a heart full of
love, be in constant servitude unto Him.” 12

But how we pray, what motive and attitude we adopt in prayer are crucial.
If werely totally on the will of God, we will benefit most from prayer.

“Commit thyself to God; give up thy will and choose that of God; abandon
thy desire and lay hold on that of God.” 13

WORKING
We surrender and put ourselvesin God’ s hands, beseeching His mercy, in
order that His will becomes our will.

We say in the Long Obligatory Prayer: “Behold me standing ready to do Thy

EDITION

will and Thy desire, and wishing naught else except Thy good pleasure. |
implore Thee by the Ocean of Thy mercy and the Day- Star of Thy grace to
do with Thy servant as Thou willest and pleasest . . . Whatsoever is reveaed



by Theeisthe desire of my heart and the beloved of my soul. O God, my God!
Look not upon my hopes and my doings, nay rather look upon Thy will that
hath encompassed the heavens and the earth . . . | have desired only what
Thou didst desire, and love only what Thou dost love.14

And we are saying to God that whatever He bestows upon us we will accept
with radiant acquiescence.

“In the highest prayer, men pray only for the love of God, not because
they fear Him or hell, or hope for bounty or heaven . . . When aman
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fallsin love with a human being, it isimpossible for him to keep from
mentioning the name of his beloved. How much more difficult isit to keep
from mentioning the Name of God when one has cometo loveHim . .. The
spiritual man finds no delight in anything save commemoration of God.” 15

The Béb was the Manifestation of God Who came before Baha u’l14h.

WORKING
These words of The B&b define the purity of motive needed for prayer to
be acceptable to God:

“Worship thou God in such wise that if thy worship lead thee to the fire,
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no alteration in thine adoration would be produced, and so likewise if thy
recompense should be paradise. Thus and thus alone should be the worship
which befitteth the one True God. Shouldst thou worship Him because of
fear, thiswould be unseemly in the sanctified Court of His presence, and
could not be regarded as an act by thee dedicated to the Oneness of His
Being. Or if thy gaze should be on paradise, and thou shouldst worship Him
while cherishing such a hope, thou wouldst make God’ s creation a partner
with Him, notwithstanding the fact that paradise is desired by men.

Fire and paradise both bow down and prostrate themselves before God.
That which isworthy of His Essenceisto worship Him for His sake,
without fear of fire, or hope of paradise...” 16

Shoghi Effendi comments on the experience of a worshipper:
“The true worshipper, while praying, should endeavour not so much to
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ask God to fulfil hiswishes and desires, but rather to adjust these and

make them conform to the Divine Will. Only through such an attitude
can one derive that feeling of inner peace and contentment which the

power of prayer alone can confer.” 17

EDITION
AsRutstein explains, it isfitting to approach God and ask for His guidance
and, in fact, we are lost without His help.18 Many times we supplicate to



God and ask Him to fulfil our wishes. Sometimes we are anxious about
something and we end up bargaining with God. We are acknowledging His
greatness and that He isin control of our lives, but we are also challenging
His wisdom and power by begging Him to meet our request. Then we need
to listen to the wisdom of these words:

“O Son of Spirit!

Ask not of Me that which We desire not for thee, then be content with
what We have ordained for thy sake, for thisisthat which profiteth thee,
if therewith thou dost content thyself.” 19

The Insistent Self

Rutstein points out that God understands our motives and subconscious desires
and He may respond in away that He feelsisright for us.20 The response may
be atest or challenge. Once we have made a request, we don’t need to keep
asking God for His assistance. He knows what we are thinking before we are
conscious of it. We need to let go, be content with His will, wait patiently

for

WORKING
His answer and believe that it will be for the best.

Prayer that is an outpouring of our deep and abiding love for God and
our appreciation of Him as the Supreme Creator is probably the “most
profound expression of love a human being can express.” 21 Taherzadeh
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states that praising God opens the channels of grace and we receive God's
blessings.22 But we must turn to God to receive His blessings. Otherwise
we are “deprived and spiritually starved”. 23

‘Abdu’'l-Baha said:

“If the heart turns away from the blessings God offers how can it hope
for happiness? If it does not put its hope and trust in God’ s Mercy, where
canit find rest? O, trust in God! For His Bounty is everlasting, and in
His Blessings, for they are superb. O, put your faith in the Almighty,

for He faileth not and His goodness endureth forever! His Sun giveth
Light continually, and the Clouds of His Mercy are full of the Waters of
Compassion with which He waters the hearts of al who trust in Him. His
refreshing Breeze ever carries healing in its wings to the parched souls

of men! Isit wiseto turn away from such aloving Father Who showers

WORKING
His blessings upon us, and to choose rather to be slaves of matter?’ 24

Bahd u'lldh tellsus, “Love Mg, that | may love thee. If thou lovest Me
not,
my love can in no wise reach thee, Know this, O servant.” 25

EDITION



If weinvestigate al religions we will find the message of the love of God. It
seems to me that in the above passage, God is not saying to us that we have
to love Him or He won’t love us. We are always surrounded by God’s love.
But Hislove can not “reach” us unless we do our part and turn to Him, just
as aplant must turn to the warmth of the sun or it will die. We will “die”
also if we deprive ourselves of the rays of Hislove. We as a society need

it desperately, now as never before because we are living in the depths of
materialism and sunk in the mire of our attachments, forgetting our Source
and therefore not reflecting His love. Baha u’llah tells us:

“The essence of wedlth islove for Me; whoso loveth Me is the possessor
of al things, and he that loveth Me not isindeed of the poor and needy.
Thisisthat which the Finger of Glory and Splendour hath revealed.” 26

The Insistent Self

Many of our prayers contain words of thanksgiving as areminder that
we must always remember His bounties and approach Him in gratitude.
‘Abdu’ I-Baha reminds us:

“Do you realize how much you should thank God for His blessings?
If you should thank Him a thousand times with each breath it would
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not be sufficient, because God has created and trained you. He has
protected you from every affliction and prepared every gift and bestowal.
Consider what akind Father Heis. . . He has given us akind father and
compassionate mother, . . . refreshing water, gentle breezes and the sun

EDITION
shining above our heads. In brief, He has supplied all the necessities of
life although we did not ask for any of these great gifts. . .

... You must appreciate the value of this bounty and engage your timein
mentioning and thanking the True One. * 27

Ruth Moffett, an American Baha i educator wrote a book on prayer in
obedience to Shoghi Effendi’s wish that she convey the importance of
prayer to her fellow Bah&'is. In her book she discusses the hindrances
that keep us from attaining the presence of God through prayer. One of
theseisindifferencein our heartsto the eternal. “. . . indifference to
Godisitself atorment . ..” 28

“Indifference breeds deterioration. Silence isthe cause of
retrogression. Thoughtlessness leads to forgetfulness. Passivity,

WORKING

inaction, produce oblivion. Consequently do ye not seek one moment
of rest by day or by night. Nay, rather strive after composure of heart
in the heaven of Unity.” 29

It occurs to me that indifference can often be away of protecting ourselves
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from hurt, along-held attitude or behavior that has worked for usin the
past to keep us out of harm’sway, at least we thought. It may not be a
conscious thing. If we hold ourselves aoof alittle from God, it may be a
protection learned at some point in our lives. Or we may feel unworthy.
Indifference must become spiritual attraction — love for God and genuine
reaching out to Him in supplication and love for all of His creatures. Doubt
is another hindrance mentioned by Moffett that may also be a protective
device. If we are not quite sure about our Faith, we may hesitate, we may
lack conviction. If we already doubt, then perhaps the behavior of some
of our friends who profess to be spiritual and don’t demonstrate it in their
actions will test us and make us question our faith. And, as Moffett points
out, if we are content to linger in this state, we will remain hesitant and
will

not resolve our doubts.30 Baha u’ [1&h explains the consequences of doubt:

The Insistent Self

“Whoso hath not recognized this sublime and fundamental verity, and

hath failed to attain this most exalted station [the recognition that ‘He

shall not be asked of His doings], the winds of doubt will agitate him, and
the sayings of the infidels will distract his soul. He that hath acknowledged
this principle will be endowed with the most perfect constancy . . . Such

is the teaching which God bestoweth on you, ateaching that will deliver

WORKING
you from all manner of doubt and perplexity, and enable you to attain
unto salvation in both thisworld and in the next.” 31

And Hetdlsus:

EDITION
“O FLEETING SHADOW!

Pass beyond the baser stages of doubt and rise to the exalted heights of
certainty. Open the eye of truth, that thou mayest behold the veilless Beauty
and exclaim: Hallowed be the Lord, the most excellent of al creators!” 32

“And be not of those who doubt.” 33
And from The Bible:

“If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men
liberally, and upbraideth not and it shall be given him. But let him ask
in faith, nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like awave of the sea
driven with the wind and tossed.” 34

WORKING

At times we wander far from the right conduct and demonstrate
waywardness, another of Moffett’s “hindrances’.35 Bah& u’'lldh
explains,



“It isthe waywardness of the heart that removeth it far from God, and
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condemneth it to remoteness from Him.” 36

We also need steadfastness in order to approach God. It seems to me that
it iscommon in our materialistic society to experience the hindrance of
restlessness, as Moffett describes, to feel uneasy or unsure, searching for
novelty and with our thoughts scattered in many directions.37 We have
to work hard and ask God daily for tranquility, its antidote. According

to ‘Abdu’'[-Baha, “The greatest bestowal in the world of existenceisa
tranquil heart . . . This station is joy succeeded by joy, confidence after
confidence and Paradise after Paradise.” 38

Similarly, impatience deters us and is often reflected in irritation, a
tendency towards petulance in relation to events and circumstances but

The Insistent Self

it can develop into a habit of chronic complaint over small things that
“poisons the entire system.” 39 We can never attain spiritual perception
without patience, according to Moffett.40 In the Bah&'i Writings we are
told, “He, verily, shall increase the reward of them that endure with
patience. . . Blessed are the steadfastly enduring, they that are patient
under ills and hardships, who lament not over anything that befalleth

WORKING
them, and they who tread the path of resignation.” 41

“I1t behooveth whosoever hath set his face towards the Most Sublime
Horizon to cleave tenaciously unto the cord of patience, and to put his
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reliance in God, the Help in Peril, the Unconstrained.” 42

And Muhammad says:

“Therefore, remember me: | will remember you; and give me thanks and
be not ungrateful. O ye who believe! Seek help with patience and with
prayer, for God is with the patient.” 43

We are continuing our discussion of the hindrances to prayer that Moffett
discusses in her book. Closely aligned with impatience is discontent, and
dissatisfaction even when it is not possible to change things.44 Acquiescence
to God' swill isthe opposite of this hindrance. Or we may beirresolutein
character and lack determination and will, so we need to learn decisiveness.
And, of course, we need to guard against exalting our own selves as we strive
towards the quality of selflessness and draw closer to God. As

‘Abdu’'|-Baha

tellsus, “The ‘master-key’ to self-mastery is self-forgetting. The road

to the

WORKING



palace of life isthrough the path of renunciation.” 45
And He advised us:
“Turn your faces away from the contemplation of your own finite selves
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and fix your eyes upon the Everlasting Radiance; then will your souls
receive in full measure the Divine power of the Spirit and the blessings
of the Infinite Bounty.” 46

The last hindrance mentioned by Moffett isignorance.47 Of course we
are all ignorant about many things but we should not be satisfied to live in
ignorance. We should strive to gain the knowledge of spiritual teachings
and to immerse ourselves in the Word of God.

It isnot always easy to set aside time to pray and it requires discipline on
our part. It is so important because without prayer, it is difficult for usto
leave behind our selfish desires and we can then make decisions based on
self-interest.

The Insistent Self

‘Abdu’I-Baha says,” Man becomes a stone unless he continually
supplicates

to God. The heart of man islike amirror which is covered with dust and to
cleanse it one must continually pray to God that it may become clean. The
act of supplication isthe polish which erases all worldly desires.” 48

WORKING

Prayer does not come easily to many of us who have felt unworthy of
conversation with God. Moffett feels that those who hesitate to pray are
“standing in the station of pride” 49 or haven't realized their need for
prayer

or its great value. Hellaby tells us that if we don't feel “good enough”
we

may be really saying that we don’t feel the need to change our habits and
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we then choose to hold ourselves back from God. 50 We remain wrapped in
the veil of self and do not feel close to God, as Bah& u’'ll4h tells us:

“O SON OF DESIRE!

The learned and the wise have for long years striven and failed to
attain the presence of the All- Glorious; they have spent their lives

in search of Him, yet did not behold the beauty of His countenance.
Thou without the least effort didst attain thy goal, and without search
hast obtained the object of thy quest. Y et, notwithstanding, thou didst
remain so wrapt in the veil of self, that thine eyes beheld not the
beauty of the Beloved, nor did thy hand touch the hem of Hisrobe. Ye
that have eyes, behold and wonder.” 51



It occursto me that God can’t take anything away from usif we don’t let
it

WORKING

go. Once we reach an understanding of our issues and the reasons for our
behavior, we can then ask God to help us change. As Hellaby suggests, we
need to humble ourselves totally and remove all traces of self and then we

need to shake ourselves off and try and try again.52 True repentance requires
our ability to see our actions as wrong, “to be struck by the sense of our
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wrong-doing”, 53 to feel shame and then resolve to battle and eventually
master it. Some people say they can’t pray because it istoo difficult for
them to admit their wrong-doings and they know they can’t pray to be
forgiven if they are truly not repenting.54 But how do we deal with our sins
through prayer? We don’t need to wallow in our wrong-doings but we need
to bring ourselves to account each day.

“O SON OF BEING!

Bring thyself to account each day ere thou art summoned to a reckoning;
for death, unheralded, shall come upon thee and thou shalt be called to give
account for thy deeds.” 55

The Insistent Self

By noting the events of our days either by writing them out in ajournal or
reflecting upon them in our minds before bedtime, we can examine our behavior
and determine where we stand from a spiritua viewpoint, in other words find
examples of the insistent self and determine to do better. Rutstein devotes a
chapter to thistopic in his book, A Way out of the Trap. He explains the
process

in detail with some specific suggestions that are very beneficial. | highly
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recommend it. He feelsthat thisisaway of purifying our hearts and helping
us understand our behavior and gives us the knowledge and determination to
make changes. It is important, according to Rutstein, that it be approached in
aprayerful condition, so that we don’t rationalize and make excuses for our
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actions (lower nature behavior) and so that it does not become an exercise

in self-flagellation. Saying prayers beforehand is helpful. We always need

to remind ourselves that we are noble beings trying to live up to a spiritual
standard but we have shortcomings. We keep a spiritual focus and review our
good actions and progress made. Then in our prayer sessions, we can express
our gratitude to God for His assistance in helping us to make progress and ask
for His guidance to continue helping us to cope with our difficulties.56 And
hereis‘Abdu’'l-Bahd s advice:

“Every day in the morning when arising you should compare today with



yesterday and see in what condition you are. If you see your belief is
stronger and your heart more occupied with God and your love increased
and your freedom from the world greater then thank God and ask for the
increase of these qualities. Y ou must begin to pray and repent for all that
you have done which iswrong and you must implore and ask for help
and assistance that you may become better than yesterday so that you
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may continue to make progress.” 57

Hellaby recommends that the way to deal with our sinsisto so fill our
minds with our Lord so there' s no room for thinking of sins.58 We are then
contemplating God’ s perfections rather than our faults. Bah&a u’'llah
tellsus:

EDITION
“Remembrance of Me cleanseth all things from defilement” and asks us
to “remember My days’ and “recall to mind My sorrows.” 59

It is helpful to meto think of asin as“missing the mark, an error in
perception”, aterm used by some theol ogians these days. Perhaps this
definition allows usto let go of some of our guilt and shame and see
ourselvesin amore forgiving light, particularly those, like me, who when
we heard the word “sin” tended to “shrivel” in shame.

Perhaps, | feel, alack of self-confidence may also be areason why some
resist atrue communion with God. They feel inadequate in the sight of God

The Insistent Self

because of the things they did or continue to do that plague them. Even the
awareness of the power of prayer and the need for it in their lives, even
their love for God, doesn’t help them to turn regularly to Him in fervent
prayer. Some of us grew up feeling that we were defective in some way,
as | mentioned in my introduction. | believed that at some fundamental

WORKING

level 1 was not worthy of God’ s attention and to approach him humbly in
prayer was not really possible. Thus arote reading of prayers sufficed my
prayer sessions. Thiswasreally a sense of false pride. Who was| to stand
apart from My Creator who loves me and wants to help me? The awareness
that God does love al of usisabig part of my healing journey and the

EDITION

realization that God has an impersonal, detached love for all life and my
lifeis no more or less precious to Him than anyone else’ s allows me to
experience a deep humility.

“. .. Thou art the All-Bountiful, the overflowing showers of Whose mercy
have rained down upon high and low alike, and the splendors of Whose
grace have been shed over both the obedient and the rebellious. . .“ 60



We know that God is the All-Merciful, that He knows us as we are and
loves us anyway, and understands how difficult it may be to progress
spiritually in this materialistic society. We aso know that we're human
and prone to make mistakes but these mistakes help usto find our spiritual
path. We need never be ashamed to admit our weaknesses and mistakes.
And we are given prayers for forgiveness so that we can approach God in
contrition and remorse.

WORKING

| remember being on Baha&'i pilgrimage in Israel and listening to atalk.

The

speaker reminded her audience that we have all been chosen by God for

our capacity and ability. We need to figure out what that is and pray for it to
be developed. We are asked by ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha to develop our own spiritual
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qualities, to guide others and to train souls. But we need to lose our self,

our

insistent self! We need to use the prayers for forgiveness, clean our sate and
stop focusing on our shortcomings. Who are we to decide how much God
can forgive? We need to leave the past and ask God to help us move forward.
We need to learn to forgive ourselves, to realize that not forgiving ourselves
is holding back many of our efforts and that we need to know that God will
forgive us over and over again, that His mercy isinfinite.

“What outpouring flood can compare with the stream of His allembracing grace,
and what blessing can excel the evidences of so great

and pervasive amercy? There can be no doubt whatever that if for one

moment the tide of His mercy and grace were to be withheld from the

world, it would completely perish. For this reason, from the beginning

The Insistent Self

that hath no beginning the portals of Divine mercy have been flung open
to the face of al created things, and the clouds of Truth will continue to
the end that hath no end to rain on the soil of human capacity, reality
and personality their favors and bounties. Such hath been God’' s method
continued from everlasting to everlasting.” 61

WORKING
But God knows our difficulty in forgiving ourselves and seeking His mercy:

“Glorified art Thou, O Lord my God. Every time | venture to make
mention of Thee, | am held back by my mighty sins and grievous
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trespasses against Thee, and find myself wholly deprived of Thy grace,
and utterly powerless to celebrate Thy praise. My great confidencein Thy
bounty, however, reviveth My hope in Thee, and my certitude that Thou
wilt bountifully deal with me emboldeneth me to extol Thee, and to ask
of Thee the things Thou dost possess. . .” 62



| urge my readers who are dealing with difficult issuesin their life

and therefore feel that they are blocked in their ability to reach out to
God to seek professional help. Rutstein openly discusses hisjourney in
The Way out of the Trap. Thisisin addition to turning to God in total
selflessness and humility, Our Beloved who knows us as no one else
can, and asking Him to release us from these burdens and to develop
our true spiritual selves. We surrender our situation to God and ask
God to save our lives. We do it for ourselves so that we can become
“channels’ for God’ s love to reach others and become more spiritually

WORKING

developed. We aso do it for our fellow-humans, struggling to accept us
with all our glaring shortcomings, and for our friends and family, and
for those who will become attracted to alife of faith when they see us
in our spiritual garment.

EDITION
Let us now move on from this highly personal section of the chapter.

‘ Abdu’I-Baha encourages us to say our prayers out loud:

”. .. Why should it be necessary for him to repeat prayers aoud

and with the tongue? One reason for thisisthat if the heart alone

is speaking the mind can be more easily disturbed. But repeating

the words so that the tongue and heart act together enables the mind to
become concentrated. Then the whole man is surrounded by the spirit of
prayer and the act is more perfect.” 63

The Insistent Self
But just repeating the prayersis not enough:

“Prayer and supplication are two wings whereby man soars toward the
heavenly mansion of the True One. However, verbal repetition of prayer
does not suffice. One must live in a perennial attitude of prayer. When
man is spiritually free his mind becomes the altar and his heart the

WORKING
sanctuary of prayer. Then the meaning of the verse ‘He will lift up from
before his eyesthe veil’ will become fulfilled in man. “ 64

We need to fedl the prayers given to us by Bah& u’llah, The Bab and
‘Abdu’l-
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Baha and, according to Moffett, “let the spiritual power of each word

surround

us as we dwell within the spirit of prayer”.65 Hellaby explains that we need

to

have love in our hearts and faith when we turn to God and reach out to Him ina



state of humility and pure devotion, consecrating ourselves to Him with a pure
heart with no malice towards another. So we need to let go of any irritations
or

anger, any feelings of being offended and, if we are in the wrong, to right

that

wrong so that we are not blocked from reaching God.66 If we are not overcome
by emotion when we pray, if we do not feel that closeness to God, we need

to examine ourselves, try harder to move away from any self-centeredness,
pride and immaturity, any absorption in our problems that hinders us from
lifting our spirits to God, to put ourselvesin His hands and ask Him to help

us draw closer.67

“Waft, then, unto me, O my God and my Beloved, from the right hand of
Thy mercy and loving- kindness, the holy breaths of Thy favors, that they
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may draw me away from myself and from the world unto the courts of Thy
nearness and Thy presence. Potent art Thou to do what pleaseth Thee...” 68

We need to develop a prayerful attitude:

EDITION

“The prayerful attitude is attained by two means. Just as aman who is
going to deliver alecture prepares therefore and his preparation consists
of certain meditations and notations, so the preparation for the prayerful
attitude is detaching one’s mind from all other thoughts save the thought
of God at the time of prayer and then praying when the prayerful attitude
shall be attained.” 69

Rutstein states that “every thought that springs from alove for God is
aprayer”.70 By considering every thought as a prayer we are aware of

our connection to God and we become more confident and positive in

our lives, despite any difficulties we have to face because we are sure of
God' s assistance no matter what happens and we feel secure in our “divine
sanctuary”. 71 Aswe begin to make progress, we'll be better able to face

The Insistent Self

and learn from tests so that eventually we'll reach the conclusion that our
greatest mistake isto turn away from God.72 We'll be ready to rely on Him no
matter what difficulties or disappointments we face, no matter how inadequate
we feel and the depth to which we sink spiritually. If we continue to reach out
to God in all circumstances, we'll learn to turn to Him first and depend

totally

WORKING

on Him. We have to believe that He will answer our prayers and provide the
guidance we need. Maybe he will give us signs but even sincere souls praying
ardently for assistance may miss the signs.73 It occursto methat if we are
uncertain if something isasign, we can ask God to confirm it somehow and
explain that we're not too bright and we need more direction!



EDITION
In the following story, * Abdu’|-Baha teaches a girl about prayer:

“One day a despondent little Jewish girl, al in black, was brought into

the Master’ s presence. With tears flowing, she told Him her tale of woes:

her brother had been unjustly imprisoned three years before — he had four
more years to serve; her parents were constantly depressed; her brotherin-law,
who was their support, had just died. She claimed the more she

trusted in God the worse matters became. She complained, ‘. . . my mother
reads the Psalms all the time; she doesn’t deserve that God should desert

her so. | read the Psalms myself, - the ninety-first Psalm and the twentythird
Psalm every night before | go to bed. | pray too.’

Comforting and advising her, ‘Abdu’[-Bah&replied, ‘ To pray is not to
read
Psalms. To pray isto trust in God, and to be submissive in al things to
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Him. Be submissive, then things will change for you. Put your family in
God' s hands. Love God’ swill. Strong ships are not conquered by the sea, -
they ride the waves. Now be a strong ship, not a battered one.” 74

Shoghi Effendi gave to Ruth Moffett five stepsto usein prayer “if we have

EDITION
aproblem of any kind for which we desire a solution or wish help”.75

“First Step. Pray and meditate about it. Use the prayers of the
Manifestations as they have the greatest power. Then remain in the silence
of contemplation for afew minutes.

Second Step. Arrive at adecision and hold to this. Thisdecisionis
usually born during the contemplation. It may seem almost impossible of
accomplishment but if it seemsto be an answer to a prayer or away of
solving the problem, then immediately take the next step.

Third Step. Have determination to carry the decision through. Many fail
here. The decision, budding into determination, is blighted and instead

The Insistent Self

becomes awish or avague longing. When determination is born,
immediately take the next step.

Fourth Step. Have faith and confidence that the power will flow through
you, the right way will appear, the door will open, the right thought,

WORKING

the right message, the right principle, or the right book will be given to
you. Have confidence, and the right thing will come to your need. Then,
asyou rise from prayer, take at once the fifth step.

Fifth Step. Act asthough it had all been answered. And as you act,



EDITION

you, yourself, will become a magnet, which will attract more power
to your being, until you become an unobstructed channel for the
Divine Power to flow through you. Many pray but do not remain for
the last half of the first step. Some who meditate arrive at a decision,
but fail to hold it. Few have the determination to carry the decision
through, and still fewer have the confidence that the right thing will
come to their need. But how many remember to act as though it had
all been answered? How true are those words — ‘ Greater than the
prayer isthe spirit in which it is uttered, but greater than the way it
is uttered isthe spirit in which it iscarried out.”” 76

In clarifying these 5 steps Shoghi Effendi indicated that they were
only personal suggestions. He stated, “ The Master said guidance
was when the doors opened after we tried. We can pray, ask

to do God'swill only, try hard, and then if wefind our planis

WORKING
not working out, assume it is not the right one, at least for the
moment.” 77

Rutstein feels that the most important thing is to schedule prayer and
depend on it as we do on food and drink.78 Dorothy Baker, an American
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Baha'i, who served on her National Spiritual Assembly and became
a“Hand of the Cause” (see introduction), stated that “we cannot be
anything but emaciated if we take it only spasmodically”.79 Itisa
necessity in our lives. | think that once we become aware that God is
closer to us than our own hands and feet and we learn to turn to Him
regularly, then prayer will become an integral part of our livesthat we
cannot live without because we cannot be far from Him.

Baha u’lldh commands usin the Kitab-i-Aqdas, the Book of Laws,
“Recite ye the verses of God every morn and eventide. Whoso faileth
to recite them hath not been faithful to the Covenant of God and His
Testament, and whoso turneth away from these holy versesin this Day
is of those who throughout eternity have turned away from God.” 80

The Insistent Self
And He says,

“At the dawn of every day he [the true seeker] should commune with
God, and with al his soul perseverein the quest of his Beloved.” 81

Thisis'Abdu’'|-Bah& s guidance:

WORKING

"When a soul risesin the morning from sleep, before everything else,
he must commemorate the name of God in order that he may obtain
spirituality and illumination.” 82



EDITION
“Supplicate unto Him and beseech in the middle of the night and at early
morn just as a needy and captive one beseeches. .. .” 83

“ Automatic, formalistic prayers which do not touch the core of the heart
are of no avail. How sweet, how delicious, how satisfying, how spiritua is
the prayer in the middle of the night! . . . While the majority of the people
are fast asleep the adorer of the Ideal beloved iswakeful. All around him
thereisarare and delicate silence, deep, airy, ethereal silence, calm,
magical and subtle — and there is the worshiper, communing with nature
and the Author of nature.” 84 * Abdu’[-Baha also said: “Often at night

I

do not sleep, and the thoughts of this world weigh heavily on my mind.

| toss uneasily in my bed. Then in the darkness of the night | get up and
pray — converse with God. It is most sweet and uplifting.” 85

Moffett tells us that when we turn to God in prayer our thoughts should

WORKING

be clear cut, intense and sincere.86 As Gilbert said in her popular novel
“Prayer isarelationship; half the job is mine. If | want transformation,

but can’t even be bothered to articulate what, exactly, I’m aiming for, how
will it ever occur? Half the benefit of prayer isin the asking itself, in the
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offering of aclearly posed and well- considered intention. If you don’t have
this, all your pleas and desires are boneless, floppy, inert; they swirl at

your feet in acold fog and never lift.” 87

Sincerity isaprerequisite for prayer. As Rutstein indicates, a beautifully
worded prayer that does not come from a sincere heart does not constitute
communion with God, whereas prayer given with few and crude words
from a pure heart will receive blessings.88

‘Abdu’ |-Baha says.

“. .. itisincumbent upon thee to be purely sincere, to turn to the holy
Kingdom
and to generously give the spirit in the cause of the Lord of Might.” 89

The Insistent Self

Secondly, the more we have faith, the more we will get results, as
Bah& u'lldh explains:

“It bestoweth wealth without gold, and conferreth immortality without
death.” 90

WORKING

‘Abdu’l-Baha emphasizesiit:

“. .. nothing shall be impossible to you if you havefaith. . . . Asye have
faith so shall your powers and blessings be.” 91



EDITION
And Shoghi Effendi tells us to pray to Baha u’llah:

“While praying it would be better to turn one's thoughts to the
Manifestation as He continues, in the other world, to be our means of
contact with the Almighty . . .“ 92

However, we can also turn to ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha or Shoghi Effendi:

“If you find you need to visualize someone when you pray, think of the
Master. Through Him you can address Baha' u’llah. Gradually try to
think of the qualities of the Manifestation, and in that way a mental form
will fade out, for after al the body is not the thing. His Spirit is there and
isthe essential, everlasting element.” 93

WORKING

“In regard to your question: we must not be rigid about praying; there
isnot a set of rules governing it; the main thing is we must start out
with the right concept of God, the Manifestation, the Master [ Abdu’ |-
Bahd], the Guardian [Shoghi Effendi] —we can turn, in thought, to
any one of them when we pray. For instance you can ask Bah& u'lldh
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for something, or, thinking of Him, ask God for it. The sameistrue
of the Master or the Guardian. Y ou can turn in thought to either of
them and then ask their intercession, or pray direct to God. Aslong
asyou don’'t confuse their stations, and make them all equal, it does
not matter much how you orient your thoughts.” 94

Shoghi Effendi also gave us three conditions of prayer: concentration,
purity of intention, and lastly, detachment from the outcome.95

We need to persevere in our efforts, according to ‘ Abdu’l-Baha

“Draw nigh unto God and persevere in communion with thy Lord so that
the fire of God’slove may glow more luminously in the heart, its heat

The Insistent Self

grow stronger and give warmth to that region and its sound reach the
Supreme Concourse.” 96

And we need to listen to God, as well astalking to Him. Conversation has
to go both ways. ‘ Abdu’I-Baha has told us how to listen to God:

WORKING

“We should speak in the language of heaven —in the language of the
spirit —for there is alanguage of the spirit and heart. It is as different
from our language as our own language is different from that of the
animals, who express themselves only by cries and sounds.

EDITION
It isthe language of the spirit which speaks to God. When, in prayer, we are



freed from all outward things and turn to God, then it isasif in our hearts
we hear the voice of God. Without words we speak, we communicate, we
converse with God and hear the answer . . . All of us, when we attain to a
truly spiritual condition, can hear the Voice of God.” 97

Dorothy Baker gave many talks about prayer. She said in one of her talks,
“Talk, listen to the inner silences. Hear the voice of God. Y earning opens
the recesses of the heart . . .” 98

And it isimportant to have privacy, to have quiet. The Bab explains:

“The reason why privacy hath been enjoined in moments of devotion
isthis, that thou mayest give thy best attention to the remembrance

WORKING

of God, that thy heart may at all times be animated with His Spirit,
and not be shut out as by aveil from thy Best Beloved. Let not thy
tongue pay lip servicein praise of God while thy heart be not attuned
to the exalted Summit of Glory, and the Focal Point of communion.
Thusif haply thou dost live in the Day of Resurrection, the mirror of
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thy heart will be set towards Him Who is the Day-Star of Truth and
no sooner will His light shine forth than the splendor thereof shall
forthwith be reflected in thy heart “ 99

What about the length of our prayer sessions?
Baha' u'lléh tells us:

“Take heed lest excessive reading and too many acts of piety in the daytime
and in the night season make you vainglorious. Should a person recite

but a single verse from the Holy Writingsin a spirit of joy and radiance,
this would be better for him than reciting wearily all the scriptures of

God, the Help in Peril, the Self-Subsisting. Recite ye the verses of God in

The Insistent Self

such measure that ye be not overtaken with fatigue or boredom. Burden
not your souls so as to cause exhaustion and weigh them down, but rather
endeavour to lighten them, that they may soar on the wings of revealed
verses unto the dawning-place of His signs. Thisis conducive to nearer
access unto God, were ye to comprehend.” 100

WORKING
Shoghi Effendi said to a believer who had been ill:

“We don't have to pray and meditate for hoursin order to be spiritual.”
101

EDITION
St. Augustine said, “A short prayer pierceth heaven.” 102

We do not have to say along prayer and even saying “Allah-u-Abh&’ with



joy is enough, according to Hellaby.103 “ Allah-u-Abhd’ is a phrase used
by Baha is which means “God is the Most-Glorious’ and isreferred to as
“The Greatest Name”. Shoghi Effendi advises:

“He feels more emphasis should be laid on the importance and power of
prayer, including the use of The Greatest Name, but not over-emphasizing.
It isthe spirit behind the words which isreally important.” 104

The repetition of the Greatest Name is one of Bah& u’lldh’ s ordinances:
“It

hath been ordained that every believer in God, the Lord of Judgement,
shall, each day, having washed his hands and then his face, seat himself
and, turning unto God, repeat ‘ Allah-u-Abha ninety-five times. Such

WORKING
was the decree of the Maker of the Heavens when, with majesty and
power, He established Himself upon the thrones of His Names. . . 105

Inasmuch as we do not become exhausted but are refreshed and joyful
from our prayers, they can of course be as long as we want!
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Because it does not come easily to pray, we are asked to say an obligatory
prayer and given atime- frame for it. Hellaby noted that by using the
obligatory prayer we create a“ring of prayer” 106 around the world at
any onetime. And in saying our obligatory prayer we demonstrate our
obedience to God, as Baha' u’ll&h indicates:

“We, verily, have set forth al thingsin Our Book, as atoken of grace unto
those

who have believed in God, the Almighty, the Protector, the Self-Subsisting.
And we have ordained obligatory prayer and fasting so that all may by these
means draw nigh unto God, the Most Powerful, the Well-Beloved. We have
written down these two laws and expounded every irrevocable decree. We
have forbidden men from following whatsoever might cause them to stray

The Insistent Self

from the Truth, and have commanded them to observe that which will draw
them nearer unto Him Who is the Almighty, the All-Loving. Say: Observe ye
the commandments of God for love of His beauty, and be not of those who
follow in the ways of the abject and foolish.“ 107

Many of the quotations from Bah& u’lldh’sand ‘ Abdu’l-Bah&d's
Writings on

WORKING
obligatory prayer refer both to obligatory prayer and fasting. We will consider
the commandment of fasting in another chapter. * Abdu’ |-Baha explains:

“Thou hast written concerning obligatory prayer. Such prayer is binding
and mandatory for everyone. Most certainly guide al to its observance,



EDITION

because it islike aladder for the souls, alamp unto the hearts of the
righteous and the waters of life from the garden of paradise. It isaclear
duty prescribed by the All-Merciful, in the observance of which it isin no
wise permissible to be dilatory or neglectful.” 108

It isimportant to obey God’s Commands for us and we only benefit by
drawing nearer to Him and following a spiritual path. We also obey His
injunctions for love of His beauty. And in Hisinfinite Mercy, He bestows
upon us His bounties and blessings when we say our obligatory prayers.
Baha u'lléh tells us:

“Asfor obligatory prayer, it hath been sent down by the Pen of the Most
High in such wise that it setteth ablaze the hearts and captivateth the
souls and minds of men.” 109

WORKING

“Concerning obligatory prayer, it hath been revealed in such wise that
whosoever reciteth it, even one time, with a detached heart, will find
himself wholly severed from the world.” 110

“Of the new Obligatory Prayersthat were later revealed, the long Obligatory
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Prayer should be said at those times when one feeleth himself in a prayerful
mood. In truth, it hath been revealed in such wise that if it be recited to a
rock, that rock would stir and speak forth; and if it be recited to a mountain,
that mountain would move and flow. Well isit with the one who reciteth it
and fulfilleth God’ s precepts. Whichever prayer isread will suffice.” 111

And in thewords of ‘Abdu’|-Bah&

“The obligatory prayers are binding inasmuch as they are conducive

to humility and submissiveness, to setting one’s face towards God

and expressing devotion to Him. Through such prayer man holdeth
communion with God, seeketh to draw near unto Him, converseth with
the true Beloved of one's heart, and attaineth spiritual stations.” 112

The Insistent Self

“Know thou that in every word and movement of the obligatory prayer
there are allusions, mysteries and a wisdom that man is unable to
comprehend, and letters and scrolls cannot contain.” 113

Even though we will never really understand, Taherzadeh explains that

WORKING

the movements in the two longer prayers convey our attitude towards

God so that we are humbled before Him.114 Because Bah§ u’l1&h, despite
being a Manifestation, lived in Persia, He would express Himself asa
Persian. The gestures therefore reflect His culture. Raising hands to heaven
signified supplication to God, bending the body demonstrated humility and
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prostrating the body before God expressed man’s utter nothingnessin His
presence. Considering the meaning of these gestures while we pray may
assist us to say our prayers more fervently.

We are al so asked to wash our face and hands prior to reciting our obligatory
prayers:

“. .. Performye, likewise, ablutions for the Obligatory Prayer; thisisthe
command of God, the Incomparable, the Unrestrained.” 115

But we do not need to say the longer obligatory prayers, as Shoghi Effendi
explains:

“Bahd u’'lldh has reduced all ritual and form to an absolute minimum
in His Faith. The few forms that there are — like those associated with
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the two longer obligatory daily prayers, are only symbols of the inner
attitude. Thereisawisdom in them, and a great blessing, but we cannot
force ourselves to understand or feel these things, that is why He gave us
also the very short and simple prayer, for those who did not feel the desire
to perform the acts associated with the other two.” 116

EDITION

When we say the obligatory prayers, we turn to the Qiblih, the Point
of Adoration, Baha u’llah’ s resting place on earth in Israel. Shoghi
Effendi explains:

“He would advise you to only use the short midday Obligatory Prayer.
This has no genuflections and only requires that when saying it the
believer turn his face towards Akka where Baha u'lldh isburied. Thisis
aphysical symbol of aninner reality, just as the plant stretches out to the
sunlight — from which it receives life and growth — so we turn our hearts
to the Manifestation of God, Baha' u’ll1ah, when we pray; and we turn
our faces, during this short prayer, to where His dust lies on this earth as
asymbol of the inner act” 117

The Insistent Self
Here is the short obligatory prayer:

“1 bear witness, O my God, that Thou hast created me to know Thee and
to worship Thee. | testify, at this moment, to my powerlessness and to
Thy might, to my poverty and to Thy wealth. There is none other God but

WORKING
Thee, the Help in Peril, the Self-Subsisting.” 118

In this prayer, Baha u’llah tells us that our purpose in life and the

reason

for our creation is knowing and loving God, worshipping and serving Him,
obeying Him and drawing near to His presence.
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And if we turn to God with purity of motive and humility, we will
experience the power of the obligatory prayers, as Bah& u’lldh and
‘Abdu’ I-Baha have written:

“O My brother! How great, how very great, can the law of obligatory
prayer be, when through His mercy and loving kindness, one is enabled
to observe it. When a man commenceth the recitation of the Obligatory
Prayer, he should see himself severed from all created things and regard
himself as utter nothingness before the will and purpose of God, in such
wise that he seeth naught but Him in the world of being. Thisisthe
station of God’ s well-favored ones and those who are wholly devoted to
Him. Should one perform the Obligatory Prayer in this manner, he will
be accounted by God and the Concourse on high among those who have
truly offered the prayer.” 119

WORKING

“Obligatory prayer causeth the heart to become attentive to the Divine
Kingdom. Oneis alone with God, converseth with Him, and acquireth
bounties. Likewise, if one performeth the Obligatory Prayer with his
heart in a state of utmost purity, he will obtain the confirmations of the

EDITION

Holy Spirit, and thiswill entirely obliterate love of self. | hope that thou
wilt persevere in the recitation of the Obligatory Prayer, and thus will
come to witness the power of entreaty and supplication.” 120

“Obligatory prayer isthe very foundation of the Cause of God.
Through it joy and vitality infuse the heart. Even if every grief
should surround Me, as soon as | engage in conversing with God

in obligatory prayer, all My sorrows disappear and | attain joy and
gladness. A condition descendeth upon Me which | am unable to
describe or express. Whenever, with full awareness and humility, we
undertake to perform the Obligatory Prayer before God, and recite it
with heartfelt tenderness, we shall taste such sweetness as to endow
all existence with eternal life.” 121

The Insistent Self

‘Abdu’1-Baha gives us some direction about saying our obligatory prayer
in conjunction with other prayers:

“O thou servant of the True Lord! Obligatory prayer and other
supplications are essential to servitude unto Him Who is the All-Sufficing
... When the obligatory prayers and other prayers are joined together

WORKING

and follow each other, worship attaineth its perfection. It can be seen
that these two are spiritual companions and are like one soul in two
bodies. May God assist you all to thrivein love and fellowship.” 122
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“O servant of the holy threshold! Thou hast asked about those prayers that
are beyond what is prescribed, those that are recommended, invocations,
and devotions honored by tradition. In this Dispensation that which

hath been expressly prescribed is obligatory. But individua worship,
invocations, supererogatory prayers, and specially recommended prayers
are not binding. Nonetheless, the saying of any prayer individualy after
the Obligatory Prayersis well-pleasing and acceptable, but no particular
ones have been singled out.” 123

The term “supererogatory” refersto prayers that are performed over and
above those prescribed as obligatory.

But Bah& u’'ll&h explains that other prayers, in addition to the
obligatory

prayers, have specia potency and include the Tablet of Ahmad and the
Long Healing Prayer.
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“These daily obligatory prayers, together with afew other specific ones,
such as the Healing Prayer, the Tablet of Ahmad, have been invested by
Bah& u'l1dh with a specia potency and significance, and should therefore
be accepted as such and be recited by the believers with unquestioned
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faith and confidence, that through them they may enter into a much

closer communion with God, and identify themselves more fully with His
laws and precepts.” 124

Dorothy Baker suggested that “you can lose contact ... through your own veils
and clouds if you do not pray every day [and] if there are clouds around, use
the Tablet of Ahmad asit never fails.” 125 Martha Root told Dorothy, “when

| am faced with a difficulty, | use the Tablet of Ahmad every day for nine
days, asking God, in the name of that Holy Tablet, to remove the difficulty. If

| am faced with an extremely difficult problem, I recite the Tablet of Ahmad
three times a day for nine days. And when | am faced with a problem that is
completely impossible and there is and can be no solution, | use the Tablet of
Ahmad nine times a day for nine days and the problem is always solved.” 126

The Insistent Self

She also suggested that we wake up and pray at dawn for someone for 19
days and thank the person for the privilege of doing it because it increases
our own connection to the power that sustains us. | highly recommend
Dorothy Baker’ s biography, From Copper to Gold, to get a glimpse of the
power of prayer in her life.

WORKING
‘Abdu’ |-Baha also asks us to pray for those who have ascended to the
spiritual world:



“Those who have ascended have different attributes from those who are still

EDITION
on earth, yet thereis no real separation. In prayer thereisamingling of
station, amingling of condition. Pray for them as they pray for you.” 127

And we are asked to pray for our parents. The Béb tells us:

“It is seemly that the servant should, after each prayer, supplicate God
to bestow mercy and forgiveness upon his parents. Thereupon God's call
will be raised: ‘ Thousand upon thousand of what thou hast asked for thy
parents shall be thy recompense!’ Blessed is he who remembereth his
parents when communing with God. Thereis, verily, no God but Him,
the Mighty, the Well-Beloved.” 128

And so to summarize. We pray to know and to love God, and thereby
our faith and conviction increase and we are motivated to continue our
relationship with God through prayer. With self-discipline and perseverance

WORKING

prayer becomes our habit. We notice if we don’t pray one day and our
consciousness of the need to turn to God regularly is heightened. Once
we acquire the habit of saying our obligatory prayers and other prayers
regularly, it becomes as important to us as the other routines of life. And
we need to understand, as Hellaby says, that obedience itself makes us a

EDITION
recipient of His grace and aids our progress spiritually.129

It seems to me that we may feel some vague feeling about God' s
presence or we may feel that no oneisthere listening to our words. We
may feel that others seem to be good at connecting and living in His
presence. We should not expect to feel the presence of God every time
we pray. Learning how to pray requires work and effort, resolve and
willpower. We may have to just keep praying and gradually we'll feel
that we' re actually communing with God.

“Let not thy tongue pay lip servicein praise of God while thy heart
be not attuned to the exalted Summit of Glory, and the Focal Point
of communion...” 130
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When thoughts wander in all directions, Hellaby advises usto gently bring
them back to our prayers.131 | know for myself that | dutifully said prayers,
and many of them at one time, for many years, trying to get the “feelings’,
aconnection, aspiritual experience, to be carried away from self, but all
the time my mind was chattering, wondering about my day, what I’d do

WORKING
about something that was happening in my life, everything except turning
humbly to God and focusing totally on God and His will for me.



We should not even expect benefits for ourselves from praying but leave it
all to God to utilize our prayers as He desires. Our prayers may seem rote
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and lacking in emotion and God may seem far away. Perhaps at thistime,
God istesting our faith to see if we will continue to turn to Him. Even if
we feel that we are not “good” at praying, God is still working in us and
we only have to look within:

“Turn thy sight unto thyself, that thou mayest find Me standing within
thee, Mighty, Powerful and Self-Subsisting.” 132

Maybe, as Hellaby suggests, we try too hard. Maybe we need to stop our
search and relax and agree to be found, knowing that He is seeking us.133

“Be still and know that | am God.” 134

And if we consider our prayer to be our last one, we may put our heart and
soul intoit:
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“When you stand up to pray, perform your prayer asif it were your last.
Do not say anything you will have to make excuses for tomorrow and
resolve to give up all hopes of what men possess.” 135

EDITION
We must leave our self-will at the door and reach a stage described by
‘Abdu’|-Baha

“Maniseternally in a state of communion and prayer with the source of
all good. The highest and most elevating state is the state of prayer. Prayer
iscommunion with God . . . Its efficacy is conditional upon the freedom
of the heart from extraneous suggestions and mundane thoughts. The
worshiper must pray with a detached spirit, unconditional surrender

of the will, concentrated attention and a magnetic spiritual passion.

[my underlining] His innermost being must be stirred with the ethereal
breeze of holiness. If the mirror of hislifeis polished from the dross of

all desires, the heavenly pictures and star-like images of the Kingdom

of God will become fully reflected therein. Then he will be given power
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to trandlate these celestial formsinto his own daily life and the lives of
many thousands. . .” 136

‘Abdu’ I-Baha Himself taught us how to pray:
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“When ‘Abdu’|-Bahawas in New Y ork He called to Him an ardent Bah&'i
and said, ‘If you will cometo Me at dawn tomorrow, | will teach you to

pray.’

Delighted, Mr. M arose at four and crossed the city, arriving for hislesson at
six. With what exultant expectation he must have greeted this opportunity! He



found ‘ Abdu’ I-Baha already at prayer, kneeling by the side of the bed. Mr.
M

EDITION
followed suit, taking care to place himself directly across.

Seeing that ‘ Abdu’l-Bah&d was quite lost in His own reverie, Mr. M began
to pray silently for hisfriend, hisfamily and finally for the crowned heads
of Europe. No word was uttered by the quiet Man before him. He went over
all the prayers he knew then, and repeated them twice, three times— still no
sound broke the expectant hush.

Mr M surreptiously rubbed one knee and wondered vaguely about his back.

He began again, hearing as he did so, the birds heralding the dawn outside the
window. An hour passed, and finally two. Mr. M was quite numb now. His eyes,
roving along the wall, caught sight of alarge crack. He dallied with atouch

of

indignation but let his gaze pass again to the still figure across the bed.

The ecstasy that he saw arrested him and he drank deeply of the sight. Suddenly
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he wanted to pray like that. Selfish desires were forgotten. Sorrow, conflict,
and even hisimmediate surroundings were as if they had never been. He was
conscious of only one thing, a passionate desire to draw near to God.

Closing his eyes again he set the world firmly aside, and amazingly his heart
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teemed with prayer, eager, joyous, tumultuous prayer. He felt cleansed by
humility and lifted by a new peace. ‘ Abdu’I-Bah& had taught him to pray!

The Master of Akkaimmediately arose and came to him. His eyes rested smilingly
upon the newly humbled Mr. M. ‘“When you pray,” He said, ‘Y ou must not

think

of your aching body, nor of the birds outside the window, nor of the cracksin

the

wall!” He became very serious then, and added, ‘When you wish to pray you

must

first know that you are standing in the presence of the Almighty!"* 137

We can be assured that our prayers are always answered:

“But we ask for things which the divine wisdom does not desire for us and
thereis no answer to our prayer . . . We pray,” O God! make me wealthy!’

The Insistent Self

If this prayer were universally answered, human affairswould be at a
standstill. There would be none left to work in the streets, none to till the
sail,

none to build, noneto runthetrains. . . The affairs of the world would be
interfered with, energies crippled and progress hindered. But whatever we



ask for, which isin accord with divine wisdom, God will answer.
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For instance, a very feeble patient may ask the doctor to give him food
which would be positively dangerous to hislife and condition. He may
beg for roast meat. The doctor is kind and wise. He knows it would be
dangerous to his patient so he refusesto allow it. The doctor is merciful;

EDITION

the patient ignorant. Through the doctor’ s kindness the patient recovers,
hislifeis saved. Y et the patient may cry out that the doctor is unkind, not
good, because he refuses to answer his pleading.

God is merciful. In His mercy He answers the prayers of al His servants
when according to His supreme wisdom it is necessary.” 138

We may not understand the answer to our prayer. Or the answer may

be disguised. Hellaby explains that we may want to develop a specific
virtue and God provides a situation to help us develop it.139 Sometimes
we can answer the request ourselves. Sometimes we don’'t give God
enough time or the answer isto wait.140 Sometimes the words of our
prayers do not reflect what we want in our hearts.141 We only get in
God’ s way by not being ready or receptive to Him, by closing our hearts
and being unresponsive and by worrying and trying to do it all on our
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own.142 We give God the opportunity and follow Hiswill through our
pleain the Long Obligatory Prayer:

“O God, my God! Look not upon my hopes and doings, nay rather ook
upon Thy will that hath encompassed the heavens and the earth.”
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It seems to me that we may not wish to take the responsibility, to take
the hard road to let go of bad habits or our treatment of another. Or, as
Hellaby points out, sometimes we need to demonstrate perseverance by
continuing to pray for something because only prayer can bring it about
and we may have to sacrifice our selfish desiresto receiveit, while
maintaining hope and faith. Our spiritual needs will be answered by
achange in our circumstances or a change in us.143 Patience is always
needed to deal with situationsin our lives and we need to have trust and
confidence that God will lead the way.144 Being in the presence of God
and offering our supplications is only the beginning point. Through
prayer we learn to serve others. We reflect our highest form of prayer in
our interactions with others.

The Insistent Self

“... strive that your actions day by day may be beautiful prayers. Turn
towards God, and seek always to do that which isright and noble.” 145

As Rutstein concludes, prayer then becomes what we do conscious of



the nearness of God and Hiswish to help usin our lives.146 If we have this
awareness of God's presence within our hearts, we will call on Him constantly
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as we go about our lives and this love of God becomes a magnet that attracts
others as we demonstrate our devotion in our interactions with others.

“Woe to those who pray, But in their prayer are careless; Who make a
shew of devotion; But refuse to help the needy.” 147
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Prayer must necessarily result in action. When we pray for others, do we also
demonstrate thoughtfulness in our actions towards them? Unselfishness in
prayer bestows a heart ready to serve.148 It also affects the one who is being
prayed for. Knowing someone is praying for you is empowering and may
assist them to cope. According to Hellaby, “great praying requires great
living

and this, in turn, requires great service, culminating when necessary, in great
sacrifice.” 149 Our prayers can't help but be effective when we

“sacrifice al

our conditions for the divine station of God” 150 and pray for others and
serve

them. Our sacrifice becomes the channel for the grace of God to flow to others.

“Toturnto God at all timeswith true love, to commune with Himin
spirit, to regard Him as always present, to praise and glorify Him by
word and by deed, to pray ardently for His confirmations to promote
His Cause, to carry out His teachings and to serve mankind in one’'s
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daily work- all these acts constitute the main features of worshipping
God. Prayer alone will not be conducive to the good- pleasure of God
if it isnot followed by service to the Cause” 151

But we need to start with prayer, as ‘ Abdu’[-Baha reminds us:
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“It has been revealed in the Teachings that work isworship, but this
does not mean that worship and the prescribed mentionings of God
should be abandoned, for such worship is arequirement set forth in
the book of God. Prayer makes the heart mindful, it spiritualizes the
soul, it causes the spirit to exult, it gladdens the breagt, till Divine love
appears and a man leans trustingly on the Lord and bows in lowliness
at the Threshold of Grandeur.” 152

In closing, here is adescription of ‘ Abdu’|-Baha’s prayerfulness:

“* Abdu’l-Baha’s prayerfulness aided Him to sustain an equanimity even
in times of deep sorrow and dire anguish. His ‘love for God was the

The Insistent Self



ground and cause of an equanimity which no circumstance could shake
and of an inner happiness which no adversity affected . .. * To be sure, in
times of severe stress—when Bahd U’ [ldh was away in the wilderness of
Sulaymaniyyih and again when the Master Himself was in grave danger

in Akka due to false accusations brought against Him —* Abdu’ |-Baha was

WORKING

known to pray, and perhaps aso to chant, throughout an entire night. The
death of His beloved Father, Bah& u’llah, made Him momentarily almost
lifeless— but He rallied and was sustained by His abiding love of God.
Indeed it is reported that the Master * often prayed that His conditions
might become more severe in order that His strength to meet them might

EDITION
beincreased.”” 153

WORKING
EDITION
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Chapter 3
Meditation

Bahd is, like those of other faiths and those who practice a spiritua way
of

WORKING
life, are asked to meditate, to ponder and reflect:

“One hour’ s reflection is preferable to seventy years of pious worship.”
1

EDITION

One of the six essential requisites for our spiritual growth, summarized
by the Universal House of Justice, is prayerful meditation on the
teachings. And we know that when we pray to God, we need to listen
and wait for aresponse, which can best be received through meditation.



So it isimportant to know how to meditate and to spend some time
in meditation. Bah& u’l1&h did not specify any particular methods of
meditation or any rituals concerning meditation, but he did reveal
meditations for usto use.

Perhaps we would do well first to consider what meditation is.

The website www.mikefinch.com defines meditation as “a practice in which
an individual trains the mind and/or induces a mode of consciousness to
realize some benefit.”

The 1913 edition of Webster’ s dictionary defines meditation as. The act
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of meditating; close or continued thought; the turning or revolving of a
subject in the mind; serious contemplation; reflection; musing

And the Merriam-Webster dictionary online, defines meditation as: a

EDITION
discourse intended to express its author’ s reflections or to guide othersin
contemplation . . .

Below is aselection of definitions (culled from Google at random) of
meditation:

Meditation is the process of conscious, controlled focus of the mind which
may take place when the thinking processes, both in pictures and in words,
have been stopped.

Meditation is a set of attentional practices leading to an altered state
or trait of consciousness characterized by expanded awareness, greater
presence, and a more integrated sense of self.

The Insistent Self

Meditation is effortless concentration.

Meditation isto still the mind, focus it away from the everyday concerns of
your talking self, and to listen inward.

WORKING

Meditation is away to evoke the relaxation response and at the same

time away to train and strengthen awareness; a method for centering

and focusing the self; away to halt constant verbal thinking and relax the
bodymind; atechnique for calming the central nervous system; away to
relieve stress, bolster self-esteem, reduce anxiety, and alleviate depression.

EDITION
... But I would like to emphasize that meditation itself is, and aways has
been, a spiritual practice.

The goal of all forms of meditation is single-mindedness -- to let go of all
distractions and focus on one object of attention or devotion.



Meditation is simply witnessing your mind without any involvement at all.
Meditation is to seek inner silence and losing the sense of separateness.

Meditation is a spiritual practice that bonds the mind, body and soul
together.

Prayer iswhen you speak . . . Meditation is when you listen.

WORKING
Meditation is the intentional self-regulation of attention, in the service of
self-inquiry, in the here and now.

Y ang meditation is the concentrated focusing of the mind on something. The
‘something’ can have aimost infinite variety. Common subjects of thistype
of

EDITION

meditation are: mantras, chakras, colors, shapes, prayers, and affirmations.
Yin meditation is the clearing of the mind of all thought, both pictures and
words, and the holding of that mind in afocused and alert state. . .

So we have abeginning. Meditation is related to “reflection”, “ serious
contemplation” a*conscious controlled focus of the mind”, “leading to
an

altered state”, “effortless concentration,”* single- mindedness”.

It's about

listening “inward”, seeking “inner silence” and “losing a sense of
Separateness’.

It requires the ability to “halt constant verbal thinking” and “still the
mind” or

hold it “in afocused and alert state”. It involves “ expanded awareness,
greater

presence and a more integrated sense of self.” Anditis*“aspiritual
practice that

bonds mind, body and soul together.” So how do these ideas about meditation
relate to meditation as described in the Bah&' i Writings:

The Insistent Self
Bahd u'llah stated:

“Do thou meditate on that which We have revealed unto thee, that
thou mayest discover the purpose of God, thy Lord, and the Lord of
al worlds.” 2

WORKING
And from The Hidden Words of Bah& u’llah, those gems containing the
very essence of Hisinstructions for mankind:

“O Man of Two Visions!

EDITION



Close one eye and open the other. Close one to the world and all that is
therein, and open the other to the hallowed beauty of the Beloved.” 3

‘Abdu’[-Bahatells us:

“Baha u'lldh says thereis asign (from God) in every phenomenon: the
sign of theintellect is contemplation and the sign of contemplation is
silence, because it isimpossible for a man to do two things at one time —
he cannot both speak and meditate.

It isan axiomatic fact that while you meditate you are speaking with your
own spirit. In that state of mind you put certain questions to your spirit
and the spirit answers: the light breaks forth and the reality is revealed.

Y ou cannot apply the name ‘man’ to any being void of this faculty of

WORKING
meditation; without it he would be a mere animal, lower than the beasts.

Through the faculty of meditation man attains to eternal life; through
it he receives the breath of the Holy Spirit — the bestowal of the Spirit is
given in reflection and meditation.

EDITION

The spirit of man isitself informed and strengthened during meditation;
through it affairs of which man knew nothing are unfolded before his
view. Through it he receives Divine inspiration, through it he receives
heavenly food.

Meditation is the key for opening the doors of mysteries. In that state
man abstracts himself: in that state man withdraws himself from all
outside objects; in that subjective mood he isimmersed in the ocean
of spiritual life and can unfold the secrets of things-in-themselves.
Toillustrate this, think of man as endowed with two kinds of sight;
when the power of insight is being used the outward power of vision
does not see.

The Insistent Self

This faculty of meditation frees man from the animal nature, discerns
the redlity of things, puts man in touch with God.

This faculty brings forth from the invisible plane the sciences and arts.
Through the meditative faculty inventions are made possible, colossal
undertakings are carried out; through it governments can run smoothly.

WORKING
Through this faculty man enters into the very Kingdom of God.

Nevertheless some thoughts are usel ess to man; they are like waves moving
in the sea without result. But if the faculty of meditation is bathed in the
inner

EDITION



light and characterized with divine attributes, the results will be confirmed.

The meditative faculty is akin to the mirror; if you put it before earthly
objectsit will reflect them. Therefore if the spirit of man is contemplating
earthly subjects he will be informed of these.

But if you turn the mirror of your spirits heavenwards, the heavenly
constellations and the rays of the Sun of Reality will be reflected in your
hearts, and the virtues of the Kingdom will be obtained.

Therefore let us keep this faculty rightly directed — turning it to the
heavenly Sun and not to earthly objects — so that we may discover the
secrets of the Kingdom, and comprehend the allegories of the Bible and
the mysteries of the spirit.

May we indeed become mirrors reflecting the heavenly realities, and may

WORKING
we become so pure as to reflect the stars of heaven.” 4

So what does * Abdu’I-Baha tell us are the requirements for meditation?
First, we need to be quiet. Then we need to withdraw our self. We then do

EDITION
not use our vision, our outward sight, but we use insight. We put questions
to our spirit and it answers.

Through meditation we can attain:

- Eternal life

- The breath of the Holy Spirit

- The unfoldment of affairs of which we knew nothing

- Divine inspiration and heavenly food

- Freedom from the animal nature

- The ability to discern the reality of things

- The ability to be in touch with God

- Sciences and arts brought forth from the invisible realm

The Insistent Self

- New inventions

- The achievement of colossal undertakings
- Smooth-running governments

- Entrance into the Kingdom of God

- The virtues of the Kingdom

WORKING
And we are asked to keep our thoughts on heavenly things and turn the mirror
of our spirits heavenwards to “discover the secrets of the Kingdom . . .”

After studying this passage, it is clear how important it isfor usto learn

EDITION
how to meditate and to practice it regularly in our lives.



Here is another passage about the benefits of meditation:

“Through meditation the doors of deeper knowledge and inspiration may
be opened. Naturally, if one meditates asaBah& i he is connected with
the Source; if aman believing in God meditates he istuning in to the
power and mercy of God; but we cannot say that any inspiration which

a person, not knowing Bah& u’llah or not believing in God, receivesis
merely fromhisownego...” 5

And so we see the power of meditation that pulls us away from our lower
nature to another realm.

Bah& u'l1&h says that “the deepest meditations are but reflections of
that

WORKING
which is created within ourselves by the Revelations of God.” 6

“O Salman! All that the sages and mystics have said or written have never
exceeded, nor can they ever hope to exceed, the limitations to which man’s
finite mind hath been strictly subjected. To whatever heights the mind of

EDITION

the most exalted of men may soar, however great the depths which the
detached and understanding heart can penetrate, such mind and heart

can never transcend that which is the creature of their own conceptions
and the product of their own thoughts. The meditations of the profoundest
thinker, the devotions of the holiest of saints, the highest expressions of
praise from either human pen or tongue, are but a reflection of that which
hath been created within themselves, through the revelation of the Lord,
their God. Whoever pondereth thistruth in his heart will readily admit that
there are certain limits which no human being can possibly transgress.
Every attempt which, from the beginning that hath no beginning, hath been
made to visualize and know God is limited by the exigencies of His own
creation - a creation which He, through the operation of His own Will and
for the purposes of none other but His own Self, hath called into being.

The Insistent Self

Immeasurably exalted is He above the strivings of human mind to grasp His
Essence, or of human tongue to describe His mystery.” 7

“One day the Guardian said to a prominent pilgrim in Haifa, ‘Do you
pray? Of course, beloved Guardian, | pray every morning.” ‘Do you

WORKING
meditate? The man paused a bit and said slowly, ‘No, | guess| do not.’

The Guardian replied that prayer is of no use without meditation and
that meditation must be centered on the Holy Writings. He continued very
earnestly that meditation is of no use unlessit isfollowed by action. He thus

EDITION



made clear another step in this most important processin the life of the soul.

The Guardian then explained further that meditation is not just sitting down,
closing your eyes, keeping silent in a silent atmosphere, and being blank.

That is not meditation. We must concentrate on the Teachings. . . and their
implications. Prayer is of no consequence if it remains the murmur of syllables
and sounds — of what use is that? God knows aready. We are not saying the
prayers for God, we are saying them for our own selves. If the words do not
strengthen us, if we do not reflect upon the Writings we read, if we do not
make

the Writings part of our daily action, we are wasting our time.” 8

Shoghi Effendi stated that “inspiration received through meditation is of
anature that one cannot measure or determine. God can inspire into our
minds things that we had no previous knowledge of, if He desiresto do so.” 9

WORKING

He also said, “Prayer and meditation are very important factorsin
deepening the spiritual life of theindividual, but with them must go also
action and example, as these are the tangible results of the former. Both
are essential.” 10

EDITION

‘Abdu’ |-Baha explained, “Asin adream one talks with afriend while the
mouth is silent, so isit in the conversation of the spirit. A man may converse
with the ego within him saying: ‘May | do this? Would it be advisable for me
to do thiswork? Such is the conversation with the higher self.” 11

And ‘Abdu’l-Baha said:

The first thing to do isto acquire athirst for Spirituality, then Live the
Life! LivetheLife! Livethe Lifel Theway to acquire thisthirstisto
meditate upon the future life. Study the Holy Words, read your Bible, read
the Holy Books, especially study the Holy Utterances of Bah& u’llah;
Prayer and Meditation, take much time for these two. Then will you

know this Great Thirst, and then only can you begin to Live the Life! 12

The Insistent Self

So if we “meditate upon the future life” it will help to awaken our souls
from the stupor of self- absorption and egotism.

But how do we meditate? Shoghi Effendi advised us:
“Asto meditation: Thisasoisafield in which theindividua isfree.

WORKING

There are no set forms of meditation prescribed in the teachings, no plan
as such, for inner development. The friends are urged —nay enjoined to
pray, and they also should meditate, but the manner of doing the latter is
left entirely to the individual.” 13

EDITION



“. .. the Guardian sees no reason why the friends should not be taught
to meditate, but they should guard against superstitious or foolish ideas
creeping intoit.” 14

And in thisletter the Universal House of Justice provides us with
more guidelines:

“It is striking how private and personal the most fundamental spiritual
exercises of prayer and meditation are in the Faith. Bah&'is do, of course,
have meetings for devotions, asin the Mashriqu’l- Adhkar [Bah& i House
of Worship] or at Nineteen Day Feasts, but the daily obligatory prayers
are ordained to be said in the privacy of one’'s chamber, and meditation
on the Teachingsis, likewise, a private individual activity, not aform of

group therapy.

WORKING

In Histalks ‘ Abdu’ |-Bah& describes prayer as ‘ conversation with God’
and concerning meditation He says that ‘while you meditate you are
speaking with your own spirit. In that state of mind you put certain
guestions to your spirit and the spirit answers: the light breaks forth and
thereality isrevealed.

EDITION

There are, of course, other things that one can do to increase one's
spirituality. For example, Baha u’llah has specified no procedures to

be followed in meditation, and individual believers are freeto do as

they wish in this area, provided that they remain in harmony with the
Teachings, but such activities are purely persona and should under no
circumstances be confused with those actions which Baha' u’llah Himself
considered to be of fundamental importance for our spiritual growth.

Some believers may find it beneficial to them to follow a particular
method of meditation, and they may certainly do so, but such methods
should not be taught at Bah& i Summer Schools or be carried out during
a session of the School because, while they may appeal to some people,

The Insistent Self

they may repel others. They have nothing to do with the Faith and should
be kept quite separate so that enquirers will not be confused.

It would seem that there are in Norway many believers who draw
particular benefit from meditation. The House of Justice suggests that
for their private meditations they may wish to use the repetition of the

WORKING
Greatest Name, Allah-u-Abha, ninety-fivetimesaday . ..” 15

This requirement to repeat the Greatest Name every day was mentioned
in the last chapter and it is clear from this letter that we have aform of

EDITION



meditation that is ready to use.

But the Bahd i teachings indicate that we are free to determine a method of
meditation on the Creative Word that works for us. If we do not know how to
meditate we can learn through reading books or attending workshops to master
some basics. | have been taught that learning to concentrate on one's
breathing

aids meditation. When your mind wanders, observe your thoughts, alow them
to pass and gently bring them back to your breathing (In some techniques you
count your breath, for example, counting to 10 and beginning again). Some
practitioners ask their learners to focus on an object with a steady gaze, in
some techniques eyes are open but gazing at a point in the distance, some
meditate with eyes closed. Some forms of meditation include repetition of a
mantra. And Baha is can consider the Greatest Name their mantra.

There are other phrases repeated in the Bah&' i Prayers that can be used in
meditation, as outlined by Wendi Momen in her excellent book Meditation16 :

WORKING
“Isthere any Remover of difficulties save God? Say: Praised be God! He
isGod! All are His servants, and al abide by His bidding!

EDITION

He[Baha u'llah] said,” Bid them recite: ‘Is there any Remover of
difficulties save God? Say: Praised be God! Heis God! All are His
servants, and al abide by His bidding!” Tell them to repeat it five hundred
times, nay, athousand times, by day and by night, sleeping and waking,
that haply the Countenance of Glory may be unveiled to their eyes, and
tiers of light descend upon them.” 17

(Bah& u'lléh wrote this in the midst of great sorrow and sadness because
of
the machinations of his brother).

“Greater is God than every great one!”
“Glorified be my Lord, the All-Glorious!”
The Insistent Self

“Thou the Sufficing, Thou the Healing, Thou the Abiding, O Thou
Abiding One!”

“Thou seest me, O my God, holding to Thy Name, the Most Holy, the
Most Luminous, the Most Mighty, the Most Great, the Most Exalted, the
Most Glorious, and clinging to the hem of the robe to which have clung

WORKING
al in thisworld and the world to come.”

In her book, Momen also outlines various meditation techniques and
demonstrates how aspects of the techniques and their goals are found in



EDITION
the Bah& i Writings. She also provides short verses and longer meditations
from the Writings that can be used in meditation.

Referring back to one of the requisites for spiritual growth, prayerful
meditation on the teachings, it may be beneficial while reading the
Writings every day to choose a phrase or quotation for meditation and
to carry it with us, keeping it in mind to hopefully assist us as we go
about our day.

Later in this chapter | would like to describe some meditations that | have
found useful in terms of drawing me deeper into a spiritual state.

But first, what do we meditate on?
According to Shoghi Effendi:

WORKING
“...toaways use and read, during your hours of meditation and prayer,
the words revealed by Bah& u’'lldh and the Master.” 18

“Hethinksit would be wiser for the Bah& isto use the Meditations given

EDITION

by Bah& u’llah, and not any set form of meditation recommended by
someone else; but the believers must be | eft free in these details and
allowed to have personal latitude in finding their own level of communion
with God.” 19

Rutstein defines meditation on the Writings as “reflective reading” or
“spiritual daydreaming.” 20 We need to read and meditate about the Word
of God or we will “shrivel up spiritually.” 21 Baha'is refer to

prayerful

study of the Writings as deepening maybe because we need to immerse
ourselves in Holy Writings to appreciate them.

“Immerse yourselves in the ocean of My words, that ye may unravel its
secrets, and discover all the pearls of wisdom that lie hid in its depths.”
22

The Insistent Self

We need to read the Word of God with care and thought. We may experience
“brilliant flashes of insight” 23 or we may not, but it is our efforts that

matter. We may not attain understanding immediately, but it will come

to us later in the day or the next time we meditate. Of course, when we

are feeling refreshed and can concentrate readily without having our

WORKING

minds full of problems, understanding comes more quickly. The process
is not automatic and we can’t expect that it will happen every time. We
can't expect our minds to remain free of clutter even with practice. But
if we practice meditation on aregular basis, we will eventually be able



to gain insights more often.24 Perhaps it may help us to be more patient

EDITION

with ourselves when we realize that our brains are scanning continually

for threats. Rick Hanson, a neuropsychologist and best-selling author 25
explains that our vigilance may at times be warranted but often it’s
excessive

and driven by reactions to events from our past that may no longer be
relevant. We become anxious unnecessarily and our bodies and brains are
primed to overreact even to little things. Therefore it is understandable that
maintaining a state of mindfulnessis difficult. So it seemsthat we have to
just keep doing it, laugh about our strugglesto clear our mind and persist.
Marianne Williamson explains that “One moment of enlightened awareness
doesn’'t transform your life. The spiritual path is slow and arduous at times
as every single circumstance becomes the ground on which both ego and
spirit seek to make their stand. Spiritual practiceis like physical exercise;

it has acumulative effect, and if we want to enjoy its benefits, we can never
stop doing it.” 26 Some of us resist meditation because we feel we cannot
possibly learn how to do it, others because we don’t feel worthy spiritually

WORKING

but we need to do it “to become worthy”, as Rutstein points out. 27 My
understanding is that we can only change through prayer, meditation and
plunging into Holy Writings regularly, replacing any negative attitudes and
actions with positive qualities and steps. We need to be patient because
such significant change does not happen overnight. And sometimes when
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we pray and meditate, an answer doesn’t come. Instead of trying frantically
to make things happen, we may need to wait and have faith that God will
eventually reveal the answer to us. If we continue to delve into the Holy
Writings, we gain insight into ourselves as spiritua beings. We become
rooted spiritually and then are able to use this spiritual energy to take
action and solve problems. And thisis possible because of the power of the
Word of God, as Baha u'llah tells us:

“Know thou, moreover, that the Word of God- exalted be Hisglory —is
higher and far superior to that which the senses can perceive, for itis
sanctified from any property or substance. It transcendeth the limitations
of known elements and is exalted above all the essential and recognized
substances. It became manifest without any syllable or sound and is none

The Insistent Self

but the Command of God which pervadeth all created things. It hath
never been withheld from the world of being. It is God's all-pervasive
grace, from which all grace doth emanate. It is an entity far removed
above dl that hath been and shall be.” 28

WORKING



In Chapter 2 | mentioned that there are many meanings contained in the Word of
God. Here are passages from the Bah& i Writings about the depth of
meanings.

“O My servants! My holy, My divinely ordained Revelation may be
likened unto an ocean in whose depths are concealed innumerable pearls

EDITION

of great price, of surpassing luster. It is the duty of every seeker to bestir
himself and strive to attain the shores of this ocean, so that he may, in
proportion to the eagerness of his search and the efforts he hath exerted,
partake of such benefits as have been pre- ordained in God’ s irrevocable
and hidden Tablets.” 29

“Blessed is the one who discovereth the fragrance of inner meanings
from the traces of this Pen through whose movement the breezes of God
are wafted over the entire creation, and through whose stillness the very
essence of tranquillity appeareth in the realm of being.” 30

“The object of reading and reciting is to understand the inner significances
of the verses and mysteries of the Book.” 31

“. .. Number me not with them who read Thy words and fail to find Thy

WORKING
hidden gift which, as decreed by Thee, is contained therein, and which
guickeneth the souls of Thy creatures and the hearts of Thy servants.” 32

“...investigate and study the Holy Scriptures word by word so that you
may attain knowledge of the mysteries hidden therein. Be not satisfied

EDITION
with words, but seek to understand the spiritual meanings hidden in the
heart of thewords. . .

“For instance. . . consider the symbolical meanings of the words and
teachings of Christ. His Holiness said, ‘| am the living bread which came
down from heaven; if any man eat of this bread he shall live forever.’
When the Jews heard this they took it literally and failed to understand
the significance of His meaning and teaching. The spiritual truth which
Christ wished to convey to them was that the reality of Divinity within
Him was like a blessing which had come down from heaven and that he
who partook of this blessing should never die. That isto say, ‘bread’ was
the symbol of the perfections which had descended upon Him from God,
and he who ate of this bread or endowed himself with the perfections

The Insistent Self

of Christ would undoubtedly attain to life everlasting. The Jews did not
understand Him, and taking the words literally said,” How can this man
give us hisflesh to eat? Had they understood the real meaning of the
Holy Book they would have become believersin Christ.



All the texts and teachings of the Holy Testaments have intrinsic spiritual

WORKING

meanings. They are not to be taken literally . . . These are the mysteries
of God . . . | therefore pray in your behalf that you may be given the
power of understanding these inner real meanings of the Holy Scriptures
and may become informed of the mysteries deposited in the words of
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the Holy Bible so that you may attain eternal life and that your hearts
may be attracted to the Kingdom of God. May your souls be illumined
by the light of the words of God and may you become repositories of the
mysteries of God, for no comfort is greater and no happiness is sweeter
than spiritual comprehension of the divine teachings.” 33

Now | thought it would be helpful to study The Seven Valleys, written by
Baha u'lléh, to ponder its depths about traversing the planes of

existence. The

Seven Valleysis aguide to the development of our spiritual nature and a
fruitful

source for meditation on our inner essence and path towards transformation,
sinceitisamystical composition. Itsthemeisthe soul’s journey in stages
from this world to the realms of God’ s nearness and it was written in
response

to a Sufi’ s questions. (Sufism isamystical dimension of Islam wherein the
transcendence of the soul is pursued through repetition of the names of God
and the verses of the Qur’an). For this discussion, | am depending upon
Jenabe

WORKING

Cadwell’ s book Reflections, Commentary on The Seven Valleys,34 which he
was requested to compile because of the many insights he gained as a result of
his classes on The Seven Valleys over athirty-five year period. | will also

rely

on Taherzadeh’'s commentary on The Seven Valleys.35 We know that as human
beings we cannot ever to hope to gain more than a faint glimmering into the
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depth of The Seven Valleys. But perhaps through meditation on each of thee
Valleys of the wayfarer’s journey, we can gain valuable insights and become
more immersed in God’ s light.

In the introduction of The Seven Valleys, Bah& u’llah calls upon us to
surrender to God’ s will and to make His Teachings the top priority of our
lives. Bahd u'llah’s Teachings provide the answers for living our lives

and

dealing with work, family and friends.36 Caldwell explains that a person
who crosses the Seven Valleys will attain a station in which nothing can be
mentioned besides God, because he isin a state of absolute certainty.37 His
former self is sacrificed for histrue station, which is attained by absolute



obedience to God’ s will.38 The secrets of eternity are engraved on men and
even though we are living and walking on this earth, our souls are soaring

The Insistent Self

“on the wings of longing” 39 in the Revelation of God. The Word of God
gives lifeto our souls and when the light of His knowledge enters us, it
pulls us away from the emptiness of the world to our heavenly home.40
Summarizing from Caldwell’ s book, there are seven stages to the maturing
of souls. To progress through the Seven Valleys, we must detach from

WORKING

vain and selfish desires; materialism; excess baggage (ourselves); idess;
acquired knowledge; greed; self- centeredness; friends, relatives and work;
imagination; imitating others; following the footsteps of our ancestors
without checking out the truth for ourselves; enemies; preconceived idess;
prejudices; magic; material and spiritua gains. What we need for our
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journey isto be patient; to clean and purify our hearts; to take steps; to
be single-minded; to have a pure motive and an open mind and heart; to
detach from the things of pleasure and enjoyment on earth.

Until we acquire patience, we can’t hope to get close to God but if we
“strive for a hundred thousand years and yet fail to behold the beauty

of the Friend,” 41 we should not get discouraged but continue to make

the effort.42 In the last chapter on prayer, we discussed impatience as a
hindrance to prayer, emphasizing the need for patience in our supplications
to God. Baha' u’lléh teaches us the importance of patience in His Tablet
about patience and the example of Job, as recounted by Taherzadeh.43 The
life of Job, the prophet, of course, is a marvelous example to us of patience.
Job was awealthy man living in luxury and comfort. God had entrusted him
to guide his people and he was dedicated to his mission. But many were
jealous and said he was devoted to God only because he was so wealthy. So
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God gave him many tribulations to prove his sincerity. He lost his sons, all
his possessions and his crops. Then he became very ill. Throughout these
ordeals he remained patient, resigned and thankful to God. Then he was
forced from his village with only his wife to help him. He became destitute
and had no food for days. Bah& u’l1dh tells us that Job was “so patient

and
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resigned to the will of God that his thankfulness and devotion to his Lord
increased with histrials.” 44 He proved his detachment from possessions
and God gave everything back to him. The people recognized his station
and his words then penetrated their hearts. Bah& u’llah extols those who
endure hardships patiently and with resignation.45 Their fortitude and
constancy, long-suffering and patience demonstrate the |oftiness of their



station. It occurs to me that we cannot fail to see that God wants usto learn
patience, that as we continue on our spiritual journey we will be tested

to prove ourselves worthy of being His servants and many of our tests

will centre around our ability to be patient, to suffer and to withstand our
misfortune in order to become transformed into spiritual beings. And we
will realize how very difficult it is, particularly in our modern- day world
that seems to be moving faster every day and purporting instant solutions

The Insistent Self

and quick fixes. Today | was out walking and as | stopped to have arest
my eye spotted a slug slithering across the ground. | watched its progress
and was surprised to see how fast it was actually able to cover the distance.
Then | pondered where it was going, what was its purpose. The trail was
gravel and dirt with only afew dry leavesin sight. And | threw agreen
leaf in its path, thinking it might be after some vegetation. But it slithered
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over the green leaf and continued on itsway. | couldn’t help thinking how
difficult it was for me to watch the slug’s slow progress and how much
patience that slug needed to go from one point to another. But it wouldn’t
be aware of the distance, unlike me. Observe my lack of patience, just

EDITION
watching the slug and my need to intervene to throw the green leaf in its
path “to get on with it.” Bah& u’'llah tells us:

“Bethou patient and quiet thyself. The things thou desirest can last but
an hour.” 46

We will continue our journey through The Seven Valleys.

Service to humanity is essentia upon entering the Valley of Search.

Bah& u'llah

tellsus, “In their search they have stoutly girded up the loins of

service.” 47

It is“not just service, but strong service.” 48 We will come across others
like

ourselvesin this Valley and the mystery of our purposein life will be
reveaed,

aslong as our hearts are removed from this world and the next.49

Bah& u'lldh

constantly reassures us that the Invisible Realm will help usif we take steps
and the fire burning in our hearts will continue to burn.50 Our one desireis
union with our Beloved. But sacrifice is needed of the things we possess, of
al

WORKING

we've “seen, and heard and understood,” 51 all preconceived ideas, so
that

we are worthy to enter the spiritual realm.52



“Labor is needed if we are to seek Him; ardor is needed, if we areto
drink of the honey of reunion with Him; and if we taste of this cup, we
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shall cast away the world.” 53

We only need to experience alittle of God’ s nearness and we can not be
satisfied with the material world.54 The seeker needs to look in all places
and investigate all leads, to be constantly on the move and ready to go
wherever is needed to attain his goal. But he can’t rush from place to place.
He must abide in one place long enough to search out his Beloved.55

Inthe Valley of Love, awayfarer must give up himself to become one
with the love of God.56 He becomes ecstatic in his love and only thinks
of the lover. But an all-consuming love confuses the mind and reality —
“it burneth to ashes the harvest of reason.” 57

The Insistent Self

Pain isthe characteristic of this valley because we have seen the trace of
God and it is painful to be separated from Him.58 And Baha u’lléh tells
us,“...if there be no pain thisjourney will never end.” 59 The thought of
being separated increases the love we feel for Him. Bah& u’ [1&h assures

us

that if we truly love God, we will fear nothing and can not be harmed.60

WORKING

“Wherefore must the veils of the satanic self be burned away at the fire
of love, that the spirit may be purified and cleansed and thus may know
the station of the Lord of the Worlds.

EDITION
Kindle the fire of love and burn away all things,
Then set thy foot into the land of the lovers.” 61

Each valley is progressive. When we pass out of the valley of search, we
continue to search. Now that we have found the Beloved, our searchis
focused on how to get closer to the Beloved in order to understand and
commune with Him. We have passed from the Valley of Love so our love for
the beloved increases as we enter the Valley of Knowledge.62 Taherzadeh
explains that it is difficult to trandate the original word “Ma'rifat”

in

English. “It isacombination of true understanding, recognition and
knowledge’ and is a knowledge “not primarily based on learning . . . but

the knowledge of God [that] dawns upon man through his heart.” 63

Love without knowledge makes us fanatics.64 In this Valey, we move
from doubt to certitude.65 The wayfarer gains a new vision and attains

WORKING
understanding of the mysteries of the love of God. In thisvalley we are
“content with the decree of God,” 66 content to give up our own will and



follow God' swill. From the beginning we can see the end.67 We know
that what God does is perfect and any defects and flaws are man’s doing.
We do not despair when we face pain or calamities but approach them

EDITION

in recognition, realizing that they are part of God’s mercy. We perceive
wisdom in everything. We may experience injustice, but in the end there
will be justice; there may be severe tests but we will learn patience and
loving-kindness. In short, God' s purpose for man will be accomplished. 68

“And if he meeteth with injustice he shall have patience, and if he
cometh upon wrath he shall manifest love.” 69

Up until now the Valleys were very limited but in the Valley of Unity the
wayfarer “ascendeth into the heaven of singleness,” 70 “from the plane of
l[imitation into that of the absolute.” 71 Now there is no beginning or end.
“With the ear of God he heareth, with the eye of God he beholdeth the

mysteries of the divine creation.” 72 He doesn’t see creation subjectively

The Insistent Self

with his own eyes, but objectively through God’ s eyes.73 He learns that every
part of creation manifests God's attributes, depending on its kingdom and

to the extent that it is able. Now the wayfarer’s vision has become so much
wider because heisn’t concerned about self or attachment to the world. He
sees God's signs in everything. The ego has no place here. ” He looketh on

al

WORKING
things with the eye of oneness.. . . He seeth in himself neither name nor fame
nor rank, but findeth hisown praise in praising God. 74

Baha u'lléh explains that “the walls of self and passionand . . .
ignorance
and blindness .. . .” 75 keep us from God. God will not shut us out but we

EDITION

make the choice to shut ourselves out and therefore our punishment
isself-inflicted.76 If we fail atest we must continue to experience it
until we pass it with His loving assistance.77 In this valley, the wayfarer
no longer worries about tests but depends on God with absolute faith
and confidence and even prays for tests. Baha u’llah explains that all
men are created to reflect the light of God in relation to their capacity
and efforts.78 And in this valley we will see God in His creation and
perceive the value of each person. 79

“O My Brother! A pure heart isasamirror; cleanse it with the burnish
of love and severance from all save God, that the true sun may shine
within it and the eternal morning dawn. Then wilt thou clearly see the
meaning of ‘Neither doth my earth nor My heaven contain Me, but
the heart of My faithful servant containeth Me.” And thou wilt take



up thy lifein thine hand, and with infinite longing cast it before the
new Beloved One.” 80

WORKING

“Whensoever the Splendor of the King of the King of Oneness settleth
upon the throne of the heart and soul, His shining becometh visiblein
every limb and member. At that time the mystery of the famed tradition
gleameth out of the darkness: * A servant is drawn unto Mein prayer

EDITION
until I answer him; and when | have answered him, | become the ear
wherewith he heareth . . . ‘" 81

We find God (through His Manifestation) in our hearts. So when Hislight
comesinto our heartsto dwell, it is like a house which previously was
empty and waiting for its owner to arrive home, at which time it becomes
aplace of invitation, of warmth and joy. 82 God created the light within us
and His Teachers “turn on the switch.” 83 Bah& u'llah tells us,
“Knowledge

isasingle point, but the ignorant have multiplied it.” 84

The Valey of Unity is astage that transcends words, names or attributes.
To betruly in thisvalley, one only sees oneness. We need to impoverish
ourselves —to be detached from everything. 85

The Insistent Self

In the Valley of Contentment awayfarer “burneth away the veils of
want” 86 and he sees all. He leaves behind sorrow, anguish, grief and
mourning and instead becomes blissful, joyful, living in “ delight

and rapture.” 87 Words and feelings can’t be conveyed to describe
the soul’ s station:

WORKING
“Only heart to heart can speak the bliss of mystic knowers,
No messenger can tell it and no missive bear it.” 838

“O friend, till thou enter the garden of such mysteries, thou shalt never set

EDITION

lip to the undying wine of this Valley. And shouldst thou taste of it, thou
wilt

shield thine eyes from all things else, and drink of the wine of contentment;
and thou wilt loose thyself from al things else, and bind thyself to Him, and
throw thy life down in His path, and cast thy soul away.” 89

The wayfarer sees God in al creation through his soul’ sinner vision and
beholds a new creation.90 He is content to sacrifice everything in His path.
Now heistotally independent and is not worried about poverty because he
isrich in spirit.91 Only travelers who enter this valley experience true joy
rather than a happiness based on the things of this world.92 Our example
is‘Abdu’l-Bahawho at the age of 9 began sharing the sufferings of His



Father and spent 40 years in prison but was always cheerful and full of love
for al who crossed His path.

In the Valley of Wonderment, everything istossed into confusion

WORKING

because we begin to see “wealth as poverty itself and the essence of
freedom as sheer impotence.” 93 We are wearied, we are snatched by
our roots, overwhelmed with the beauty of God in all creation, seeing
new worlds constantly being formed in front of our inner eyes.94 He
discovers something new at every moment. The traveler now is able

EDITION

to see how vast creation is and how infinite and he can discover inner
mysteries of the Revelation of God with clear vision and insight.95
We are in awe as we go “from astonishment to astonishment . . .”
Meditating on God' s creation, we discover a myriad wisdoms and
truths.97 God has given us signsin our dreams to teach us about the
interrelatedness of all worlds as proof of the mysteries of life and our
eterna destiny. Bah& u’l1ah takes us a step higher from the Valley of
Unity to include the invisible worlds of God.98 We cannot grasp the
infinite worlds but through contemplation we can approach afaint
glimmering of these mysteries because of His bounty. 99

“O Lord, increase my astonishment at Thee!” 100
The Insistent Self

Bah& u'lldh tells us to “reflect upon the perfection of man’s
creation,

and that all these planes and states are folded up and hidden away
within him.

Dost thou reckon thyself only a puny form

WORKING
When within thee the universe is folded?’ 101

The teaching of the world is folded up within us potentially through
obedience to the Teachings and it requires prayer and hard work.102

EDITION

“O friend, the heart is the dwelling of eternal mysteries, make it not the
home of fleeting fancies; waste not the treasure of thy preciouslifein
employment with this swiftly passing world. Thou comest from the world
of holiness— bind not thine heart to the earth; thou art a dweller in the
court of nearness — choose not the homeland of the dust.” 103

In the Valley of True Poverty and Absolute Nothingness, one sacrifices himself
to

God and leaves nothing behind — personal opinions, veils, wealth, even
thoughts.104



Nothingnessisthe “dying from self and the living in God...” 105 “The
mystery

of sacrifice isthat thereis no sacrifice. . . the blossom is sacrificed for

the fruit.

The caterpillar is sacrificed for the butterfly. The worldly man is sacrificed
into

aheavenly being.” 106 Our first step towards God is selfish but the next
stepis

to completely abandon self to be carried with wonder and astonishment totally
unimaginable into the nearness of God.107 Caldwell uses the following
analogy.108

He describes a man of the swamp and his journey to the river of life with his
guide

WORKING

book, The Seven Valleys. When this man stops to enjoy his new lifeon a
beautiful

river, heis swept back into the swamp, like all the currents of life that pull

us back.

He learns to battle the negative currents and to feel safe and securein his

soul,

truly feeling that he must be one of the chosen ones. Then his canoe is smashed
on aboulder and other difficulties occur, which test his strength. He is aware
of

EDITION

unseen forces assisting him. He is tested one day by huge rapidsin front of
him

and he has to decide whether to give up or face the rapids and perhaps die. He
progresses and his world becomes more beautiful. But he realizes that he must
traverse all those miles back to the swamp to rescue his brothers and sisters.
He

has attained compl ete abandonment of self. And as he makes his way back God
lifts him to a higher, inexplicable level. Caldwell is saying that if we
demonstrate

selfless devotion in our journey and put others before ourselves, God reaches
down

and lifts us up into a higher plane, a plane with no words to describe its
wonder

and we become one with Baha' u'’ ll&h; our words and feelings are as

nothing. This

[higher plane] cannot be reached without selfless sacrifice and plunging

“into the

depths of hell fire for the sake of others.” 109 In this state one sees the

face of God

in every face. We must sacrifice ourselves so that only God is left and
everything

else save God is nothingness.
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“O Brother! Not every sea hath pearls; not every branch will flower,

nor will the nightingale sing thereon. Then ere the nightingale of the

mystic paradise repair to the garden of God, and the rays of the heavenly
morning return to the Sun of Truth — make thou an effort, that haply in

this dustheap of the mortal world thou mayest catch a fragrance from the
everlasting garden, and live forever in the shadow of the peoples of this city.

WORKING
And when thou hast attained this highest station and come to this mightiest
plane, then shalt thou gaze on the Beloved, and forget all else.” 110

The wayfarer reacheth a oneness above the “oneness of Being and

EDITION

Manifestation” 111 that only ecstasy can describe. But he istold that

he must obey the Laws and “stray not the breadth of a hair from the
‘Law’...” 112 To traverse the Seven Valleys Caldwell states that we
cannot break God’ s law. His laws are unbreakable. “We break ourselves
by disobeying the laws of God.” 113

And so we come to the end of thisjourney. It seemsto methat The
Seven Valleys provides us with myriad truths and infinite wisdom to
contemplate in meditation.

Now here are some meditations | can recommend to you. They come
from various sources. It isto be noted once more that there are no

specific techniques or meditation practices in the Baha'i Writings. But the
suggestions given here may be useful because most of them are proven
methods to still the mind. As preparation prior to doing meditation, it may

WORKING

be useful to do relaxation. Achieving arelaxed body and mind helps us
to attain a meditative state. Creating an atmosphere through the use of
candles and soft music combined with the sounds of nature for example,
are also helpful.

EDITION
Hereis arelaxation exercise with some modifications from the book
Developing Intuition 114:

“Sit inan aert, upright position in a comfortable chair with your lower
back well supported, hands gently resting in your lap with your palms
open . . . Take adeep breath and exhale slowly, allowing your shoulders
to be loose and relaxed. Open your mouth wide. Y awn, or pretend you
are yawning. Let the areas around your eyes and forehead be relaxed
and loose. Let the areas around your nose, mouth, and jaw be relaxed.
Breathe slowly and easily. If ideas or feelings come into your mind at
thistime, pretend they are atelephone ringing in the distance, perhaps
in aneighbor’s house. Y ou acknowledge that ‘ someoneis calling’ but



you do not have to answer.
The Insistent Self

Take adeep breath, inhaling gently and slowly, imagining the breath
entering your right nostril. Hold the breath for a moment, then exhale
slowly and comfortably, imagining that you are exhaling through your left
nostril. Take another deep breath, this time imagining your breath entering
your left nostril and exiting your right.

WORKING

Focus your attention on how your breath feels: cooling, asit enters your
nostrils, perhaps gently expanding your chest asit fills your lungs, then
slightly warming your nostrils as you exhale. Y ou may wish to visualize
the air as having a beautiful, vibrant color asit enters and exits your body.

EDITION
Repeat this breathing pattern until you have done at least four full cycles.
A full cycleis oneinhaation and one exhalation through each nostril . . .

[Asyou focus on your breathing, you are going to relax each part of your
body, starting with your feet and ankles and moving towards your head.
Feel the part of your body getting heavier and sinking or becoming lighter
asyou breathe and focus on it.]

[Now] be aware of your feet relaxing. [ Then] be aware of your legs
relaxing. [Then]... your buttocks. [Then]... your abdomen. Be aware of
your arms and hands relaxing. [And)]... your upper back. [And]... your
chest. [Then]... your neck and shoulders. [And finally]... your head.
Now let your breathing pattern return to normal as you enjoy the relaxed
state you have created.”

Y ou may want to imagine yourself in your favourite place. Think of the

WORKING

sights, sounds, tastes in that place, how it feels, concentrate on using all
your senses to recreate the feeling of being there. If you don’'t have a
favourite place, create one.

EDITION
Meditations;

1. Breathing mindfully (for grounding and centering yourself) —
Observe your breath flowing in and out of the lungs. Notice the air
flowing in through your nostrils, the rise and fall of your shoulders
and rib cage. Let your thoughts come and go, acknowledge them and
refocus on your breath. (You may last only 10 seconds at first before
you ‘drift off’.) You’re not trying to get rid of extraneous thoughts;
you may remain aware of them, but your attention is fully centered
on your breathing. Now take ten slow, deep breaths. Work up to 5 or
10 minutes.115



2. Leaves on a Stream — “Find a comfortable position, close your
The Insistent Self

eyes and fix them on a spot and take afew slow, deep breaths.
Imagine you' re sitting by the side of a gently flowing stream.There
are leaves floating on the surface of the water. For the next 5 minutes,
take every thought that pops into your head, placeit on aleaf, and

let it float on by. Alternately, if you find visualization, just imagine

WORKING

ablack moving strip or amoving expanse of blackness, and place
each thought onto that . . . If your mind conjures up pictures rather
than words, put each picture on aleaf, and let it float on by.” 116

3. Radio Mind — This exerciseis good for those who predominantly

EDITION

hear their thoughts like voices in their heads. “Imagine your mind
isaradio. Listen to your thoughts asif you're listening to a sports
commentator or news announcer. Notice where the voice seemsto
be located — in the direct center of your head or off to one side.
Notice the speed and rhythm of the words, the volume and pitch.
Notice the emotion present in the voice. Notice the pauses or gaps
when the words stop or slow down. Try doing thisfor 5 minutes
initially.” 117

4. Using the senses — Focus your attention on your inner energy
field. Become aware of the stillness. “Use your sensesfully. Be
where you are. Look around. Just look, don’t interpret. See the
light, shapes, colors, textures. Be aware of the silent presence
of each thing. Be aware of the space that allows everything to
be. Listen to the sounds; don’t judge them. Listen to the silence

WORKING

underneath the sounds. Touch something — anything — and feel

and acknowledge its Being. Observe the rhythm of your breathing;
feel the air flowing in and out, feel the life energy inside your body.
Allow everything to be, within and without. Allow the “isness’ of
all things. Move deeply into the Now.” 118

EDITION

5. Inner Guidance Meditation —“Find a quiet, peaceful place
where you will be undisturbed for afew minutes. Sit . . . ina
comfortable position with your spine straight and well supported.
Close your eyes. Take a deep breath, and as you exhale slowly,
relax your body. Take another deep breath and as you exhale,
relax your body alittle more. Take another deep breath and as
your exhale, relax your body as deeply and completely as you
can. If any placein your body feelstight and tense, gently breathe
into that areaand allow it to release and relax. Not take another



deep breath and as you exhale, relax your mind. Let your thoughts
just drift away. As each new thought comes up in your mind, let
it go. Thereis no need to hold onto any thought. Just keep letting

The Insistent Self

them go and bringing your attention back to breathing slowly and
deeply and relaxing. Take another deep breath and as you exhale,
imagine that you can move your awareness out of your mind, out
of your head, and drop it slowly down into your body. Let it rest in
the area of your solar plexus or your belly. Now take another deep

WORKING

breath and, as you exhale, let your awareness move into avery
deep quiet place within. With every breath, as you exhale, move
alittle deeper and alittle deeper until you cometo rest in the
deepest, quietest place you can find. Then just let yourself rest in
thisquiet placeinside.. . . [You can ask yourself a question then]

EDITION

rest quietly and be open to what might come.. . . Take whatever
comes and be with it for alittle while . It's not necessary to
understand it. Just be with it in areceptive way . . . allow yourself
tosit withit. .. [Contemplate whatever comes to you.] When you
feel complete with the process for now, begin to notice your breath
again. Notice how your body isfeeling and become aware of your
surroundings. When you are ready you can open your eyes.” 119

6. Love's Pathway — Close your eyes and breathe deeply 3 or 4
times, while saying the following to yourself:

“I am the full expression of God’s love. Just as God islove, so am
I. I am love. Hold in mind the image of someone you love. Then
imagine yourself holding that person in aloving embrace, while
saying ‘I love you’ in your mind. Hold on to thisfeeling of love,
allowing it to spread throughout your entire being. While holding
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on to thisfeeling of love, silently say to yourself, ‘I feel love.’
After afew moments mentally say, ‘| feel God.” Then finally, in
your mind, say, ‘ Thank you’, allowing the feeling of gratitude and
appreciation to wash over you. Remain in this state of being love
for afew minutes, imagining the love in you radiating outward in

EDITION
an egg-shaped sphere of vibratory energy that flows out onto all
people, encompassing the world and the universe.” 120

7. Connecting with the Inner Body —*Y ou may find it helpful
to close your eyes. . . but later on when ‘being in the body’

has become natural and easy, thiswill no longer be necessary.
Direct your attention into your body. Feel it from within. Isit



alive? Istherelife in your hands, arms, legs, and feet —in your
abdomen, your chest? Can you feel the subtle energy field that
pervades the entire body and gives vibrant life to every

organ and every cell? Can you feel it simultaneously in

all parts of the body as asingle field of energy? Keep focusing
on the feeling of your inner body for afew moments. Do not
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start to think about it. Feel it. The more attention you giveit,
the clearer and stronger this feeling will become. It will feel as
if every cell isbecoming more aive, and if you have a strong
visual sense, you may get an image of your body becoming
luminous. Although such an image can help you temporarily,

WORKING

pay more attention to the feeling than to any image that may
arise.. . . If you cannot feel very much at this stage, pay attention
to whatever you can feel. Perhaps thereisjust aslight tingling
in your hands and feet . . . Open your eyes. . . Keegp some
attention in the inner energy field of the body even as you ook
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around theroom.. . .

If at any time you are finding it hard to get in touch with the
inner body, it isusually easier to focus on your breathing first .
.. Whenever an answer, a solution or a creative ideais needed,
stop thinking for a moment by focusing attention on your inner
energy field. Become aware of the stillness.. . . In any thought
activity, make it a habit to go back and forth every few minutes
or so between thinking and an inner kind of listening, an inner
stillness.” 121

8. “Waiting” —*. . . The state of presence could be compared to
waiting. Jesus used the analogy of waiting in some of his parables.
Thisis not the usual bored or restless kind of waiting . . .There
isaqualitatively different kind of waiting, one that requires your
total alertness. Something could happen at any moment, and if

WORKING

you are not absolutely awake, absolutely still, you will missit .

.. dl your attention isin the [present moment], and noneis | eft
for daydreaming, thinking, remembering, anticipating. Thereis
no tension in it, no fear, just alert presence. ‘Be like a servant
waiting for the return of the master,” says Jesus. The servant does

EDITION
not know at what hour the master is going to come. So he stays
awake, alert, poised, still, lest he miss the master’ s arrival.” 122

9. “Asyou breathe in, you say to yourself, ‘Breathing in, | know



that | am breathing in.” And as you breathe out, say, ‘Breathing
out, | know that | am breathing out.”” Or just say ‘in’; ‘out’. Or:

“Breathing in, | calm my body, Breathing out, | smile.
Dwelling in the present moment,

I know thisis awonderful moment.” 123

101.. The practice

10. of silence

Thepractice —Written

of silence by monks,

— Written by this littlethis

monks, book

little
embellishes
book the monastic

embellishes tradition
themonastic  of maintaining
tradition silence.

of maintaining silence.
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Here are just afew snippets from this gem. “Within each one of
us thereis a place where there is complete silence, free fromall . .
.thoughts. . . caresand desires . . . where we are totally at home
with ourselves. . . the point at which the true encounter between
God and humanity can take place.” 124 Spend timein silence. It
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can be considered a “letting go”. Be confident in silence, being
“hidden in God”, let yourself “fall into Hisarms’, abandon
yourself as you are so God can take over your guidance.125 But
don’'t “force any experience of God” and don’'t wait impatiently
for it. “Relinquish al expectations. .. Let goof . .. imagesand

EDITION

imaginings . . . relinquish [your] very selves. We do not need to
display anything to God. We are simply before God and remain
silent. We hold up our empty heartsto God’ s presence, to befilled
with God's...love.” 126 We wait and persevere in waiting. The
only thing that mattersis that the Spirit of God be free to operate
inus. | may recoil from letting go of self because “by nature |
wish to hold on to myself and rather use God as an instrument
toward my perfection, instead of abandoning myself to God with
my imperfections.” 127 We take our thoughts, feelings and cares
much too seriously instead of letting God have such close
access to us that only God matters. When we do speak, we

feel the silence we have experienced. We speak calmly and
sensibly and “say what the Spirit prompts usto say... and



speak only when the Spirit prompts us to do so.” 128 Silence
provides an atmosphere for prayer and it provides the growth
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that has been gained in prayer. “ The observance of silence. . .
alows the spirit of prayer to reverberate and take root in the
heart.” 129 Silence “is not a passive inactivity but rather an
active listening, awithdrawal . . . into the realm of God, when
| listen to what God has to say to me during silence, when |

EDITION
permit myself to enter into the experience that awaits me on
God' s part during a genuine silence.” 130

The Insistent Self
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Chapter 4
Observing the Fast

Baha u’lléh has told mankind that “obligatory prayer and fasting occupy
an

WORKING

exalted station in the sight of God”.1 “Fasting and obligatory prayer are

as

two wingsto man’s life. Blessed be the one who soareth with their aid in the
heaven of the love of God, the Lord of all worlds.” 2 ‘ Abdu’|-Baha

refersto

them as “the two mightiest pillars of God’s Holy Law” 3 and states that

they

EDITION
are “among the most great ordinances of this holy Dispensation.” 4 Through
them, Baha' u’llah tells us, we may “draw nigh unto God.” 5

In this chapter we will explore the Baha i Writings about the nineteenday
Fast. Every year between March 2nd and the 20th, it is an obligation

for Bahd isto refrain from eating and drinking from sunrise to sunset.
The Writingsin this chapter refer specifically to the Baha i Fast but
fasting is observed in all religious traditions. Buddhists practice periods



of fasting as a method for purification and freeing their minds. Hindus
commonly fast during the New Moon and certain festivals to enhance
their concentration in worship and purify their systems. Y om Kippur,
the Day of Atonement, isaday of fasting for those who follow the
Jewish tradition as are six other fast days. And in various branches

of Christianity, fasting is observed. Catholics abstain from meat on
Ash Wednesday and Good Friday and also all Fridays during Lent.

WORKING

The purpose is the control of bodily desires, penance for their sins and
also solidarity with poor people. In the Eastern Orthodox Church, Lent
isalso observed as well as other fast days and individuals generally

do not eat meat, eggs and dairy products. In some Protestant churches

fasts have become popular for individuals as an attempt to improve
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spiritually, to relate to the poor and to counterbalance our consumer
world. The Mormons fast on the first Sunday of every month, having no
food or drink for two meals and donating money or food to the needy.
Muslims have afasting period from sunrise to sunset for thirty days.6

Fasting istruly a spiritual experience. When carried out in the spirit for
which it was intended | am not aware of any other spiritual practice we can
engage in that has such potential to transform us. | am going to describe the
experience of fasting in light of a statement by Bah& u’llh:

"There are various stages and stations for the Fast and innumerable
effects and benefits are concealed therein. Well isit with those who have
attained unto them.” 7
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| can’t pretend to really understand what this means but let’s explore the
concept of “stages’ and “ stations’ further. On a superficial level,

when |

fast, there is generally a break in my daily routine. My schedule may not
be as hectic. | may spend less time on food preparation and find that |
have some quiet time, time to slow down so that my senses become more
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attuned and | become more thoughtful in questioning who | really am. | am
also tested. My will and self-discipline is definitely put to the test as| go
al

day without food or drink. | don’t believe that there is any other obligation
or action in the Bah&'i Faith that teaches individuals to surrender their

will

to God as does fasting. Whereas before The Fast, they may feel strong and
EDITION

independent, hunger takes them down a peg and they realize that they are
reliant on thingsin thislife. Then they may progress to a deeper level, a



different stage. Once they consciously adjust somewhat to not having food
or drink during the day, they are practicing detachment — detachment from
food, from the physical world and physical desires. The detachment may
only be for one hour of the time that they fast but it is still detachment.
They cannot help but think about why they are doing this and that they are
spiritual beings. They begin to consider their actions, preferring to practice
virtuous behavior rather than giving in to the urges of their lower natures.
They take the time to listen to others and share in their lives, ignoring
their rumbling stomachs and a desire to rush home for a nap. Moving

to an even deeper level or stage, during the Fast they may find that

their love for God increases as they have more time to pray and they

say their prayers with more purity and significance. Baha'is have been
blessed with special prayersfor fasting, prayersthat are filled with
reminders of the proper attitude they should have when fasting (that of
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surrender to the will of God and detachment from the physical world)
and that also recount the bounties they receive if they fast wholly for
God and with detachment from all save Him. Ruhiyyih Khanum, the
wife of Shoghi Effendi, writes of her experience in saying one of the

EDITION

long fasting prayers in the book, Fasting, A Baha i Handbook by Duane
L. Herrmann, noting that “the blessing of keeping the fast and the
blessing of saying this prayer with it become one great annual bounty,
one specia privilege of life.” 8 The prayer sheisreferring to isthe one
with the repeating phrase, “ Thou seest me, O my God, holding to Thy
Name, the Most Holy, the Most Luminous, the Most Mighty, the Most
Great, the Most Exalted, the Most Glorious, and clinging to the hem

of the robe to which have clung all in thisworld and in the world to
come.” This particular prayer can be a powerful meditation.

On another level, or in another station, as individuals become more totally
immersed in their prayers, they may feel God's presencein their lives more
deeply and the influence of Hislove and they may begin to feel alonging

The Insistent Self

desire to become stronger in their Faith and to consecrate themselves more
deeply in service as their detachment from their selfish desires increases and
they

begin to recognize the power invested in these days. They may wish to dedicate
more of their time and energy to such service and let go of the parts of their
lives that

have less meaning or spiritual significance. They may seek more balance,
spending

less time on work or work-related activities outside of the office, for

example. With

WORKING



prayer, contemplation and meditation during the Fast, they may reach a station
in

which they really want to dedicate themselves to the service of

Bahau'lldhina

new way, in away they’ ve never envisaged before, to reach a higher station,

and

thus receive the blessings and confirmations of God. These are only my thoughts
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about a process of transformation possible by means of fasting.

And so, having engaged in this exercise and perhaps having reached a higher
station in our thinking, we will now explore the Writings about The Fast.

The Fast isalaw, acommandment, ordained by Baha u’ [l&h for the
spiritual

regeneration of mankind. Shoghi Effendi explains. “ As regards fasting,
it congtitutes, together with the obligatory prayers, the two pillars that
sustain the revealed Law of God.” 9

But it isnot just alaw, as Baha u’llah explains:

“Think not that We have revealed unto you a mere code of laws. Nay,
rather, We have unsealed the choice Wine with the fingers of might and
power. To this beareth witness that which the Pen of Revelation hath
revealed. Meditate upon this, O men of insight!” 10

WORKING
‘Abdu’'I-Bahatells us:

“Thou hast written about the Fast. Thisis amost weighty matter and
thou shouldst exert thine utmost in its observance. It is a fundamental of

EDITION
the Divine law, and one of the pillars of the religion of God.” 11

These are the essential requirements laid down in Baha' u’llah’s

Kitab-i-

Aqdas, The Most Holy Book, The Book of Laws.

“We have commanded you to pray and fast from the beginning of maturity;
thisis ordained by God, your Lord and the Lord of your forefathers. He

has exempted from this those who are weak from illness or age, asa
bounty from His Presence, and He is the Forgiving, the Generous.” 12

“. .. Abstinence from food and drink, from sunrise to sunset, is obligatory
... Fasting is binding on men and women on attaining the age of maturity,
whichisfixed at 15.

The Insistent Self

“Exemption from fasting is granted to travellers. . . those who areill . .



those who are over 70 . . . women who are with child . . . women who are
nursing . . . women in their courses . . . those who are engaged in heavy
labour, who are advised to show respect for the law by using discretion
and restraint when availing themselves of the exemption.” 13

WORKING

And Bahd is are advised to follow the instructions as given in
the Kitab-i-Aqdas and not to follow their own “idle imaginings’
concerning the Fast:

EDITION

“Praise be unto Him Who hath revealed laws in accordance with His
good-pleasure. Verily, He is sovereign over whatsoever He wisheth. O
My friends! Act ye in accordance with what ye have been commanded
in the Book. Fasting hath been decreed for you in the month of ‘Ala.
Fast ye for the sake of your Lord, the Mighty, the Most High. Restrain
yourselves from sunrise to sunset. Thus doth the Beloved of mankind
instruct you as bidden by God, the All-Powerful, the Unconstrained.

It is not for anyone to exceed the limits laid down by God and His law,
nor should anyone follow his own idle imaginings. Well isit with the
one who fulfilleth My decrees for the love of My Beauty, and woe to
the one who neglecteth the Dayspring of Command in the days of his
Lord, the Almighty, the Omnipotent.” 14

There are many Writings from the Pen of Bah& u’llah related to fasting
and the obligatory prayers. Of course, Baha u’llah is the Law-Maker
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and thisisaLaw of God. And Baha' u’lléh attached great importance
to The Fast. Fasting has been endowed with great importance by God
throughout time and its importance is now reiterated by Bah& u’ l1éh.

“Nothing, after prayer, will cause the development of the spirit, save
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fasting. The Primal Point, The Béb, ordained for all the people to fast
until they should reach the age of forty-two, but the Blessed Perfection
said: ‘We love fasting! Unless the people become old and weak, they
should fast.” . . . His Holiness, the Blessed Perfection, used to fast
throughout the set time every year . ..” 15

Bah& u'lldh is quite adamant about the importance of keeping this Law of
God:

“Be not neglectful of obligatory prayer and fasting. He who faileth to
observe them hath not been nor will ever be acceptable in the sight of
God. Follow ye wisdom under all conditions. He, verily, hath bidden all
to observe that which hath been and will be of profit to them. He, in truth,
isthe All- Sufficing, the Most High.” 16

The Insistent Self



And ‘Abdu’l-Baha strongly urges us to keep the commandment of fasting:

“In the realm of worship, fasting and obligatory prayer constitute

the two mightiest pillars of God's holy Law. Neglecting themisin no
wise permitted, and falling short in their performance is of a certainty
not acceptable. In the Tablet of Visitation He saith: ‘1 beseech God,
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by Thee and by them whose faces have been illumined with the
splendors of the light of Thy countenance, and who, for love of Thee,
have observed all whereunto they were bidden.” He declareth that
observance of the commands of God deriveth from love for the beauty

EDITION

of the Best-Beloved. The seeker, when immersed in the ocean of the
love of God, will be moved by intense longing and will ariseto carry
out the laws of God. . . " 17

The laws of God regarding fasting and obligatory prayer are
absolutely incumbent upon His servants. Therefore, they must turn
their faces to the Point of Adoration of the celestial Concourse, hold
fast to the most sublime Station, and pray and supplicate that they
may be freed from the doubts of misinterpretation. Thisisthe way

of ‘Abdu’'l-Baha Thisisthereligion of ‘Abdu’l-Bah& Thisisthe
path of ‘ Abdu’l-Baha. Whoever cherisheth the love of Bah4, let him
choose this straight path. Whoever abandoneth this path, verily, heis
of them who are shut out as by aveil fromHim. .. 18

“The laws of God, such asfasting, obligatory prayer and the like,
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aswell as His counsels regarding virtues, good deeds and proper
conduct, must be carried out everywhere to the extent possible, unless
some insurmountabl e obstacle or some great danger presentsitself or
it runneth counter to the dictates of wisdom. For indolence and laxity
hinder the outpourings of love from the clouds of divine mercy, and
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people will thus remain deprived.” 19

It isclear to methat ‘ Abdu’l-Bahaistelling the Bahd is that they
have no excuses for not observing the commandments of God,
including fasting. He warns them not to be lazy and negligent

in carrying out thisimportant law and that, if they do, they are
deprived of spiritual progress.

And Baha u'llah exhorts them to follow His laws for the love of His
beauty:

“We, verily, have set forth all thingsin Our Book, as a token of grace
unto those who have believed in God, the Almighty, the Protector,
the Self-Subsisting. And We have ordained obligatory prayer and
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fasting so that all may by these means draw nigh unto God, the Most
Powerful, the Well-Beloved. We have written down these two laws and
expounded every irrevocable decree. We have forbidden men from
following whatsoever might cause them to stray from the Truth, and
have commanded them to observe that which will draw them nearer
unto Him Who is the Almighty, the All-Loving. Say: Observe ye the

WORKING
commandments of God for love of His beauty, and be not of those who
follow in the ways of the abject and foolish.” 20

And observing the Fast is a bounty from God and our protection:
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“Thisisone of the nights of the Fast, and during it the Tongue of
Grandeur and Glory proclaimed: Thereis no God beside Me, the
Omnipotent Protector, the Self-Subsisting. We, verily, have commanded
all to observe the Fast in these days as a bounty on Our part, but the
people remain unaware, except for those who have attained unto the
purpose of God as revealed in His laws and have comprehended His
wisdom that pervadeth all things visible and invisible. Say: By God! His
Law isafortress unto you, could ye but understand. Verily, He hath no
purpose therein save to benefit the souls of His servants, but, aas, the
generality of mankind remain heedless thereof. Cling ye to the cord of
God' s laws, and follow not those who have turned away from the Book,
for verily they have opposed God, the Mighty, the Beloved.” 21

‘Abdu’ |-Bahatells us about the “Divine Wisdom” of fasting. Thisis
one wisdom:
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The Divine wisdom in fasting is manifold. Among them isthis: As
during those days (i.e. the period of fasting which the followers
afterward observe) the Manifestation of the Sun of Reality, through
Divine inspiration, is engaged in the descent (revealing) of Verses,
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the instituting of Divine Law and the arrangement of teachings,
through excessive occupation and intensive attraction, there
remains no condition or time for eating and drinking. For example,
when His Holiness Moses went to Mount Tur (Sinai) and there
engaged in instituting the Law of God, He fasted forty days. For
the purpose of awakening and admonishing the people of Isradl,
fasting was enjoined upon them. Likewise, His Holiness Christ,

in the beginning of instituting the Spiritual Law, the systemizing
of the teachings and the arrangement of counsels, for forty days
abstained from eating and drinking. In the beginning the disciples
and Christians fasted. Later the assemblages of the chief Christians



changed fasting into lenten observances. Likewise the Qur’an
[Koran] having descended in the month of Ramadan, fasting

The Insistent Self

during that month became a duty. In like manner His Holiness the
Supreme (The Bab), in the beginning of the Manifestation through
the excessive effect of descending verses, passed daysin which His
nourishment was reduced to tea only. Likewise, the Blessed Beauty
(Bah& u'lldh), when busy with instituting the Divine Teachings

and during the days when the Verses (The Word of God) descended
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continuously, through the great effect of the Verses and the throbbing
of the heart, took no food except the least amount. The purpose is
this: In order to follow the Divine Manifestation and for the purpose
of admonition and the commemoration of their state, it became
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incumbent upon the people to fast during those days. For every
sincere soul who has a beloved longs to experience that state in which
hisbeloved is. If his beloved isin a state of sorrow, he desires sorrow;
if in astate of joy, he desiresjoy; if in astate of rest, he desiresrest;

if

in a state of trouble, he desires trouble. Now, since in this Millennial
Day, His Holiness the Supreme (The Bab) fasted many days, and the
Blessed Beauty (Bah& u’lldh) took but little food or drink, it becomes
necessary that the friends should follow that example. For thus saith
Hein the Tablet of Visitation: They, the believers, who, for love of
Thee, have observed all whereunto they were bidden. 22

Baha u’ll1éh discusses the importance of fasting:

“Cling firmly to obligatory prayer and fasting. Verily, the religion of
God is like unto heaven; fasting isits sun, and obligatory prayer isits
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moon. In truth, they are the pillars of religion whereby the righteous are
distinguished from those who transgress His commandments. We entreat
God, exalted and glorified be He, that he may graciously enable all to
observe that which He hath revealed in His Ancient Book.” 23

EDITION
He explains the terminology of the “sun” and the “moon” in this

passage:

In another sense, by the terms ‘sun’, ‘moon’, and ‘stars' are meant
such laws and teachings as have been established and proclaimed in
every Dispensation, such as the laws of prayer and fasting. These have,
according to the law of the Qur’ an, been regarded, when the beauty

of the Prophet Muhammad had passed beyond the veil, as the most



fundamental and binding laws of His dispensation. . .

Moreover, in the traditions the terms sun and moon have been applied
to prayer and fasting, even asit is said: Fasting isillumination, prayer
islight. One day, awell-known divine came to visit Us. While We were
conversing with him, he referred to the above-quoted tradition. He said:

The Insistent Self

Inasmuch as fasting causeth the heat of the body to increase, it hath
therefore been likened unto the light of the sun; and as the prayer of the
night-season refresheth man, it hath been compared unto the radiance
of the moon. Thereupon We readlized that that poor man had not been
favoured with asingle drop of the ocean of true understanding, and had
strayed far from the burning Bush of divine wisdom. We then politely
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observed to him saying: The interpretation your honour hath given to
thistradition is the one current amongst the people. Could it not be
interpreted differently? He asked Us: What could it be? We made reply:
Muhammad, the Seal of the Prophets, and the most distinguished of
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God’ s chosen Ones, hath likened the Dispensation of the Qur’ an unto
heaven, by reason of its loftiness, its paramount influence, its majesty,
and the fact that it comprehendeth al religions. And as the sun and moon
constitute the brightest and most prominent luminariesin the heavens,
similarly in the heaven of the religion of God two shining orbs have been
ordained -- fasting and prayer . . . 24

And Baha u’llah explains the purpose and the benefits of fasting:

“Even though outwardly the Fast is difficult and toilsome, yet inwardly
it is bounty and tranquillity. Purification and training are conditioned
and dependent only on such rigorous exercises as are in accord with the
Book of God and sanctioned by Divine law, not those which the deluded
have inflicted upon the people. Whatsoever God hath revealed is beloved
of the soul. We beseech Him that He may graciously assist us to do that
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which is pleasing and acceptable unto Him.” 25

“These are the days of the Fast. Blessed is the one who through the heat
generated by the Fast increaseth his love, and who, with joy and radiance,
ariseth to perform worthy deeds. Verily, He guideth whomsoever He
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willeth to the straight path.” 26

“Verily, | say, fasting is the supreme remedy and the most great healing
for the disease of self and passion”. 27

And from ‘ Abdu’l-Bah&:



“Fasting is the cause of awakening man. The heart becomes tender and
the spirituality of man increases. Thisis produced by the fact that man’s
thoughts will be confined to the commemoration of God, and through
this awakening and stimulation surely ideal advancements follow.” 28
“. .. prayer and fasting is the cause of awakening and mindfulness and
conducive to protection and preservation fromtests. . .” 29

The Insistent Self
And from Rumi:

“There's hidden sweetness in the stomach’ s emptiness.
We are lutes, no more, no less.
If the sound box is stuffed full of anything, no music.
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If the brain and belly are burning clean with fasting,

every moment a new song comes out of thefire.

Thefog clears, and new energy makes you run up the stepsin front of you.
Be emptier and cry like reed instruments cry.

Emptier, write secrets with the reed pen.
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When you're full of food and drink, Satan sits where your spirit should,
an ugly metal statue in place of the Kaaba.

When you fast, good habits gather like friends who want to help. Fasting
is Solomon’sring.

Don't giveit to someillusion and lose your power, but even if you have,
if you'velost all will and control, they come back when you fast,

like soldiers appearing out of the ground, pennants flying above them.

A table descends to your tents, Jesus' table.

Expect to seeit, when you fast, this table spread with other food,

better than the broth of cabbages.” 30

Bah& u'lldh tells the Bahd is that they should be thankful to God for
this
amazing gift:

“All praise be to the one true God Who hath assisted His loved onesto
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observe the Fast and hath aided them to fulfill that which hath been
decreed in the Book. In truth, ceaseless praise and gratitude are due

unto Him for having graciously confirmed His loved ones to perform
that which is the cause of the exaltation of His Word. If a man possessed
ten thousand lives and offered them all to establish the truth of God's
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laws and commandments, he would still be beholden unto Him, since
whatsoever proceedeth from Hisirresistible decree serveth solely to
benefit His friends and loved ones.” 31



Bah& u'll&h urges the Bah& is not to fast if they areiill:

“...obligatory prayer and fasting occupy an exalted station in the sight
of God. It is, however, in astate of health that their virtue can be realized.
Intime of ill-health it is not permissible to observe these obligations;
such hath been the bidding of the Lord, exalted be Hisglory, at all times.
Blessed be such men and women as pay heed, and observe His precepts.
All praise be unto God, He who hath sent down the verses and is the
Revealer of undoubted proofs!” 32

The Insistent Self

“In clear cases of weakness, illness, or injury the law of the Fast is not
binding. Thisinjunction isin conformity with the precepts of God, eternal in
the past, eternal in the future. Well isit with them who act accordingly.”

33

“The law of the Fast is ordained for those who are sound and healthy;

WORKING
asto those who areill or debilitated, thislaw hath never been nor is now
applicable.” 34

Shoghi Effendi clarifies that fasting is good for health but that Baha'is
should not fast if they areill:
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“Keeping the Fast is enjoined upon all Baha'is, regardless of
nationality;

it has avery salutary effect both physically and spiritually, and the
friends should realize Bah& u’ [1&h never would have instituted it if it
were detrimental to the health.” 35

“Asto your question regarding the Fast: if thereis any doubt in the mind

of a person asto whether it will really be bad for that person’s health to
keep it, the best doctor’ s advice should be obtained. But generally speaking
most people can keep it, anywhere in the world, with no detriment to their
health. It is very good for the health and, once one forms the habit, each
year it becomes easier to keep, unless one is rundown. No oneis obliged

to keep it if it really harms them.” 36

Scientific research is also demonstrating that fasts like the Baha'i Fast
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(which fallsinto the category of intermittent fasting) may have benefits

to our physical health. We evolved from hunters and gatherers who often
had to go without food if it was not available. It was either feast or famine.
It seems that we evolved a genetic code to adapt to a cycle of feast and
fasting. Many researchers attest to the benefits of emptying the digestive
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system and allowing it to cleanse and purify itself. Evidence indicates that



intermittent fasting can reduce risk factors for chronic diseasesin animals
and humans and increase life span for animals. More studies on humans
are needed but experiments to date are promising. Studies indicate that
“intermittent fasting actsin part as aform of mild stress that continually
revs up cellular defenses against molecular damage.” 37

But, as Duane Hermann, a Bah& i writer, explainsin his book on fasting,
the

material fast is only asymbol of the spiritual fast which lifts us to the
heavenly

realm and away from our selfish desires. Someone who has amedical condition
and isunable to fast is therefore not denied spiritual development. “Clearly
the

eating (or not eating of food) is not the most important aspect of observing
the

Fast.” 38 If medically it is not possible to physically fast or any of the
other

The Insistent Self

conditions for exemption apply, we should not fast. It is our motives, rather
than our actions that receive the blessings of God. If our hearts and our
motives

are pure, God will accept our actionsif we continue to pray and strive to make
adjustments and reinvigorate our spiritual lives.39

WORKING
‘Abdu’I-Baha explains thisin his “third wisdom” of fasting:

". .. Fasting is of two kinds, material and spiritual. The material fasting
is abstaining from food or drink, that is, from the appetites of the body.
But spiritual, ideal fasting isthis, that man abstain from selfish passions,
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from negligence, and from satanic animal traits. Therefore, material
fasting is atoken of the spiritual fasting. That is:

O Divine Providence! As| am abstaining from bodily desires and not
occupied with eating and drinking, even so purify and sanctify my heart
from the love of anyone save Thyself and shield and protect my soul from
corrupt desires and satanic qualities so that my spirit may commune with
the breaths of holiness and fast from the mention of al else besides Thee.”
40

“For thismaterial fast is an outer token of the spiritual fast; itisa
symbol of self-restraint, the withholding of oneself from all appetites of
the self, taking on the characteristics of the spirit, being carried away by
the breathings of heaven and catching fire from the love of God.” 41

Shoghi Effendi reiterates the words of * Abdu’ |-Bah&
WORKING



“. .. thefasting period, which involves compl ete abstention from food and
drink from sunrisetill sunset, is. . . essentially a period of meditation and
prayer, of spiritual recuperation, during which the believer must strive

to make the necessary readjustmentsin hisinner life, and to refresh and
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reinvigorate the spiritual forces latent in his soul. Its significance and
purpose are, therefore, fundamentally spiritual in character. Fasting is
symbolic, and a reminder of abstinence from selfish and carnal desires.” 42

Shoghi Effendi sympathizes with Bahd isin attempting to do something
that may be foreign to them but He points out the benefits:

“It is often difficult for us to do things because they are so very different
from what we are used to, not because the thing itself is particularly
difficult. With you, and indeed most Bahd is, who are now, as adults,
accepting this glorious Faith, no doubt some of the ordinances, like
fasting and daily prayer, are hard to understand and obey at first. But we
must always think that these things are given to al men for a thousand

The Insistent Self

years to come. For Bah& i children who see these things practiced in the
home, they will be as natural and necessary athing as going to church

on Sunday was to the more pious generation of Christians. Bahd u’llah
would not have given us these things if they would not greatly benefit us,
and, like children who are sensible enough to redlize their father iswise
and does what is good for them, we must accept to obey these ordinances
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even though at first we may not see any need for them. As we obey them
we will gradually come to see in ourselves the benefits they confer.” 43

He also clarifiesthat it isreally up to the individual to observe the Fast:
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“Regarding the nineteen-day fast; its observance has been enjoined
by Baha u’llah upon all believers, once they attain the age of fifteen
and until they reach seventy. Children of al countries, nationalities
and classes, who are fifteen years old are under this obligation.

It matters not whether they mature later in one country than in
another. The command of Bah& u’lldh is universal, irrespective of
any variance in the age of maturity in different countries and among
different peoples. In the Aqdas [The Book of Laws] Bah& u’lldh
permits certain exceptions to this general obligation of fasting, among
them are included those who do hard work, such as workersin heavy
industries. But while a universal obligation, the observance of the
nineteen day fast has been made by Bah& u’llah the sole responsibility
of theindividual believer. No Assembly has the right to enforceit on
the friends, or to hold anybody responsible for not observing it. The
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believer isfree, however, to ask the advice of his Assembly asto the
circumstances that would justify him to conscientiously break such a
fast. But heis by no means required to do so.” 44

Thisisareminder to me not to feel compelled to instruct or advice other
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Baha' isto fast or to judge those who are not fasting and | confessthat in
the past | have judged my fellow-believers who don’t fast. | am trying to be
compassionate and to understand that what constitutes illness can be quite
subjective. | need to recognize and remember that we are all individuals
with our own unique constitutions. physical weaknesses, mental barriers,
and often emotional scars, and we are all on our own paths to God. And if it
seems difficult for any of usto fast, we need only to look at the influence of
our present-day society. Food has become important not just as sustenance
but as an art form. New and complicated recipes arise out of the fascination
and infatuation with food and the constant search for novelty. People may
also put their energiesinto food in order to make up for something that
ismissing in their lives, not recognizing that it is their souls rather than
their bodies that crave sustenance. They may overeat to stifle the lack of

The Insistent Self

meaning in their lives and to deal with their emotions and their issues. And
we only have to go down one aisle of agrocery store to be aware of the
infinite varieties of a particular product or check the latest fast food menu
to see the new items since we last visited. We' re bombarded with food ads
and told repeatedly how important food is. Surely this has an impact on
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the ability to fast. | know | find it easier to physically fast when I’'m out

of

the city and away from all the restaurants and billboards advertising food. How
wonderful it isto livein this age and to be blessed with such ordinances as

the Fast, to be guided on a spiritual path away from the material pursuits

of afrenzied society!
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Fasting istruly atime of spirituality and there are so many benefits.
But we are told not to fast if we areill or have amedical condition
that preventsit. And we know that even if someone can not fast he can
still benefit from observing the fast by consecrating the time of the
fast to prayer and meditation and strengthening his spiritual character.
‘Abdu’|-Bahatells us:

“Fasting is a symbol. Fasting signifies abstinence from lust. Physical

fasting isasymbol of that abstinence, and is areminder; that is, just

as a person abstains from physical appetites, he isto abstain from
selfappetites and self-desires. But mere abstention from food has no effect on



the spirit. It isonly asymbol, areminder. Otherwiseit is of no importance.
Fasting for this purpose does not mean entire abstinence from food. The
golden rule asto food is, do not take too much or too little. Moderation

WORKING
isnecessary. ..” 45

Hermann points out that if a person cannot do the physical fast prescribed
inthe Bahd i Faith, he asaBaha'i till has no excuse to ignore its
reality.46 The Fast needs to be observed with the heart. And that applies
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to all who are physically fasting or not fasting. It may present more
of achallenge to those who cannot physically fast to continue their
regular pattern of eating, maintain detachment and aim for spiritual
readjustment in their lives.

Fasting is entirely up to the individual and his relationship to God. And the
Bah& isaretold:

“Shouldst thou observe any soul who isin doubt about this commandment
or who misinterpreteth it, but hath no secret motive or defiancein

what he doeth, be friendly towards him, and with the utmost cordiality
and through kind speech, endeavor to turn him from the path of such
interpretation towards the plain meaning of the verses of God.” 47

The Insistent Self

Bahd'is are told to follow “the plain meaning” of the requirements of

the

Fast as written in the Kitab-i- Aqdas, the Book of Laws. And they have a
role to assist other Bahd'is to understand the Law.

Still, for those of usin the west, the idea of the nineteen -day Fast is
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probably the most difficult thing to consider even though we are assured
of its benefits spiritually. | remember being so worried about being able to
follow thislaw that | tried the Fast before | became aBah&'i to seeiif |
could

doit. If | had been brought up as a Muslim before becoming aBaha'i |
would

probably find it easier to fast. At least | would be accustomed to fasting as
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part of areligious culture. And having experienced a 30-day Fast, | would
probably consider the nineteen-day fast a breeze in comparison! Having to
deprive myself of food for the day is not comfortable physicaly, for sure; my
stomach constantly reminds me that I’ ve forgotten something. Of course many
of us have gone without food when we' ve been busy with an activity or been
working hard and at night we suddenly feel ravenous and realize we haven’t
eaten for along time. Or we' ve survived on coffee all day until evening to



get
through ajob. But the Baha'i Fast requires more of individuals and in this

day

of instant gratification, self-denial is an alien concept. And if we begin to

think

about what the Bah& i Fast means - Nothing to eat or drink all day? Not

even

water? What if | choke? What if | have a coughing fit? Or get the hiccups?
Bahd& is have probably all had similar thoughts, not just the first year of

the

Fast but every year as they rush out the door to an important meeting. Probably
the most amazing experience of the Fast for me is that we are definitely
assisted to get through it. | am tested. Perhaps | get sick, not sick enough to
stop fasting, just some annoying little cough or sore throat and I’m not sure
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if 1 should keep fasting. | think to myself that it might get worseif | fast
and

I'll really get sick. Or maybe | should not fast today and | may feel better
tomorrow and can continue my fast. But | may feel guilty if | stop fasting
and later | feel fine. | may decide to try the Fast and rely on

Bahd u'lldhto
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guide me and let me know if | should continue. After | start fasting | may
feel soill that | know | can’t possibly fast or perhaps Bah& u’lldh

may

reward my effort and | will feel charged spiritually and able to carry on
fasting. And that is the crux of the matter, | believe, to trust in

Baha u'llah

and know that He will guide me. So, yes, my sincerity and desire to please
God istested, but | am assisted, too. And | haveto fast “oneday at a
time” .48 Some days are better than others, some days | feel quite spiritual,
other days drag and all I can think about isfood. Or | may feel spiritual
during one part of the day, perhaps when I’ m saying my prayers and at
another part, | feel quite miserable and self- centered. The Fast gives
individuals ample practice in becoming aware of their lower and higher
natures and how they constantly have to struggle to follow a spiritual

path. 1 usually find that by Day 10 (I do count the days off) | start to

The Insistent Self

feel sorry that it's going to end soon — that’ s in between feeling like |
won’'t make it that day because I’m so hungry and | should have had
more food for breakfast, and other negative thoughts. If individuals can
fast, | vouch for it being an amazing experience. There are probably so
many things | don’t do well that I’ m asked to do asaBaha'i. And who
can say if | fast well? AsBah& u’'llah says, it isour surrender to His



WORKING
will that isthe criterion:

“In the Prayer of Fasting We have revealed: ‘ Should Thy Will decree
that out of Thy mouth these words proceed and be addressed unto them,
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“Observe, for My Beauty’ s sake, the fast, O people, and set no limit to its
duration,” | swear by the majesty of Thy glory, that every one of them will
faithfully observeit, will abstain from whatsoever will violate Thy law, and
will continue to do so until they yield up their souls unto Thee.” In this
consisteth the complete surrender of one’ swill to the Will of God. Meditate
on this, that thou mayest drink in the waters of everlasting life which flow
through the words of the Lord of all mankind, and mayest testify that the
one true God hath ever been immeasurably exalted above His creatures.

He, verily, isthe Incomparable, the Ever-Abiding, the Omniscient, the
All-Wise. The station of absolute self-surrender transcendeth, and will

ever remain exalted above, every other station.” 49

If | fast between sunrise and sunset, | still don’t know if I’ ve obeyed the
law of
fasting. Only Bah& u’l1dh knows. In the prayer for Naw-Ruz, He states:

“Shouldst Thou regard him who hath broken the fast as one who hath
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observed it, such a man would be reckoned among them who from eternity
had been keeping the fast. And shouldst Thou decree that he who hath
observed the fast hath broken it, that person would be numbered with

such as have caused the Robe of Thy Revelation to be stained with dust,
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and been far removed from the crystal waters of this living Fountain.” 50

But | have experienced fasting and | heartily recommend it. | am so grateful
to the people who taught me about the Baha'i Faith, because they were
exceptional role models when it came to observing the Fast. And there are
So many joys in fasting, so many bounties for our soulsthat if | neglect this
law, my soul can be harmed because, after all, it is* conducive to protection
and preservation from tests’, not to mention “the cause of awakening and
mindfulness’. 51

Many of the prayersfor the Bahd' i Fast are very long and individuals may
not always have the time or inclination to say them. In my research for this
chapter, | found afew short prayers of Baha' u’llah for the Fast:

The Insistent Self

“Praise be unto Thee, O Lord my God! We have observed the Fast in
conformity with Thy bidding and break it now through Thy love and
Thy good-pleasure. Deign to accept, O my God, the deeds that we have
performed in Thy path wholly for the sake of Thy beauty with our faces



set towards Thy Cause, free from aught else but Thee. Bestow, then, Thy
forgiveness upon us, upon our forefathers, and upon all such as have

WORKING

believed in Thee and in Thy mighty signsin this most great, this most
glorious Revelation. Potent art Thou to do what Thou choosest. Thou
art, verily, the Most Exalted, the Almighty, the Unconstrained.” 52
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“Praised be Thou, O God, my God! These are the days whereon Thou
hast enjoined Thy chosen ones, Thy loved ones and Thy servants to
observe the Fast, which Thou hast made a light unto the people of Thy
kingdom, even as Thou didst make obligatory prayer aladder of ascent
unto those who acknowledge Thy unity. | beg of Thee, O my God,

by these two mighty pillars, which Thou hast ordained as a glory and
honor for all mankind, to keep Thy religion safe from the mischief of
the ungodly and the plotting of every wicked doer. O Lord, conceal not
the light which Thou hast revealed through Thy strength and Thine
omnipotence. Assist, then, those who truly believe in Thee with the hosts
of the seen and the unseen by Thy command and Thy sovereignty. No
God isthere but Thee, the Almighty, the Most Powerful.” 53

“In the Name of Him Who hath been promised in the Books of God, the All-
Knowing, the All-Informed! The days of fasting have arrived wherein those
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servants who circle round Thy throne and have attained Thy presence have
fasted. Say: O God of names and creator of heaven and earth! | beg of Thee
by Thy Name, the All-Glorious, to accept the fast of those who have fasted
for love of Thee and for the sake of Thy good-pleasure and have carried out
what Thou hast bidden them in Thy Books and Tablets. | beseech Thee by
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them to assist me in the promotion of Thy Cause and to make me steadfast
in Thy love, that my footsteps may not slip on account of the clamor of Thy
creatures. Verily, Thou art powerful over whatsoever Thou willest. No God
isthere but Thee, the Quickener, the All-Powerful, the Most Bountiful, the
Ancient of Days.” 54

I’ll close this chapter with a story about * Abdu’[-Bahé and fasting:

The early believersin Akka not only observed the Bahd'i Fast, but also
observed the Muslim 30-day Fast of Ramadan!

The following beautiful story illustrates how taxing that Fast was on the
Master, ‘ Abdu’|-Baha

The Insistent Self

“The resident believers used to say that the phrase * effulgences of the
Prison’ was aterm which had been revealed by the Tongue of Glory
[Bah& u’llah] to characterize the hardships and tribulations associated



with lifein Akka; it had endured among the friends through word of mouth.
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At the beginning these hardships were numerous, but many of them
disappeared little by little, mainly because of the changes to the
environment. Others still persisted. The various deadly epidemics,
which during the time of Bah& u’[l&h’ s imprisonment in the barracks
had annihilated a large number of the inhabitants, had disappeared
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leaving no trace, as had the foul-smelling fumes which had caused
and spread infectious diseases. Still, one of those * effulgences of the
Prison’ which the passing of time and change in the climate had failed
to overcome was the assault of the fleas, mosquitoes, flies and ants,
which confirmed the expression, ‘ Blessed the one who is bitten by the
insects of Akka' . Another was the thirty-day fast, which according to
the command of Bah& u’llah was to be observed until the end of the
period of incarceration to commemorate the Islamic holy month. Every
sincere and devoted believer was expected to observe it gladly and of
his own free will.

This thirty-day fast, which according to the Islamic calendar is observed
in the month of Ramadan, continued to be kept until the end of the period
of imprisonment in 1909 A.D. For the pilgrims and resident believers,
who led relatively comfortable and peaceful lives, observing the thirty-
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day fast was not a difficult undertaking. But for the blessed person of the
Centre of the Covenant, whose life was filled with numerous occupations
and hardships. . . it can be imagined how arduous and exhausting such an
observance was. Thiswas especially true when in the month of Ramadan
the Muslims of Akka, including al the government officials, switched their
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nights and days and conveniently slept during the daytime, while at night,
after breaking the fast and observing the obligatory prayers, they crowded
‘Abdu’I-Baha’ s biruni [living room] to while away the night and disturb
the Master until dawn.

But that spiritual and heavenly Being had to begin His many tasks before
therising of thesun . . . And so in the month of Ramadan no comfort

was possible for ‘ Abdu’|-Baha; at times even the opportunity to partake of
the meals did not present itself, and therefore His fast began without any
breakfast and ended without any dinner. Thus the ‘ effulgences of the Most
Great Prison’ sapped His strength and weakened His body. Many times
during these days of fasting | saw the Master in such a state of exhaustion
that | was deeply shaken.

The Insistent Self

On one such day He summoned me to His presence in the biruni area.



As He spoke, signs of melancholy and weariness were apparent in His
voice. He slowly paced the floor and then began to climb the stairs with
difficulty. The symptoms of fatigue gave way to expressions of displeasure
and weariness: ‘| don’t feel well. Yesterday | did not eat any breakfast

and
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when the time came to break the fast | had no appetite. Now | need a bit of
rest.” AsHe spoke, His face was so ashen that | became alarmed for His
well-being. So | boldly exclaimed, ‘It is better for the Master to break the
fast.

‘No, it isnot proper,” was ‘Abdu’|-Bah& sreply.
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| persisted. ‘With the way the Master feels, fasting itself is not proper
either.’

‘It is not important, | will rest awhile,’” responded ‘ Abdu’I-Baha.

‘The believers can not endure to see the Master in such a state of physical
weakness and exhaustion,” | remained unyielding.

‘Abdu’I-Baha gave an effective and moving explanation in the hope of
convincing meto relent. It did not work. In fact, it increased my ardour,
and | continued to try to persuade Him to break the fast. As He would
not yield, my words became mixed with tears and lamentations. But He
would not let up.

Suddenly | realized that | had found a new quality in myself which
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did not allow meto givein, despite all the reasons that ‘ Abdu’|-Bah&
had offered. And so, stubbornly holding my ground, | told myself,
‘Regardless of what may come of this, | will continue to beg, plead
and implore until | achieve my purpose, for | can no longer behold the
Beloved of the world in such a condition.’
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While begging and supplicating, strange thoughts crowded my mind. It
was asif | wished to discover in what light my servitude and devotion to
that Threshold was regarded in the sight of God. As such, | would consider
success in thisto be agood omen. And so from the very depths of my heart
| entreated the Most Holy Shrine for assistance.

Spontaneously these words flowed from my lips, ‘So may | make a
suggestion?

‘“What do you want me to do? ‘Abdu’l-Bahareplied.

Tears streaming from my eyes, | begged Him, ‘ Come and for this once break
your fast, to bring happiness to the heart of a sinful servant of
Baha u'llah.’
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God be praised, | know not where those words came from, but they brought
such joy to the heart of that quintessence of kindness and love that quite
loudly He exclaimed,” Of course, of course, of course.’

Immediately He called for Nasir and told him, ‘ Put some water in the pot
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and boil it and make a cup of teafor me.” And then He put His blessed hand
on my shoulder and said, ‘ Are you pleased with me now? If you wish, you
can go back to your tasks now and | will drink the tea and pray for you.’

Such feelings of joy and ecstasy flooded my being at that moment that |
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was rendered incapabl e of areasonable response. Looking at me, ‘ Abdu’I-
Baharemarked, ‘ Do you want to be present to see with your own eyes when
| break my fast? Very well, come and sit down.” He then withdrew to His
small office, took up the pen and began to write, as | watched. AgaRida
now came into the presence of the Master for some particular purpose.
‘Abdu’|-Baha remarked, ‘ Today | do not feel well and in response to the
reguest of one of the loved ones of God | want to break my fast.’

As Aga Ridaleft the room, the teapot with a single glass and a bow! of
sugar were brought in. Addressing me, ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha said, * Jinab-i-
Khan, you have performed a praiseworthy service. May God bless you.
If I had not broken the fast now, | would surely have fallen ill and would
have been forced to break the fast.” And with every sip of the tea, He
bestowed on me other kind and loving words. After that He arose and
said, ‘Now that | feel better, | will go after my work and will continue
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to pray for you.’

And then He started down the stairs. In the biruni reception room there
was no one except the late Aga Siyyid Ahmad-i-Afnan . . . Addressing
him, ‘ Abdu’l-Baha said, ‘ Jinab-i-Afnan, today | was not feeling well and
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intended to rest, but at the request of a beloved friend | have broken my
fast. | am happy to have done so, for otherwise | would have faleniill. But
now | feel well and can continue the work of the Cause.” Having said this,
He walked out of the room.

Jinab-i-Afnan, his eyes shining with the light of pure joy and delight, said,
‘God Almighty, who was that “beloved friend”, so that | can sacrifice my
life

for him? And I, drunk with manifest victory, exclaimed, ‘It was|, it was
I

In brief, rather than any attempt at sacrifice of life, and filled with



heavenly

joy, we embraced each other as our spirits soared. Aswe did so, | placed in
the storehouse of my memory the fact that the thirty-day fast truly was an
‘effulgence of the Most Great Prison.”” 55

WORKING
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Chapter 5

Detachment, Self-Surrender
and Sacrifice

WORKING

The concepts of detachment, self-surrender and sacrifice are closely
interwoven in the Bah&' i Revelation and when | began researching the
concept of “detachment” in the Baha i Writings | discovered that
detachment

in its essence meansto let go of self, or self-surrender, and to sacrifice
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self. Consequently | included al three conceptsin this chapter. Again, |
will be relying almost completely on the Bahd i Writings to enhance our
understanding of this important component of our spiritual growth.

Y ou may wonder why thisis the next topic of the book. In the words of
Taherzadeh," In many of His Tablets Bah& u’llah has stated that the
greatest

achievement for man is detachment from all things save God. The soul can
acquire faith and progress towards God to the degree of its detachment
from thisworld.” 1

“Perhaps it may be said that there are few, if any, among

Baha' u'llah's

exhortations which have been stressed so much as detachment from this
world and from every selfish desire.” 2

Wikipedia defines detachment as a “ state in which a person overcomes his

WORKING

or her attachment to desire for things, people or concepts of the world and
thus attains a heightened perspective.” 3 Inthe Bah@'i Faith, the

ability to

detach from the things of this world and the “ concepts of the world”,4 such
as pride in our doings and our accomplishments, is a huge achievement
that enables us to reach alofty spiritual station.

EDITION
Baha u’l1ah has declared:

“ At one time this sublime Word was heard from the Tongue of Him Who



is the Possessor of all being and the Lord of the throne on high and of
earth below—exalted is the glory of His utterance — Piety and detachment
are even as two most great luminaries of the heaven of teaching. Blessed
the one who hath attained unto this supreme station, this habitation of
transcendent holiness and sublimity.” 5

And ‘Abdu’|-Bahatells us that detachment is needed for our divine
happiness:
The Insistent Self

“If thou art seeking after spiritual tranquility, turn thy face at all times
toward the Kingdom of Abha. If thou art desiring divine joy, free thyself
from the bands of attachment.” 6

He explains:

WORKING

“Detachment does not consist in setting fire to one’ s house, or becoming
bankrupt or throwing one' s fortune out of the window, or even giving
away al of one’s possessions. Detachment consistsin refraining from
letting our possessions possess us. A prosperous merchant who is not

EDITION

absorbed in his business knows severance. A banker whose occupation
does not prevent him from serving humanity is severed. A poor man can
be attached to a small thing.

A rich man and a poor man lived in the same town. One day the poor man
said to the rich man,” | want to go to the Holy Land.” The rich man
replied,

‘Very good, | will go also,” and they started from the town and began their
pilgrimage. But night fell and the poor man said,” Let us return to our
houses

to pass the night.” The rich man replied,” We have started for the Holy
Land

and must not now return.” The poor man said,’ The Holy Land isalong
distance to travel on foot. | have adonkey, | will go and fetch it.’

‘What?

replied the rich man,” are you not ashamed? | leave all my possessions to
go on this pilgrimage and you wish to return to get your donkey! | have
abandoned with joy my whole fortune. Y our whole wealth consists of a
donkey and you cannot leave it!” Y ou see that fortune is not necessarily an

WORKING
impediment. The rich man who is thus detached is near to reality. There are
many rich people who are severed and many poor who are not.” 7

Taherzadeh summarizes the meaning of detachment.”n a nutshell,
detachment is to submit one’ s will to the will of God and to seek His good

EDITION



pleasure above one’' s own. Therefore, the challenge to every believer in this
lifeis detachment from all else save God.” 8

So being attached to the world refers to anything that getsin the way

of the soul drawing near to God. Pride in our personal opinions, our
accomplishments, our knowledge, our social status and our popularity are
barriers to detachment.9 All the veils and barriers mentioned in Chapter 1
keep us attached to this material world.

Detachment is the “renunciation of attachment in order to achieve a greater
realization of the meaning of creation and of the purpose of life.” 10
Possessing

the things of thisworld is only one form of attachment, as‘ Abdu’ [-Baha
described, and Baha u’ llah writes of the dangers therein:

The Insistent Self

“Earthly treasures We have not bequeathed, nor have We added such
cares asthey entail. By God! In earthly richesfear is hidden and peril is
concealed.” 11

“Busy not thyself with thisworld, for with fire We test the gold, and with

WORKING
gold Wetest Our servants!” 12

Bah& u'l1dh teaches us that everything in the world is for man to possess
and enjoy aslong as he does not become attached to the pleasures and
things of thisworld:
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“Should a man wish to adorn himself with the ornaments of the earth, to
wear its apparels, or partake of the benefitsit can bestow, no harm can
befall him, if he alloweth nothing whatever to intervene between him
and God, for God hath ordained every good thing, whether created in the
heavens or in the earth, for such of His servants astruly believe in Him.
Eat ye, O people, of the good things which God hath alowed you, and
deprive not yourselves from His wondrous bounties. Render thanks and
praise unto Him, and be of them that are truly thankful.” 13

But He challenges us:

“Heis not to be numbered with the people of Baha [followers of
Baha' u’llah] who followeth his mundane desires, or fixeth his heart on
things of the earth. He is My true follower who, if he cometo avalley of
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pure gold, will pass straight through it aloof as a cloud, and will neither
turn back, nor pause. Such aman is, assuredly, of Me. From his garment
the Concourse on high can inhale the fragrance of sanctity. . ..” 14

The Concourse on high refers to holy souls who have gone on to the next



EDITION
world.

‘Abdu’[-Bahatells us:

“. .. We can appreciate without attaching ourselves to the things of this
world.

It sometimes happens that if a man loses hisfortune he is so disheartened
that he dies or becomes insane. While enjoying the things of this world we
must remember that one day we shall have to do without them.” 15

But it is often difficult to let these things go. As * Abdu’ [-Baha notes:

“Material favors sometimes deprive us of spiritual favors and material
rest of spiritual rest. A rich man said to Christ,” | would fain be thy

The Insistent Self

disciple.” ‘Go and put into practice the Ten Commandments,” replied
the Christ. ‘But | know them by heart and have always practiced them.’
‘Then sell what thou hast and take up thy cross and follow me.” The man
returned to hishome.” 16

WORKING
Hereisastory that ‘ Abdu’|-Bahatold in Denver about attachment to
pOSSessions:

“The Persian friends travel mostly on foot. They sleep whenever they
get tired. They rest whenever they see a shady tree. Once a person
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came to an Amir. The Amir wished to present him with a gift and with
insistence gave him arobe. Later, when he became tired, he lay down
under atreein the forest with the robe folded under his head. But he
could not sleep as he repeatedly imagined that a thief was crouching
nearby to take away the robe. At last he rose, threw the robe away and
said,’ Aslong as this robe iswith me, | shall not find rest. To find rest,
| must giveit up.’ [And ‘Abdu’|-Baha then said:] How long will you
desire arobe for your body? Release your body that you may have no
need for arobe.” 17

Baha u'lléh says:
“O Son of Passion!
Cleanse thyself from the defilement of riches and in perfect peace advance
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into the realm of poverty; that from the well-spring of detachment thou
mayest quaff the wine of immortal life.” 18

A rich man detached from wealth attains such a station that his“splendor...
shall illuminate the dwellers of heaven even as the sun enlightens the



EDITION
people of the earth!” 19

But this description of detaching from our material things can be interpreted
to mean renunciation from the world, such asliving in amonastery. Thisis
not what Bah& u’ [1dh means:

“O people of the earth! Living in seclusion or practising asceticism is not
acceptable in the presence of God. It behoveth them that are endued with
insight and understanding to observe that which will cause joy and radiance.
Such practices as are sprung from the loins of idle fancy and are begotten of
the womb of superstition ill beseem men of knowledge. In former times and
more recently some people have been taking up their abodes in the caves of
the mountains while others have repaired to graveyards at night. Say, give
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ear unto the counsels of this Wronged One. . . Deprive not yourselves of the
bounties which have been created for your sake.” 20

We demonstrate our detachment from our possessions by giving them away,
by being generous or even sacrificial in our giving. Taherzadeh discusses

WORKING

two stages of unity, referred to by Baha& u’llah in one of His Tablets.21
Oneis characterized by generosity, the giving of some of the riches God
has bestowed upon us to our fellow-men. It isthe state of “musavat” or
equality. The other is characterized by sacrifice. In this state of
“muvasat”

we sacrifice our own needs for others and give them preference, a state
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regarded by Bah& u’llah as the “highest and noblest quality in

man” .22

But this preference, He emphasizes, should only be exercised in relation to
earthly possessions.

Taherzadeh reminds us that love for oneself is the greatest barrier between
man and God.23 But we have discussed how difficult it is to detach from
self, from our lower nature, and to soar above it. We will aways slip and
fall. As‘Abdu’l-Bahatellsus: “. . . self-love is kneaded into the

very clay

of man, and it is not possible that, without any hope of a substantial
reward, he should neglect his own present material good.” 24

We live in amateria world. We areinvolved in it and share in itsjoys and
sorrows. We eke out aliving, raise afamily, contribute to its wellbeing

and try to be of service to others and, beyond that, we strive to better it,
ultimately helping to build a new world. That isthe challenge: to live in the

WORKING
material world with our souls soaring in the heavenly realm.



As agraphic description of detachment Nabil, a great historian of the
Bah&'i

Faith, writes this description of the detachment of the Bah& isin Baghdad,
those who subdued their ego and “ demonstrated their utter nothingness

EDITION
when they came face to face with their Lord.” 25

“Many anight . . . no less than ten persons subsisted on no more than a
pennyworth of dates. No one knew to whom actually belonged the shoes,
the cloaks, or the robes that were found in their houses. Whoever went
to the bazaar could claim that the shoes upon his feet were his own, and
each one who entered the presence of Baha u’lléh could affirm that the
cloak and robe he then wore belonged to him. Their own names they had
forgotten, their hearts were emptied of aught else except adoration for
their Beloved. . .."” 26

We may at times feel frustrated because we want to attain alevel of
detachment from the things of this world but we find ourselves behaving

The Insistent Self

at timesin an “unspiritual” manner, an experience with which I’'m very
familiar. | have gained awareness of it over a period of years and by
reading many books and | need to strive daily to make improvementsin my
behavior. But it is something commonly experienced. It can be a particular
situation in which we respond negatively every timeit occurs. Nothing
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seems to help and we feel stuck. | am talking about situations in which we
are “triggered”. Something happens to unsettle us or someone unsettles us
and it takes us back to another time, to something that happened previously
that was uncomfortable. If we have difficulty in a particular situation or
with a particular person (the personality characteristics of that person), we
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will always be hindered in our attempts to respond in a spiritual manner.
And we will certainly not be detached. We will be for atime period totally
self- absorbed and attached to our emotions. It is not easy to deal with such
asituation and it requires honest self-examination and courage to make the
effort to change.

| feel very fortunate to have encountered a book that addresses thisissuein
away that can be meaningful to those of us who are fighting this spiritual
battle. The book is Taking the Leap by Pema Chodron, an American
Buddhist nun. Chodron’s method is taken from Buddhist teachings. There
is much more in her book than | am describing here and what follows, |
feel, may be rather a simplistic version of what she is teaching. But it serves
to provide the basis of dealing with avery important issue that affects our
lives. Chodron refers to attachment or being hooked as “shenpa’. It works
like this. For example, someone says something in away that we perceive



to be harsh and we tighten up — we' re hooked. A slight, uneasy feeling or
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tightening of the stomach of jaw muscles can quickly evolve and demonstrate
itself through “lashing out” with negative, possibly harsh words or

gestures

of dismissal (blaming the other person) or through withdrawal and silence
aswe belittle ourselves for our reaction.27 It’s persona. What someone
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said getsto us. It triggers us. It may not bother someone else but it touches
usin asore place. If we're criticized for what we believe in, our actions

or our appearance, we may be triggered.28 We feel lonely and “ shenpa’
isthere.29 We feel discomfort, or feel restless or bored — any insecurity
“shenpa’ clicksin.30 It’s not necessary to figure out why we get trapped
in

aparticular situation.31 We just need to figure out how to get out of it so
that

it doesn’t interfere with our ability to function and be the spiritual beings
that we are. Generally we choose short-term gratification and stay stuck

in the cycle.32 And then we find away to help cope with the discomfort,
something that has become a habit such as overeating, escaping or looking
for some pleasurabl e experience, something to ease the pain or numb us

in someway. (I use overeating and escape as two possibilities because |
know them both very well!) But if we can pause and breathe, we can see

The Insistent Self

the consequences and stay in the uncomfortable feelings. We can be kind
and patient with ourselves and remain open and curious about what will
happen next.33 As one of Chodron’s masters points out, “you may find a
particular feeling intolerable, but instead of acting on that you could come
to know intolerableness very,very well.” 34

WORKING
Chodron gives us three steps to follow to move out of our old pattern:

1. “Acknowledge that you’ re hooked.
2. Pause, take three conscious breaths, and leanin . . . to the energy.
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Experienceit fully . . . Get curious about it . . . What thoughts does it
give birth to?. . . Keep breathing . . . Stay awake and compassionate,
interrupting the momentum and refraining from causing harm. Just do
not speak, do not act, and feel your energy . . . embraceit.

3.. .. Relax and move on. Just go on with your life so that the practice
doesn't becomeabigdeal ...” 35

At first, we may only be able to abide the unpleasantness and pull ourselves
out



for brief moments before habit takes over.36 We can begin practicing with small
irritations, like being in traffic.37 Eventually we'll be able to deal with

more

personal difficulties by keeping our sense of humour and persisting. Some
things may keep coming back and triggering our same feelings. It is easy then
to feel discouraged and upset with ourselves. But, as Chodron points out,

we need to acknowledge our courage and respond with loving-kindness
towards ourselves and eventually our insight will lead to humility as well as
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compassion for everyone else as we al deal with these same difficulties! 38

So we have something that may help us with “triggers’. But our degree of
detachment istested on adaily basis. Hereis a story told by
‘Abdu’|-Baha

to illustrate this point:
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“The King decided to go on a Royal Tour of his kingdom. Preparations
started immediately and within afew days the magnificent procession was
ready to leave. The ministers of the King’s government, ambassadors and
diplomats, courtiers and men of importance, soldiers and bandsmen, all
splendid in their finery, set out to accompany the King. And, of course, the
faithful los rode alongside his beloved master at the front of the throng.

Each evening the splendid party made camp and the wonderful imperial
tent was erected for the King. This tent was the most beautiful and precious
tent you have ever seen —woven from the finest silk, it was decorated with
hundreds of jewels and precious stones, which so shone and sparkled .

.. one day, as the King and his retinue were making their way through
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some especially beautiful countryside, the King remembered that he had
passed this way before. It had been on this very stretch of road, years ago,
that he had first glanced upon the adoring face of his faithful los.

In gratitude for that meeting the King, seized of a sudden impulse, took
the box of jewels and cast them on the road.
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As the procession went on its way the King looked back to see all his
followers, al except los, forgetful of their duty, scrambling on the ground
in great confusion trying to gather up the precious stones.
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‘Look at los,” they muttered to each other, ‘ see how proud heis, he even
despises the King’'s jewels and makes no effort to pick them up.’

‘How isit, los,” the King asked him, ‘that you do not join the others to
gather up the jewels? Are they not precious? Do you despise the very
things that were mine?



‘O my King,’ replied los, ‘never in my life have | despised the |east

thing

that isyours. But to be near you and gaze on your face has aways been
more than sufficient for me. Why should | leave your side to scramble for
what you have thrown away?

And the loyal and steadfast 1os rode on by the side of his grateful master,
his gaze never for amoment leaving the face of his beloved King.” 39

WORKING

How isit possible for us to become detached from our possessions, from
titles, our educational level, our popularity, when everything and everyone
in our society asks us to be the person who has the beautiful house by

the ocean (as an example), to strive to be the manager of the company
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rather than a“lowly” (but happy) employee, to get a PhD to have the
competitive edge, and to accumulate “friends’ on Facebook! 1t may be
difficult to sway us from our path as spiritual beings but we can still be
influenced to follow these values because we cannot forget for one moment
that we have an animal nature. It is always ready to goad us and remind us
that we are fallible and proneto error. | remember having a conversation
with a colleague who was attempting to establish his suitability to work
with youth on a particular project by relating at some length his academic
achievements for the job. Even as | was thinking that there were other
important qualifications for the job, | found myself describing my own
educational background, thereby justifying my ability to do the job! I, like
him, was taking pride in my educational background! Yes, it is easy to fall
into the mire of attachment.

The Insistent Self

At the end of the chapter | have given some suggestions that may be of
assistance in practicing detachment and sacrifice. And | am reiterating the
point that I’ ve already discussed in this book that it is really important to
be

aware of the timeswe dlip, to call ourselvesto account and to try to do
better

next time, but being gentle and forgiving with ourselves, remembering that
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we have all of eternity to get it right! We just need to make a start and
work at it alittle at atime and we will make progress. Aslong aswe are
aware and we are striving to achieve our spiritual goals through prayer and
meditation, we will become more detached from thisworld and attracted
more and more to the spiritua realm. As Baha u’llah says:

EDITION
“The essence of detachment is for man to turn his face towards the courts
of the Lord, to enter His Presence, behold His Countenance, and stand



aswitness before Him.” 40

“Say: Deliver your souls, O people, from the bondage of self, and purify
them from all attachment to anything besides Me. Remembrance of Me
cleanseth all things from defilement, could ye but perceiveit.” 41

One way to detach from thisworld is to remember how quickly thislife
passes us by, as Baha' u’llah explains:

“Know ye that the world and its vanities and its embel lishments shall
pass away. Nothing will endure except God' s Kingdom which pertaineth
to none but Him, the Sovereign Lord of al . . . The days of your life shall
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roll away and all the things with which ye are occupied and of which ye
boast yourselves shall perish. . .” 42

And ‘Abdu’'|-Bahareiterates:
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“These brief days shall pass away, this present life shall vanish from
our sight; the roses of thisworld shall be fresh and fair no more, the
garden of this earth’ s triumphs and delights shall drop and fade .. . . And
therefore is none of thisworth loving at al, and to this the wise will not
anchor his heart.” 43

“. .. Attach not thyself to anything unlessin it thou seest the reality of
God —thisisthe first step into the court of eternity. The earth life lasts
but a short time, even its benefits are transitory; that which is temporary
does not deserve our heart’s attachment.” 44

God created the world and all that is therein for man’ s benefit. But he
must be careful not to alow all the earth’ s resources and wealth and all

The Insistent Self

its pleasures to become a barrier keeping him from drawing near to God.
Taherzadeh 45 explains that man can be detached from worldly thingsif
he lives according to the Teachings of God and makes them the centre of
hislife so that al other interests come secondary to hisfaith. In this case,
because his faith is the prime motivating force of hislife, everything he
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doesin hisdaily lifeisin harmony with the Teachings. When he attains
this station, the interests of his fellow- men supersede his own personal
interests. He reaches the summit in his detachment when he isready to
meet any challengein service for hisfaith. But the process of becoming
detached from the material world can be painful, involving sacrifice. When
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abeliever can sacrifice something important to him for the faith and in
service for mankind, he makes progress spiritually.



And so we come to the concept of sacrifice. We detach from the material
world and surrender ourselvesto His Will. Bah& u’lléh says:

“Say: Even should ye tear our bodies asunder, ye could not banish from
our heartsthe love of God. We were of atruth created for sacrifice, and
in this do we take pride before all creation.” 46

We were created for sacrifice. To be truly who we are as noble beings we
need to sacrifice.

We are asked to sacrifice our “ abilities, talents and possessions in the
Path of God.” 47 We are asked to sacrifice everything.
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“We must know the value of this and sacrifice ourselves entirely; nay,
we must forget ourselves. We must wish for no rest and seek no joy. We
must seek no name nor fame, no ease, amplitude nor convenience; nay,
we must sacrifice everything in order that we may be clad in the kingdom
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of immortality.” 48

A synonym for “amplitude” is “abundance”. We are asked to sacrifice our
lives:

“The wish of * Abdu’ [-Bah4, that which attracts His good pleasure
and, indeed, His binding command, isthat Baha'is, in al matters,
even in small daily transactions and dealings with others, should act
in accordance with the divine Teachings. He has commanded us not
to be content with lowliness, humility and meekness, but rather to
become manifestations of selflessness and utter nothingness. Of old,
all have been exhorted to loyalty and fidelity, compassion and love;
in this supreme Dispensation, the people of Bah& are called upon

to sacrifice their very lives. Notice the extent to which the friends

The Insistent Self

have been required in the Sacred Epistles and Tablets, aswell asin
our Beloved' s Testament, to be righteous, well-wishing, forbearing,
sanctified, pure, detached from all else save God, severed from the
trappings of this world and adorned with the mantle of a goodly
character and godly attributes. 49
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“The souls who sacrifice self, become detached from the imperfections
of the realm of man and free from the shackles of this ephemeral world,
assuredly the splendors of the rays of divine union shall shinein their
hearts and in the eternal paradise they shall find ideal relationship,
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union and happiness.” 50

Taherzadeh explains further:



“To cite one example: some of the laws which govern the life of atree

are similar to those in the life of man. A tree thrustsiits roots into the soil
from which it receives its nourishment and upon which it depends for its
existence. But the tree itself, its trunk, branches and leaves grow in the
opposite direction. Asif it dislikes the soil, the tree moves away fromit.
Thisissimilar to the state of detachment from material thingsin the world
of man when the soul aspires to spiritual things and away from earthly
desires. By moving in the opposite direction the tree receives the rays of
the sun and as aresult it will blossom and bear fruit. Of course, the growth
of atreeisinvoluntary; it is dictated by nature. But supposing the tree had
achoice; what a difference it would have made if, feeling an attachment
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for the soil, it had inclined its branches and leaves towards the earth and
buried itself in the ground! Then it would have rotted away and been
deprived of the life-giving rays of the sun.

The same principleis true of man, for he hasto live in this material
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world and is entirely dependent upon this earth for his existence. His

soul, however, ought to become detached from the material world and
turn instead towards spiritual things. But unlike the plant, which has no
control over its growth and development, man has been given the power
to determine his own destiny. He has been given free will and can choose
the direction in which he wants to move. If he focuses his attention only on
material things and becomes attached to this world and its vanities, pomp
and glory, hissoul will remain in relative darkness. But if like atree, he
does not direct al his affection towards material things, and reaches a
state of detachment from this world and allows his soul to aspire towards
heavenly qualities, he could then receive the rays of the sun of Truth —the
Manifestation of God. Then and only then can his soul produce afruit and
give birth to the spirit of faith which is the ultimate purpose of creation.”
51

The Insistent Self

‘Abdu’ I-Baha uses the analogy of a seed becoming afruit to explain such
detachment and sacrifice:

“...If you plant aseed in the ground, atree will become manifest from
that seed. The seed sacrificesitself to the tree that will come from it. The
seed is outwardly lost, destroyed; but the same seed which is sacrificed
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will be absorbed and embodied in the treg, its blossoms, fruits and
branches. If the identity of that seed had not been sacrificed to the tree
which became manifest from it, no branches, blossoms or fruits would
have been forthcoming. . .. ” 52

EDITION



The seed must completely disintegrate in the soil before atreeis
produced. It is amazing to contemplate how atiny insignificant
seed can through compl ete sacrifice be transformed into a small
sapling and eventually atree with branches and flowers, and then
fruit. * Abdu’|-Baha explains that Christ sacrificed Himself for the
tree of Christianity. He disappeared like a seed disappears, but His
gualities and perfections were manifest in the Christian community.
He sacrificed Himself that the tree of Christianity would grow. 53

He also explains:

“... Themoth isasacrifice to the candle. The spring isa sacrifice to
the thirsty one. The sincere lover is asacrifice to the loved one and the
longing oneis a sacrifice to the beloved . . . Man must become severed
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from the human world, be delivered from the contingent gloominess, the
illumination of mercifulness must shine and radiate in him, the nether
world become as non-existent and the Kingdom become manifest. He
must become like unto the iron thrown within the furnace of fire. The
qualities of iron, such as blackness, coldness and solidity which belong
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to the earth disappear and vanish while the characteristics of fire, such
as redness, glowing and heat, which belong to the Kingdom become
apparent and visible. Therefore, iron hath sacrificed its qualities and
grades to the fire, acquiring the virtues of that element . . .” 54

In atalk in North America, referring to the significance of sacrifice,
‘Abdu’l-Baha said:

“...Itisthe principle that areality sacrificesits own characteristics.
Man must sever himself from the influences of the world of matter, from
the world of nature and its laws; for the material world is the world of
corruption and death. It isthe world of evil and darkness, of animalism
and ferocity, bloodthirstiness, ambition and avarice, of self-worship,

The Insistent Self

egotism and passion; it is the world of nature. Man must strip himself
of all these imperfections, must sacrifice these tendencies which are
peculiar to the outer and material world of existence. On the other hand,
man must acquire heavenly qualities and attain divine attributes. He
must become the image and likeness of God. He must seek the bounty
of the eternal, become the manifestor of the love of God, the light of
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guidance, the tree of life and the depository of the bounties of God. That
isto say, man must sacrifice the qualities and attributes of the world of
nature for the qualities and attributes of the world of God.” 55

EDITION



And so we return once more to the theme of this book —to “let go” of the
insistent self and to live as spiritual beings. It seemsto me that there are
three aspects of self-sacrifice which * Abdu’I-Baharefersto in His
Writings.

Oneisto give up personal pleasures for the sake of Baha u’lldh. Another
isto be detached from self, our animal nature. And the third is to sacrifice
our will for God’ swill.

‘Abdu’I-Bahatold the friends in Paris;

“Detachment does not imply lack of means; it is marked by the freedom
of the heart. In Tihran, we possessed everything at a nightfall, and on
the morrow we were shorn of it al, to the extent that we had no food to
eat. | was hungry, but there was no bread to be had. My mother poured
some flour into the palm of my hand and | ate that instead of bread. Y et,
we were contented.” 56

WORKING
So one of the secrets of detachment is being content:

“O Quintessence of Passion!
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Put away all covetousness and seek contentment, for the covetous hath ever
been deprived, and the contented hath ever been loved and praised.” 57

“Contentment is real wealth. If one develops within himself the quality

of contentment he will become independent. Contentment is the creator

of happiness. When one is contented he does not care either for riches or
poverty. He lives above the influence of them and is indifferent to them.” 58

And in His Words of Wisdom, Bah& u’llah states,” The source of all
glory

is acceptance of whatsoever the Lord hath bestowed, and contentment
with that which God hath ordained.” 59

Baha' u’lldh compares the soul to a bird:
The Insistent Self

“Know also that the soul is endowed with two wings: should it soar in
the atmosphere of love and contentment, then it will be related to the
All-Merciful. And should it fly in the atmosphere of self and desire, then
it will pertain to the Evil One. ..” [our lower nature or insistent self]

60
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And remember that the traveller passes through the Valley of Contentment
and becomes inwardly rich and endowed with spiritual strength. In the

final station, the Valley of True Poverty and Utter Nothingness, he becomes
totally detached and free from his captivity in this world.

EDITION



Many of the Babis, the followers of The Bab, were given the choice
between sacrificing their lives for their beliefs and recanting their faith,
thus demonstrating the ultimate detachment and sacrifice. And they had
the fortitude and power of faith that may seem incomprehensible to us.
Taherzadeh discusses the dilemma such a believer faces:

“If at that moment of decision heis unable to sever himself from the
things of the world, from its delights and pleasures, or from the joys and
contentment of life at home where he could continue to live among his
loved ones, then such a person remains fully attached to this world and
consequently severs his connection with Baha u’lléh. It is at this point
under the threat of death that the individual becomes deprived of the
sustaining power of Bah& u’llah, and as a result becomes filled with such
fear that he will recant hisfaith in order to save hislife. . .

WORKING

This barrier [attachment to thisworld)]. . . stops the flow of divine power
to the human soul and denudes the individual of the mantle of courage and
faith . . . if the believer at the hour of his gravest test decides not to

barter

the precious gift of hisfaith for thistransitory life, such a person reaches
the pinnacle of detachment. This is the absolute limit, for there can be no

EDITION

greater detachment than to give one'slife. . . [By] becoming completely
detached from this world, he becomes filled with such powers from on
high as to become a spiritual giant. The confirmations of Bah& u’ll&h
will

instantly descend on him and will surround and strengthen him.” 61

I’m sure this passage will give us much to ponder as we think about the
many believers who have given up their lives for their beloved faith. And
perhaps we may have a glimmering of understanding about their ability to
do so. It is probably very difficult for usto relate to martyrdom for the sake
of one’'sreligion. And in fact Bah& u’lléh has exhorted His followers

that

they should teach the Bahd'i Faith rather than seeking martyrdom. He has
exalted teaching to the level of martyrdom. Taherzadeh explains that in one
of His Tablets Bah& u’llah has stated explicitly that in His Dispensation

The Insistent Self

itis preferred that an individual should teach the Cause with wisdom to
those who are interested rather than give up hislife.62

| am now turning to a study of The Hidden Words as part of our discussion

WORKING
because so much of thiswork of Bah& u’llah’ s relates to our theme.



Bah& u'll&h’ s chief aim in The Hidden Words “is to detach man from
this

mortal world and to protect his soul from its greatest enemy, himself.” 63
‘Abdu’l-Baha urged one of the believersin a Tablet addressed to him to

EDITION

“peruse the verses of The Hidden Words by day and night, and to supplicate
God to enable him to carry out the exhortations of the Blessed Beauty.” 64
So we would be wise to meditate upon His counselsin this treasury and use
them as aguide for all our actions.

Baha u'lléh tells us that we need to cast out the “ stranger”, man’'s
attachment
to the world, and turn to God:

“O My Friend in Word!

Ponder awhile. Hast thou ever heard that friend and foe should abide in one
heart? Cast out then the stranger, that the Friend may enter His home.” 65

And He says:

WORKING
“O Son of Spirit!

There is no peace for thee save by renouncing thyself and turning unto
Me; for it behooveth thee to glory in My name, not in thine own; to put
thy trust in Me and not in thyself, since | desire to be loved alone and

EDITION
above dl that is.” 66

‘Abdu’l-Baha explains:

“Regarding the statement in The Hidden Words, that man must renounce

his own self, the meaning is that he must renounce his inordinate desires,

his selfish purposes and the promptings of his human self, and seek out the
holy breathings of the spirit, and follow the yearnings of his higher self, and
immerse himself in the sea of sacrifice, with his heart fixed upon the beauty
of the All-Glorious. . . he should not seek out anything whatever for his own
self in this swiftly-passing life, but that he should cut the self away, that

is,

he should yield up the self and all its concerns on the field of martyrdom, at
the time of the coming of the Lord.” 67

The Insistent Self
“O Son of Earth!

Wouldst thou have Me, seek none other than Me; and wouldst thou gaze
upon My beauty, close thine eyes to the world and all that is therein; for
My will and the will of another than Me, even as fire and water, cannot

WORKING



dwell together in one heart.” 68

As Taherzadeh explains,69 when we recognize Bah&d U’ [1dh as the
Manifestation

for this Day we become humble before Him. Humility is an important
prerequisite so that we can drive the “stranger” gradually out of our
hearts.

EDITION
“. .. Humblethyself before Me, that | may graciously visit thee,” 70
Bah& u’l18h admonishes us.

Taherzadeh recounts a Persian story to illustrate the degree of detachment
needed in our lives and the heights of humility we can reach:

The story is about “adrop of rain falling down from the clouds. The drop
knows itself to be the water of life, the most precious element that God
had created, and so it is proud of itself. Boasting all the way down, it
suddenly seesthat it isfalling into an ocean, whereupon it recognizes its
own insignificance and exclaims: ‘ If this exists then what am 1?7 When the
ocean hears this expression of humility it attracts the drop to itself and, as
areward, makes it a companion of the pearl.” 71

‘Abdu’'I-Bahatells us:

WORKING

“Our requirements of faithfulnessis that thou mayest sacrifice thyself
and, in the divine path, close thine eyes to every pleasure and strive with
all thy soul that thou mayest disappear and be lost, like unto adrop, in
the ocean of the love of God.” 72

EDITION
Also in The Hidden Words Baha u’ l1éh says:

“. .. Prefer not your will to Mine, never desire that which | have not
desired for you, and approach Me not with lifeless hearts, defiled with
worldly desires and cravings...73

And He teaches us how we should relate to this mortal world:
“O Friends!

Abandon not the everlasting beauty for a beauty that must die, and set
not your affections on this mortal world of dust.” 74

The Insistent Self
And to the “prison of self”:
“O My Servant!

Free thyself from the fetters of thisworld, and loose thy soul from the
prison of self. Seize thy chance, for it will come to thee no more.” 75

WORKING



To achieve this detachment from everything save God we need to
continually beseech Him in prayer:

EDITION
“O Son of Light! Forget al save Me and commune with My spirit.
Thisis of the essence of My command, therefore turn unto it.” 76

Baha u'lléh tells usin the closing words of the Persian Hidden Words:

“Let it now be seen what your endeavoursin the path of detachment will
reveal.” 77

The Hidden Words are truly a guide for detachment and self-surrender.

Baha' U’ lléh states that recognizing the truth depends on detachment from
the world:

“No man shall attain the shores of the ocean of true understanding
except he be detached from all that isin heaven and on earth . . .

WORKING

The essence of these words isthis: they that tread the path of faith, they
that thirst for the wine of certitude, must cleanse themselves of all that is
earthly —their ears from idle talk, their minds from vain imaginings, their
hearts from worldly affections, their eyes from that which perisheth.

EDITION

They should put their trust in God, and, holding fast unto Him, follow

in Hisway. They will then be made worthy of the effulgent glories of the
sun of divine knowledge and understanding, and become the recipients
of agracethat isinfiniteand unseen . . .” 78

We need to surrender ourselves and put ourselvesin God's hands. And
Bahd u’lléh tells us about the station of self-surrender:

“O Shaykh, O thou who hast surrendered thy will to God! By selfsurrender and
perpetual union with God is meant that men should merge

their will wholly in the Will of God, and regard their desires as utter
nothingness beside His Purpose. Whatsoever the Creator commandeth

His creatures to observe, the same must they diligently, and with the

The Insistent Self

utmost joy and eagerness, arise and fulfil. They should in no wise allow
their fancy to obscure their judgment, neither should they regard their
own imaginings as the voice of the Eternal. In the Prayer of Fasting

We have revealed: ‘ Should Thy Will decree that out of Thy mouth these
words proceed and be addressed unto them, “Observe, for My Beauty’s
sake, the fast, O people, and set no limit to its duration,” | swear by the

WORKING
majesty of Thy glory, that every one of them will faithfully observeit,
will abstain from whatsoever will violate Thy law, and will continue to



do so until they yield up their souls unto Thee.” In this consisteth the
complete surrender of one’ swill to the Will of God. Meditate on this, that

EDITION

thou mayest drink in the waters of everlasting life which flow through
the words of the Lord of all mankind, and mayest testify that the one
true God hath ever been immeasurably exalted above His creatures. He,
verily, isthe Incomparable, the Ever-Abiding, the Omniscient, the All-
Wise. The station of absolute self-surrender transcendeth, and wilt ever
remain exalted above, every other station.” 79

Baha u'llah then tells us that we need to consecrate ourselves:

“1t behoveth thee to consecrate thyself to the Will of God. Whatsoever
hath been revealed in His Tabletsis but areflection of His Will. So
complete must be thy consecration, that every trace of worldly desire will
be washed from thine heart.” 80

Consecration, according to the dictionary, means dedication to agoal or

WORKING

service and implies something sacred, involving sacrifice, something that
may be more important than life or death. Until the sacrifice of self is
made, an individual has no power against the force of inertia. ‘ Abdu’l-
Bahatellsus:

EDITION
“You must ever press forward, never standing still, avoid stagnation, the
first step to a backward movement, to decay.” 81

And Shoghi Effendi refersto it as a natural phenomenon which we must fight:

“. .. manfully struggle against the natural inertia that weighs him down
in his effort to arise, shed heroically and irrevocably, the trivial and
superfluous attachments which hold him back . . .” 82

Baha u’lléh describes the qualities of atrue seeker:

“But, O my brother, when a true seeker determines to take the step of
search in the path leading to the knowledge of the Ancient of Days [God],

The Insistent Self

he must, before al else, cleanse and purify his heart, which is the seat of

the revelation of the inner mysteries of God, from the obscuring dust of all
acquired knowledge, and the allusion of the embodiments of satanic fancy.
He must purge his breast, which is the sanctuary of the abiding love of the
beloved, of every defilement, and sanctify his soul from all that pertaineth to
water and clay, from all shadowy and ephemeral attachments. He must so

WORKING
cleanse his heart that no remnant of either love or hate may linger therein,
lest that love blindly incline him to error, or that hate repel him away from



thetruth . . . That seeker must at all times put histrust in God, must
renounce
the peoples of the earth, detach himself from the world of dust, and cleave

EDITION
unto Him Who isthe Lord of Lords.” 83

‘Abdu’l-Baha clarifies this passage:

“. .. the seeker must be endowed with certain qualities. First of all, he
must be just and severed from all else save God; his heart must be entirely
turned to the supreme horizon; he must be free from the bondage of self
and passion, for all these are obstacles. Furthermore, he must be able

to endure al hardships. He must be absolutely pure and sanctified, and
free from the love or the hatred of the inhabitants of the world. Why?
Because the fact of hislove for any person or thing might prevent him
from recognizing the truth in another, and, in the same way, hatred for
anything might be a hindrance in discerning truth. Thisisthe condition
of seeking, and the seeker must have these qualities and attributes. Until
he reaches this condition, it is not possible for him to attain to the Sun

WORKING
of Redlity.[God] 84

Baha u’lléh exhorts humanity to “. . . conduct themselvesin such a
manner that the earth upon which they tread may never be allowed to
address to them such words as these, ‘| am to be preferred above you. For

EDITION

witness, how patient | am in bearing the burden which the husbandman
layeth upon me. | am the instrument which continually imparteth unto
all beings the blessings with which He Who is the Source of all grace
hath entrusted me. Nothwithstanding the honour conferred upon me,
and the unnumbered evidences of my wealth- a wealth that supplieth the
needs of all creation — behold the measure of my humility, witness with
what absolute submissiveness | allow myself to be trodden beneath the
feet of men...” 85

And ‘Abdu’ [-Bahatells us how to reach that station:

“We must strive to attain to that condition by being separated from all
things and from the people of the world and by turning to God alone.

The Insistent Self

It will take some effort on the part of man to attain to that condition,

but he must work for it, strive for it. We can attain to it by thinking and
caring less for material things and more for the spiritual. The further we
go from the one, the nearer we are to the other. The choiceis ours. Our
spiritual perception, our inward sight must be opened, so that we can see
the signs and traces of God' s spirit in everything. Everything can reflect



WORKING
to usthelight of the Spirit.” 86

And again:

EDITION

“If thou seekest to be intoxicated with the cup of the Most Mighty
Gift, cut thyself from the world and be quit of self and desire.
Exert thyself night and day until spiritual powers may penetrate
thy heart and soul. Abandon the body and the material, until

the merciful powers may become manifest, because not until the
soil is become pure will it develop through the heavenly bounty;
not until the heart is purified, will the radiance of the Sun of Truth
shine therein. | beg of God that thou wilt day by day increase the
purity of thy heart, the cheerfulness of thy soul, the light of thy
insight and the search for Truth.” 87

But it is definitely not an easy task to detach ourselves and it is a mighty
challenge, as Bah& u’llah points out:

“Thisis not a Cause which may be made a plaything for your idle fancies,

WORKING

nor isit afield for the foolish and faint of heart. By God, thisisthe arena
of insight and detachment, of vision and upliftment, where none may
spur on their chargers save the valiant horsemen of the Merciful, who
have severed all attachment to the world of being.” 88

EDITION

Every word, every ook, every action of ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha was the epitome
of selflessness and sacrifice. By studying Hislife, we can be inspired to
emulate in some small measure the selflessness He epitomized.

“Thefirst person singular seldom crept into the Master’ s speech. He once
told agroup of New Y ork friends that in the future the words ‘I’ and

‘Me

and ‘Mine would be regarded as profane.” 89

“...Hedidliked photographs of Himself, permitting them only to satisfy
Hisfriends. ‘ But to have a picture of oneself,” He said, ‘isto

emphasize the

personality, which is merely the lamp, and is quite unimportant. The light

The Insistent Self

burning within the lamp has the only real significance.”” 90
“...Hedesired no name or title except that of ‘ Abdu’l-Baha—the
Servant

of God. He forbade pilgrimsto fall at Hisfeet. In the early daysin Akka,
He cooked for His fellow prisoners, and later, when entertaining visitors at



Histable, He sometimes served His guests Himself . . .” 91

WORKING

“When Bah& u'llah lived at Bahji —and ‘ Abdu’l-Baha at Akka—

the Master

would visit His Father once a week. He liked to do this on foot and when
asked why He did not ride to Bahji He responded by asking, . .”"who am

| that | should ride where the Lord Christ walked? However, His Father

EDITION
requested Him to ride, so in order to comply the Master rode out of Akka,
but when He sighted Bah& u’llah’ s Mansion, He dismounted.” 92

“. .. Once, wealthy visitors from the West planned an elaborate pre-meal,
hand-washing scene for Him — it included a page boy, a clean bowl with
‘crystal water’ and even a scented towel! When the Master saw the group
walking across the lawn, He knew their purpose. He hurried to a small
water-trough, washed as usua and then wiped His hands on the cloth of
the gardener. . ..” 93

We also have the example of Shoghi Effendi:

“Shoghi Effendi’ s selflessness was not only outstanding but exemplary. He
never placed his personal interests or desires ahead of hisfunctions as
Guardian. Those who were near to him inevitably felt that hislife was

WORKING

something to be fully expended in the service of God and humanity, in
adedication unlike that of any other human being. When closeto him |
always felt the powerful process of his sublimation to the reality of the
unseen world, while his body was there, near to me, like avisible, finelytuned
musical instrument whose melodies, imperceptible to the human ear,

EDITION
vibrated unseen through the ether.

He was always ready to give comfort, verbally or in writing, to
encourage, to praise and to stimulate to such a degree that one felt
the urge to place at his disposal life, time and possessions within
the range of one’s capacity and emotional exaltation. This was the
essence of his detachment from worldly things. The less he thought
of himself, the higher he soared in the sphere of spiritual authority
and prestige. This was perhaps the secret of his tremendous
attraction and influence upon those who came close to him.” 94

The Insistent Self
L et us now continue our discussion of sacrifice.

We have aready discussed the need to sacrifice everything for God. The
Baha'i Writings state this clearly:



“That individual, however, who puts his faith in God and believesin the

WORKING

words of God — because he is promised and certain of a plentiful reward
in the next life, and because worldly benefits as compared to the abiding
joy and glory of future planes of existence are nothing to him —will

for the sake of God abandon his own peace and profit and will freely

EDITION
consecrate his heart and soul to the common good. ‘A man, too, thereis
who selleth his very self out of desire to please God.”” 95

“The essence of all exhortation is that thou shouldst abandon thyself and
sacrifice life, body and heart for the Beloved One of the world.” 96

“O my brother! A pure heart islike unto amirror; polish it with the purity
of love and severance from all else save God, until the ideal sun may
reflect therein, and the eternal morn may dawn. Then wilt thou find clear
and manifest the meaning of: ‘Neither doth My earth nor My heaven
occupy Me, but the heart of My faithful servant occupieth Me' —and wilt
take thy life in thy hands and sacrifice it, with a thousand longings, to

the new Beloved.” 97

And we sacrifice for our fellow humans;

WORKING
“ Sacrifice thyself for the well-being of the people and be thou a kind
comforter to al the inhabitants of the world.” 98

“...weasomust strive in this pathway of love and service, sacrificing
life

EDITION

and possessions, passing our days in devotion, consecrating our efforts
wholly to the cause of God, so that, God willing, the ensign of universal
religion may be uplifted in the world of mankind and the oneness of the
world of humanity be established.” 99

And here is the prescription, what it means to sacrifice:

“Man must become evanescent in God, . . . must forget his own selfish
conditions that he may thus arise to the station of sacrifice. It should

be to such adegreethat if he sleep, it should not be for pleasure, but

to rest the body in order to do better, to speak better, to explain more
beautifully, to serve the servants of God and to prove the truths. When
he remains awake, he should seek to be attentive, serve the Cause of God

The Insistent Self

and sacrifice his own stations for those of God. When he attainsto this
station, the confirmations of the Holy Spirit will surely reach him, and
man with this power can withstand all who inhabit the earth.” 100



“O maid-servant of God! It isincumbent upon thee, since thou hast

WORKING

attained the knowledge of God and His love, to sacrifice thy spirit and all thy
conditions for the life of the world, bearing every difficulty for the comfort
of

the souls, sinking to the depth of the sea of ordeals for the sake of the love

of

faithfulness and burning with the fire of torture and regret like unto alamp
while the light is shining from thee unto the surroundings.
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O maid-servant of God! The mystery of sacrificeisthat man should
sacrifice al his conditions for the divine station of God. The station of
God is mercy, kindness, forgiveness, sacrifice, favor, grace and giving life
to the spirits and lighting the fire of His love in the hearts and arteries. |
ask God to make thee a sign of mercy, the banner of kindness among His
maid-servants.” 101

We cannot be near to God without self-sacrifice.:

“Divine nearness is dependent upon attainment to the knowledge of God,
upon severance from all else save God. It is contingent upon self-sacrifice
and to be found only through forfeiting wealth and worldly possessions. .
.. All the Prophets have drawn near to God through severance. We must
emulate those Holy Souls and renounce our own wishes and desires. . . .

WORKING

nearness to God is possible through devotion to Him, through entrance
into the Kingdom and service to humanity . . . In aword, nearness to God
necessitates sacrifice of self, severance and the giving up of al to Him.
Nearnessislikeness.” 102

EDITION
And the condition of self-sacrificeislove:

“In the world of existence there isindeed no greater power than the
power of love. When the heart of man is aglow with the flame of love, he
isready to sacrifice all —even hislife.” 103

‘Abdu’'[-Bahatells us:

“Until abeing setteth his foot in the plane of sacrifice, he is bereft of
every favor and grace; and this place of sacrificeisthe realm of dying
to the self, that the radiance of the living God may then shine forth. Do
all ye can to become wholly weary of self, and bind yourselves to that
Countenance of Splendors; and once ye have reached such heights

The Insistent Self

of servitude, ye will find, gathered within your shadow, all created
things. Thisis boundless grace; thisis the highest sovereignty; this



isthelife that dieth not. All else savethisisat the last but manifest
perdition and great loss.” 104

WORKING

And so it seems that when we are able to cut our attachments to this world
and die to our selves, it evokes such power in our hearts that is beyond
comprehension.105 We eagerly forge ahead, sacrificing our rest and comfort,
and we are able to change ourselves into spiritual beings.
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But we are told not to overdo the extent of our sacrifice, so that we are
unable to serve. ‘ Abdu’l-Bahacautions . . .“ not that he should allow
his

physical health to deteriorate and his body become infirm.” 106

Shoghi Effendi also stated in aletter to believer that “he was very glad
that

... avigtwill giveyou achancetorest. .. There should always be a
limit

to self-sacrifice.” 107 After all we are only human. ‘ Abdu’|-Baha
describes

the level of sacrifice the Manifestations of God achieve:

“. .. All Divine Manifestations give up all personal conditions,
considerations and grades in the Cause of God to such an extent that
thereis nothing judged of their personality; that is, they sacrifice their
personality entirely in the world; their lifeis only the life of God, their
thought is the thought of God and their grades are those chosen by God.
They have nothing. They sacrifice everything in the way of God. They
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suffer every sort of affliction and calamity in the world —that is, the
afflictions and calamities in addition to those suffered spiritually —in

order to show that the spiritual equals the material in consecration and
sacrifice. They sacrifice spiritually in the way of God, and so they sacrifice
all apparent and outward conditions in order to show the perfection and
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completeness of the truth of their manifestation.

Thisisthe station of simple radiance which shines forth and makes them
separate from all worldly things, and this |eads them to such a condition
that while they are walking on the earth, they are moving in the supreme
Horizon. They have cut themselves off entirely from worldly conditions,
and while they are on the earth they never seeit, but look to the Horizon.
They close their eyesto their material ease and to all else, and hasten
with al joy and fragrance to martyrdom in the Cause of God. 108

The Béb sacrificed Hislife for the redemption and purification of mankind.
Bah& u'lldh was intimately acquainted with sacrifice:



The Insistent Self

“...Bahdu'llah ... declared that imprisonment was no obstacle to

Him.

He said, ‘ Thisimprisonment will prove to be the means of the promotion
of My Cause. Thisimprisonment shall be the incentive for the spreading
of My teachings. No harm shall come to Me because | have sacrificed My
life, | have sacrificed My blood, | have sacrificed My possessions, | have

WORKING
sacrificed all and for Me thisimprisonment isno loss.’” 109

‘Abdu’I-Bahalived the station of self-sacrifice and selflessness and told
the friends:
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“Know ye that ‘ Abdu’I-Baha dwelleth in continual delight. To have
been lodged in this faraway prison isfor me exceeding joy. By the

life of Baha! This prison is my superna paradise; it ismy cherished
goal, the comfort of my bosom, the bliss of my heart; it is my refuge,
my shelter, my asylum, my safe haven, and within it do | exult amid the
hosts of heaven and the Company on high.

Rejoicein My bondage, O ye friends of God, for it soweth the seeds of
freedom; rejoice at my imprisonment, for it is the well-spring of salvation;
be ye glad on account of my travail, for it leadeth to eternal ease. By the
Lord

God! | would not exchange this prison for the throne of the whole world, nor
give up this confinement for pleasures and pastimesin all the fair gardens
on earth. My hope is that out of the Lord’ s abundant grace, His munificence
and loving-kindness, | may in His pathway, be hanged against the sky, that
my heart may become the target of athousand bullets, or that | may be cast
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into the depths of the sea, or be left to perish on desert sands. Thisiswhat

I

long for most; thisis my supreme desire; it refresheth my soul, it isbalm for
my breast, it isthe very solace of mine eyes.” 110

And ‘Abdu’I-Baha gives us another example of sacrifice: “It isrelated
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that once in the days of the Apostle of God [Muhammad] He signified
the desire that an army should advance in a certain direction, and
leave was granted unto the faithful to raise contributions for the

holy war. Among many was one man who gave a thousand camels,
each laden with corn, another who gave half his substance, and il
another who offered al that he had. But awoman stricken in years,
whose sole possession was a handful of dates, came to the Apostle and
laid at His feet her humble contribution. Thereupon the Prophet of
God — may my life be offered up as a sacrifice unto Him — bade that



this handful of dates be placed over and above all the contributions
that had been gathered, thus asserting the merit and superiority
thereof over al the rest. This was done because that elderly woman
had no other earthly possessions but these.” 111

The Insistent Self

This concludes our discussion on sacrifice. But what does the concept of
sacrifice mean to us and for our lives? It is very difficult for usliving in
this material world to really understand the mystery of sacrifice. Because
we are attracted to this world and attached to our animal nature, it can be
painful to detach ourselves. When we sacrifice something in the material
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world which involves suffering or depriving ourselves of worldly benefits,
we can attain to a higher station spiritually according to the measure of our
sacrifice. Taherzadeh points out that if we arise eagerly and with devotion

to serve our faith, if we are ready to give up our interests, our time and our
possessions for this service, we are truly experiencing sacrifice and we
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receive God' s good-pleasure.112

For me, sacrifice occursin the little things we do in our everyday livesin
which we put others and God and our faith before ourselves. We often make
jokes about sacrificing sleep to make breakfast for our family or sacrificing
aTV show to attend a spiritual gathering, but when we act joyfully and with
sincerity and consciously make a choice in our livesto put others before
ourselves we are practicing the act of sacrifice. At times we are pushed

into a corner and given the choice between our wants or letting go of them
and giving of ourselves. And we are tested to see how we will respond in
situations that require sacrifice. Being sacrificial in our livesis a bounty

and

an essential component in our path of spiritual growth. When we are not
conscious of making a decision about whether or not we should sacrifice,
and instead we just do something that others would label sacrificial, it may
be an important milestone in our spiritua development. And it may be that
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in our lives we may do some things consciously as a sacrifice and others
are done without awareness that they could be labelled as “ sacrifice’. |
feel that I am only now beginning to understand the concept of sacrifice. |
am learning that | am aways rewarded when | choose to sacrifice and

| always gain so much more than | lose (the loss quickly fades away!).
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There is no doubt in my mind that the mystery of sacrifice isthat there
really is no sacrifice; we always gain so much more when we make
asacrifice. The link between love and sacrifice is particularly strong,

| feel. We sacrifice for love, for the love of others and for the love



of God. We will always be tested when we are given the choice. I've
found that concern about my health has often interfered with my desire
to do something for others and | am left to weigh the consequences. |
am reminded about the many times while ‘ Abdu’ |-Bahawas in North
Americathat He would go visit someone who was sick and could not
attend a meeting. He certainly wasn’t concerned for his own health!
We are so attached to our fragile bodies and our desires and needs that
it isaconstant battle to keep moving in the direction of sacrifice. We
need to depend on God' s help. Reading about people who have been
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sacrificial in their lives such as the martyrsin the Bah&' i Faith can
serve
asingpiration for us.

To close this chapter, | have two passages from the Writings of
‘Abdu’|-Bahato share:
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“...look at Me, follow Me, be as| am; take no thought for yourselves or
your lives, whether ye eat or whether ye sleep, whether ye are comfortable
, Whether ye are well or ill, whether ye are with friends or foes, whether
yereceive praise or blame; for all of these things ye must care not at all.
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Look at Me and be as | am; ye must die to yourselves and to the world,
so shall ye be born again and enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Behold a
candle how it givesitslight. It weepsits life away drop by drop in order
to giveforthitsflame of light.” 113

“Let us put aside all thoughts of self; let us close our eyesto all on

earth,

let us neither make known our sufferings nor complain of our wrongs.
Rather let us become oblivious of our own selves, and drinking down the
wine of heavenly grace, let us cry out our joy, and lose ourselvesin the
beauty of the All-Glorious.” 114

Practical Suggestions:

1. Simplify your life. ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha practiced simplicity in
Hislife. He". .. kept little clothing — one coat at atime was
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ample. He ate little food. He was known to begin his day with
tea, goat’s milk cheese and wheat bread. And at the evening
meal a cup of milk and a piece of bread might suffice. 115

Abdu’l-Baha s family was taught to dress in such away that
they would be ‘an example to the rich and an encouragement

EDITION



to the poor.” Available money was stretched to cover more
than the Master’ s family needs. One of his daughters wore
no bridal gown when she married- a clean dress sufficed...”
Practice “voluntary simplicity” if you wish. Simplifying

can mean eliminating things that drain your energy and your
soul and don’t bring contentment and peace. | appreciate
the voluntary simplicity movement because its proponents
advocate caring for the earth and resetting our priorities—
focusing less on materialism and more on our relationships
with God and peoplein our lives. There are many valuable
ideas on the website — www.choosingvoluntarysimplicity.com

2. Get out into nature. See God'’ s creation and fedl a closeness
The Insistent Self

to it and to its Creator. It's a humbling experience to be in

the presence of crashing waves or gazing at a mountaintop.
Appreciate the miracle of life. Looking at the evening sky
makes any trouble we have seem very small and it makes us
feel very small in comparison with the infinity of the universe!

WORKING
3. Depend on God. Turn your lives over to Him and ask for
His guidance. In the words of Rumi:

“Do you think | know what I’ m doing?

EDITION

That for one breath or half-breath | belong to myself?
As much as a pen knows what it’ s writing,

or the ball can guess whereit’s going next.” 117

4. Challenge yourself to live one full day without thinking

of yourself. You will not be offended, feel unappreciated or

upset or not treated fairly. You will just observe the world

and notice what people do, without making comparisons to
yourself, you will just give without expectations.

5. Take notice of the number of times you use the words “1”, “me”
or “mine” in aday to attribute merit to yourself and make efforts
to eliminate some.118 Of course we use those words in everyday
conversation for clarity, but | think that we can note when we

are using them and if we are speaking from our lower natures.

WORKING
6. Repeat the phrase (or asimilar one from the Writings) in
your mind as you go through the day,

“Give me the chalice of salflessness’.

EDITION
7. Increase your awareness when you begin the Long



Obligatory Prayer that you are asking God for detachment.

8. Take on more “difficult” jobs in becoming detached. Bring
yourself to account and notice the changes, the improvements
and set the bar higher for yourself. Just as we build muscles
by picking up heavier and heavier weights, we set ourselves
more and more difficult tasks to build our spiritual muscles.

9. Be patient. Thereis no doubt in my mind that patienceisa
key to increased spiritual perception and the ability to detach
from all save God. Rather than pushing ourselves to get to the
next step, know that God will reveal the next steps. Remember

The Insistent Self
that God doesn’t operate within the constraints of time.

“He, verily, rewardeth beyond measure them that endure with
patience.” 119
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10. Be conscious of your life—how much of it you

devote to your own pursuits, how much you devote to others,

how many times you sacrifice comforts to help your fellowman or to serve the
Cause. Practice “sacrifice” —don't tell

anyone that you're doing it. It may be asmall thing or abig

EDITION

leap in your life. If you begrudge the time spent in sacrifice,
it's not sacrifice. Then start smaller. Be aware when you have
done something you consider a sacrifice and your feelings
about it, your closeness to the person you' ve sacrificed for,
your nearness to God. Resolve to continue in the path of
sacrifice and ask God to help you.

Thisis my favourite prayer of detachment:

“1 give praise to Thee, O my God, that the fragrance of Thy lovingkindness
hath enraptured me, and the gentle winds of Thy mercy have

inclined mein the direction of Thy bountiful favors. Make me to quaff, O
my Lord, from the fingers of Thy bounteousness the living waters which
have enabled every one that hath partaken of them to rid himself of all
attachment to any one save Thee, and to soar into the atmosphere of
detachment from all Thy creatures, and to fix his gaze upon Thy loving

WORKING
providence and Thy manifold gifts.

Make meready, in al circumstances, O my Lord, to serve Thee and to
set myself towards the adored sanctuary of Thy Revelation and of Thy

EDITION
Beauty. If it be Thy pleasure, make me to grow as atender herb in the



meadows of Thy grace,that the gentle winds of Thy will may stir me up
and bend me into conformity with Thy pleasure, in such wise that my
movement and my stillness may be wholly directed by Thee.

Thou art He, by Whose name the Hidden Secret was divulged, and the
Well-Guarded Name was revealed, and the seals of the sealed-up Gobl et
were opened, shedding thereby its fragrance over al creation, whether
of the past or of the future. He who was athirst, O my Lord, hath hasted
to attain the living waters of Thy grace, and the wretched creature hath
yearned to immerse himself beneath the ocean of Thy riches.

| swear by Thy glory, O Lord the Beloved of the world and the Desire of
The Insistent Self

all them that have recognized Thee! | am sore afflicted by the grief of my
separation from Thee, in the days when the Day-Star of Thy presence
hath shed its radiance upon Thy people. Write down, then, for me the
recompense decreed for such as have gazed on Thy face, and have, by
Thy leave, gained admittance into the court of Thy throne, and have, at
Thy bidding, met Thee face to face.

WORKING

| implore Thee, O my Lord, by Thy name the splendors of which have
encompassed the earth and the heavens, to enable me so to surrender my will to
what Thou hast decreed in Thy Tablets, that | may cease to discover within me

EDITION
any desire except what Thou didst desire through the power of Thy sovereignty,
and any will save what Thou didst destine for me by Thy will.

Whither shall | turn, O my God, powerless as | am to discover any other
way except the way Thou didst set before Thy chosen Ones? All the atoms
of the earth proclaim Thee to be God, and testify that there is none other
God besides Thee. Thou hast from eternity been powerful to do what
Thou hast willed, and to ordain what Thou hast pleased.

Do Thou destine for me, O my God, what will set me, at al times, towards
Thee, and enable me to cleave continually to the cord of Thy grace,

and to proclaim Thy name, and to look for whatsoever may flow down
from Thy pen. | am poor and desolate, O my Lord, and Thou art the
All-Possessing, the Most High. Have pity, then, upon me through the
wonders of Thy mercy, and send down upon me, every moment of my life,
the things wherewith Thou hast recreated the hearts of all Thy creatures

WORKING
who have recognized Thy unity, and of all Thy people who are wholly
devoted to Thee.

Thou, verily, art the Almighty, the Most Exalted, the All-Knowing, the
EDITION



All-Wise.” 120
The Insistent Self
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Chapter 6

Trialsfor our Perfecting

Human lifeis one of adversity. Lifeis meant to be difficult. It is not

WORKING

meant to run smoothly, but is meant to be fraught with problems.

The process of facing problems and solving them is painful. They
evoke frustration, guilt, anger, regret, anxiety, sadness and other very
uncomfortable emotions and can be as painful as physical pain, which

EDITION

is also another adversity we have to face. It isin dealing with these
problems that we grow spiritually. The realm of problems, difficulties,
pain, suffering and trials are referred to as “tests’ inthe Bah&@'i

Faith.

We find ourselves dealing with avariety of testsin our lives, some of
our own creating such as tests that arise from the desires and passions
of alower nature and tests that come from our difficultiesin relating to
othersin aspiritual manner. Sometimes God gives us tests for our own
improvement. Tests help us on our own spiritual journey and teach us
to become more selfless. So in this chapter we will study the purpose of
tests, the types of tests we encounter and how we can learn to deal with
testsin our life, using the Bah& i Writings as our source.

Testsarerealy God's giftsto us.

“Verily | say: Whatever befalleth in the path of God is the beloved of
the soul and the desire of the heart. Deadly poison in His path is pure

WORKING

honey, and every tribulation a draught of crystal water. In the Tablet to
His Mgjesty the Shah it iswritten: By Him Who isthe Truth! | fear no
tribulation in His path, nor any affliction in My love for Him. Verily God
hath made adversity as a morning dew upon His green pasture, and a

EDITION
wick for Hislamp which lighteth earth and heaven.’" 1

“O Son of Man!



My calamity is My providence, outwardly it isfire and vengeance, but
inwardly it islight and mercy. Hasten thereunto that thou mayest become
an eterna light and an immortal spirit. Thisis My command unto thee,
do thou observeit.” 2

Adversity is part of anything we want to accomplish in the world. And
we grow primarily through our ability to overcome adversity and solve
difficult problems. Our adversities and difficulties transform us into new
spiritual beings, reflecting the qualities of God.

The Insistent Self

“Thou hast written concerning the tests that have come upon thee. To the
sincere ones, tests are as a gift from God, the Exalted, for a heroic person
hasteneth, with the utmost joy and gladness, to the tests of a violent
battlefield, but the coward is afraid and trembles and utters moaning and
lamentation. Likewise, an expert student prepareth and memorizeth his
lessons and exercises with the utmost effort, and in the day of examination
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he appeareth with infinite joy before the master. Likewise, the pure gold
shineth radiantly in the fire of test. Consequently, it is made clear that for
holy souls, trials are as the gift of God, the Exalted; but for weak souls
they are an unexpected calamity. Thistest isjust asthou hast written: it

EDITION

removeth the rust of egotism from the mirror of the heart until the Sun

of Truth may shine therein. For, no veil is greater than egotism and no
matter how thin that covering may be, yet it will finally veill man entirely
and prevent him from receiving a portion from the eternal bounty.” 3

It is human nature to avoid problems, to ignore them or to pretend they
don’'t exist and hope they go away. We may try to skirt around them rather
than dealing with them directly. | did not learn to deal with problems at
ayoung age so later in life | procrastinated in dealing with something,
hoping it would resolve itself. | did not know how to cope and neglected
my responsibility in solving problems for myself. And fear intensified my
avoidance behavior. If we have grown up ill-prepared to cope with the
trials of life, we are surprised when they happen and treat them as dire
calamities and misfortunes. We need to have faith and trust in God and
know that in painful situations we can survive. If we learn to accept tests

WORKING
and turn to God for His guidance we will become more spiritually attuned
and realize that suffering isagift and for our benefit.

Baha u’llah writes:

EDITION

“...the Almighty hath tried, and will continue to try, his servants, so
that

light may be distinguished from darkness, truth from falsehood, right



from wrong, guidance from error, happiness from misery, and roses
from thorns. Even as He hath revealed: * Do men think when they say
“We believe” they shall be let aone and not be put to proof? 4

The Universal House of Justice clarifies Bah& u’'llah’s Words:

“. .. Every believer needs to remember that an essential characteristic of
this physical world is that we are constantly faced with trials, tribulations,
hardships and sufferings and that by overcoming them we achieve our
moral and spiritual development; that we must seek to accomplishin the
future what we may have failed to do in the past; that thisis the way God
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tests His servants and we should look upon every failure and shortcoming
as an opportunity to try again and to acquire a fuller consciousness of
the Divine Will and purpose.” 5

And Shoghi Effendi tells us:
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“Suffering is both areminder and a guide. It stimulates us better to adapt
ourselves to our environmental conditions, and thus leads the way to self
improvement. In every suffering one can find a meaning and a wisdom.
But it is not always easy to find the secret of that wisdom. It is sometimes
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only when all our suffering has passed that we become aware of its
usefulness. What a man considers to be evil turns often to be a cause of
infinite blessings. 6

“Suffering, of one kind or another, seems to be the portion of manin
thisworld. Even the Beloved ones, the Prophets of God, have never been
exempt from theills that are to be found in our world; poverty, disease,
bereavement, -they seem to be part of the polish God employs to make us
finer, and enable usto reflect more of His attributes!” 7

Justice St. Rain, aBaha'i author, notes that with spiritual maturity and
wisdom,

we can look forward to tests, knowing that they will assist us on our spiritual
path.8 If we don’t understand the purpose of tests, we become angry and rebel
when something goes “wrong” or we feel that we're being punished and we
try

to avoid atest. Or we just accept the test and do nothing. Justice St. Rain,
inhis
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book, Why Me, A Spiritual Guide to Growing through Tests,9 uses the analogy
of four bushesto illustrate this point. The four rose bushes in the garden did
their best all summer to grow long and produce many blossoms, only to be
shocked when the gardener chopped off their branches at season’s end. The
first rose bush was angry and yelled at the gardener about the injustice of



being
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cut down after trying to please him. It decided to rebel and concentrated on
its

root system in the spring, so that eventually it had only afew leaves and
began

to die. The second rose bush thought it was being punished for blossoming
and so decided in the spring not to grow or blossom, but to do nothing so it
looked asif it was dead. The third rose bush thought that things happened in
life quite haphazardly and didn’t have to be fair so in the spring it did the
same

thing it had done before, growing long branches with blossoms. Knowing that
the gardener might just chop it down again at the end of the summer, it did not
resist when the aphids began munching on leaves and petals. But the fourth
bush trusted the gardener and wondered what he wanted it to do or learn from
the experience. In the spring it noticed that it had many nodes on each branch
and could branch out in many directions and blossom. And so with effort it
could become a better rose bush with more blossoms rather than aleggy bush
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with only one blossom at the end of each stalk. Just like the fourth rose bush,
we need to trust God (the Gardener) and know we can cope with any situation
aslong aswe have faith in His love. We need to learn about ourselves in order
to grow and explore our potential. And we have to make the effort to grow. We
cannot control everything that happens but we can control our willingness and

WORKING
our capacity to respond to situations.

Taherzadeh 10 explains that Bah& u’l1ah warned people about the tests

they

would experience when they became believers. He also explains that because
Baha u’lléh has released into the world incredible spiritual energies,

the tests
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accompanying this Revelation are also great. As ‘ Abdu’|-Bahéa says:

“The tests of every dispensation are in direct proportion to the greatness
of the Cause, and as heretofore such a manifest Covenant, written by the
Supreme Pen, hath not been entered upon, the tests are proportionately
more severe. These trials cause the feeble souls to waver while those who
arefirm are not affected.” 11

And we are warned in the West about the kinds of tests we must endure:

“And yet, how often we seem to forget the clear and repeated warning of
our beloved Master, [* Abdu’ [-Bahd] who in particular during the concluding
years of His Mission on earth, laid stress on the severe mental tests that



would inevitably sweep over Hisloved ones of the West . . . tests that would
purge, purify and prepare them for their noble missionin life.” 12

WORKING
But we are promised that “the tests and trials of God take place in this
world, not in the world of the Kingdom.” 13

In His Mercy, God gives us testsin order that we might remember Him because

EDITION
in His wisdom He knows that we can be easily distracted by this material
world and are always in danger of being submerged in our selfish desires:

“If adversity befall thee not in My path, how canst thou walk in the ways of
them that are content with My pleasure? If trials afflict thee not in thy
longing

to meet Me, how wilt thou attain the light in thy love for My beauty?’ 14

“While aman is happy he may forget his God; but when grief comes and
sorrows overwhelm him, then will he remember his Father Whoisin
Heaven, and who is able to deliver him from his humiliations.” 15

“These tests, even as thou didst write, do but cleanse the spotting of self
from off the mirror of the heart, till the Sun of Truth can cast itsrays
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thereon, for thereis no veil more obstructive than the self, and however
tenuous that veil may be, at the last it will completely shut a person out,
and deprive him of his portion of eternal grace.” 16

If we don't experience tests, how can we experience the grace of God?
St. Rain, in hisbook Falling from Grace, states that we live “in a state of

WORKING
grace”’ 17 when we are constantly aware of God’s love and blessings.

“The portals of grace are wide open before the face of all men.” 18

EDITION
But we don’t experience that feeling of living in a state of grace until we
fail and feel His hand picking us up and carrying usto grace.

”. .. Unasked, | have showered upon thee My grace. Unpetitioned, | have
fulfilled thy wish. In spite of thy undeserving, | have singled thee out for
My richest, My incalculable favors. . ..” 19

“My claim on theeis great, it cannot be forgotten. My grace to thee is
plenteous, it cannot be veiled. My love has made in thee its home, it cannot
be concealed. My light is manifest to thee, it cannot be obscured.” 20

Every time we dip and fall, St. Rain explains, we experience God' s presence
and unconditional support and we know that He will always be there for
us.21 We lose our fear that we may fall and with increased confidence we



dip less. We are confirmed that God will continue to be there for us and
that it’s okay to make mistakes.

WORKING

“. .. do not look upon thy capacity, nay, rather, look upon the infinite
grace of the Bounty of Abhawhose grace is comprehending and whose
bounty is perfect.” 22

EDITION
“Not for amoment hath His grace been withheld, nor have the showers
of Hisloving-kindness ceased to rain upon mankind.” 23

If we do not get the spiritual value from atest we may experience the same
test again with more severity.

“Tests are ameans by which a soul is measured as to its fitness and
proven out by its own acts. God knows its fitness beforehand, and also its
unpreparedness, but man, with an ego, would not believe himself unfit
unless proof were given him.” 24

God wants us to master our tests and progress. ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha said to one of
the Bah&'isvisiting himin Israel:
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“The same test comes again in greater degree, until it is shown that a
former weakness has become a strength and the power to overcome evil
has been established.” 25

‘Abdu’ I-Baha explains that every test contains alesson from God for our

WORKING
perfection:

“Tests are benefits from God, for which we should thank Him. Grief and
sorrow do not come to us by chance, they are sent to us by the Divine
Mercy for our own perfecting.” 26
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“Men who suffer not, attain no perfection. The plant most pruned by the
gardenersisthat one which, when summer comes, will have the most
beautiful blossoms and the most abundant fruit . . . The labourer cuts

up the earth with his plough, and from that earth comes the rich and
plentiful harvest. The more a man is chastened, the greater is the harvest
of spiritual virtues shown forth by him.” 27

And ‘Abdu’l-Bah& wants us to experience suffering and tribulation because
He knows how it benefits us:

“The more difficulties one sees in the world the more perfect one becomes.
The more you plough and dig the ground the more fertile it becomes. The
more you cut the branches of atree the higher and stronger it grows.

The more you put the gold in the fire the purer it becomes. The more
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you sharpen the steel by grinding the better it cuts. Therefore, the more
sorrows one sees the more perfect one becomes. That iswhy, in all times,
the Prophets of God have had tribulations and difficulties to withstand.
The more often the captain of aship isin the tempest and difficult sailing
the greater his knowledge becomes. Therefore | am happy that you have

EDITION
had great tribulations and difficulties. . . Strangeitisthat | love you and
still I am happy that you have sorrows.” 28

Hereisastory that ‘ Abdu’l-Bahatold related to suffering:

“A certain ruler wished to appoint one of his subjectsto a high office: so,
in order to train him, the ruler cast him into prison and caused him to
suffer much. The man was surprised at this, for he expected great favours.
The ruler had him taken from prison and beaten with sticks. This greatly
astonished the man, for he thought the ruler loved him. After this he was
hanged on the gallows until he was nearly dead. After he recovered he
asked theruler, ‘If you love me, why did you do these things? The ruler
replied: ‘1 wish to make you prime minister. By having gone through
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these ordeals you are better fitted for that office. | wish you to know how
itisyourself. When you are obliged to punish, you will know how it feels
to endure these things. | love you so | wish you to become perfect.” Even
so with you. After this ordeal you will reach maturity. God sometimes
causes us to suffer much and to have many misfortunes that we may
become strong in His Cause. Y ou will soon recover and be spiritually
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stronger than ever before. Y ou will work for God and carry the Message
to many of your people.” 29

In order to benefit from the test given to us, we need to pray for assistance
and also
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to read and understand Bah& u’'ll&h’ s Teachings, as Shoghi Effendi
explains:

“Naturally there will be periods of distress and difficulty, and even severe
test; but if that person turns firmly towards the Divine Manifestation,
studies carefully His Spiritual teachings and receives the blessings of

the Holy Spirit, he will find that in reality these tests and difficulties have
been the gifts of God to enable him to grow and develop.” 30

We need to follow the Baha'i laws in meeting the difficultiesin life:

“In considering the effect of obedience to the laws on individual lives,
one must remember that the purpose of thislife isto prepare the soul



for the next. Here one must learn to control and direct one' s animal
impulses, not to be a slave to them. Lifein thisworld is a succession
of tests and achievements, of falling short and of making new spiritual
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advances. Sometimes the course may seem very hard, but one can
witness, again and again, that the soul who steadfastly obeysthe Law
of Bah& u’lldh, however hard it may seem, grows spiritualy, while the
one who compromises with the law for the sake of his own apparent
happinessis seen to have been following a chimera: he does not attain
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the happiness he sought, he retards his spiritual advance and often
brings new problems upon himself.” 31

‘Abdu’I-Bahatells us:

“Unless one accepts dire vicissitudes, he will not attain. To me prison is
Freedom, troubles rest me, death islife, and to be despised is honour.
Therefore, | was happy al that time in prison. When one is released from
the prison of self, that isindeed release, for that is the greater prison.
When this rel ease takes place, then one cannot be outwardly imprisoned.
When they put my feet in stocks, | would say to the guard, *Y ou cannot
imprison me, for here | have light and air and bread and water. There
will come atime when my body will be in the ground, and | shall have
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neither light nor air nor food nor water, but even then | shall not be
imprisoned.” The afflictions which come to humanity sometimes tend
to centre the consciousness upon the limitations, and thisis a veritable
prison. Release comes by making of the will a Door through which the
confirmations of the Spirit come.” 32
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Let’stake afew minutes to understand the meaning of this passage.
First of all, we are told that we need to accept “dire vicissitudes’

to attain. What is a vicissitude? According to various definitions on
Google, it isachange of circumstance or fortune, typically one that
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is unwelcome and unpleasant that occurs by chance. It is ahardship
that affects away of life, a course of action usually beyond one’'s
control. “Dire” means causing or involving great fear or suffering;
having dreadful or terrible consequences; calamitous. So dire
vicissitudes are extreme changes of circumstances. ‘ Abdu’l-Baha
experienced dire vicissitudes all hislife. He lived his early years

in amansion, then He and His family lost everything overnight and
lived in exile the rest of their lives before being banished to the
Most Great Prison. ‘ Abdu’[-Bahatells us that unless we accept such
dreadful hardships, we cannot grow spiritually. We need to let go



of our “self”, our selfish nature in order to be able to cope with
the hardships and progress.When we are experiencing afflictions,
we tend to think about our limitations and feel we cannot cope.
But if we centre our will on the will of God, we will receive
confirmations. When * Abdu’l- Bah& said thisto his audience in
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London, someone asked him what the confirmations of the Spirit
were. He replied, “ The confirmations of the Spirit are al those
powers and gifts which some are born with (and which men
sometimes call genius), but for which others have to strive with
infinite pains. They come to that man or woman who accepts
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hislife with radiant acquiescence.” 33 And so we learn that by
accepting our tribulations, detaching from self and our limitations,
and accepting our ot with faces beaming with joy, we will realize
our spiritual destiny and receive the confirmations of God.

“Anybody can be happy in the state of comfort, ease, health, success,
pleasure and joy; but if one will be happy and contented in the time of
trouble, hardship and prevailing disease, it is the proof of nobility.” 34

We must experience affliction to be ready for the next world.

“Man’s physical existence on this earth is a period during which the
moral exercise of hisfree will istried and tested in order to prepare his
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soul for the other worlds of God, and we must welcome affliction and
tribulations as opportunities for improvement in our eternal selves.” 35

Tests assist us to acquire virtues in preparation for the next world and
provide opportunities to practice them. St. Rain36 discusses the need to
become more aware of the tests confronting us by asking ourselves
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questions — “Is the test from God or as aresult of my own behavior? What
ismy attitude to atest —do | perceiveit as an opportunity to grow and
learn

or a punishment to be avoided? What is the virtue needed in this situation?
By doing this exercise, we can identify what areas require growth and we
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are in a better position to nurture our development. We just need to have
confidence in our capacity and be receptive to tribul ations.37

Some tests, as St. Rain points out, motivate us because we discover in
certain situations the advantages of developing our virtues.38 We can
become careless and forget who we really are and our spiritual destiny.
So we need reminders to polish our virtues. We are always given



opportunities to practice qualities and each time we try to demonstrate
avirtue we get closer to our potential. We may “fail” atest in that

we fail to demonstrate a quality, but we will still learn something new
about ourselves. And we become more of our true selves and reflect
more of God’ s light. The test helps us to grow, whether or not it is
“passed”. Our capacity is known only to God and it isinfinite so we
have talents and qualities unknown to ourselves until we are suddenly
in a situation that requires them.
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St. Rain feels that many problems could be solved more readily if we
applied ssimple virtues like love, patience and generosity.39 We are meant
to reflect God' s qualities.40 If we are not doing well spiritually, God will
test us to point out where we need to grow and of course invite us to make
the effort. We are given many opportunities to develop avirtue and Heis
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quick to forgive us for our mistakes and give us another opportunity to
learn; we, on the other hand are much harder on ourselves and experience
guilt or shame and are quite unforgiving of ourselves. We have to repeat
the practice of virtues many times so that they become habits and we need
to be kind to ourselves when we slide backwards. We need to become
proficient in order for a virtue to become part of our being and therefore be
applied in serviceto others.41

The Baha i Writings assure us that God will not test us beyond our
capacity:

“Hewill never deal unjustly with any one, neither will He task a soul
beyond its power. He, verily, isthe Compassionate, the All-Merciful.” 42
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“Whatever hath befallen you, hath been for the sake of God. Thisis

the truth, and in this there is no doubt. Y ou should, therefore, leave all
your affairsin His Hands, place your trust in Him, and rely upon Him.
He will assuredly not forsake you. In this, likewise, there is no doubt.
No father will surrender his sons to devouring beasts; no shepherd will
leave hisflock to ravening wolves. He will most certainly do his utmost
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to protect hisown.” 43

“There is no need to fear opposition from without if the life within
be sound and vigorous. Our Heavenly Father will always give usthe

EDITION

strength to meet and overcome testsif we turn with all our heartsto Him,
and difficulties if they are met in the right spirit only make usrely on God
more firmly and completely.” 44

“Obedience to the Laws of Bah& u’llah will necessarily impose



hardshipsin individual cases. No one should expect, upon becoming
aBahd i, that faith will not be tested, and to our finite understanding
of such matters these tests may occasionally seem unbearable. But
we are aware of the assurance which Bah& u’lléh Himself has given
the believers that they will never be called upon to meet atest greater
than their capacity to endure.” 45

Aswe have stated, we are not given atest impossible for us to pass. But,
as St. Rain points out, we may refuse atest. God will continue to provide
opportunities for usto grow, even though He knows we will refuse and this
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behavior will cause deep pain. But it is His duty to give us opportunitiesto
grow because thisis the one thing of valueto usin thisworld —the
capacity

to reflect God' s qualitiesin our hearts - and thisis our true reality.46

Tests help us to become detached from this world. * Abdu’l-Bah& explains:
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“O thou servant of God! Do not grieve at the afflictions and calamities

that have befallen thee. All calamities and afflictions have been created for
man so that he may spurn this mortal world —aworld to which he is much
attached. When he experienceth severe trials and hardships, then his nature
will recoil and he will desire the eternal relm —arealm whichis
sanctified

form all afflictions and calamities. Such is the case with the man who iswise.
He shall never drink from a cup which is at the end distasteful, but, on the
contrary, he will seek the cup of pure and limpid water. He will not taste of
the honey that is mixed with poison.

Praise thou God, that thou hast been tried and hast experienced such atest.
Be patient and grateful. Turn thy face to the divine Kingdom and strive that
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thou mayest acquire merciful characteristics, mayest become illumined and
acquire the attributes of the Kingdom and of the Lord. Endeavour to become
indifferent to the pleasures of thisworld and to its comfort, to remain firm
and steadfast in the Covenant and to promulgate the Cause of God.

Thisisthe cause of the exaltation of man, the cause of hisglory and of his

WORKING
salvation.” 47

“. .. sosuffering and tribulation free man from the petty affairs of this
worldly life until he arrives at a state of complete detachment. His attitude
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in thisworld will be that of divine happiness. Man is, so to speak, unripe:
the heat of the fire of suffering will mature him. Look back to the times



past and you will find that the greatest men have suffered most.” 48
And Shoghi Effendi reiterates:

“Whenever you see tremendous personal problemsin your privatelives. . .
you

must remember that these afflictions are part of human life; and, according

to our teachings one of their wisdomsis to teach us the impermanence of this
world and the permanence of the spiritual bonds that we establish with God,
His Prophet, and those who are alive in the faith of God.” 49

We have discussed the tests that God gives us for our own perfecting. But
there are tests that we create for ourselves, as ‘ Abdu’l-Bah& explains:
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“God aone ordereth al things and is all-powerful. Why then does He
send trials to His servants?

Thetrials of man are of two kinds. (a) The consequences of his own
actions. If aman eats too much, he ruins his digestion; if he takes
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poison he becomesill or dies. If a person gambles he will lose his
money; if he drinks too much he will lose his equilibrium. All these
sufferings are caused by the man himself, it is quite clear therefore
that certain sorrows are the result of our own deeds. (b) Other
sufferings there are, which come upon the Faithful of God. Consider
the great sorrows endured by Christ and by His apostles!

Those who suffer most, attain to the greatest perfection.” 50

If atest isthe consequence of our own actions, it is within our power to
avoid it, as St. Rain points out. We must of course look at our behaviors
and make the decision to change those that are not in harmony with our
spiritual life.51

The Insistent Self
“O Son of Spirit!

Noble have | created thee, yet thou hast abased thyself. Rise then unto
that for which thou wast created.” 52
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St. Rain states that we can abase or debase ourselves by abusing our bodies
through neglect, underactivity, overeating; we can debase our spirits through
lying, gambling, wasting time, neglecting education, and blaming others

for failures; we can debase our relationships through gossiping, backbiting,
judging, isolating ourselves, and being prone to fits of temper.53 It requires
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alot of effort and spiritual guidancein our livesto act differently but
it's



the only way to avoid these types of tests. We can’'t ask God to protect us
from tests unless we' re asking for help to change our behaviors. The tests
of our own consequences are the majority of tests we face every day and
we end up torturing ourselves by not following spiritual laws.54

Shoghi Effendi writes:

“He was very sorry to hear that you have had so many testsin your Baha'i
life. Thereis no doubt that many of them are due to our own nature. In
other words, if we are very sensitive, or if we arein some way brought

up in adifferent environment from the Bahd is amongst whom we live,
we naturally see things differently and may feel them more acutely; and
the other side of it isthat the imperfections of our fellow-Bah&'is can be
agreat tria to us.
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We must always remember that in the cesspool of materialism, which is
what modern civilization has to a certain extent become, Bahd is -- that
issome of them -- are till to a certain extent affected by the society
from which they have sprung. In other words, they have recognized the
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Manifestation of God, but they have not been believers long enough, or
perhaps not tried hard enough, to become ‘anew Creation’. He feels
that, if you close your eyesto the failings of others, and fix your love
and prayers upon Baha' u’llah, you will have the strength to weather this
storm, and will be much better for it in the end, spiritually. Although you
suffer, you will gain a maturity that will enable you to be of greater help
to both your fellow-Bah& is and your children.” 55

Taherzadeh56 explains that tests for Bahd is are mainly from the world
we livein and from their fellow- Baha'is. It is very difficult to live the
Bah& i way of lifein aworld that is becoming increasingly more corrupt
and spiritually bankrupt. As this world heads towards its destruction,
Baha'is need to be confident in their vision of the society of the future
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and be happy and sincere in their Bah& i lives, trying to live according

to Baha u'llah’ s teachings while surrounded by the evils of a decadent
materialistic society. Within the Bah& i community individual s experience
tests working within their administrative institutions. Bahd& is may not
fully

understand the nature of these institutions because their religious traditions
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taught them that such institutions were man-made bodies, rather than part
of God’sreligion and because man-made institutions in society are so often
the focus of strife and contention. And the requisites for consultation in

the Assembly meeting and in general are lofty standards difficult to meet.
When these standards are compromised, one’ s faith may be tested. The
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requisites for Bahd is consultation are discussed in the next chapter.

Bah& is are challenged by their fellow-believers because, on the one hand,
they have the glorious vision of the Faith in front of their eyes and, on

the other hand, they are the pitiful creatures of God falling short in their
attemptsto riseto that vision. Shoghi Effendi gives guidance in this respect:

“You have complained of the unsatisfactory conditions prevailing in the .
.. Baha i Community; the Guardian is well aware of the situation of the
Cause there, but is confident that whatever the nature of the obstacles that
confront the Faith they will be eventually overcome. Y ou should, under no
circumstances, feel discouraged, and allow such difficulties, even though
they may have resulted from the misconduct, or the lack of capacity and
vision of certain members of the Community, to make you waver in your
faith and basic loyalty to the Cause. Surely, the believers, no matter how
qualified they may be, whether as teachers or administrators, and however
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high their intellectual and spiritual merits, should never be looked upon

as a standard whereby to evaluate and measure the divine authority and
mission of the Faith. It isto the Teachings themselves, and to the lives of
the Founders of the Cause that the believers should ook for their guidance
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and inspiration, and only by keeping strictly to such [a] true attitude can

they hope to establish their loyalty to Baha' u’llah upon an enduring and

unassailable basis. Y ou should take heart, therefore, and with unrelaxing
vigilance and unremitting effort endeavour to play your full sharein the

gradual unfoldment of this Divine World Order.” 57

It takes great spiritual maturity to focus on the Teachings rather than having
one' s faith dependent on the behavior of individual Bah& is or

institutions.

Shoghi Effendi addresses the tests Baha is may experience in dealing with
each other as Bahd is and he provides assurance:

“Often these trials and tests which all Bah& i Communities inevitably
pass
through seem terrible, at the moment, but in retrospect we understand that
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they were due to the frailty of Human nature, to misunderstanding, and to
the growing pains which every Baha' i community must experience.” 58

St. Rain suggests that there is away to be proactive in dealing with tests and
becoming more spiritual beings. We can decide to pick avirtue that needs
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developing and practice it.59 Thisis possible with such virtues as generosity,
knowledge and kindness but more difficult with those such as forgiveness and



patience that depend on outside forces to be activated. But as St. Rain points
out, there are enough spontaneous opportunities to practice those virtuesin a
safe environment where it doesn’t matter if we succeed or fail. Then having
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practiced a virtue, we will have a better chance of succeeding when we need to
use the virtue at alater time.60

St. Rain also discusses tests of choice such as volunteering in a difficult
situation,

choosing alower-paid but humanitarian field of work and adopting children.
Some choices may involve doing the right thing in a situation regardless of the
possibility of negative consequences to our well-being, such as standing up

for justice, answering someone’' s cry for help or offering servicesin a
war-torn

country. These choices clearly require faith and a great deal of courage. And
they can be avoided if we so choose. But if we make the choice to follow such
apath, our spiritual development is greatly enhanced.61

St. Rain asks usto consider why we would choose to experience tests. He
feels that because we can’t progress spiritually and become closer to God
without experiencing tests, we might as well embrace them with eyes wide
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open rather than blindly tripping over them or being paralyzed with fear

or running away like a coward.62 And understanding our tests can be very
helpful .63 Awareness can make any tests — even those you failed years ago
—acurrent success. This discussion puts me in mind of an experience | had
in Siberia. | had volunteered to work at a children’s camp. In Communist
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Russia there had been pioneer camps for children to learn to be good
citizens of the state and parents had sent their children every summer. With
the dissolution of communism, the camps were abandoned. The Baha'is
were asked if they would like to run some camps and the Russian Bah&'is
put out the call for assistance from other Bah& isin the world. On the
second day at the camp, just before the children arrived, | went down some
stairs and twisted my ankle (or so | thought), but | really broke abonein
my foot and the doctor put a cast onit. A search went on to find crutches

| could use because it was not possible to walk on the cast. One crutch

was found and | could manage to lean on the crutch and hop on the other
foot. But the camp was very hilly and the buildings were spread out over
some distance and therefore presented a challenge for someone with one
good leg. | could not help to patrol the grounds at night and supervise our
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unruly teenagers. And | started out trying to help aclass on protecting the
environment, led by one of the Russian-speaking Bah&'is, but | couldn’t
physically participate in the activities and | eventually stopped going. |



also helped with a singing group at first, and dropped it, too, not feeling
that | was contributing much. | felt defeated by my physical limitations,
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even though alack of mobility had little to do with my ability to lead a
singing group! | was like the second rose bush, perhaps, trying to figure out
why this had to happen to me, treating it like a punishment, feeling sorry
for myself and giving up, rather than accepting my limitations and finding
asolution. And it took me many yearsto see how | had failed thistest. |
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think | was being tested to see how | could manage without mobility — how
| could adjust and be of service anyway. Perhaps | was being asked to
accept my situation and trust the Gardener to help me figure out what He
wanted me to do.l could not see that Bah& u’'[1&h may have been leading
me to take on a different role. | was even given afew opportunitiesto
demonstrate that | could servein adifferent role with my listening skills
and empathy for others. | remember one of the English-speaking Bahd is
venting to me about the difficulties experienced with the youth and the
language barrier. And | did have some positive experiences in relating to
the youth. | needed to go home just after my leg healed and could not stay
for the second camp. | left with agreat deal of regret because | thought

I could contribute more with two good legs. | was still focusing on the
importance of having mobility to be of any use.

Y ears later when it suddenly occurred to me that | had been tested, |
came to some conclusions about the nature of the test that | had “failed”
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and | learned a great deal just from reliving the experience in my mind
and determining what | could have done differently. St. Rain notes that
understanding why we experience specific tests and learning from them
results in more control, allowing us to take responsibility for things we
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are able to control and leaving to God the things we cannot.64 Later when
we are in the middle of atest, we do not become consumed by fear, anger,
sadness, guilt or resentment at a time when we need to think in aclear
manner to find a solution.

The concept of awareness can be extended further. I1t’simportant for usto
know why we respond the way we do. We may think that we're standing

in along line at the checkout counter because we need to practice patience.
St. Rain explains that maybe we' re not experiencing impatience; maybe we
feel really agitated or feel stupid or feel angry at God for “picking on”
us.65

Our feelings may be much stronger that the situation warrants. What are
our perceptions of the situation? What underlying beliefs are they bringing
up? Or what triggers? Y ou will remember our discussion of triggersin the
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last chapter. If we can identify what is realy happening in the situation, we
can then recognize what the test isreally about and the specific qualities
we're being asked to develop. Strong feelings in a situation often point to
similar unresolved tests from the past. Perhaps God gives us the test again
because He knows that we now have the maturity and resources to passit.
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Of coursein al this discussion | am assuming that we want to develop
virtues, that we recognize it as the purpose of our lives and that through
tests we can acquire them. We need to acquire athirst for spirituality.
‘Abdu’l-Baha gives us the formula:
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“Thefirst thing to do isto acquire athirst for Spirituality, then Live the
Life! LivetheLife! LivetheLife! Theway to acquire thisthirst isto
meditate upon the future life. Study the Holy Words, read your Bible, read
the Holy Books, especially study the Holy Utterances of Bah& u’lléh;
Prayer and Meditation, take much time for these two. Then will you

know this Great Thirst, and then only can you begin to Live the Life!” 66

To live the life we must practice the virtues. * Abdu’lI-Baha gives us
four tools to develop our thirst, which will transform our beliefs and
perceptions — meditating upon the future life, studying the lives of the
Prophets, studying the Holy Words, and also prayer and meditation.
And Shoghi Effendi reminds us:

“. .. aswe suffer these misfortunes we must remember that the Prophets
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of God Themselves were not immune from these things which men
suffer. They knew sorrow, illness and pain too. They rose above these
things through Their spirits, and that is what we must try and do too,
when afflicted. The troubles of thisworld pass, and what we have left is
what we have made of our souls, so it isto this we must ook to becoming
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more spiritual, drawing nearer to God, no matter what our human minds
and bodies go through.” 67

It is definitely not easy to deal with the tests that assail us but when we
turn
to the Bah& i Writings we glean assistance in how to pass the test.

In one of His Tablets discussed by Taherzadeh,68 Baha' u’ l1&h described
the qualities of “contentment and radiant acquiescence.” He stated that
one must be resigned to God’ s Will to walk the path of contentment and
accept with radiance whatever is part of his destiny. He must be content
with himself. Thisis an impossible task if oneis attached to this world
as he will always be striving for perfection in thisworld and will resent



hardships that interfere with his progress. So he must be detached from this
The Insistent Self

world and accept with radiant acquiescence the trials and tests sent to him
by God. As‘Abdu’ |-Baha states:

“Grieve not at the divine trials. Be not troubled because of hardships
and ordeals; turn unto God, bowing in humbleness and praying to Him,
while bearing every ordeal, contented under all conditions and thankful
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in every difficulty. Verily thy Lord loveth His maidservants who are
patient, believing and firm. He draws them nigh unto Him through these
ordeals and trials.” 69
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Our prescription for bearing every difficulty is patience and thankfulness.
Trusting God and turning humbly to Him in prayer are also essential.

“No matter what happens, nothing is as important as our feeling of

trust in God, our inner peacefulness and faith that al, in the end, in

spite of the severity of the ordeals we may pass through will come out as
Bah& u'll&h has promised.” 70

We need to be firm and steadfast.

“Today, the greatest of all titles and praises are firmness and
steadfastness,

for the tests and trials are of the utmost intensity. | ask God that day by
day thou mayest increase in steadfastness, so like unto a solid rock thou
mayest withstand the tempestuous sea of test.” 71

WORKING
We need to be happy and more “ignited”:

“O thou maid-servant of God! Become thou not extinguished by the
winds of tests, but rather become ignited and be more happy, for then
thou wilt become atried believer.” 72
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We need to be composed and confident in God’ s grace:

“When calamity striketh, be ye patient and composed. However afflictive
your sufferings may be, stay ye undisturbed, and with perfect confidence
in the abounding grace of God, brave ye the tempest of tribulations and
fiery ordeals.” 73

And if we remember how Baha u’ [l&h suffered, our tests may not seem too
formidable:

“Remember My days during thy days, and My distress and banishment
in this remote prison.” 74



The Insistent Self

“Wrongly accused, imprisoned, beaten, chained, banished from country
to country, betrayed, poisoned, stripped of material possessions, and at
every moment tormented with afresh torment . . . For two score years,
until the end of His earthly days, He remained a prisoner and exile --
persecuted unceasingly by the rulers of Persia and the Ottoman Empire,
opposed relentlessly by avicious and scheming clergy, neglected abjectly
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by other sovereigns to whom He addressed potent letters. . .

The voice halts for shame from continuing so deplorable arecitation, the
heart is torn by mere thought of the Divine Target of such grief -- grief no
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ordinary mortal could endure. But lest we give way to feelings of gloom
and distress, we take recourse in the tranquil calm He induces with

such meaningful words as these: ‘We have borne it all with the utmost
willingness and resignation, so that the souls of men may be edified, and
the Word of God be exalted.” ” 75

‘Abdu’I-Bahatells usto join in His suffering to “some slight
degree”:

“Now ye, aswell, must certainly become my partners to some slight
degree, and accept your share of tests and sorrows. But these episodes
shall pass away, while that abiding glory and eternal life shall remain
unchanged forever. Moreover, these afflictions shall be the cause of
great advancement.” 76

We are promised in The Hidden Words that we may at times have prosperity
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and at other times adversity, and so we must remain detached:

“Be not troubled in poverty nor confident in riches, for poverty isfollowed
by riches, and riches are followed by poverty.” 77

EDITION
“Should prosperity befall thee, rejoice not, and should abasement come
upon thee, grieve not, for both shall pass away and be no more.” 78

But Bah& u’llah promises us “days of blissful joy”:

“. .. Sorrow not if, in these days and on this earthly plane, things
contrary to your wishes have been ordained and manifested by God,
for days of blissful joy, of heavenly delight, are assuredly in store
for you. Worlds, holy and spiritually glorious, will be unveiled to
your eyes. You are destined by Him, in thisworld and hereafter,

to partake of their benefits, to sharein their joys, and to obtain a
portion of their sustaining grace. To each and every one of them
you will, no doubt, attain.” 79



The Insistent Self

So we know what our attitude towards tests should be, according to the
Bah& i Writings:

“O Thou Whose tests are a healing medicine to such as are nigh unto Thee,
Whose sword is the ardent desire of al them that love Thee, Whose dart is
the dearest wish of those hearts that yearn after Thee, Whose decree isthe
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sole hope of them that have recognized Thy truth! | implore Thee, by Thy
divine sweetness and by the splendors of the glory of Thy face, to send down
upon us from Thy retreats on high that which will enable usto draw nigh
unto Thee. Set, then, our feet firm, O my God, in Thy Cause, and enlighten
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our hearts with the effulgence of Thy knowledge, and illumine our breasts
with the brightness of Thy names.” 80

“The more oneis severed from this world, from desires, from human
affairs, and conditions, the more impervious does one become to the
tests of God.” 81

We all know people who have suffered agreat deal in their lives. They seem
to exude warmth, empathy and a depth of character we would espouse to.

If we don't go through troubled timesit is very difficult for usto relate

to

others and their difficulties. Aswe grow spiritually through our adversities
and God comforts us in times of troubles, we are then prepared to reach out
to comfort others and become close to them. Our world desperately needs
relationships based on love and understanding and the ability to reach out
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to others when they need help. As Shoghi Effendi said:

“Indeed the believers have not yet fully learned to draw on each other’s
love

for strength and consolation in time of need. The Cause of God is endowed
with tremendous powers, and the reason the believers do not gain more from
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it is because they have not learned to draw fully on these mighty forces of
love and strength and harmony generated by the Faith.” 82

And when we suffer we join forces with all of mankind, ready to forget
ourselves and our own problems in our desire to reach out to them:

“Our willingness to suffer is part of our demonstration of love for all
mankind. Along with it, however, we must also be able to develop the
spiritual muse not to dwell on our suffering but to turn our attention
away to the great and many sources of our joy. For it isin God that
we place our confidence, it is the life processes which the Faith has



set in motion which we trust, knowing that it takes time and includes
many setbacks.” 83

The Insistent Self

Our way through all tests and difficultiesis service to our faith, as Shoghi
Effendi points out:

“We must always look ahead and seek to accomplish in the future what we
may have failed to do in the past. Failures, tests, and trias, if we use them
correctly, can become the means of purifying our spirit, strengthening our
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characters, and enable us to rise to greater heights of service.” 84

“Thus you might look upon your own difficulties in the path of service.
They are the means of your spirit growing and developing. Y ou will
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suddenly find that you have conquered many of the problems which
upset you, and then you will wonder why they should have troubled you
a al. Anindividual must centre his whole heart and mind on serviceto
the Cause, in accordance with the high standards set by Baha u'’llah.
When thisis done, the Hosts of the Supreme Concourse will come to the
assistance of the individual, and every difficulty and trial will gradually
be overcome.” 85

Here' sastory that befittingly explains the process by which we are tried
in our perfecting:

A couple vacationing in Europe went strolling down alittle street and saw a
quaint little gift shop with abeautiful teacup in the window. The lady
collected

teacups and she wanted this one for her collection so she went inside to pick
up

the teacup, and as the story goes the teacup spoke and said:
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‘| want you to know that | have not always looked like this. It took the
process of pain to bring me to this point. Y ou see, there was atime when |
was just clay and the master came and he pounded me and he squeezed me
and he kneaded me and | screamed: ‘ STOP THAT'. But he just smiled and

EDITION
he said, ‘Not yet'.

Then he took me and put me on the wheel and | went round and round

and round and round . . . and while | was spinning and getting dizzier and
dizzier | screamed again and | said, ‘ Please get me off thisthing . . .
please

get me off!!!” And the master was looking at me and he was smiling, as he
said, ‘Not yet'.



Then he took me and walked toward the oven and he shut the door and turned
up the heat and | could see him through the window of the oven and it was
getting hotter and hotter and | thought, ‘He's going to burn me to

death’. And

| started pounding on the inside of the oven and | said ‘ Master, let me out,

let

me out, let meout’, and | could see that he was smiling as he said ‘ Not

yet'.

The Insistent Self

Then he opened the door and | was fresh and free and he took me out of
the oven and he put me on the table and then he got some paint and a
paintbrush. And he started dabbing me and making swirls all over me and
| started to gag and | said: ‘Master, stopiit .. . stopit . . . stop it

please. ..

you're making me gag’ and he just smiled as he said ‘ Not yet'.
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Then very gently he picked me up again and he started walking toward
the oven and | said, ‘Master, NO! Not again, pleeeeease’. He opened
the oven door and he slipped me inside and he shut the door and this
time he turned the heat up twice as hot as before and | thought, ‘He's
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going to kill me’, and | looked through the window of the oven and |
started to pound saying, ‘Master . . . Master, please let me out ... please
let meout...letmeout...letmeout’. And | could seethat he was
smiling, but | aso noticed atear trickle down his cheek as | watched
him mouth the words, ‘Not yet!’

Just as | thought | was about to die, the door opened and he reached in ever
so gently and took me out, fresh and free and he went and placed me on a
high shelf and he said: ‘ There, | have created what | intended. Would you
liketo see yourself? | said ‘Yes', so he handed me amirror and |

looked

and | looked and | looked again and | said, ‘ That’s not me, I'm just a

lump

of clay’. And he said: *Yes, that IS you, but it took the process of pain

to

bring you to this place. Y ou see, had | not worked you when you were clay,
then you would have dried up. If | had not subjected you to the stress of
the wheel, you would have crumbled. If | had not put you into the heat of

WORKING

the oven you would have cracked. If | had not painted you there would
be no color inyour life. But, it was the second oven that gave you the
strength to endure. And now you are everything that | intended you to
be — from the beginning.’



EDITION

And [, the tea cup, heard myself saying something | never thought |
would hear myself saying: ‘Master, forgive me, | did not trust you, |
thought you were going to harm me, | did not know you had a glorious
future and a hope for me. | was too short-sighted, but | want to thank
you. | want to thank you for suffering. | want to thank you for the
process of pain. Here | am! | give you myself - fill me, pour from me,
use me as you seefit. | really want to be a vessel that brings you glory
withinmy life.”” 86
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Chapter 7

Ignite a Candle of Love

“Act in accordance with the counsels of the Lord . . . So far asye are

WORKING

able, ignite a candle of love in every meeting, and with tenderness
rejoice and cheer ye every heart. Care for the stranger as for one of
your own; show to alien souls the same loving kindness ye bestow
upon your faithful friends. Should any come to blows with you, seek

EDITION

to be friends with him; should any stab you to the heart, beye a
healing salve unto his sores; should any taunt and mock at you, meet
himwith love...” 1

The Baha i Writings give us the formulafor living our lives and
contributing to the well-being of humanity. How do we relate to others
and serve mankind? By practicing the virtues of love and kindness and on
every occasion seeing all as members of our family, loving and serving all
regardless of how they behave towards us. If this seemslike atal order, it
is still the high standard we are called to:

“1 desire distinction for you. The Baha& is must be distinguished from
others of humanity. But this distinction must not depend upon wealth



-- that they should become more affluent than other people. | do not
desire for you financial distinction. It is not an ordinary distinction
| desire; not scientific, commercial, industrial distinction. For you
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| desire spiritua distinction -- that is, you must become eminent

and distinguished in morals. In the love of God you must become
distinguished from all else. Y ou must become distinguished for loving
humanity, for unity and accord, for love and justice. In brief, you

EDITION

must become distinguished in al 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.
Finally, you must become distinguished for heavenly illumination
and for acquiring the bestowals of God. | desire this distinction for
you. This must be the point of distinction among you.” 2

“They should not content themselves merely with relative distinction
and excellence. Rather they should fix their gaze upon nobler heights
by setting the counsels and exhortations of the Pen of Glory as their
supreme goa.” 3

The Insistent Self

In this chapter we will investigate how to behave in a spiritual manner
with others, according to the Bah& i Writings: the importance of love and
forgiveness, establishing relationships “that nothing can shake” 4,
reflecting

spiritual qualities, dealing with our negative emotions, the significance of
our words and the importance of deeds over words. Perhaps through this
study, we can imbue our lives with an increased sense of our purpose. Let

WORKING

us keep in our minds and hearts the words of the opening quotation, which
are now reiterated in the instructions we are now going to study, ‘Abdu’ |-
Bah& sdescription of aBah&'i. First, hereisthe full passage:

EDITION

“Y ou must manifest complete love and affection toward all mankind.
Do not exalt yourselves above others, but consider all as your equals,
recognizing them as the servants of one God. Know that God is
compassionate toward all; therefore, love all from the depths of your
hearts, prefer al religionists before yourselves, be filled with love for
every race, and be kind toward the people of al nationalities.

Never speak disparagingly of others, but praise without distinction. Pollute
not
your tongues by speaking evil of another. Recognize your enemies as friends,



and consider those who wish you evil as the wishers of good. Y ou must not see
evil as evil and then compromise with your opinion, for to treat in a smooth,
kindly way one whom you consider evil or an enemy is hypocrisy, and thisis not
worthy or alowable. Y ou must consider your enemies as your friends, look upon
your evil-wishers as your well-wishers and treat them accordingly. Act in such
away that your heart may be free from hatred. Let not your heart be offended
with anyone. If some one commits an error and wrong toward you, you must
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instantly forgive him. Do not complain of others. Refrain from reprimanding
them, and if you wish to give admonition or advice, let it be offered in such a
way that it will not burden the bearer. Turn al your thoughts toward bringing
joy to hearts. Beware! Beware! lest ye offend any heart. Assist the world of
humanity as much as possible. Be the source of consolation to every sad one,
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assist every weak one, be helpful to every indigent one, care for every sick
one, be the cause of glorification to every lowly one, and shelter those who
are overshadowed by fear.

In brief, let each one of you be as alamp shining forth with the light of
the virtues of the world of humanity. Be trustworthy, sincere, affectionate
and replete with chastity. Be illumined, be spiritual, be divine, be glorious,
be quickened of God, beaBahd'i.” 5

Let’s study the passage section by section.
“You must manifest complete love and affection toward all mankind.”
The Insistent Self

We are to demonstrate complete love to all —not “some” love to
“some”
people but complete love- fully loving everyone.

‘Abdu’|-Baha explains:
"God isthe Father of all. He educates, provides for and loves al; for they

WORKING

are His servants and His creation. Surely the Creator loves His creatures. It
would be impossible to find an artist who does not love his own production.
Have you ever seen aman who did not love his own actions? Even though
they be bad actions, he loves them. How ignorant, therefore, the thought that
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God, Who created man, educated and nurtured him, surrounded him with
all blessings, made the sun and all phenomenal existence for his benefit,
bestowed upon him tenderness and kindness and then did not love him.
Thisis palpable ignorance, for no matter to what religion a man belongs,
even though he be an atheist or materialist, nevertheless, God nurtures
him, bestows His kindness and sheds upon him His light. How then can we



believe God is wrathful and unloving? How can we even imagine this, when
as amatter of fact we are withesses of the tenderness and mercy of God upon
every hand? All about us we behold manifestations of the love of God. If,
therefore, God be loving, what should we do? We have nothing else to do but
to emulate Him. Just as God loves al and iskind to al, so must we really
love

and be kind to everybody”. 6

“Baha u'llah . . . founded the oneness of the world of humanity,
proclaimed

that all are servants of the loving and merciful God who has created,
nourished and provided for all; therefore why should men be unjust and
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unkind to each other, showing forth that which is contrary to God? AsHe
loves us, why should we entertain animosity and hate? If God did not love
all, He would not have created, trained and provided for all. Loving-kindness
isthe divine policy. Shall we consider human policy and attitude superior to
the wisdom and policy of God? Thiswould be inconceivable, impossible.
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Therefore, we must emulate and follow the divine policy, dealing with each
other in the utmost love and tenderness.” 7

We continue the passage.

“Do not exalt yourselves above others, but consider all as your equals,
recognizing them as the servants of one God.”

We are asked not to exalt ourselves above others. As Baha u'llah tells
us.

“O CHILDREN OF MEN!
Know ye not why We created you all from the same dust? That no one
The Insistent Self

should exalt himself over the other. Ponder at all timesin your hearts
how ye were created. Since We have created you all from one same
substance it is incumbent on you to be even as one soul, to walk with the
same feet, eat with the same mouth and dwell in the same land, that from
your inmost being, by your deeds and actions, the signs of oneness and
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the essence of detachment may be made manifest.” 8

We are created from the same dust. We are all equal in Hiseyesand in the
eyes of each other. Through our actions we demonstrate that we see all men
as equals and we are detached from ourselves and our accomplishments,
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but ever mindful of serving others.



Continuing our discussion on the passage, ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha advices:

“Know that God is compassionate toward all; therefore, love al from
the depths of your hearts, prefer al religionists before yourselves, be
filled with love for every race, and be kind toward the people of all
nationalities.”

Just as God demonstrates compassion to us al, we also love al, from every
religion, race and nationality.

And again He says:
“Consort with all the peoples, kindreds and religions of the world with
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the utmost truthfulness, uprightness, faithfulness, kindliness, good-will
and friendliness; that all the world of being may be filled with the holy
ecstasy of the grace of Baha [God' s grace], that ignorance, enmity, hate
and rancor may vanish from the world and the darkness of estrangement
amidst the peoples and kindreds of the world may give way to the Light
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of Unity.” 9

In this Dispensation we are called to reach out to everyone from all
walks of life:

“In every dispensation, there hath been the commandment of fellowship

and love, but it was a commandment limited to the community of those

in mutual agreement, not to the dissident foe. In this wondrous age,
however, praised be God, the commandments of God are not delimited,

not restricted to any one group of people, rather have al the friends been
commanded to show forth fellowship and love, consideration and generosity
and loving-kindness to every community on earth. Now must the lovers of
God arise to carry out these instructions of His: let them be kindly fathersto

The Insistent Self

the children of the human race, and compassionate brothers to the youth,
and self-denying offspring to those bent with years.” 10

Once again, our directive isto accept all men and love them from the
depths of our hearts.

WORKING

“But some souls are weak; we must endeavor to strengthen them. Some
are ignorant, uninformed of the bounties of God; we must strive to make
them knowing. Some are ailing; we must seek to restore them to health.
Some are immature as children; they must be trained and assisted to

EDITION
attain maturity. We nurse the sick in tenderness and the kindly spirit of
love; we do not despise them because they areill. Therefore, we must



exercise extreme patience, sympathy and love toward al mankind,
considering no soul as rejected. If we look upon a soul as rejected, we
have disobeyed the teachings of God. God isloving to all. Shall we be
unjust or unkind to anyone? Is this alowable in the sight of God? God
providesfor all. Isit befitting for us to prevent the flow of His merciful
provisions for mankind? God has created al in Hisimage and likeness.
Shall we manifest hatred for His creatures and servants? Thiswould be
contrary to thewill of God . . .” 11

‘ Abdu’I-Baha demonstrates how deep our love should be for our fellow
creatures as we continue our study of the passage:

“Never speak disparagingly of others, but praise without distinction.
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Pollute not your tongues by speaking evil of another. Recognize your
enemies as friends, and consider those who wish you evil as the wishers
of good. You must not see evil as evil and then compromise with your
opinion, for to treat in a smooth, kindly way one whom you consider evil
or an enemy is hypocrisy, and this is not worthy or allowable. Y ou must
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consider your enemies as your friends, ook upon your evil-wishers as
your well-wishers and treat them accordingly. Act in such away that
your heart may be free from hatred.”

We need to pour out lavish amounts of encouragement and praise on
everyone, as did ‘ Abdu’I-Baha. For example, whilein America, He
praised the black and the white races for their close association with
each other at atime when the black Bahd is and the white Bahd is had
separate Feasts. He praised and exalted it into being! And we sincerely
perceive enemies as friends, not pretending that they are friends but
making them friends, loving them all because we do not see them as
different —we do not see their “otherness’. * Abdu’l-Baha clarifies
thisin

the following Writing:

The Insistent Self

“O ye lovers of thiswronged one! Cleanse ye your eyes, so that ye behold
no man as different from yourselves. See ye no strangers, rather see all
men as friends, for love and unity come hard when ye fix your gaze on
otherness. And in this new and wondrous age, the Holy Writings say that
we must be at one with every people; that we must see neither harshness
nor injustice, neither malevolence, nor hostility, nor hate, but rather turn

WORKING

our eyes toward the heaven of ancient glory. For each of the creatures
isasign of God, and it was by the grace of the Lord and His power that
each did step into the world; therefore they are not strangers, but in the
family; not aliens, but friends, and to be treated as such.” 12



EDITION
‘Abdu’ I-Baha reinforces the need to see all men as friends and family:

“So intense must be the spirit of love and loving-kindness, that the
stranger may find himself afriend, the enemy atrue brother, no difference
whatsoever existing between them . ..” 13

Back to our passage:

“Let not your heart be offended with anyone. If some one commits an
error and wrong toward you, you must instantly forgive him.”

We do not become offended and forgive anyone who tries to hurt us.
The Bab states:
“Thereis no paradise, in the estimation of the believersin the Divine

WORKING

Unity, more exalted than to obey God’ s commandments, and thereis no
firein the eyes of those who have known God and His signs, fiercer than
to transgress His laws and to oppress another soul, even to the extent of
amustard seed. . .” 14

EDITION
‘Abdu’'I-Bahatells us:

“. .. hemust return good for evil, and not only forgive, but also, if
possible, be of serviceto his oppressor.” 15

And thisis from a note of one of the Baha is attributed to
‘Abdu’'l-Bah&

“In truth nothing is sweeter in man’ s taste than to do good toward those
who have done himill. For, whenever one remembers such kindness to
one’s enemies, one feels highly rejoiced.” 16

But we need to clarify when forgiveness should be the remedy and when
justice needs to be upheld:

The Insistent Self

“. .. the constitution of the communities depends upon justice, not upon
forgiveness. Then what Christ meant by forgiveness and pardon is not
that, when nations attack you, burn your homes, plunder your goods,
assault your wives, children and relatives, and violate your honor, you
should be submissive in the presence of these tyrannical foes and allow
them to perform all their cruelties and oppressions. No, the words of

WORKING
Christ refer to the conduct of two individuals toward each other: if one
person assaults another, the injured one should forgive him.” 17

Itisclear from this Writing of ‘ Abdu’I-Baha that when two individuals



EDITION
are dealing with each other, forgivenessis the correct behavior. It does not
apply to abhorrent behavior in acommunity that is unjust.

“To forgive him will not be easy, and thisis not something to which
either you or the members of your family can force yourselves.
Nevertheless, you should know that forgiveness is the standard which
individual Bah& is are called upon to attain. It is an essential part

of the spiritual growth of a person who has been wronged. To nurse
agrievance or hatred against another soul is spiritually poisonous

to the soul which nursesiit, but to strive to see another person as a
child of God and, however heinous his deed, to attempt to overlook his
sins for the sake of God, removes bitterness from the soul and both
ennobles and strengthensiit.” 18

And again, referring to bettering the conditions of the poor, ‘ Abdu’I-Baha
says.

WORKING

“Do not be satisfied until each one with whom you are concerned isto
you as a member of your family. Regard each one either as a father, or
asabrother, or as asister, or asamother, or asachild. If you can attain
to this, your difficulties will vanish, you will know what to do. Thisisthe
teaching of Bahd u’'lldh.” 19

EDITION
‘ Abdu’ I-Baha demonstrated thisin His own life:

“* Abdu’l-Bahalooked at everyone whom He met as a member of His own
family. One day when He was sitting with two ladies in England, one of
them said to Him, ‘Master, are Y ou not longing to get back to Haifa and be
with Y our beloved family?

‘Abdu’l-Baha smiled and said, ‘| want you to understand that both of you
are
my daughters, and you are just as dear to me as my own daughtersin Haifa.

The ladies could hardly believe their ears and they wondered how they
could be worthy of so high and honour, but it made them realize what

The Insistent Self

Bah& u’'[1&h meant by the Oneness of Mankind and that all men are part
of one family.” 20

Now we continue our study of the passage:

WORKING

“Do not complain of others. Refrain from reprimanding them, and if you
wish to give admonition or advice, let it be offered in such away that it
will not burden the bearer. Turn al your thoughts toward bringing joy
to hearts. Beware! Beware! lest ye offend any heart. Assist the world



of humanity as much as possible. Be the source of consolation to every

EDITION

sad one, assist every weak one, be helpful to every indigent one, care
for every sick one, be the cause of glorification to every lowly one, and
shelter those who are overshadowed by fear.”

We don't offend others. We don’t complain about them or reprimand them,
only giving alittle advice “with words as mild as milk”.21 Our only

thought

isto make everyone happy. We try to help everyone by consoling sad ones,
helping the poor and weak, caring for the sick, raising up the lowly ones and
sheltering the fearful. And we do it for the sake of God, following His divine
example and demonstrating our gratitude for His mercies and blessings.

“Bein perfect unity. Never become angry with one another. Let your

eyes be directed toward the kingdom of truth and not toward the world of
creation. Love the creatures for the sake of God and not for themselves.

Y ou will never become angry or impatient if you love them for the sake of

WORKING

God. Humanity is not perfect. There are imperfectionsin every human
being, and you will always become unhappy if you look toward the people
themselves. But if you look toward God, you will love them and be kind
to them, for the world of God is the world of perfection and complete
mercy. Therefore, do not look at the shortcomings of anybody; see with

EDITION

the sight of forgiveness. The imperfect eye beholds imperfections. The
eye that covers faults |looks toward the Creator of souls. He created them,
trains and provides for them, endows them with capacity and life, sight
and hearing; therefore, they are the signs of His grandeur. Y ou must love
and be kind to everybody, care for the poor, protect the weak, heal the
sick, teach and educate the ignorant.” 22

Shoghi Effendi reiterates this:

"We must love God, and in this state, a general love for al men becomes
possible. We cannot love each human being for himself but our feeling
towards humanity should be motivated by our love for the Father who
created all men.” 23

The Insistent Self

“. .. wemust reach aspiritua plane where God comes first and great
human passions are unable to turn us away from Him. All the time we see
people who either through the force of hate or the passionate attachment
they have to another person, sacrifice principle or bar themselves from
the path of God.” 24

WORKING
To what extent are we to love our fellow-man? ‘ Abdu’l-Bahatells us:



“Oyefriends of God! Show ye an endeavor that all the nations and
communities of the world, even the enemies, put their trust, assurance

EDITION

and hope in you; that if a person fallsinto errors for a hundred- thousand
times he may yet turn his face to you, hopeful that you will forgive his
sins; for he must not become hopeless, neither grieved nor despondent.
Thisis the conduct and the manner of the people of Baha. Thisisthe
foundation of the most high pathway! Y e should conform your conduct
and manners with the advices of * Abdu’l-Bah4.” 25

“First of al, be ready to sacrifice your lives for one another, to prefer
the

general well-being to your personal well-being. Create relationships that
nothing can shake; form an assembly that nothing can break up; have a
mind that never ceases acquiring riches that nothing can destroy. If love
did not exist, what of reality would remain? It is the fire of the love of
God which renders man superior to the animal. Strengthen this superior
force through which is attained all the progressin the world.” 26

WORKING

As we continue our discussion of thistheme, we will look at more Writings that
help usto learn how to be like this. And step by step, day by day, we learn to
be

more spiritually attuned as we continue our journey here and through eternity.

Dorothy Baker said that she had two rules to guide her life. “Oneisthis:

EDITION

Look not to the creatures. Let your heart be supremely attached to our
Beloved; then you can serve al of His children with detachment and joy,
and never fail any of them, no matter what they do. When people make
mistakes, you are only witnessing moments that are hook-ups between
states of consciousness. It doesn’'t matter. The second ruleisthis: Make a
joyous thing of the little services because you can never tell whichislittle
and whichisbigin God' ssight.” 27

Bahd u'lldh said:

“Shouldst thou step alittle way into the worlds of severance, thou wilt
testify that no day greater than this Day and no resurrection mightier
than this Resurrection can be imagined, and that one deed in this Day

The Insistent Self

is equivalent to deeds performed during a hundred thousand years --

nay, | ask pardon of God for this limitation, because deeds done in this
Day are sanctified beyond any limited reward.” 28 “One righteous act is
endowed with a potency that can so elevate the dust as to cause it to pass
beyond the heaven of heavens. It can tear every bond asunder, and hath

WORKING



the power to restore the force that hath spent itself and vanished. . . .” 29

One simple act of unselfish love can make a difference, as Anita
Moorjani noticed when she had her near-death experience described in
her book, Dying to be Me.30 When she “reviewed” her life on the other

EDITION
side, it was the small things, the tiniest acts of kindness which were
most significant.

K.Sri Dhammananda says:

“We are potentially storehouses of love. The spirit of love is more important
than good work.” * All good works whatever are not worth an iota of love
which sets free the heart. Love which sets free the heart comprises good
work. It shines, giveslight and radiance.’” (Buddha)31

Marianne Williamson explains that we are capable of doing what God is asking
usto do. It isarrogance not humility if we think we can’'t do it.32 Who are

we

to think we know ourselves better than God who created us? “Whatever it is
you are guided to do, don’t be concerned about your own readiness; just be
consistently aware of His.” 33 She also says that when we see negative
behavior

in someone we may have difficulty seeing God reflected in a person but we

WORKING

need to believe in their basic goodness. We can try imagining someone as they
were as a child to have more empathy.34 Recognizing that someone may come
into our livesto teach us something, to test us, to force usto learn a

difficult

lesson or virtue may help us, also. Every encounter is alearning experience
and an opportunity to demonstrate love.35 We need to love al — even those
who

EDITION

hurt us — after all, they are learning, as we are. When we come to the
realization

that we are alike, and pass beyond that stage to realize that we “actually

are

each other, then we will begin to find life outside the realm of love no longer
acceptable.” 36 We learn to love the way God does — to love everyone, an
impersonal love, unconditional, not based on what they do but who they arein
essence.37 Our purpose isto invoke each other’ s greatness and work a miracle
in each other’slives.38

At this point, you might be wondering what happened to our discussion of
‘Abdu’l-Baha’ s passage about being aBah&'i. Let’s go back to it:

“In brief, let each one of you be as alamp shining forth with the light of
the virtues of the world of humanity. Be trustworthy, sincere, affectionate



The Insistent Self

and replete with chastity. Be illumined, be spiritual, be divine, be glorious,
be quickened of God, be aBaha'i.”

Let uslook at the importance of virtues. ‘ Abdu’|-Baha says:
“Verily, it is better athousand times for a man to die than to continue

WORKING
living without virtue. . . . The All-loving God created man to radiate the
Divine light and to illumine the world by hiswords, action and life.” 39

Shoghi Effendi espouses the importance of virtues on men’s souls:

EDITION

“First and foremost, one should use every possible means to purge

one’s heart and motives, otherwise, engaging in any form of enterprise
would be futile. It isalso essential to abstain from hypocrisy and blind
imitation, inasmuch as their foul odour is soon detected by every man

of understanding and wisdom. Moreover, the friends must observe the
specific times for the remembrance of God, meditation, devotion and
prayer, asit is highly unlikely, nay impossible, for any enterprise to
prosper and develop when deprived of divine bestowals and confirmation.
One can hardly imagine what a great influence genuine love, truthfulness
and purity of motives exert on the souls of men. But these traits cannot be
acquired by any believer unless he makes a daily effort to gainthem . . .”
40

And these are the virtues mentioned by Bah& u’llah:
“The virtues and attributes pertaining unto God are all evident and

WORKING

manifest, and have been mentioned and described in all the heavenly
Books. Among them are trustworthiness, truthfulness, purity of heart while
communing with God, forbearance, resignation to whatever the Almighty
hath decreed, contentment with the things His Will hath provided, patience,
nay, thankfulness in the midst of tribulation, and complete reliance, in all

EDITION

circumstances, upon Him. These rank, according to the estimate of God,
among the highest and most laudable of al acts. All other acts are, and will
ever remain, secondary and subordinate unto them . ..” 41

We will discuss afew of the virtues here that relate specifically to our study
passage. Although purity of heart is not mentioned in the passage, it is listed
in

the quotation above — “ purity of heart while communing with God”. And in

the study passage ‘ Abdu’|I-Baha asks us to be “replete with chastity”.

“O SON OF SPIRIT!
My first counsel isthis: Possess a pure, kindly and radiant heart, that



thine may be a sovereignty ancient, imperishable and everlasting.” 42
The Insistent Self
‘Abdu’l-Bahatells us:

“O Friends of the Pure and Omnipotent God! To be pure and holy
in al thingsis an attribute of the consecrated soul and a necessary
characteristic of the unenslaved mind. The best of perfectionsis
immaculacy and the freeing of oneself from every defect. Once the

WORKING
individual is, in every respect, cleansed and purified, then will he
become afocal centre reflecting the Manifest Light.

First in ahuman being’sway of life must be purity, then freshness,

EDITION

cleanliness, and independence of spirit. First must the stream bed be
cleansed, then may the sweet river waters be led into it. Chaste eyes
enjoy the beatific vision of the Lord and know what this encounter
meaneth; a pure sense inhaleth the fragrances that blow from the
rose gardens of His grace; a burnished heart will mirror forth the
comely face of truth.” 43

“Blessed thou art and more blessed thou shalt be if thy feet be firm, thy
heart tranquil through the fragrance of His Holy Spirit and thy secret
and hidden thoughts pure before the Lord of Hosts!” 44

Bahd u'llah tells us:

“Let your eye be chaste, your hand faithful, your tongue truthful and
your heart enlightened.” 45

WORKING

Shoghi Effendi discussed the importance of chastity as a spiritua requisite
in his book The Advent of Divine Justice. “A chaste and holy life must

be made the controlling principle in the behavior and conduct of all

Bahd& is, both in their social relations with the members of their own

EDITION
community, and in their contact with the world at large.” 46

“Such a chaste and holy life, with its implications of modesty, purity,
temperance, decency, and clean- mindedness, involves no less than
the exercise of moderation in al that pertains to dress, language,
amusements, and all artistic and literary avocations. It demands daily
vigilance in the control of one’'s carnal desires and corrupt inclinations.
It calls for the abandonment of a frivolous conduct, with its excessive
attachment to trivial and often misdirected pleasures’. 47

Truthfulness was specifically mentioned in Baha u'llah’ s list of
virtues



“pertaining unto God”. And in our study passage, ‘ Abdu’|-Baha
mentioned
that we should be sincere. There are differences in the meanings of

The Insistent Self

truthfulness and sincerity because sincerity seems to be more allencompassing,
including being honest and genuine, earnest, frank, genuine

and without pretense. But we need truthfulness to be sincere. ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha
said: “ Sincerity isto be admired, whilst lying is despicable.” 48 Lying

is definitely the opposite of truthfulness. And we know how important

WORKING

truthfulnessis: “ Truthfulnessis the foundation of all the virtues of the
world of humanity. Without truthfulness, progress and successin all of
the worlds of God are impossible for a soul. When this holy attribute is
established in man, all the divine qualities will also become realized.” 49

EDITION
Shoghi Effendi clarifies:

“Asto the question whether it isright to tell an untruth in order to save
another, he feels that under no condition should we tell an untruth

but at the same time try and help the person in a more legitimate
manner. Of course it is hot necessary to be too outspoken until the
question is directly put to us.” 50

And ‘Abdu’l-Bahasaid: “. . . if adoctor consoles a sick man by saying:
‘Thank God you are better, and there is hope of your recovery’,

though these words are contrary to the truth, yet they may become the
consolation of the patient and the turning-point of theillness. Thisis
not blameworthy.” 51

Juliet Thompson, aNew York Bah& i and successful painter, tells a story

WORKING
about truthfulnessin her diary. Aswe pick up the threads of the story, note
that ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha had aready praised Juliet for her truthfulness:

“He spoke again of my ‘truthfulness'.

EDITION

‘Oh,’” | prayed, ‘may | some day have al the virtues so that in every way
I

can make you happy.’

‘But he who possesses truthfulness possesses all the virtues,” said the
Master. Then He went on to tell us a story.

There was once a disciple of Muhammad who asked of another disciple, ‘What
shall | do to please God? And the other disciple replied: ‘Do not kill. Do

not steal.

Do not covet, ‘etc., etc., etc. A great many ‘do nots'. the Master



laughed. He asked

still another, *What shall | do to become nearer to God? And thisone

said: ‘You

must supplicate and pray. Y ou must be generous. Y ou must be courageous,’
etc.,,

etc., etc. Then the disciple went to *Ali. *What do you say | should do in
order to

please God and to become nearer to Him? ‘ One thing only: be truthful.’

The Insistent Self

‘For,” continued the Master, ‘if you are truthful, you cannot commit
murder.

Y ou would have to confessit! Neither can you steal. Y ou would have to
confessit. So, if oneistruthful, he possesses all the virtues.’

‘I may tell you this,’” He said to me, and He told me a thing so wonderful
that, even to keep and cherish His words and read them over in thetime to

WORKING
come, | cannot repest it here.

‘My Lord,’ | said, ‘if ever | have told Y ou an untruth it was because |
deceived myself.’

EDITION
‘There are degrees of truth,” He answered, ‘ but that word of yours which
has so pleased Me was absolute, perfect, extraordinary truth.”” 52

I have always thought of myself as a truthful person. I don’'t go out of
my way to tell someone the truth if it would hurt their feelings, but |
don’t like exaggeration and have been criticized for being a stickler

for details when someone is relating events. So, imagine mein this
situation and the way | responded. | was attending a week-long summer
school and was excited on the first evening when aman and afew
others with instruments got up to perform and asked if anyone knew the
wordsto “Daniel” by Elton John and would like to come up and sing
with them. | jumped up eagerly because | liked the song and liked to
sing. It was clear in afew short momentsthat | did not know the words
to the song and | stood there, singing the words | did know (mainly the
chorus). | remember the look of surprise, confusion and yes, disdain

WORKING

on the face of the man who was leading the sing-along. | enjoyed my
week, not really giving the incident much thought, but knowing that |
was out of favour with that man! | even got involved teaching a song

to the school’ s participants. We practiced every morning until everyone
knew all the words and actions. So theincident didn’t really stop me from

EDITION
participating and even doing something musical. And | have thought about



it now and again since that time, wondering why | did it but recognizing
the impulsiveness and enthusiasm that precipitated my behavior and lack
of truthfulness. Imagine that man’ s perplexity! Why would | deliberately
lie? I’m sure that he was aware that | really didn’t know the words of the
song, that it wasn't just nervousness or shyness that had interfered. He
may still be trying to figure out why someone would do such athing. |
was certainly atest for him —the lying Bah&'i- and it was another
lessonin

humility for one who prided herself in being truthful!

‘Abdu’I-Baha exhorts us to be trustworthy in our study quote. Taherzadeh
explains that Bah& u’llah “ placed a special emphasison

trustworthiness” 53

out of all the qualities.

The Insistent Self

Bah& u'l1&h states: “ The most precious of all thingsin the estimation
of

Him Who is the Sovereign Truth is trustworthiness: thus hath it been
recorded in the sacred Scroll of God. Entreat ye the one true God to
enable all mankind to attain to this most noble and lofty station.” 54

He deemed it more meritorious that someone be trustworthy than to attain

WORKING
His presence:

“Were aman in this day to adorn himself with the raiment of
trustworthiness it were better for him in the sight of God than that he

EDITION

should journey on foot towards the holy court and be blessed with meeting
the Adored One and standing before His Seat of Glory. Trustworthiness
isas astronghold to the city of humanity, and as eyes to the human
temple. Whosoever remaineth deprived thereof shall, before His Throne,
be reckoned as one bereft of vision.” 55

And He states, “. . . trustworthiness . . . is the door of security for all

that

dwell on earth and atoken of glory on the part of the All-Merciful. He
who partaketh thereof hath indeed partaken of the treasures of wealth
and prosperity. Trustworthiness is the greatest portal leading unto the
tranquillity and security of the people. In truth the stability of every affair
hath depended and doth depend upon it. All the domains of power, of
grandeur and of wealth are illumined by itslight.” 56

In one of ‘Abdu’'l-Bahd’ s Tablets to a devoted Bahad'i, He indicated
that a
believer could carry out many good deeds but if he were not trustworthy

WORKING



his good deeds would come to naught:

“If aman were to perform every good work, yet fail in the least
scruple to be entirely trustworthy and honest, his good works would
become as dry tinder and his failure as a soul-consuming fire. If, on

EDITION

the other hand, he should fall short in all his affairs, yet act with
trustworthiness and honesty, all his defects would ultimately be
righted, all injuries remedied, and all infirmities healed. Our meaning
isthat, in the sight of God, trustworthiness is the bedrock of His Faith
and the foundation of all virtues and perfections. A man deprived

of this quality is destitute of everything. What shall faith and piety
avail if trustworthiness be lacking? Of what consequence can they
be? What benefit or advantage can they confer?“ 57

And again He reiterates its importance:

“You have written on the question of how the friends should proceed in
their business dealings with one another. Thisis a question of the greatest

The Insistent Self

importance and a matter that deserveth the liveliest concern. In relations of
this

kind, the friends of God should act with the utmost trustworthiness and
integrity.

To beremissin this areawould be to turn one's face away from the counsels
of

the Blessed Beauty [Baha u’ [1dh] and the holy precepts of God. If aman
inhis

own home doth not treat his relations and friends with entire trustworthiness
and integrity, his dealings with the outside world -- no matter how much

WORKING

trustworthiness and honesty he may bring to them -- will prove barren and
unproductive. First one should order one’ s own domestic affairs, then attend
to

one' s business with the public. One should certainly not argue that the
friends

need not be treated with undue care, or that it is unnecessary for them to
attach

EDITION

too great importance to the practice of trustworthinessin their dealings with
one another, but that it isin their relations with strangers that correct
behaviour

isessential. Talk like thisis sheer fantasy and will lead to detriment and
loss.

Blessed be the soul that shineth with the light of trustworthiness among the
people and becometh a sign of perfection amidst all men.” 58



We have completed our study of ‘ Abdu’|-Bah& s passage on being a
Bah&'i. | thought it would be fitting to finish this section of the chapter
with examples of ‘ Abdu’l-Bah& s love for others:

“[Thiswas] Abdu’[-Bahd s answer to one who asked Him why it was that
those who came from His presence possessed a shining face. He said, with
that sublime smile and humble gesture of the hands which once seen may
never be forgotten, that if it were so it must be because He saw in every
face the face of His Heavenly Father.” 59

WORKING

And again Howard Colby Ives (a Unitarian minister who became aBaha'i asa
result of his meetings with Abdu’l-Bahd): “I have mentioned several times

the

impression He always made upon me of an all- embracing love. How rarely we
receive such an impression from those around us, even from our nearest and

EDITION

dearest, we all know. All our human love seems based upon self, and even its
highest expression is limited to one or to avery few. Not so was the love
which

radiated from ‘ Abdu’ [-Bahd. Like the sun it poured upon al alike and,

likeit,

also warmed and gave new lifeto al it touched.” 60

We have examined many of the Baha i Writings that teach usto “ignite a
candle of love in every meeting.” And we do it out of obedience and by
following the requisites for spiritual growth. But how do we overlook the
faults of others and not take offence? How do we learn not to take offense,
get angry, feel jealous or envious and complain about others? The Baha'i
Writings provide guidance to help us.

The Insistent Self

Buddhaidentified four kinds of wrong speech, which provide aframework for
the Bah&'i teachings on this topic.61 The first wrong speech islying. We
have

already discussed the importance of truthfulness. The second is backbiting.
Bahd u'lldh tellsus:

“O SON OF MAN!

WORKING

Breathe not the sins of others so long as thou art thyself asinner.
Shouldst thou transgress this command, accursed wouldst thou be,
and to this | bear witness.” 62

EDITION
And ‘ Abdu’|-Baha states;



“The worst human quality and the most great sin is backbiting,
more especially when it emanates from the tongues of the believers
of God. If some means were devised so that the doors of backbiting
were shut eternally and each one of the believers unsealed hislips
in praise of others, then the Teachings of His Holiness Bah& u’llah
would spread, the hearts be illumined, the spirits glorified, and the
human world would attain to everlasting felicity.” 63

“1 hope that the believers of God will shun completely backbiting,
each one praising the other cordially and believe that backbiting is
the cause of Divine Wrath, to such an extent that if a person backbites
to the extent of one word, he may become dishonored among all

the people, because the most hateful characteristic of man is fault-

WORKING

finding. One must expose the praiseworthy qualities of the souls and
not their evil attributes. The friends must overlook their shortcomings
and faults and speak only of their virtues and not their defects.

It isrelated that His Holiness Christ -- May my life be a sacrifice to Him!

EDITION

-- one day, accompanied by His apostles, passed by the corpse of a dead
animal. One of them said: *How putrid has this animal become!’” The other
exclaimed: ‘How it isdeformed!” A third cried out: ‘What a stench! How
cadaverous looking!” but His Holiness Christ said: ‘L ook at its teeth!

how white they are!” Consider, that He did not look at all at the defects of
that animal; nay, rather, He searched well until He found the beautiful
white teeth. He observed only the whiteness of the teeth and overlooked
entirely the deformity of the body, the dissolution of its organs and the
bad odour.

Thisisthe attribute of the children of the Kingdom. Thisis the conduct
and the manner of the real Bahd'is. | hope that al the believers will
attain to thislofty station.” 64

The Insistent Self
And Shoghi Effendi adds:

“The condemnation of backbiting could hardly be couched in stronger
language than in these passages, and it is obviously one of the foremost
obligations for Bah& is to set their faces against this practice. Even if

what

is said against another person be true, the mentioning of his faults to others

WORKING
still comes under the category of backbiting, and is forbidden.” 65

And so backbiting is the “worst human quality and the most great sin”
and fault-finding is “the most hateful characteristic of man.” Strong and



EDITION

persuasive words to motivate us to behave in the opposite way.

Bahd u'lldh

addresses the issue of fault-finding in The Hidden Words. Since The Hidden
Words contain the gems of guidance for our lives, it is significant to me that
this specific issue is addressed several times:

“O SON OF BEING!

How couldst thou forget thine own faults and busy thyself with the faults
of others? Whoso doeth thisis accursed of Me.” 66

“O COMPANION OF MY THRONE!

Hear no evil, and see no evil, abase not thyself, neither sigh and weep.
Speak no evil, that thou mayest not hear it spoken unto thee, and
magnify not the faults of others that thine own faults may not appear
great; and wish not the abasement of anyone, that thine own abasement

WORKING

be not exposed. Live then the days of thy life, that are less than a fleeting
moment, with thy mind stainless, thy heart unsullied, thy thoughts pure,
and thy nature sanctified, so that, free and content, thou mayest put away
this mortal frame, and repair unto the mystic paradise and abide in the

EDITION
eternal kingdom for evermore.” 67

Shoghi Effendi said:

“1f we Bahd& is cannot attain to cordial unity among ourselves, then we
fail to realize the main purpose for which the Bab, Bah& u’llah and the
Beloved Master lived and suffered.

In order to achieve this cordia unity one of thefirst essentialsinsisted on
by Bah& u’llah and ‘ Abdu’ |- Bah&is that we resist the natural

tendency

to let our attention dwell on the faults and failings of others rather than
on our own. Each of usisresponsible for one life only, and that is our
own. Each of usisimmeasurably far from being perfect as our heavenly

The Insistent Self

father is perfect and the task of perfecting our own life and character
isone that requires all our attention, our will-power and energy. If we
allow our attention and energy to be taken up in efforts to keep others
right and remedy their faults, we are wasting precioustime. We are like
ploughmen each of whom has his team to manage and his plough to
direct, and in order to keep his furrow straight he must keep his eye on

WORKING
his goal and concentrate on his own task. If he looks to this side and that
to see how Tom and Harry are getting on and to criticize their ploughing,



then his own furrow will assuredly become crooked.

EDITION

On no subject are the Baha i teachings more emphatic than on the
necessity to abstain from faultfinding and backbiting while being
ever eager to discover and root out our own faults and overcome
our own failings.

If we profess loyalty to Baha u’llah, to our Beloved Master and our dear
Guardian, then we must show our love by obedience to these explicit
teachings. Deeds not words are what they demand, and no amount of
fervour in the use of expressions of loyalty and adulation will compensate
for failureto live in the spirit of the teachings.” 68

Baha u’lléh gives us the prescription for this“ disease”:

“If any differences arise amongst you, behold Me standing before your
face, and overlook the faults of one another for My name's sake and asa

WORKING
token of your love for My manifest and resplendent Cause.” 69

‘Abdu’l-Baha also assists us in combating a tendency to backbite:

“If any soul speak ill of an absent one, the only result will clearly be
this:

EDITION

he will dampen the zeal of the friends and tend to make them indifferent.
For backbiting is divisive, it is the leading cause among the friends of a
disposition to withdraw. If any individual should speak ill of onewho is
absent, it isincumbent on his hearers, in a spiritual and friendly manner,
to stop him, and say in effect: would this detraction serve any useful
purpose? Would it please the Blessed Beauty, contribute to the lasting
honour of the friends, promote the holy Faith, support the Covenant,

or be of any possible benefit to any soul? No, never! On the contrary, it
would make the dust to settle so thickly on the heart that the ears would
hear no more, and the eyes would no longer behold the light of truth.

If, however, a person setteth about speaking well of another, opening
his lips to praise another, he will touch an answering chord in his

The Insistent Self

hearers and they will be stirred up by the breathings of God.

Their hearts and souls will rejoice to know that, God be thanked,
hereisasoul in the Faith who is afocus of human perfections,
avery embodiment of the bounties of the Lord, one whose tongue
is eloguent, and whose face shineth, in whatever gathering he

WORKING
may be, one who hath victory upon his brow, and who isabeing
sustained by the sweet savours of God.



Now which isthe better way? | swear this by the beauty of the Lord:
whensoever | hear good of the friends, my heart filleth up with joy;
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but whensoever | find even ahint that they are on bad terms one with
another, | am overwhelmed by grief. Such is the condition of *Abdu’l-
Bah& Then judge from this where your duty lieth.” 70

Because of His grief after the ascension of Baha u’llah and His dismay
concerning the misdeeds of faithless family members, ‘ Abdu’l-Baha
withdrew to Tiberias. While He was away, Munirih Khanum, His wife,
was used as a scapegoat. ‘ Abdu’l-Bahé advised her that if something was
related about a person, “the hearer should observe complete silence,
engage in communion with the True One and say that the remembrance
of God isbest.” 71

And He said:
“Remember, above al, the teaching of Bah& u’llah concerning

WORKING

gossip and unseemly talk about others. Stories repeated about others
are seldom good. A silent tongue is the safest. Even good may be
harmful, if spoken at the wrong time, or to the wrong person.” 72

And here is guidance from the Universal House of Justice:

EDITION

“You ask in your letter for guidance on the implications of the
prohibitions on backbiting and more specifically whether, in
moments of anger or depression, the believer is permitted to turn
to his friends to unburden his soul and discuss his problem in
human relations. Normally, it is possible to describe the situation
surrounding a problem and seek help and advicein resolving it,
without necessarily mentioning names. The individual believer
should seek to do this, whether heis consulting afriend, Bah&'i or
non-Bahd i, or whether the friend is consulting him.” 73

We are told to focus on our own faults and imperfections.
The Insistent Self
“O EMIGRANTS!

Thetongue | have designed for the mention of Me, defileit not with
detraction. If the fire of self overcome you, remember your own faults
and not the faults of My creatures, inasmuch as every one of you

WORKING
knoweth his own sdf better than he knoweth others.” 74

“It is my hope that you may consider this matter, that you may search
out your own imperfections and not think of the imperfections of



anybody else. Strive with all your power to be free from imperfections.
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Heedless souls are always seeking faults in others. What can the
hypocrite know of others’ faultswhen heisblind to hisown?. .. As
long as a man does not find his own faults, he can never become
perfect. Nothing is more fruitful for man than the knowledge of his
own shortcomings. The Blessed Perfection says, ‘| wonder at the man
who does not find his own imperfections.” ” 75

‘Abdu’ I-Bahatells us to be silent about the faults of others:

“To be silent concerning the faults of others, to pray for them, and to
help them, through kindness, to correct their faults. To look always at
the good and not at the bad. If aman has ten good qualities and one

bad one, to look at the ten and forget the one; and if a man has ten bad
gualities and one good one, to look at the one and forget the ten. Never
to allow ourselves to speak one unkind word about another, even though

WORKING
that other be our enemy.” 76

These are concrete examples that we can practice.
And Shoghi Effendi reiterates the importance of practice:

EDITION

“He heartily agrees with you that unless we practise the Teachings we
cannot possibly expect the Faith to grow, because the fundamental
purpose of al religions -- including our own -- isto bring man nearer to
God, and to change his character, which is of the utmost importance. Too
much emphasisis often laid on the social and economic aspects of the
Teachings; but the moral aspect cannot be over- emphasized.” 77

And to centre our energies on our beloved Faith:

“We must never dwell too much on the attitudes and feelings of our
fellow believers towards us. What is most important is to foster love
and harmony and ignore any rebuffs we may receive; in thisway the

The Insistent Self

weakness of human nature and the peculiarity or attitude of any particular
person is not magnified, but pales into insignificance in comparison with our
joint serviceto the Faith we al love.” 78

The third wrong speech is harsh speech.

WORKING

“A harsh word is like unto a sword, but gentle speech islike unto milk. The
children of the world attain to knowledge and better themselves through
this.” 79

Baha u'lléh tells us that if someone starts an argument with us, we



should not
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use harsh words because we all know that it is generally the retort that starts
a

battle. We should talk quietly and approach the other in a gentle manner.

“Should anyone wax angry with you, respond to him with gentleness; and
should anyone upbraid you, forbear to upbraid him in return, but leave him to
himself and put your trust in God, the omnipotent Avenger, the Lord of might
and justice.” 80

We must not be insolent, rude, angry or cruel. We aso know that we are not to
engage in conflict, in acts that hurt others, as Baha u’ [1dh points out:

“Y e have been forbidden in the Book of God to engage in contention and
conflict, to strike another, or to commit similar acts whereby hearts and souls
may be saddened.” 81

WORKING

“This Wronged One hath forbidden the people of God to engagein
contention or conflict and hath exhorted them to righteous deeds and
praiseworthy character.” 82

“Contend not with your neighbor, and be ye of them that do good.” 83

EDITION
‘ Abdu’ I-Baha adds;

“Be not a cause of grief, much less of strife and sedition.” 84

Sedition means rebellion, resistance to authority. Contention refers to
quarrelling,
arguments and disputes.

“Amity and rectitude of conduct, rather than dissension and mischief, are the
marks of true faith.” 85

“Say: Sow not, O people, the seeds of dissension amongst men, and contend
not with your neighbor. Be patient under all conditions, and place your

The Insistent Self

whole trust and confidence in God. Aid ye your Lord with the sword of
wisdom and of utterance.” 86

So we are told to demonstrate friendliness and good conduct, to be patient
and trust God and be wise in our speech.

WORKING
And we are asked to obey the Golden Rule, the teaching given to us by all
the Manifestations of God:

“O SON OF BEING!



EDITION

Ascribe not to any soul that which thou wouldst not have ascribed to
thee, and say not that which thou doest not. Thisis My command unto
thee, do thou observeit.” 87

“Lay not on any soul aload which ye would not wish to be laid upon you,
and desire not for any one the things ye would not desire for yourselves.
Thisis My best counsel unto you, did ye but observeit.” 838

And if we have difficulties we refer to the Writings and His directions for us:

“Should differences arise amongst you over any matter, refer it to God
while the Sun still shineth above the horizon of this Heaven and, when it
hath set, refer ye to whatsoever hath been sent down by Him.” 89

WORKING

It isdifficult to discipline our selfish nature to turn away from anger and
conflict. If we can be aware of our lower nature creeping in with its desire
to respond negatively, perhaps we can quickly say a prayer and ask for
God' s help to handle the situation in a spiritual manner. And the following
discussion will hopefully provide more answers for us.

EDITION

Blameisadifficulty that results in contending with others. Buddha 90 said
that we tend to blame others if they talk too much; we blame them if they
talk in moderation; we blame them for being silent. No one is exempt
from blame. So we need to accept blame. We need to be prepared to
receive blame and accept it with resignation. Dhammananda says that the
“ugliness’ that we may see in people reflects our own nature. We need to
be patient and not criticize, but put ourselves in the other person’s shoes,
to

see their circumstances and what could have led to their actions. Through
such a path, we adopt an attitude of forbearance, tolerance and acceptance.

Anger is conquered through loving kindness. ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha has told us not
to become angry but to love others for the sake of God. Loving them for

The Insistent Self

the sake of God helps us to be patient and tolerant, rather than expressing our
anger. Baha u'llah tells us “ not to lose one’ s temper” 91 but

“should anyone

wax angry with you, respond to him with gentleness.. . .” 92 And “if he
cometh

upon wrath he shall manifest love.” 93

WORKING

But ‘ Abdu’I-Bah&a makes a distinction between anger at injustice and anger
for

other reasons:

“If he exercises his anger and wrath against the bloodthirsty tyrants who



are like ferocious beasts, it is very praiseworthy; but if he does not use
these
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qualitiesin aright way, they are blameworthy.” 94

We are aso given the remedy for many negative emotions:

“Verily the most necessary thing is contentment under all circumstances; by
thisoneis preserved from morbid conditions and from lassitude. Yield not
to grief and sorrow: they cause the greatest misery. Jealousy consumeth the
body and anger doth burn the liver: avoid these two as you would alion.” 95

In chapter 5, we discussed contentment as one of the secrets of detachment.
Contentment also helps us to avoid negative emations.

“Anybody can be happy in the state of comfort, ease, health, success,
pleasure and joy; but if one will be happy and contented in the time of
trouble, hardship and prevailing disease, it is the proof of nobility.” 96

WORKING

We need to become peaceful, to learn to feel calm inside, to use peaceful
language even when we're angry, to speak gently, courteously and
respectfully.

If we can learn to create inner peace through our daily prayer and meditation,
we will learn contentment. Even if we are angry about an injustice, we cannot

EDITION

determine a course of action if we are in a distracted state of mind. We can
try to observe it as a mental state and try not to direct it to the object of

the

anger. With more awareness, we gain confidence in controlling ourselves.
The Buddha had suggestions for controlling anger. One was to recall the
person’s good qualities, just as ‘ Abdu’I-Bah& has advised us. Also, we

may feel compassion for the person when we realize that he has to face the
consequences of his actions.97 We can also remember that we suffer more from
the hatred or negativity we carry around in our minds than what others can do
to us, so getting rid of our anger removes our real “enemy” from our lives.
And we learn as much from those who treat us as enemies as we do from our
friends and perhaps more, because our friends may not want to tell us about
our weaknesses and we will certainly learn from our “enemies’ how we can
improve if we are only willing to pay attention. 98

The Insistent Self

There are always going to be situations where we are put to the test and we
have a choice to react with anger and negativity or with loving-kindness.
Relying on God'’ s help, we can learn to make the right choice, perhaps not
the first time but as we keep practicing, it will get easier.

WORKING
Bahd u’llah also warns us not to be envious:



“O SON OF EARTH!
Know, verily, the heart wherein the least remnant of envy yet lingers,
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shall never attain My everlasting dominion, nor inhale the sweet savors
of holiness breathing from My kingdom of sanctity.” 99

Strong words! And again He says:

“Wherefore, O My servants, defile not your wings with the clay of
waywardness and vain desires, and suffer them not to be stained with the
dust of envy and hate, that ye may not be hindered from soaring in the
heavens of My divine knowledge.” 100

We have already mentioned that “jealousy consumeth the body” and
should therefore be avoided.

“That it isone’ s duty to be pitiful and harm no one, and to avoid jealousy
and malice at al costs.” 101

WORKING
‘Abdu’[-Bahatells us further:

“ At the same time those who show forth envies, jealousies, etc. toward a
servant, are depriving themselves of their own stations, and not another of

EDITION

his, for they prove by their own acts that they are not only unworthy of being
called to any station waiting them, but also prove that they cannot withstand
the very first test — that of rejoicing over the success of their neighbour,

at

which God rgjoices.. . . Envy closes the door of Bounty, and jealousy prevents
one from ever attaining to the Kingdom of Abha.” [the next world ] 102

But it isdifficult for us not be envious or jealous of others, particularly
because in our materialistic society we are pitted against each other and are
encouraged to be competitive in terms of our lifestyle and in the workforce.
Hushidar Motlagh, a Baha'i writer, tells us that envy “is a deadly

spiritual

disease and a barrier to divine grace and assistance; moreover it spreads
like adark cloud, obscuring the radiance of unity and love among the
believers.” 103 He discusses various levels of intensity in relation to envy:

The Insistent Self

1. “You are better than me. Perhaps you are more educated,
perhaps you teach better, or write better or speak better. And you
arein my way! | wish God would take you ‘ somewhere else’ or
something would happen to you , so | would be the best.

WORKING
2. You surely stand out! | don’t want anything to happen to



you, but | wish you were out of my sight and out of my way.
Whenever | seeyou | feel uneasy, insecure, perturbed.

3. You seem quite capable, and | respect you for that. But you are
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in my way! Frankly, | am surprised by your success and hope you
will stay near where you are now. | know you have aright to be your
best, but still | feel uneasy about all the respect and recognition you
receive. | have somewhat mixed feelings about you. Perhaps | can
only tolerate you, perhaps | feel indifferent toward you. | realy don’t
know, and | would rather not think about it.”

Let us now see envy subdued by love:

“You are great, and everyone should be proud of you. Seeing
you growing gives me joy, for you have actualized my hopes
and dreams. Y ou have set an example for me to emulate. Y ou
have taught me what is possible. I know | can't be like you, but
I will do my best to become my own true self- to become what
| am potentially capable of becoming.” 104

WORKING

| think that Motlagh’ s description really brings the problem of envy
to light and gives us an example of doing the opposite: being proud of
someone and cherishing the gifts they can bring to help others to meet
their potential.

EDITION
Gratitude can be a substitute for jealousy and envy:

“From amongst al mankind hath He chosen you, and your eyes have
been opened to the light of guidance and your ears attuned to the music
of the Company above; and blessed by abounding grace, your hearts and
souls have been born into new life. Thank ye and praise ye God that the
hand of infinite bestowal s hath set upon your heads this gem-studded
crown, this crown whose lustrous jewels will forever flash and sparkle
down all the reaches of time.

To thank Him for this, make ye a mighty effort, and choose for yourselves
anoble goal. Through the power of faith, obey ye the teachings of God,

The Insistent Self

and let al your actions conform to His laws. Read ye The Hidden
Words, ponder the inner meanings thereof, act in accord therewith.
Read, with close attention, the Tablets of Tarazat (Ornaments),
Kalimat (Words of Paradise), Tgjaliyyat (Effulgences), Ishragat
(Splendours), and Bisharat (Glad Tidings), [Writings of Bah& u’llah]
and rise up as ye are bidden in the heavenly teachings. Thus may

WORKING



each one of you be even as a candle casting its light, the centre of
attraction wherever people come together; and from you, asfrom a
bed of flowers, may sweet scentsbe shed . ..” 105

EDITION
We can practice gratitude even when we' re struggling because there is
always something to be grateful for:

“1f we should offer a hundred thousand thanksgivings every moment
to the threshold of God for thislove. . . we would fail to express our
gratitude sufficiently.” 106

Another way to conquer negativity is by smiling and doing so sincerely.
One of the essential conditions for Baha' is when they are consulting with
one another isradiance of spirit. It is difficult to have radiance of spirit

if

we are not smiling and joyous. Bah& u’llah remarked on several qualities
which He loved to see in people. One of them was enthusiasm and courage
and another was “aface wreathed in smiles and aradiant countenance” 107

And He said:

WORKING
“Be worthy of the trust of thy neighbor, and look upon him with a bright
and friendly face.” 108

Smiling and doing so sincerely helps us to conquer any negative emotions,

EDITION

even fear and anxiety, which are rampant in our society. We can help to
conquer our fears by thinking of others, rather than dwelling on our own
problems. “I complained that | had no shoes until | met a man who had no
feet.” (Persian proverb) 109 If your mind is occupied with adesire to help
someone else, fear can’'t be present at the same time.

Serving othersis apractical and loving way of demonstrating our gratitude
and appreciation, according to the Bah& i Writings:

“O SON OF MAN!

Deny not My servant should he ask anything from thee, for hisfaceis My
face; be then abashed before Me.” 110

The Insistent Self

“Forget your own selves, and turn your eyes towards your neighbor.” 111
“Blessed is he who preferreth his brother before himself.” 112

“The more we search for ourselves, the less likely we are to find ourselves,

WORKING
and the more we search for God, and to serve our fellow-men, the more
profoundly will we become acquainted with ourselves, and the more



inwardly assured. Thisisone of the great spiritua laws of life.” 113
And if werealize the Day in which we are living, we are more likely to live
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our livesin confidence.

“O ye beloved of the Lord! Beware, beware lest ye hesitate and waver.
Let not fear fall upon you, neither be troubled nor dismayed. Take ye
good heed lest this calamitous day slacken the flames of your ardour,
and quench your tender hopes. Today is the day for steadfastness and
constancy. Blessed are they that stand firm and immovable as the rock
and brave the storm and stress of this tempestuous hour. They, verily,
shall be the recipients of God’s grace; they, verily, shall receive His
divine assistance, and shall be truly victorious. They shall shine amidst
mankind with a radiance which the dwellers of the Pavilion of Glory
laud and magnify.” 114

“Wherefore are ye downcast and dejected? Why remain despondent
when the Pure and Hidden One hath appeared unveiled amongst you?

WORKING
He Who is both the Beginning and the End, He Who is both Stillness and
Motion, is now manifest before your eyes.” 115

The fourth wrong speech isidle babbling. Bah& u’llah exorts us about
being careful in our speech in many Tablets:
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“Say: Human utterance is an essence which aspireth to exert itsinfluence
and needeth moderation. Asto itsinfluence, thisis conditional upon
refinement which in turn is dependent upon hearts which are detached and
pure. Asto its moderation, this hath to be combined with tact and wisdom
as prescribed in the Holy Scriptures and Tablets. Meditate upon that which
hath streamed forth from the heaven of the Will of thy Lord, He Who isthe
Source of al grace, that thou mayest grasp the intended meaning which is
enshrined in the sacred depths of the Holy Writings.” 116

“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.” 117

The Insistent Self

“Every word is endowed with a spirit, therefore the speaker or expounder
should

carefully deliver hiswords at the appropriate time and place, for the
impression

which each word maketh is clearly evident and perceptible. The Great Being
saith:

One word may be likened unto fire, another unto light, and the influence which
both exert is manifest in the world. Therefore an enlightened man of wisdom



should
primarily speak with words as mild as milk, that the children of men may be
nurtured
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and edified thereby and may attain the ultimate goal of human existence which
isthe station of true understanding and nobility. And likewise He saith: One
word is like unto springtime causing the tender saplings of the rose-garden of
knowledge to become verdant and flourishing, while another word is even as
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adeadly poison. It behoveth a prudent man of wisdom to speak with utmost
leniency and forbearance so that the sweetness of his words may induce everyone
to attain that which befitteth man’s station.” 118

“O SON OF DUST! The wise are they that speak not unless they obtain a
hearing, even as the cup- bearer, who proffereth not his cup till he findeth a
seeker, and the lover who crieth not out from the depths of his heart until he
gazeth upon the beauty of his beloved. Wherefore sow the seeds of wisdom
and knowledge in the pure soil of the heart, and keep them hidden, till the
hyacinths of divine wisdom spring from the heart and not from mire and
clay.” 119

“He must never seek to exalt himself above any one, must wash away from
the tablet of his heart every trace of pride and vainglory, must cling unto
patience and resignation, observe silence, and refrain from idle talk. For the
tongue is a smouldering fire, and excess of speech a deadly poison. Material
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fire consumeth the body, whereas the fire of the tongue devoureth both heart
and soul. The force of the former lasteth but for atime, whilst the effects of
the latter endure a century.” 120

EDITION
And ‘Abdu’I-Bah& who was our example, said:

“Follow thou the way of thy Lord, and say not that which the ears cannot
bear to hear, for such speech islike luscious food given to small children.
However palatable, rare and rich the food may be, it cannot be assimilated
by the digestive organs of a suckling child. Therefore unto every one who
hath aright, let his settled measure be given.” 121

Instead of idle talk, ‘ Abdu’l-Bahalistened, redly listened. In the
following

passage, Baha u'llah extolled ‘ Abdu’ [-Bahafor his powersin
listening:

“Consider the way in which the Master teaches the people. He listens very
carefully to the most hollow and senseless talk. He listens so intently that

The Insistent Self



the speaker saysto himself, ‘Heistrying to learn from me.” Then the
Master gradually and very carefully, by means that the other person does
not perceive, puts him on the right path and endows him with afresh
power of understanding.” 122

Motlagh explains,“. . . The Master listened with enduring patience. He

WORKING

listened as though He were becoming aware of truths never known to Him.
And no matter how irrational, biased, or unjust the ideas appeared to Him,

He listened with deep interest and respect. He also demonstrated the mode
and meaning of moderation in speech, never overpowering others with an
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excess of words.” 123

Hereis Howard Colby Ives description of * Abdu’|-Bahd& s gift:

“How differently ‘ Abdu’I-Baha met the questioner, the conversationalist,
the occasion: To the questioner He responded first with silence-an outward
silence. His encouragement always was that the other should speak and He
listen. There was never that eager tenseness, that restlessness so often met
showing most plainly that the listener has the pat answer ready the moment
he should have a chance to utter it. | have heard certain people described
as good listeners, but never had | imagined such alistener as Abdu’l-Baha.
It was more than a sympathetic absorption of what the ear received. It was
as though the two individualities became one; asif He so closely identified
Himself with the one speaking that a merging of spirits occurred which
made a verbal response almost unnecessary, superfluous. As| write, the
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words of Bah& u’ll&h recur to me: When the sincere servant callsto Mein
prayer | become the very ear with which He heareth My reply. That was
just it! Abdu’l-Baha seemed to listen with my ears. . . And when, under His
encouraging sympathy, the interviewer became emptied of hiswords, there
followed abrief interval of silence. There was no instant and complete
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outpouring of explanation and advice. He sometimes closed Hiseyes a
moment as if He sought guidance from above himself; sometimes sat and
searched the questioner’s soul with aloving, comprehending smile that

melted the heart. And when He finally spoke, and that modulated, resonant
voice of music came, the words were so unexpected, often, so seemingly
foreign to the subject, that the questioner was at first somewhat bewildered,

but always, with me at least, this was followed by a calmness, an understanding
which went much deeper than the mind.” 124

I’ll mention afew more words about the issue of giving or taking offense
which we discussed earlier in studying ‘ Abdu’ [-Bahad s definition of a
Bah&'i. It isimportant to be clear that Baha'is are asked not to give

or



take offense, both of which can lead to conflict and contention. They
The Insistent Self

are told that they must not give or take offense when consulting in
their Assemblies.

“The second principleisthat of detachment in consultation. The members
of an Assembly must learn to express their views frankly, calmly, without
passion or rancour. They must also learn to listen to the opinions of their
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fellow members without taking offence or belittling the views of another.
Baha' i consultation is not an easy process. It requires love, kindliness,
moral courage and humility. Thus no member should ever alow himself
to be prevented from expressing frankly his view because it may offend
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afellow member; and, realizing this, no member should take offence at
another member’ s statements.” 125

Bahd is are advised to consult in al their affairs:

“Take ye counsel together in all matters, inasmuch as consultation is
the lamp of guidance which leadeth the way, and is the bestower of
understanding.” 126

“The question of consultation is of the utmost importance, and is one of
the most potent instruments conducive to the tranquillity and felicity of
the people. For example, when abeliever is uncertain about his affairs,
or when he seeketh to pursue a project or trade, the friends should
gather together and devise a solution for him. He, in histurn, should
act accordingly. Likewisein larger issues, when a problem ariseth, or a

WORKING

difficulty occurreth, the wise should gather, consult, and devise a solution.
They should then rely upon the one true God, and surrender to His
Providence, in whatever way it may be revealed, for divine confirmations
will undoubtedly assist. Consultation, therefore, is one of the explicit
ordinances of the Lord of mankind.” 127

EDITION
More information about the requirements for Bah& i consultation are given
in the next chapter.

Taking offence is aresponse to someone’ s lower nature. If we can remember
that the person is being held captive by their lower nature at that moment in
time, we can more readily forgive them.

St. Rain128 reprinted an editorial originally published in Canadian Bah&'i
News August 1969 on taking offense. The author clearly indicates the
fallacies we are operating under both by giving and taking offence.
Perceiving our enemies as friends, as ‘ Abdu’|-Bahd asks usto do, is



important
and it becomes easier for usto do if we realize that we need to experience
tests

The Insistent Self

from peoplein our livesin order to grow spiritually and to learn how to love
al of humanity. We need to love all people because of our love for God and
not just love those who are “easy” to love. We need to love those who are
difficult to love, who may push people away from them, who are filled with
loneliness, fear, guilt and shame and need a tender, sincere love to “thaw

WORKING

their frozen hearts’.129 We are not doing very well if we can love only those
who love us. If thisis the case, the author states that we need to immerse
ourselvesin the Bah& i Writings, to pray to be able to love al people,

“to seek reconciliation”,130 to serve our fellow-believers regardless of

how

painful it may be and to teach the Bah& i Faith. The author continues:
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“Many people took offence at ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha Himself. Was the Perfect
Exemplar responsible for their being offended? In such acaseit is clear
that offence can be taken when none is intended nor any cause given.

‘ Abdu’I-Baha was the object of the most despicable behaviour which men
are capable of, yet did He ever assume the role of a man offended? It

is possible to exercise the spiritual muscles of forbearance, forgiveness,
mercy and to refuse to take offence or be hurt . . .

Bah& u'l1&h saysthat He desires to see us as one soul in many bodies.

The one who hurts usis simply stuck on a different hurdle in the spiritual
race. And we, in being hurt, are stuck on another. If wetruly believe in the
oneness of mankind we must love wisely enough and well enough to pray
that we will both learn to take our separate hurdlesin our stride, and in the
meantime, love, love and love again.”

WORKING

Thisistheideal that we aim for. But there is something about the idea of
taking offence that makes us jump up and declare that we' re not going to
takeit; it’s not just and has to be dealt with. If someone did me wrong, |
felt that | needed to deal with it and instant forgiveness was not what came
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to mind. Even if | didn’'t deal with such a problem right away and gave
myself time to think about what to do, | always came back to the idea

of seeking justice. Erica Toussaint-Brock referred to the need to instantly
forgive, as‘Abdu’|-Bahatells usto do, in her 2010 talk at a Social and
Economic Development Conference. Someone asked her the question:
What if someone is taking advantage of you? There it is again —the idea
of someone walking all over us and getting away with it. Someone has to



teach that person alesson. And of coursein our society, that will be the
perception. Erica stated that individuals are not to fight it out individually
with each other; they are to overlook each other’s faults. We must till
treat that person kindly and with compassion, and instantly forgive him
but we can take action when justice needs to be done, such as reporting an
incident that has repercussions for other people or, if it iswithin the
Bahd'i

The Insistent Self

community and is areflection on the Bah& i Faith, consulting with the
Assembly. Here | am reiterating ‘ Abdu’I-Baha s explanation of Christ’s
meaning about forgiveness and pardon, cited previously. When we are
dealing one-on-one with an individual, our instructions are clear. We have
only to obey. When we are concerned about being taken advantage of,
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who isworried? We can ask ourselves —who isin charge here, my lower
nature or my higher nature because if we are detached and dependent on
God, our hearts will be happy and contented that we are in God' s hands
and He has promised us that He won’t harm our souls. And, by the way,
speaking of teaching someone alesson, how did ‘ Abdu’ |-Bahateach a
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lesson? I’ m not talking about the incidences where justice was violated

and ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha became angry and dealt with the situation directly. I'm
taking about his dealings with individuals. He encouraged, he overlooked
faults and praised without distinction. Howard Colby Ives tells us this story
about * Abdu’l-Bah&

“1 was present at an interview sought by a Unitarian clergyman, who

was preparing an article on the Baha'i Cause . . . The minister was quite
advanced in age. . . The Master sat quite silent throughout the interview,
listening with unwearied attention to the long hypothetical questions of the
reverend doctor. . . ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha answered mainly in monosyllables.

He never flagged in interest but it seemed to be more an interest in the
guestioner than in his questions. He sat perfectly relaxed, Hishandsin
Hislap with palms upward, as was characteristic of Him. He looked

at the interviewer with that indescribable expression of understanding

WORKING
love which never failed. His face was radiant with an inner flame.

The doctor talked on and on. | grew more and more impatient . . . Why
did not * Abdu’ I-Baha recognize the superficial nature underlying al
these questions? Could He not see that their object was only to gain
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substantiation for a critically adverse magazine article for the writing of
which asubstantial check might be anticipated? Why was not the interview
cut short and the talker dismissed? But if othersin the group grew impatient



‘Abdu’I-Baha did not. He encouraged the doctor to express himself fully.
If

the speaker flagged for a moment ‘ Abdu’ I-Baha spoke briefly in reply to a
guestion and then waited courteously for him to continue.

At last the reverend doctor paused. There was silence for a moment,
and then that softly resonant voice [of ‘ Abdu’|-Bahd] filled the room
... He spoke of ‘His Holiness Christ,” of Hislove for all men, strong
even unto the Cross; of the high station of the Christian ministry ‘to
which you, my dear son, have been called’; of the need that men called
to this station should ‘ characterize themsel ves with the characteristics

The Insistent Self

of God’ in order that their people should be attracted to the divine life
... He spoke, too, of the coming Kingdom of God on earth for which
Christ had told us to pray and which, in accordance with His promise,
Bahd u'lldh. . . had come to this world to establish.

WORKING

Within five minutes, His questioner had become humble, for the moment,

at least, adisciple at His [ Abdu’l-Baha’ 5] feet. He seemed to have

been

transported to another world, asindeed we al were. His face shone faintly as
though he had received an inner illumination. Then ‘Abdu’[-Baharose. . .
He

lovingly embraced the doctor and led him towards the door. At the threshold

EDITION

He paused. His eyes had lighted upon alarge bunch of American Beauty roses
which one of the friends had brought to Him that morning. There were at least
two dozen of them, perhaps three. There were so many and their stems so
long that they had been placed in an earthenware umbrella stand . . .

No sooner had ‘ Abdu’l-Bah& s eyes lighted upon them than He laughed
aoud; His boyish hearty laughter rang through the room. He stooped,
gathered the whole bunch in His arms, straightened and placed them all
in the arms of Hisvisitor. Never shall | forget that round, bespectacled
head above that immense bunch of lovely flowers. So surprised, so
radiant, so humble, so transformed! Ah! * Abdu’[-Baha knew how to
teach the Love of God!” 131

We may take offence because we are sensitive beings but
perhaps we have not yet learned that tenderness — that essence of
vulnerability in exposing our hearts and being confident that all

WORKING

will be well. | will refer more to “tenderness’ later in the chapter.
It isour animal nature, our egos, that take offence, because they

do not want to be exposed or demonstrate their fragility. It isonly
when our spiritual nature isin charge that our openness, our ability
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to be attuned to God and our fellow-man has the power to shrug off
enmity and darts that are thrown our way. ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha asks us to
doit for Him:

“Perhaps the greatest test Bahd' is are ever subjected to is from each
other; but for the sake of the Master [Abdu’[-Baha] they should be ever
ready to overlook each other’ s mistakes, apologize for harsh words they
have uttered, forgive and forget.” 132

And Shoghi Effendi always reminds us of the right actions:

“Y ou should not allow the remarks made by the Bah&'is to hurt or depress
you, but should forget the personalities, and arise to do all you can,
yourself,

to teach the Faith.” 133

The Insistent Self

“...if you close your eyesto the failings of others, and fix your love

and

prayers upon Bahg u’llah, you will have the strength to weather this
storm,

and will be much better for it in the end, spiritualy. Although you suffer,
you

will gain amaturity that will enable you to be of greater help to both your
fellow-Baha'is and your children.” 134
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“We must never dwell too much on the attitudes and feelings of our fellow
believers towards us. What is most important is to foster love and harmony
and ignore any rebuffs we may receive; in this way the weakness of human
nature and the peculiarity or attitude of any particular person is not
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magnified, but pales into insignificance in comparison with our joint service
to the Faith we all love.” 135

And so we conclude our discussion about the four wrong speeches. It is
easy to see how we can affect our relationships negatively with our words.
It will always be a struggle for us to speak and behave lovingly towards
one another. But it is clear from the Baha'i Writings and our discussion in
this chapter that it is our deeds, not our words that take precedence. We
started this chapter with the words “act in accordance with the counsels

of theLord”. It is our actions that distinguish us. And it is easy to speak
about how we should behave but we need to prove it through our deeds,
according to Baha u' l14h:

“O SON OF MY HANDMAID!

Guidance hath ever been given by words, and now it is given by deeds.



WORKING

Every one must show forth deeds that are pure and holy, for words

are the property of all alike, whereas such deeds as these belong only
to Our loved ones. Strive then with heart and soul to distinguish
yourselves by your deeds. In this wise We counsel you in this holy and
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resplendent tablet.” 136

“Say: Beware, O people of Baha, lest ye walk in the ways of them whose
words differ from their deeds. Strive that ye may be enabled to manifest
to the peoples of the earth the signs of God, and to mirror forth His
commandments. Let your acts be a guide unto al mankind, for the
professions of most men, be they high or low, differ from their conduct.
It isthrough your deeds that ye can distinguish yourselves from others.
Through them the brightness of your light can be shed upon the whole
earth. Happy is the man that heedeth My counsel, and keepeth the
precepts prescribed by Him Who isthe All-Knowing, the All-Wise.” 137

Baha u'lléh is very clear about the importance of deeds:
The Insistent Self

“The essence of faith isfewness of words and abundance of deeds; he whose
words exceed his deeds, know verily his death is better than hislife.” 138

“Say, O brethren! Let deeds, not words, be your adorning.” 139

WORKING
‘ Abdu’|-Baha advised:

“Loveyeall religions and all races with alove that istrue and sincere
and show that love through deeds and not through the tongue; for the
latter hath no importance, as the majority of men are, in speech, well-
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wishers, while action is the best.” 140

And He said:

“What profit is there in agreeing that universal friendship is good, and
talking of the solidarity of the human race as a grand ideal? Unless these
thoughts are translated into the world of action, they are useless.

The wrong in the world continues to exist just because people talk only of
their ideals, and do not strive to put them into practice. If actions took the
place of words, the world’s misery would very soon be changed into comfort.

A man who does great good, and talks not of it, is on the way to perfection.
The man who has accomplished a small good and magnifiesit in his

WORKING
speech isworth very little.



If I loveyou, | need not continually speak of my love -- you will know
without any words. On the other hand if | love you not, that also will you
know -- and you would not believe me, were | to tell you in athousand

EDITION
words, that | loved you.

People make much profession of goodness, multiplying fine words
because they wish to be thought greater and better than their fellows,
seeking fame in the eyes of the world. Those who do most good use
fewest words concerning their actions.

The children of God do the works without boasting, obeying Hislaws.” 141
‘Abdu’ |-Baha provides us with a clear mandate:

“Therefore strive that your actions day by day may be beautiful prayers.
Turn towards God, and seek always to do that which is right and noble.

The Insistent Self

Enrich the poor, raise the fallen, comfort the sorrowful, bring healing
to the sick, reassure the fearful, rescue the oppressed, bring hope to
the hopeless, shelter the destitute!

Thisisthe work of atrue Bahd'i, and thisis what is expected of him.
If we strive to do all this, then are we true Bah&'is, but if we neglect

WORKING
it, we are not followers of the Light, and we have no right to the name.

God, who sees dll hearts, knows how far our lives are the fulfilment
of our words.” 142
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“Think ye at all times of rendering some service to every member of the
human race . . . Beye sincerely kind, not in appearance only. Let each
one of God'’ s loved ones centre his attention on this: to bethe Lord’s
mercy to man; to be the Lord’ s grace. Let him do some good to every
person whose path he crosseth, and be of some benefit to him.” 143

Generosity is avirtue that can only be expressed through our deedsand it is
highly praised by Bah& u’ll&h. “To give and to be generous are

attributes

of Mine; well isit with him that adorneth himself with My virtues.” 144

When we provide service to our fellow-men, we are being generous. In
any situation we can be observant and sensitive to the needs of others
and extend a helping hand to all people, not just people who are easy
to help or friends. Generosity awakens our appreciation and feelings of
gratitude because we become aware of how we' ve been helped as we

WORKING
extend similar assistance to others. It also deepens our empathy and



compassion for our fellow-man.

“‘ Abdu’I-Baha’ s generosity was natural to Him already in childhood. A
story isrecorded of the time when young Abbas Effendi [* Abdu’ [-Bahd]
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went to the mountains to see the thousands of sheep which His Father then
owned. The shepherds, wishing to honour their young Guest, gave Him
afeast. Before Abbas was taken home at the close of the day, the head
shepherd advised Him that it was customary under the circumstances to
leave a present for the shepherds. Abbas told the man that He had nothing

to give. Y et the shepherd persisted that He must give something. Whereupon
the Master gave them all the sheep.

We are told that when Baha u’llah heard about thisincident,
He laughed and commented, ‘We will have to protect ‘ Abdu’l-
Baha from Himself — some day he will give himself away.”” 145

And of course He did!
The Insistent Self

“‘Friday mornings at seven there is another picture. Near the tent in the
garden one may see an assemblage of the abject poor — the lame, the halt and
the blind — seldom less than a hundred. As‘ Abdu’ I-Baha passes among

them

He will be seen to give to each a small coin, and to add aword of sympathy or
cheer; often an inquiry about those at home; frequently He sends a share to an
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absent one. It isa sorry procession as they file slowly away, but they all
look

forward to thisweekly visit, and indeed it is said that thisis the chief
means

of sustenance for some of them. Almost any morning, early, He may be
seen making the round of the city, calling upon the feeble and the sick;
many dingy abodes are brightened by His presence.” 146
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If you go back and read the first quotation in this chapter, you will notice
the use of the word “tenderness’. The word “tenderness’ struck a cord
for

me and reminded me that | had encountered it elsewhere in the Writings.
One of these was the prayer:

“O God, my God! Aid Thou Thy trusted servants to have loving and tender
hearts. Help them to spread, amongst all the nations of the earth, the light

of guidance that cometh from the Company on high. Verily Thou art the
Strong, the Powerful, the Mighty, the All-Subduing, the Ever-Giving. Verily
Thou art the Generous, the Gentle, the Tender, the Most Bountiful.” 147



Thisisaprayer which embodies ‘ Abdu’ [-Bahd s instructions about how we
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should treat each other. How important is tenderness! Perhaps a focus on
“tenderness’ will help those of us who become discouraged by the daunting
standards of virtue and behavior mentioned in the Bah& i Writings and

turn away, saying that these are standards of perfection and they can only
do their best or they stay busy in all facets of their life to avoid thinking
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about it. In the Oxford dictionary and definitionsin Google, “tender” is
defined as “soft, not tough or hard; frail and delicate; easily hurt and
sensitive; susceptible to pain or grief (tender heart); characterized by

or expressing gentleness, given to sympathy, tendency to express warm
and affectionate feeling; compassionate, considerate and protective;
demonstrating benevolence, kindness, mildness and mercy.” It seemsto
have a different component to it in comparison to love, a softness and
gentleness, avulnerability and openness of heart. It takes a great deal from
us personally as we are touched, moved to pity and feel something deeply.
Perhaps it is something that we do not want to experience. We want to run
away because we feel our vulnerability and are afraid our hearts will be
broken. But if we can feel tenderness we are truly in touch with our hearts,
that deepest part of us that belongsto God. As Baha' u’llah explains:

The Insistent Self
“Thy heart is My home; sanctify it for My descent.” 148

“All that isin heaven and earth | have ordained for thee, except
the human heart, which | have made the habitation of My beauty
andglory . ..” 149

WORKING

| am reminded of Bah& u’llah’s daughter and * Abdu’l-Bah&'s

Sister,

Bahiyyih Khanum, when | think about living alife of tenderness, feeling
it deeply, coping with fortitude through extremes of pain and grief. And if
we can turn to others with tenderness, we can endure al difficulties from
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the people; we will have learned to accept it al graciously; we will have
manifested tenderness, as The Greatest Holy Leaf did:

“You were sure that if one tried to hurt her she would wish to console

him for his own cruelty. For her love was unconditioned, could penetrate
disguise and see hunger behind the mask of fury, and she knew that the
most brutal self is secretly hoping to find gentlenessin another. She had
that rarest heart- courage, - to uncover the very quick of tenderness to any
need. And so deep was her understanding that she plumbed all the miseries
of the human heart and read their significance, blessing both the victim
and the valid pain itself.



So alive was she to the source of all bounty that she had no consciousness
of her own bounty. When she made a gift she seemed to be thanking
you for it. The prompting included gratitude. When she gave joy she
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blessed you for it. It was almost asif she did not distinguish giving from
receiving . . . shetook nothing for granted in the way of devoted service
and even in her last hours she whispered or smiled her thanks for every
littlest ministration . . .
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And as she would not lock away her small treasures, neither would she
store up her wisdom and her riches of experience. In her, experience left

no bitter ash. Her flame transmuted all of life, even its crude and base
particles, into gold. And this gold she spent. Her wisdom was of the heart.
She never reduced it to formula or precept; we have no wise sayings of hers
that we can hang motto-like on our walls, just by being what she was she
gave us al she knew.

... Something greater than forgiveness she had shown in meeting
the cruelties and stricturesin her own life. To be hurt and to forgive
issaintly but far beyond thisis the power to comprehend and not be
hurt. This power she had . . . She was never known to complain or
lament. It was not that she made the best of things, but that she found

The Insistent Self

in everything, even in calamity itself, the germs of enduring wisdom.

She did not resist the shocks and upheavals of life and she did not run
counter to obstacles. She was never impatient. She was as incapable

of impatience as she was of revolt. But this was not so much longsuffering as
it was quiet awareness of the forces that operate in the
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hours of waiting and inactivity. Always she moved with the larger rhythm,
the wider sweep, toward the ultimate goal. Surely, confidently, she followed
the circle of her orbit around the Sun of her existence, in that complete
acquiescence, that perfect accord, which underlies faith itself.” 150
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And we have Shoghi Effendi’ s description of the bonds between The Bab
and Baha u'llah:

“Especially, we notice the feeling and life in the work; authentic
everywhere, heis particularly sensitive when recording tenderness and
love, which he understood so well that in the end he could not live with
the knowledge of it, could not contain it. Thereis, for instance, that
passage where he explains the bonds between the Bab and Bah& u’llah,
and shows how they matched agony for agony; then he says: * Such love
no eye has ever beheld, nor has mortal heart conceived such mutual
devotion. If the branches of every tree were turned into pens, and all



the seas into ink, and earth and heaven rolled into one parchment, the
immensity of that love would still remain unexplored, and the depths
of that devotion unfathomed.”” 151

And this description of ‘Abdu’[-Bah&:
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“Teawas brought in -- in the little clear glasses always used in ‘ Akka --

and He served us with His own hands. Then, seating Himself again on the
divan, He called the four children who werewith us. . . and with alavish
tenderness, a super abundance of overflowing love, such as could only have
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come from the very Centre and Source of Love, He drew all four to His knees,
clasped them in His arms, which enclosed them all, gathered and pressed and
crushed them to His Heart of hearts .. . . He sat on the floor in their midst,

He put sugar into their tea, stirred it and fed it to them, all the while

smiling

celestidly, an infinite tenderness playing on the great Immortal Face like
white

light. I cannot expressit! In acorner sat an old Persian believer, in a state

of complete effacement before his Lord, his head bowed, his eyelids lowered,
his hands crossed on his breast. Tears were pouring down his cheeks.” 152

And Shoghi Effendi:

“These details are few and incomplete. They say nothing of Shoghi Effendi’s
tenderness toward the believers: cables when they were ill, tributes when
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they died. All too often, every affliction from which they suffered made its
way straight to him. They say nothing of the sums he disbursed for the poor,
denying himself, traveling inexpensively when he was abroad for a brief
rest, carrying little luggage along. They say nothing of how, when Howard
Carpenter fell mortally ill in Tehran, the Guardian, unasked, sent me
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money through the Tehran Assembly; or how, in California one year later,
on the day and at the very moment when | came home from Howard'’ s burial
to alife that had collapsed, | was handed a cable from Shoghi Effendi.” 153

And thisis how we are asked to be with others:
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“ ...l ask God to make thee a new creature so that the lights of human
perfections may shine through thee and to make thee kind hearted unto
all human beings so that thou mayest be a mercy unto souls, absolute
goodnessto all, asign of kindness, aword of tenderness. . .” 154

“1f thou wishest to guide the souls, it isincumbent on thee to be firm, to
be good and to be imbued with praiseworthy attributes and divine qualities



under all circumstances. Be asign of love, a manifestation of mercy, a
fountain of tenderness, kind-hearted, good to all and gentle to the servants
of God, and especially to those who bear no relation to thee, both men and
women. Bear every ordeal that befalleth thee from the people and confront
them not save with kindness, with great love and good wishes.” 155

And we take the tenderness that comes from Heaven and bestow it

WORKING
upon all men:

“O ye my loved ones! Theworld iswrapped in the thick darkness of open
revolt and swept by awhirlwind of hate. It is the fires of malevolence that
have cast up their flames to the clouds of heaven, it is a blood-drenched flood
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that rolleth across the plains and down the hills, and no one on the face of
the earth can find any peace. Therefore must the friends of God engender
that tenderness which cometh from Heaven, and bestow love in the spirit
upon al humankind. With every soul must they deal according to the Divine
counsellings and admonitions; to all must they show forth kindness and
good faith; to all must they wish well. They must sacrifice themselves for
their friends, and wish good fortune to their foes. They must comfort the
ill-natured, and treat their oppressors with loving- kindness. They must be
asrefreshing water to the thirsty, and to the sick, a swift remedy, a healing
balm to those in pain and a solace to every burdened heart. They must be
aguiding light to those who have gone astray, a sure leader for the lost.
They must be seeing eyes to the blind, hearing ears to the deaf, and to the
dead eternal life, and to the despondent joy forever.” 156
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Here are some practical thingsto try to keep us on the path of loving
kindness:

1. “Every morning, establish the intention to be kind and loving that
day.” 157 “Throughout the day, deliberately and actively bring kindness
into your actions, your speech and most of al, your thoughts.” 158

WORKING
2. Think of aworld in which thereis only love. Hold that thought
for several minutes every day.

3. “Walk into aroom and silently bless everyoneinit.” 159
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4. “Every day, try to have compassion for five kinds of people:
someone you're grateful to . . . aloved one or afriend, a neutral
person, someone who is difficult for you —and yourself.” 160

5. “Each day make an attempt to serve othersin some small way
and do not tell anyone.” 161



6. “Defend the absent . . .Y ou can wonder out loud how that person
would explain the ways of being that are being criticized, and suggest
that there may be more than what is seen on the surface. . . Always ask,
‘Who hereis defending the person who isn't here to defend himself? 162

7. Begin to keep track of judgement thoughts you allow yourself
each day. Redirect your thoughts. Consider the fullness of God in the
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person.163 This increases your awareness of atendency to judge others.
When you notice that you are judging someone, start to break this habit
and replace it with thoughts of being connected with all you meet.

8. “ Set some time aside each day specifically to practice not
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making other people wrong. Instead of attacking when you find
yourself in disagreement, try saying something like ‘ Tell me
more —that’s a point of view I’ ve never considered before.” Y our
detachment from the need to be right will defuse suffering and
antagonisms and help you to create a more peaceful inner life.
Y ou aready know that most people are not going to have the
same opinion. By detaching yourself from the need to disagree,
you open up the lines of communication, end your frustration
at the people who disagree with you, and find yourself more

in balance. It can be done without much of a struggle. Simply
open yourself up by offering others your comments and
thoughts, rather than jJumping down their throats with your
opinions and your attachment to proving them wrong.” 164

The Insistent Self

9. It isimportant to move slowly on the inside when things on
the outside are moving fast, as Williamson points out in her book,
The Gift of Change. We need to be slow, conscious and prayerful
when things are happening, to take time to think, meditate and
pray. We need to recognize that timeis not that important and to

WORKING

take time for others, to give them all the time that they need and
to really listen to them. It is not easy to do because our world
seems to be moving so fast and we are all affected by the speed,
but it iswhat we are called to do.

EDITION
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Chapter 8
Becoming a Channel

Now we have come full circle. We began by examining the insistent

WORKING

self, referring to our lower nature, the promptings that are part of our
heritage as human beings and will always be present, requiring usto
be ever-vigilant and to use our volition and effort in order to stay tuned
to our noble selves and follow a spiritual path.Thisis particularly true

EDITION

in the western world as its rampant materialism continues unabated. A
few daysago | saw aTV program with a count-down of the ten most
commonly eaten foods. Numbers 1 and 2 were hamburgers and French
fries and the list included chocolate, potato chips, fried chicken and
ice-cream. And how did they get to be the most common? Through
availability, through marketing and through our tendency to be gullible
and to be lulled in our materialistic culture to follow the trends and
take the easy way out without questioning our choices or lifestyle. And
because they are fast foods well-suited to our pace of life that keeps us
running faster and faster on the treadmill of thislife and less conscious
of our souls and the purpose of our being.

In the following chapters, we studied the requisites for our souls. We
discussed prayer, meditation and fasting, to counteract the forces of our
lower nature as well as materialism. We stressed the need for detachment
from the things of the world, to turn away from selfish needs and surrender

WORKING

ourselves and make sacrifices for God and for mankind. We discussed the
significance of tests. Having investigated thoroughly the work we need to
do on ourselves, we then turned to the purpose of our being, our need to
make a spiritual connection with others and to love all with pure, unselfish,

EDITION

tender care. What more do we need to include? Having a plan for our
personal transformation and dedicating our lives to our fellow-man, what
more is required of us? We learn to know and love God, we acquire virtues
and we love all as we are commanded to do. So this chapter only serves

to reinforce the others — to stress our obligation and responsibility to

serve

mankind and to impart the Teachings of Bah& u’llah to others, at the same
time recognizing that our aims can not be realized without unity. And



in following these guidelines, we become channels for God' s grace to
flow through us:

“Baha u'llah (may my life, my soul, my spirit, be offered up asa
sacrifice

unto Hislowly servants) hath, during His last days on earth, given the
most emphatic promise that, through the outpourings of the grace of
The Insistent Self

God and the aid and assistance vouchsafed from His Kingdom on high,
souls will arise and holy beings appear who, as stars, would adorn the
firmament of divine Guidance; illumine the dayspring of loving kindness
and bounty; manifest the signs of the unity of God; shine with the light of
sanctity and purity; receive their full measure of divine inspiration; raise
high the sacred torch of faith; stand firm as the rock and immovable as
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the mountain; and grow to become luminariesin the heavens of His
Revelation, mighty channels of His grace, means for the bestowal s of
God' s bountiful care, heralds calling forth the name of the one true God,
and establishers of the world’ s supreme foundation.” 1

EDITION
Our responsibility is service to mankind. Baha u’llah has emphasized its
importance:

“How great the blessedness that awaiteth him that hath attained the
honor of serving the Almighty! By My life! No act, however great, can
compare with it, except such deeds as have been ordained by God, the
All-Powerful, the Most Mighty. Such a serviceis, indeed, the prince of
all goodly deeds, and the ornament of every goodly act. Thus hath it been
ordained by Him Who is the Sovereign Revealer, the Ancient of Days.” 2

“That one indeed is aman who, today, dedicateth himself to the service of

the

entire human race. The Great Being saith: Blessed and happy is he that ariseth
to promote the best interests of the peoples and kindreds of the earth.” 3

WORKING
“Spread abroad the sweet savors of thy Lord, and hesitate not, though it
be for less than a moment, in the service of His Cause.” 4

And it is our purpose:

EDITION

“This Wronged One testifieth that the purpose for which mortal men
have, from utter nothingness, stepped into the realm of being, is that they
may work for the betterment of the world and live together in concord
and harmony.” 5

“Man’s merit lieth in service and virtue and not in the pageantry of
wealth and riches.” 6



“OMY SERVANT!

The basest of men are they that yield no fruit on earth. Such men are
verily counted as among the dead, nay better are the dead in the sight of
God than those idle and worthless souls.” 7

The Insistent Self
‘Abdu’I-Bahatells us that this service is asign of nobility:

“...listhere any deed in the world that would be nobler than service to
the common good?’ 8

WORKING

“And the honor and distinction of the individual consist in this, that he
among all the world’s multitudes should become a source of social good.
Isany 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

EDITION
to hisfellow men? No, by the one true God, there is no greater bliss, no
more complete delight.” 9

“Man is he who forgets his own interests for the sake of others. His own
comfort he forfeits for the well-being of all. Nay, rather, his own life
must he be willing to forfeit for the life of mankind. Such aman isthe
honor of the world of humanity. Such a man isthe glory of the world of
mankind. Such aman is the one who wins eternal bliss. Such aman is
near to the threshold of God. Such a man is the very manifestation of
eternal happiness. . .

Consider how the greatest men in the world -- whether among prophets
or philosophers -- al have forfeited their own comfort, have sacrificed
their own pleasure for the well-being of humanity. They have sacrificed
their own lives for the body politic. They have sacrificed their own wealth

WORKING

for that of the general welfare. They have forfeited their own honor
for the honor of mankind. Therefore it becomes evident that thisisthe
highest attainment for the world of humanity.” 10

And it isthrough hisfaith that he is able to accomplish this:
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“Whoso hath recognized Me, will arise and serve Me with such
determination that the powers of earth and heaven shall be unable to
defeat his purpose.” 11

“Sincerity is the foundation-stone of faith. That is, areligious individual
must disregard his personal desires and seek in whatever way he can
wholeheartedly to serve the public interest; and it isimpossible for a
human being to turn aside from his own selfish advantages and sacrifice



his own good for the good of the community except through true religious
faith. .. That individual . . . will for the sake of God abandon his own
peace and profit and will freely consecrate his heart and soul to the
common good.” 12

The Insistent Self
‘Abdu’'I-Bahatells us;

“Faith is the magnet which draws the confirmation of the Merciful One.
Service is the magnet which attracts the heavenly strength. | hope thou
wilt attain both.” 13

WORKING
‘Abdu’ |-Baha raises service to the rank of worship:

“. .. dl effort and exertion put forth by man from the fullness of his
heart isworship, if it is prompted by the highest motives and the will to do

EDITION

service to humanity. Thisisworship: to serve mankind and to minister to
the needs of the people. Serviceis prayer. A physician ministering to the
sick, gently, tenderly, free from prejudice and believing in the solidarity
of the human race, heis giving praise.” 14

By serving mankind, we are serving God, as ‘ Abdu’|-Bahé& clearly points
out:

“With hearts set aglow by the fire of the love of God and spirits refreshed
by the food of the heavenly spirit you must go forth as the disciples
nineteen hundred years ago, quickening the hearts of men by the call of
glad tidings, the light of God in your faces, severed from everything save
God. Therefore, order your lives in accordance with thefirst principle

of the divine teaching, which islove. Service to humanity is service to
God.” 15

WORKING

“1 have come to this country in the advanced years of my life, undergoing
difficulties of health and climate because of excessive love for the friends
of God. It is my wish that they may be assisted to become servants of

the heavenly Kingdom, captivesin the service of the will of God. This
captivity isfreedom; this sacrifice is glorification; this labor is reward;
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this need is bestowal. For service in love for mankind is unity with God.
He who serves has already entered the Kingdom and is seated at the right
hand of hisLord.” 16

“If thou seekest eternal glory, let thyself be humble and meek in the
presence of the beloved of God; make thyself the servant of al, and serve
all aike. The service of the friends belongs to God, not to them. Striveto
become a source of harmony, spirituality and joyfulness to the hearts of



the friends and the maid-servants of the Merciful. Thisis a cause of great
satisfaction to ‘ Abdu’I-Baha” 17

“There isno greater result than bonds of service in the divine Kingdom
and attainment to the good pleasure of the Lord.” 18

The Insistent Self
And there is a sense of urgency:

“On the outspread tablet of thisworld, ye are the verses of His singleness;
and atop lofty palace towers, ye are the banners of the Lord. In His
bowers are ye the blossoms and sweet-smelling herbs, in the rose garden
of the spirit the nightingales that utter plaintive cries. Y e are the birds

WORKING
that soar upward into the firmament of knowledge, the royal falcons on
the wrist of God.

Why then are ye quenched, why silent, why leaden and dull? Y e must
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shine forth like the lightning, and raise up a clamouring like unto the
great sea. Like a candle must ye shed your light, and even as the soft
breezes of God must ye blow across the world. Even as sweet breaths
from heavenly bowers, as musk-laden winds from the gardens of the
Lord, must ye perfume the air for the people of knowledge, and even

as the splendours shed by the true Sun, must ye illumine the hearts of
humankind. For ye are the life-laden winds, ye are the jessamine-scents
from the gardens of the saved. Bring then life to the dead, and awaken
those who slumber. In the darkness of the world be ye radiant flames;

in the sands of perdition, be ye well-springs of the water of life, beye
guidance from the Lord God. Now is the time to serve, now isthe time to
be on fire. Know ye the value of this chance, this favourable juncture that
islimitless grace, ereit slip from your hands.

Soon will our handful of days, our vanishing life, be gone, and we shall
pass, empty-handed, into the hollow that is dug for those who speak no

WORKING

more; wherefore must we bind our hearts to the manifest Beauty, and
cling to the lifeline that faileth never. We must gird ourselves for service,
kindle love s flame, and burn away inits heat.” 19

EDITION
‘Abdu’ |-Baha tells us that we need to serve with extreme humility:

“The onesin real authority are known by their humility and self-sacrifice
and show no attitude of superiority over the friends. Some time ago a
tablet was written stating that none are appointed to any authority to

do anything but to serve the Cause as true servants of the friends-and

for thisno tablet is necessary; such service when true and unselfish,



required no announcement, nor following, nor written document. Let the
servant be known by his deeds, by hislife! To be approved of God alone
should be one’'saim.” 20

“...Inthereligion of Baha u'llah all are servants and
maidservants,
brothers and sisters. As soon as one feels alittle better than, alittle

The Insistent Self

superior to, the rest, he isin adangerous position, and unless he casts
away the seed of such an evil thought, heis not afit instrument for the
service of the Kingdom.” 21

Our service to mankind is crucid:
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“. .. wemust never forget that our service isaspiritual one. Mankind is
dying for lack of true religion and thisis what we have to offer to humanity.
It isthe love of God, manifest in the appearance of Bah& u’ll&h, which

will feed the hungry souls of the world and eventually lead the peoples

EDITION
out of the present morass into the orderly, uplifting, and soul-inspiring
task of establishing God' s Kingdom on earth.” 22

And so we consecrate our livesin service:

“O army of God! Make ye amighty effort: perchance ye can flood this
earth with light, that this mud hut, the world, may become the Abha
Paradise. [the Kingdom of God] The dark hath taken over, and the brute
traits prevail. Thisworld of man is now an arenafor wild beasts, afield
where the ignorant, the heedless, seize their chance. The souls of men

are ravening wolves and animals with blinded eyes, they are either deadly
poison or useless weeds -- all except for avery few who indeed do nurture
atruistic aims and plans for the well-being of their fellow men: but ye
must in this matter -- that is, the serving of humankind -- lay down your
very lives, and as yeyield yourselves, rejoice.” 23

WORKING

Here is a story about Grace Robarts Ober and how she learned about
service at the hands of the Master. Grace was a dedicated Bah& i, described
asa“friend to al the world” with the “habit . . . of considering the

welfare

of everyone.” 24 “So she went to ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha and begged that, when he
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returned to New Y ork, she might help with that household . . .
‘Abdu’l-Baha

looked at her very searchingly and said, ‘ Greece (His loving nickname for
Grace) Greece, are you SURE you wish to serve ME? Grace said, ‘ Oh,
YES! More than anything else in the world!” * Abdu’ [-Bah&a made no



answer but walked away. The next morning this scene was repeated.
On the third morning, Grace . . . went to Him athird time — and this
time He became very stern. Areyou VERY SURE you wish to SERVE
ME? Grace was startled at the sternness but she didn’t waver. ‘YES|
am VERY SURE!

So then he nodded. ‘Very well go, settle up your affairs, and we will meet
in New York.” Jubilant and radiant, Grace settled up her *affairs’. Then
with wings on her feet, she went to New Y ork. Luawas already there and

The Insistent Self

together they prepared for ‘ Abdu’|-Bahd’ s arrival. [Lua Getsinger was
another devoted and well-known Bah& i who travelled extensively for the
Baha'i Faith and spent some time with * Abdu’I-Bahain the Holy Land.]
The day came. . . He camein. He welcomed Luawarmly, glanced at Grace
as at a complete stranger, and turned away. Grace was appalled, shocked.

WORKING

Hadn’t He recognized her? Had He forgotten her? Had she misunderstood
the permission to come to New Y ork? Or had she displeased Him and was
this punishment?

Whatever it was, it continued with no let-up . . . She worked in that
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household until long after midnight — cleaning, cooking, scrubbing, and
then she would rise at five in the morning to begin all over again. She
worked as she had never worked before in all her life and ‘ Abdu’l-Baha
ignored her completely.

[One day, when * Abdu’ [-Baha had gone out], she thought of the white
roses that had been delivered that morning, as they were daily, for
‘Abdu’l-

Baha s room. The one bright spot in these dreadful days for Grace had
been that she was the one to arrange these roses each morning. So, with
the long florists' box in her arms, she climbed up to ‘ Abdu’l-Bah&' s
room

at the top of the house, where He had wished to be. She reached the top
of the third flight — and found the door not only closed, but locked against
her. And always before it had stood wide open! This, for Grace, was the
last straw . . . she sank down on the floor and wept with the fallen roses
scattered around her. At last, the sobs faded, her tears spent themselves,

WORKING
and, exhausted, she gathered up the roses and went back downstairs.

... Grace- it was now past noon —was hungry. So, she went down to the
kitchen to get something to eat. And in that house that fed, each day, so
many dozens of people, there was nothing to eat but one egg and a small

EDITION



piece of leftover bread in * Abdu’l-Bah& s breadbox . . . So Grace boiled
her

one egg and put her small portion of bread on a plate. Putting the egg in
an egg cup, she chipped the shell —and the egg, as bad as an egg can get,
exploded in her face. She cleaned up the mess and returned to her bit of
leftover bread. And, as she crumbled the bread, eating it crumb by crumb,
sherealized, suddenly, exactly what she was doing — she was, blessedly,
eating the crumbs of the bread of life from * Abdu’|-Bah& s table. She
began

to eat even more slowly as the spirit of prayer came to possess her.

Not long after this the household returned . . . and that evening Lua came
to Grace and said, ‘ The Master has asked me to tell you that He knows
you wept.” And thiswas the first time it had occurred to Grace that all this
dreadful experience might have areason, a pattern. And —if this were true

The Insistent Self

she must find out what the reason could be. So she went up to her room to
pray about it. To pray for illumination and wisdom and the selflessness to
understand. And as she prayed she heard a small voice saying ‘Areyou
as happy scrubbing the garbage pails as you are arranging the roses?

And she suddenly realized what the spirit of true service was. It wasto
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riseto selflessjoy in offering the service, no matter what form that service
might take. And as this truth swept over her, suffusing her, illuminating her,
the door opened, and ‘ Abdu’ [-Bah& walked into the room. His arms were
outstretched; His dear face was glorified. ‘Welcome!’” He cried to Grace,
‘“Welcome to the Kingdom!” And He held her close, embracing her deeply.
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And never did He withdraw Himself from her again.” 25

‘Abdu’|-Bahawas truly a Servant. It was said that He would write up to
ninety letters aday and “pass many a night, from dusk to dawn, alone
in His bed-chamber engaged in a correspondence which the pressure

of His manifold responsibilities had prevented Him from attending to
in the day-time.” 26 And we have the description of ‘Abdu’'l-Bahad’s
letter-writing service in this report from Ahmad Sohrab, a secretary
who travelled with * Abdu’ |-Bah&

“The many difficult problems of the Bah& i world are solved by him.
Now he writes to Persia on how to hold an election, then to far-off
Americaon how to rent ahall. One Bah& i desires to know whether she
should cook food for her child; another person asks how to proceed to
buy a piece of land. There are some misunderstandings in this assembly

WORKING
to be removed; the feelings of some person are ruffled, and must be
smoothed down. One man’s mother or father is dead, he requests a



Tablet of visitation, another desires to have awife. Tooneachildis
born; she begs for aBah& i name; another has taught several souls, he
asks for Baha'i rings for them. This man has had business reverses, he
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must be encouraged, another has fallen from aladder, he imploresfor a
speedy recovery. One has quarrelled with hiswife, and he wants advice
on how to be reconciled; another supplicates for blessings upon his
marriage. The Master goes over these one by one with infinite patience
and with hiswords of advice, creates order out of chaos. The sorrows

of the world troop along in review before him, and as they pass, |o,

the transformation happens! The sorrowful becomes joyful, the illtempered
good-natured, the lazy active, the leepy one awakened. With

magical words he transmutes iron into gold and darknessinto light. At
last he rises from his seat and for awhile walks to and fro, still dictating
Tablets to the philosopher and to the simple; soaring toward the empyrean
of spirituality, giving us avision of sanctity, and of the roses of Paradise,
and for awhile we roam, guided by him, in those delectable gardens of

The Insistent Self

Abha, intoxicated with the fragrance of God; and then we find ourselvesin
the streets, walking home upborne on the wings of light.” 27

Baha' U’ lldh emphasizes the importance of respecting and serving our
parents:

WORKING

“The fruits that best befit the tree of human life are trustworthiness

and godliness, truthfulness and sincerity; but greater than all, after
recognition of the unity of God, praised and glorified be He, isregard for
the rights that are due to one’s parents.” 28

EDITION
“Verily, We have enjoined on every son to serve hisfather. Such isthe
decree which We have set forth in the Book.” 29

“Show honor to your parents and pay homage to them. Thiswill cause
blessings to descend upon you from the clouds of the bounty of your
Lord, the Exalted, the Great.” 30

“Beware lest ye commit that which would sadden the hearts of your
fathers and mothers. Follow ye the path of Truth which indeedisa
straight path. Should anyone give you a choice between the opportunity
to render a service to Me and a service to them, choose ye to serve them,
and let such service be a path leading you to Me.” 31

And ‘Abdu’|-Baha advises:

WORKING
“Assuredly engage in service to thy father, and as well, whenever thou
findest time, diffuse the divine fragrances.” 32



But we must not allow service to our parents to deter us from our spiritual
path:
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“1f thou wouldst show kindness and consideration to thy parents so that
they may feel generally pleased, this would also please Me, for parents
must be highly respected and it is essential that they feel content, provided
they deter thee not from gaining access to the Threshold of the Almighty,
nor keep thee back from walking in the way of the Kingdom. Indeed it
behoveth them to encourage and spur thee on in thisdirection.” 33

We must look after the poor, according to the Bah& i Writings:
“OYE RICH ONES ON EARTH!

The poor in your midst are My trust; guard ye My trust, and be not intent
only on your own ease.” 34

The Insistent Self

“Service to the friends is service to the Kingdom of God, and consideration
shown to the poor is one of the greatest teachings of God.” 35

“What could be better before God than thinking of the poor? For the
poor are beloved by our heavenly Father. When His Holiness Christ
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came upon the earth those who believed in him and followed him

were the poor and lowly, showing the poor were near to God. When a
rich man believes and follows the Manifestation of God it is a proof that
his wealth is not an obstacle and does not prevent him from attaining
the pathway of salvation. After he has been tested and tried it will be
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seen whether his possessions are a hindrance in hisreligious life. But

the poor are especially beloved of God. Their lives are full of difficulties,
their trials continual, their hopes are in God aone. Therefore you must
assist the poor as much as possible, even by sacrifice of yourself. No deed
of man is greater before God than helping the poor. Spiritual conditions
are not dependent upon the possession of worldly treasures or the
absence of them. When physically destitute, spiritual thoughts are more
likely. Poverty is stimulus toward God. Each one of you must have great
consideration for the poor and render them assistance. Organizein an
effort to help them and prevent increase of poverty.” 36

And Bah& u'lldh tells us to receive God' s blessings:

“1f ye meet the abased or the down-trodden, turn not away disdainfully
from them, for the King of Glory ever watcheth over them and surroundeth

WORKING
them with such tenderness as none can fathom except them that have
suffered their wishes and desires to be merged in the Will of your Lord,



the Gracious, the All-Wise. O ye rich ones of the earth! Flee not from the
face of the poor that lieth in the dust, nay rather befriend him and suffer
him to recount the tale of the woes with which God'’ s inscrutable Decree
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hath caused him to be afflicted. By the righteousness of God! Whilst
ye consort with him, the Concourse on high will be looking upon you,
will be interceding for you, will be extolling your names and glorifying
your action. Blessed are the learned that pride not themselves on their
attainments; and well isit with the righteous that mock not the sinful,
but rather conceal their misdeeds, so that their own shortcomings may
remain veiled to men’'s eyes.” 37

And it isour duty to teach the Cause of God:

“Say: Teach ye the Cause of God, O people of Baha, for God hath
prescribed unto every one the duty of proclaiming His Message, and
regardeth it as the most meritorious of all deeds.” 38

The Insistent Self

Teaching is regarded as the most meritorious deed because in doing so we
are bringing a soul to its God. What could be more preciousin life?

”O SON OF BEING!
Make mention of Me on My earth, that in My heaven | may remember

WORKING
thee, thus shall Mine eyes and thine be solaced.” 39

“Of al the gifts of God the greatest is the gift of Teaching. It draweth
unto us the Grace of God and is our first obligation.” 40
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But as Taherzadeh explains, there are prerequisites for teaching this
beloved Cause. He summarizes them as “living one' slife in accordance
with Baha'i teachings’.41 ‘ Abdu’ [-Bahatells us that “the

intention of the

teacher must be pure’. 42

And so we approach our duty with extreme humility and deep love in our
hearts for others:

“Show forbearance and benevolence and love to one another. Should

any one among you be incapable of grasping a certain truth, or be
striving to comprehend it, show forth, when conversing with him, a spirit
of extreme kindliness and good-will. Help him to see and recognize the
truth, without esteeming yourself to be, in the least, superior to him, or to
be possessed of greater endowments.” 43

WORKING
“A kindly approach and loving behavior toward the people are the first



requirements for teaching the Cause. The teacher must carefully listen
to whatever a person has to say — even though his talk may consist only
of vain imaginings and blind repetitions of the opinions of others. . . .
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The teacher must avoid disputes which will end in stubborn refusal or
hostility, because the other person will feel overpowered and defeated.
Therefore, he will be more inclined to reject the Cause. One should
rather say, ‘Maybe you are right, but kindly consider the question from
this point of view.” Consideration, respect and love encourage people to
listen and do not force them to respond with hostility. They are convinced
because they see that your purpose is not to defeat them, but to convey
truth, to manifest courtesy, and to show forth heavenly attributes. This
will encourage the people to be fair. Their spiritual natures will respond
and, by the bounty of God, they will find themselves re-created.” 44

“Consort with al men, O people of Bah, in aspirit of friendliness and
fellowship. If ye be aware of a certain truth, if ye possess ajewel, of
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which others are deprived, share it with them in alanguage of utmost
kindliness and goodwill. If it be accepted, if it fulfill its purpose, your
object is attained. If anyone should refuse it, leave him unto himself,

and beseech God to guide him. Beware lest ye deal unkindly with him. A
kindly tongue is the lodestone of the hearts of men. It isthe bread of the
spirit, it clotheth the words with meaning, it is the fountain of the light of
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wisdom and understanding.” 45

‘Abdu’ I-Baha admired Juliet Thompson and L ua Getsinger, both Bahd is
who were strong in their faith, because they taught with their hearts and

EDITION
souls. ‘Abdu’l-Baha said:

“1 have met many people who have been affected by you, Juliet. Y ou are not
eloguent, you are not fluent, but your heart teaches. Y ou speak with afeeling,
an emotion which makes people ask: ‘What is this she has? Then they

inquire;

they seek and find. It is so too with Lua. Y ou never find Lua speaking with dry
eyes!” 46 And He also said to Juliet, “Y ou teach with ecstasy. You ignite

the souls.

A great bounty will descend upon you. | have perfect confidencein you as a
teacher. Your heart is pure, absolutely pure.” 47

‘Abdu’ I-Baha wrote a letter to awoman indicating how she should live her
life and, therefore demonstrate Baha u’ ll&h’ s Teachings to others:

“To live the Life you must be the very kindest woman, you must be the
most pure, you must be absolutely truthful, and live a perfectly moral life.



WORKING
Visit your neighbors when they are sick or in trouble, offer your services
to them, try to show them that you are longing to serve them.

Feed the poor, divide what you have. Be contented to remain where God
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has placed you; be faithful in your care of those to whom He has trusted
you, never waver in this— show by your life you have something different,
so that al will see and will say, ‘What has this person that | have not?

Show the world that in spite of the utmost suffering, poverty, sickness,
you have something which gives you comfort, strength and peace — that
you are happy — serene- satisfied with al that isin your life.

Then they, too, will want what you possess and will need no further
teaching after you tell them what itis.” 48

‘ Abdu’I-Baha gives us the method of bringing the Message to others and
explains that we are teaching for the sake of God:

The Insistent Self

“The teacher should teach as though offering a gift to a king, humbly

and submissively, not with force of insistence. . . but with gentleness

and sweetness. submitting the argument and truth to the heart and

intellect of the hearer as the servant of God, and therefore His servanttaking
care at al times to adapt the offered food to the condition and
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station of the listener, giving milk for babes and meat for those grown
stronger. Thisfood isto be offered for the sake of God only, not for
the hearer’ s sake, not for the benefit of yourself, but smply because
God wishes His Manifestations to become known and to become loved
by those who come to know Him.
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If one teaches one whom he loves because of hislove for him, then he will
not teach one whom he loves not; and that is not of God. If one teaches
in order to derive the promised benefits to himself, thistoo is not of God.
If he teaches because of God’ s will that God may be known- and for that
reason only, he will receive knowledge and wisdom and his words will
have effect- being made powerful by the Holy Spirit, and will take root in
the soul of those who are in the right condition to receive them. In such

a case the benefit to the teacher in growth is as ninety per cent compared
to the ten per cent of gain to the hearer, because he becomes like atree
bearing fruit through the power of God.

We are urgently instructed that the only real way to attain growth in the
knowledge of the Truth of God, is not be hearing, but by doing; by being
alive with the on fire of the love of God and imparting as best we can
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to othersthe Tidings of the coming of the Kingdom. Thisisthe day of
teaching. We are all commanded to teach, but only in the way and for the
purpose above named.

Itis plain that this means entire self-abnegation, cutting the self from the
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world, abandoning all else save God and His Will, and in al humbleness
doing His service for His sake only.” 49

When we teach this Beloved Faith, we are promised assistance and
confirmation from the Heavenly Kingdom:

“Arise in the name of Him Who is the Object of all knowledge, and, with
absolute detachment from the learning of men, lift up your voices and
proclaim His Cause. | swear by the Day Star of Divine Revelation! The
very moment ye arise, ye will witness how aflood of Divine knowledge
will gush out of your hearts, and will behold the wonders of His heavenly
wisdom manifested in all their glory before you.” 50

The Insistent Self

“It is better to guide one soul than to possess al that is on earth, for as
long as that guided soul is under the shadow of the Tree of Divine Unity,
he and the one who hath guided him will both be recipients of God’'s
tender mercy, whereas possession of earthly thingswill cease at the
time of death.” 51

WORKING

“By the righteousness of God! Whoso openeth hislipsin this Day and
maketh mention of the name of his Lord, the hosts of Divine inspiration
shall descend upon him from the heaven of My name, the All- Knowing,
the All-Wise. On him shall also descend the Concourse on high, each
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bearing aloft achalice of pure light. Thus hath it been foreordained

in the realm of God's Revelation, by the behest of Him Who is the All-
Glorious, the Most Powerful.” 52

But we may not feel confident that we can teach the Cause and that we will
receive confirmations. Shoghi Effendi explains:

“Perhaps the reason why you have not accomplished so much in the field
of teaching is the extent you have looked upon your own weaknesses and
inabilities to spread the Message. Baha' u’llah and the Master have both
urged us repeatedly to disregard our own handicaps and lay our whole
reliance upon God. He will cometo our aid if we only arise and become
an active channel for God's Grace.

Do you think it is the teachers who make converts and change human

WORKING



hearts? No, surely not. They are only pure souls who take the first steps
and then let the spirit of Baha u’llah move and make use of them. If any
one of them should even for a second think or consider his achievements
as due to his own capacities, hiswork is ended and hisfall starts. This

is the fact why so many competent souls have, after wonderful services,
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suddenly found themselves utterly impotent and perhaps thrown aside
by the spirit of the Cause as useless souls. The criterion is the extent to
which we are ready to have the will of God work through us.” 53

It seems to me that often Baha is do not consider their obligation to
teach the Faith in a balanced manner. They are called to love all of
God' s creatures and to be ready to serve them. If someoneis interested,
aBah& i can then tell that person about Bah& u’lléh’s Teachings.

But

it is necessary to have the utmost consideration for every soul who is
encountered and to serve each one according to his or her needs and
wants. If adear soul wants to hear about the Bah&' i Faith, having come
to know aBaha'i and to appreciate hisway of life, spiritual qualities
and spirit of service, and subsequently asks him for the source of his
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inspiration, then it isincumbent upon that Baha'i to tell hisfriend
about Baha u'[1dh and His Message. And only if someone is interested
are they to give this Message. | feel that often Baha' ismay bein a
hurry to convey the Teachings of the Bah&' i Faith because they know
it istheir obligation. And in that process, they lose sight of the person
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sitting beside them. They know that proselytization (or trying to
persuade someone to change their beliefs or way of life) isforbidden
in the Bah& i Faith. But if someone asks them something about the
Bah& i Teachings, and they bombard him with everything they can
remember to share, perhapsit isindeed proselytization and they are
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then not following the commandment of God. And it is so much against
Baha u’lléh’ s teachings to hurt a precious soul who may wish to know
something about the Baha'i Faith but needs to be respected and loved
first, then given the pure essence of the Teachings to which he or she
may aspire. And of course every individual must investigate for himself.
Let us not lose sight of the purpose of teaching, that of guiding a soul to
Baha' u'lléh, Whose Teachings assist usin living our individual lives as
spiritual beings and help us to build a new world.

Baha u'lldh tells usthat it isimpossible for usto serve and to teach
the



Cause of God without unity among the believers of God.

“O friends! Be not careless of the virtues with which ye have been
endowed, neither be neglectful of your high destiny. Suffer not your
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labors to be wasted through the vain imaginations which certain hearts
have devised. Y e are the stars of the heaven of understanding, the breeze
that stirreth at the break of day, the soft-flowing waters upon which must
depend the very life of all men, the letters inscribed upon His sacred
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scroll. With the utmost unity, and in a spirit of perfect fellowship, exert
yourselves, that ye may be enabled to achieve that which beseemeth
this Day of God. Verily | say, strife and dissension, and whatsoever the
mind of man abhorreth are entirely unworthy of his station. Center your
energiesin the propagation of the Faith of God. Whoso isworthy of so
high acalling, let him arise and promoteit.” 54

When Bah& u’l1dh proclaimed His Message He made it clear that the first
step for mankind isits unity.

“O ye children of men”, He writes, “the fundamental purpose animating
the Faith of God and His Religion isto safeguard the interests and
promote the unity of the human race...” 55
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“The well-being of mankind, its peace and security, are unattainable
unless and until its unity is firmly established.” 56

“So powerful isthe light of unity that it can illuminate the whole earth . .
. Exert yourselves that ye may attain this transcendent and most sublime
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station, the station that can insure the protection and security of all
mankind. This goal excelleth every other goal, and this aspiration is the
monarch of al aspirations.” 57

Most people in our society who are working to help the less fortunate, to
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remedy theills of mankind, perceive unity as the ultimate goal. But

Bahd'is

have been taught that we must have unity first, which isagreat chalengein
astressful world where people are pitted against each other in causes and
revenge and retribution are common actions. It is acceptable and often the
norm to formalize a grievance against a co-worker or even afriend. In the
midst of this chaos, Bah& is must have unity among themselvesto be able
to assist mankind to achieve unity.

‘ Abdu’I-Baha spoke to the friends in France about unity in responseto a
problem between two believers:



“In this Cause, hundreds of families have sacrificed themselves. There
have been more than twenty thousand martyrs. The breast of His
Highness the B&b was riddled by dozens of bullets, Bah& u’l1dh suffered
years and yearsin prison; and We have had al these difficulties and
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borne al these trials that the canopy of Oneness might be uplifted in the
world of humanity, that Love and Unity might be established amongst
mankind, until all countries become as one country, all religions be
merged into onereligion, all the continents be connected and between
all hearts a perfect understanding and love may appear.
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The people of Baha must be the cause of uniting all the nations. They
must dispel inharmony and dispute. So now we must consider deeply how
the Bah& is must really be, what characteristics they must have and what
actions they must perform. And if there is not this love and harmony
among Bahd& is how can they cause it to appear among the inhabitants

of the earth? How can an ill man nurse others?. . . the first thing the
Bah& ismust do isto feel love and unity in their hearts before they can
spread it among others.

Isit possible to conceive that al the troubles, all the trials of

Bah& u'lldh

and the martyrs have been without result? Surely you will not have it
so! If you would all act entirely in accordance with the Teachings of
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Bah& u'l1&h no discord would ever appear. Then all disagreements will
vanish, and be certain that the pavilion of Unity will be hoisted in the
world of man. . .

I know you would not have all these trials and difficulties produce
nothing. Therefore | am waiting and expecting to hear that love and
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harmony have blossomed in the hearts of all the Bah& isin America.

Now the Bah& is must be occupied in spreading the Cause of God and
furthering the instructions of Baha& u’llah, and not spend their timein

EDITION

disputing with one another. If they do thefirst, all will be happy; they
will be assisted by the Breath of the Holy Spirit and become the beloved
of HisHeart.” 58

It isalso atest for Baha isto allow their compassion and concern for
their

fellow-man to divert their energiesinto channels which are ultimately
doomed to failure because they do not arise out of unity. The Bab was the
first to aert usto the need for unity:



“Become as true brethren in the one and indivisible religion of God, free
from distinction, for verily God desireth that your hearts should become
mirrors unto your brethren in the Faith, so that ye find yourselves
reflected in them, and they in you. Thisisthe true Path of God, the
Almighty, and He isindeed watchful over your actions.” 59

WORKING
‘Abdu’ |-Baharefers to a spiritual unity which is more than the unity of
mankind. Thisisthe highest ideal of unity:

“The unity which is productive of unlimited resultsisfirst a unity
of mankind which recognizes that all are sheltered beneath the
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overshadowing glory of the All-Glorious; that all are servants of one
God; for all breathe the same atmosphere, live upon the same earth,
move beneath the same heavens, receive effulgence from the same sun
and are under the protection of one God. Thisisthe most great unity,
and itsresults are lasting if humanity adheresto it; but mankind has
hitherto violated it, adhering to sectarian or other limited unities such
asracial, patriotic or unity of self-interests; therefore no great results
have been forthcoming. Neverthelessit is certain that the radiance and
favors of God are encompassing, minds have developed, perceptions
have become acute, sciences and arts are widespread and capacity exists
for the proclamation and promulgation of the real and ultimate unity of
mankind which will bring forth marvelous results. It will reconcile al
religions, make warring nations loving, cause hostile kings to become
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friendly and bring peace and happiness to the human world. It will
cement together the Orient and Occident, remove forever the foundations
of war and upraise the ensign of the ‘Most Great Peace’. These limited
unities are therefore signs of that great unity which will make al the
human family one by being productive of the attractions of conscience

in mankind.
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Another unity isthe spiritual unity which emanates from the breaths
of the Holy Spirit. Thisis greater than the unity of mankind. Human
unity or solidarity may be likened to the body whereas unity from
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the breaths of the Holy Spirit is the spirit animating the body. This
isaperfect unity. It creates such a condition in mankind that each
one will make sacrifices for the other and the utmost desire will be
to forfeit life and all that pertainsto it in behalf of another’s good.
Thisisthe unity which existed among the disciples of His Holiness
Jesus Christ and bound together the prophets and holy souls of the
past. It is the unity which through the influence of the divine spirit is



permeating the Baha'is so that each offers hislife for the other and
strives with all sincerity to attain his good-pleasure. Thisis the unity
which caused twenty thousand people in Persiato give their lives

in love and devotion to it. It made the Bab the target of a thousand
arrows and caused Bahd U’ ll1éh to suffer exile and imprisonment
forty years. This unity isthe very spirit of the body of the world. It is
impossible for the body of the world to become quickened with life
without its vivification. His Holiness Jesus Christ -- may my life be
asacrificeto him! -- promulgated this unity among mankind. Every
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soul who believed in Jesus Christ became revivified and resuscitated
through this spirit, attained to the zenith of eternal glory, realized
the life everlasting, experienced the second birth and rose to the
acme of good fortune.” 60
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‘Abdu’I-Bahatells us that there are three conditions that must be met
before

we can attain that exalted state of “incarnate light and personified
spirit”, 61

of becoming an “Apostle of Bah& u’llah”.62 One of these isfellowship
and love among the believers of God:

“The second condition: Fellowship and love amongst the believers. The
divine friends must be attracted to and enamored of each other and ever
be ready and willing to sacrifice their own lives for each other. Should
one soul from amongst the believers meet another, it must be as though
athirsty one with parched lips has reached to the fountain of the water
of life, or alover has met his true beloved. For one of the greatest divine
wisdoms regarding the appearance of the holy Manifestationsisthis:

The Insistent Self

The souls may come to know each other and become intimate with each
other; the power of the love of God may make al of them the waves of
one seg, the flowers of one rose garden, and the stars of one heaven.
Thisis the wisdom for the appearance of the holy Manifestations!
When the most great bestowal revealsitself in the hearts of the
believers, the world of nature will be transformed, the darkness of
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the contingent being will vanish, and heavenly illumination will be
obtained. Then the whole world will become the Paradise of Abha,
every one of the believers of God will become a blessed tree, producing
wonderful fruits.
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O yefriends! Fellowship, fellowship! Love, love! Unity, unity! -- so that
the power of the Bah& i Cause may appear and become manifest in the



world of existence. My thoughts are turned towards you, and my heart
leaps within me at your mention. Could ye know how my soul glows with
your love, so great a happiness would flood your hearts as to cause you

to become enamored with each other.” 63

‘Abdu’l-Baharefers to the importance of unity among the believers many
times. He states that if we become true believers, we will demonstrate a
tendernessthat is otherworldly:

“In the same way, when any souls grow to be true believers, they will attain
aspiritual relationship with one another, and show forth a tenderness
which is not of thisworld. They will, al of them, become elated from

WORKING

adraught of divine love, and that union of theirs, that connection, will

also abide forever. Souls, that is, who will consign their own selvesto

oblivion, strip from themselves the defects of humankind, and unchain
themselves from human bondage, will beyond any doubt be illumined

with the heavenly splendours of oneness, and will al attain unto real
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union in the world that dieth not.” 64

And with such unity we do everything to make the other believers happy:

“Oyebeloved of God! Aslong as ye can strive to set aglow the hearts
with love, be attracted to one another and be members of each other.
Every soul of the beloved ones must adore the other and withhold not
his possession and life from them, and by all means he must endeavor
to make that other joyous and happy. But that other (the recipient of
such love) must also be disinterested and life- sacrificing. Thus may this
Sunrise flood the horizons, this melody gladden and make happy all the
people, this divine remedy become the panacea for every disease, this
Spirit of Reality become the cause of life for every soul.” 65

The Insistent Self
Through our unity we will attract others to the Cause:

“. .. for thefoundation of Bah& u’'lldhislove. .. you must have

infinite love

for each other, each preferring the other before himself. The people must be
so attracted to you that they will exclaim, What happiness exists among you!
and will seein your faces the lights of the Kingdom; then in wonderment
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they will turn to you and seek the cause of your happiness.” 66

Shoghi Effendi wrote many letters to the believers to assist them to strive
towards unity among themselves and with all mankind:
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“He was very pleased to hear that the Convention was so well attended, and



the believers enthusiastic and united. One of the most paramount needs of
the Causein. . . isthat the friends should unite, should become really
keenly

conscious of the fact that they are one spiritual family, held together by
bonds

more sacred and eternal than those physical ties which make people of the
same family. If the friends will forget all personal differences and open their
heartsto a great love for each other for the sake of Baha u’l1ah, they

will

find that their powers are vastly increased; they will attract the heart of the
public, and will witness arapid growth of the Holy Faith.” 67

Shoghi Effendi explains that this unity is more important than selflessness,
detachment, the exercise of prudence and caution, carrying out God’ s will
and constant awareness of Baha u’llah’ s Presence and the example He
gave us of how to live our lives. But please read it for yourselves:
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“Unity amongst the friends, selflessnessin our laborsin His Path,
detachment from all worldly things, the greatest prudence and caution

in every step we take, earnest endeavor to carry out only what is His Holy
Will and Pleasure, the constant awareness of His Presence and of the
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example of His Life, the absolute shunning of whomsoever we feel to be
an enemy of the Cause. . . these, and foremost among them is the need
for unity, appear to me as our most vital duties, should we dedicate our
livesfor His service.” 68

Bahiyyih Khanum, Bah& u’[lah’ s daughter wrote:

“May the Light of Union radiate with greater clearness and brilliancy
day by day among the people in your great country -- for to this country
God has given much and much is expected from it. But without harmony
and love existing among those who call themselves Bahd is, nothing will
be seen from it whatsoever; for verily the Believers are the pivots upon
which the fate of nations hang; and a difference among two believersis
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quite sufficient to consume and destroy a whole country. The one who
works for harmony and union among the hearts of the people in these
days will receive the greatest blessings and the most abundant bounties.
There is no greater work for one to do upon this earth than to try and
unite the hearts of the people -- and especially those who are calling
upon the Holy Name of God.” 69

WORKING

Doris McKay, another Bah&'i, in her book, Firesin Many Hearts, referred
to unity as “alight-giving essence”.70 She stated that “ unity must

change



the believers before the believers could change the world.” Howard Colby
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Ives, aBaha i mentioned in the last chapter, wrote in aletter to Doris,
“Unity isthe great key to spiritual progress. The unity of believers must
be of such a character that never, NEVER must one single thought of
anything but love and sympathy and kindness and severance enter into
such a heart. ‘ Abdu’|-Bahd says that when we see even the slightest traces
of love for Baha u'lldh in any soul, we must reverence that soul. How
great

then must the reverence we have for those souls who are fully confirmed
in the Cause of God and have arisen for service. But our great task, as
individual believers, isto see that, in the group in which God has called us
to serve, never does the slightest breath of anything but love arise. And that
constantly, at every moment of our spiritual journey, every selfish desire,
every human attachment [must be banished and we must] find our greatest
joy in becoming ‘as dust beneath the feet of the friends'. Thisisthe
station

of unity in this Day to which the believersof God arecalled . ..” 71

A prayer of ‘ Abdu’|-Bah& s demonstrates this love explicitly:
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“O God, my God! Have mercy then upon my helpless state, my poverty,
my misery, my abasement! Give meto drink from the generous cup of
Thy grace and forgiveness, stir me with the sweet scents of Thy love,
gladden my bosom with the light of Thy knowledge, purify my soul with
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the mysteries of Thy oneness, raise me to life with the gentle breeze that
cometh from the gardens of Thy mercy -- till | sever myself from all

else but Thee, and lay hold of the hem of Thy garment of grandeur, and
consign to oblivion al that is not Thee, and be companioned by the sweet
breathings that waft during these Thy days, and attain unto faithfulness
at Thy Threshold of Holiness, and arise to serve Thy Cause, and to be
humble before Thy loved ones, and, in the presence of Thy favoured
ones, to be nothingness itself.

Verily art Thou the Helper, the Sustainer, the Exalted, the Most Generous.”
72

If we are unsuccessful in trying to reconcile our differences and become
estranged from each other, we are doomed and must do al we can to
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overcome this problem, as Bah& u’llah reminds us:

“Nothing whatsoever can, in this Day, inflict agreater harm upon
this Cause than dissension and strife, contention, estrangement and
apathy, among the loved ones of God.” 73 “. . . should the least trace of



WORKING
estrangement prevail the result shall be darkness upon darkness. . .” 74

Thoughts of enmity and intolerance can arise in us because we' re caught
in our lower natures. Our society is submerged in negativity, blame
and proving that “I1 am right; you are wrong”. Because we may have
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been taught this or at least are exposed to it daily and we may blindly
imitate what we see around us, it is easy for individuals to become
alienated and estranged. Bahd is know that it isimportant to strive for
unity but without role models they may cling to such emotions as anger
and bitterness and vent them freely to others. They need to immerse
themselves in the Writings and pray for guidance to see thingsin a new
way and from their higher nature. And they can find fellow-believers
in the Bah& i community and other spiritual communities to become
their new role models for unity. Shoghi Effendi wrote many letters to
believers about dealing with estrangement and lack of unity.

“They must endeavor to promote amity and concord amongst the friends,
efface every lingering trace of distrust, coolness and estrangement

from every heart, and secure in its stead an active and whole- hearted
cooperation for the service of the Cause.” 75

WORKING

“The thing the friends need -- everywhere -- is a greater love for each
other, and this can be acquired by greater love for Bah&d u' lléh; for if

we love Him deeply enough, we will never allow personal feelings and
opinions to hold His Cause back; we will be willing to sacrifice ourselves
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to each other for the sake of the Faith, and be, asthe Master said, one
soul in many bodies.” 76

“A greater degree of love will produce a greater unity, because it enables
people to bear with each other, to be patient and forgiving.” 77

If Bahd& is sometimes feel discouraged about alack of unity in their
communities, The Guardian promises that they can still have an effect:

“One soul can be the cause of the spiritual illumination of a continent. Now
that you have seen, and remedied, a great fault in your own life, now that you
see more clearly what is lacking in your own community, there is nothing

to prevent you from arising and showing such an example, such alove
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and spirit of service, asto enkindle the hearts of your fellow Bah&d is.”
78

If Bahd is are to be living examples of the Bah& i teachings, they must
have unity and remove all traces of estrangement:



“Most important of all isthat love and unity should prevail in the
Baha'i
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Community, asthisiswhat people are most longing for in the present
dark state of the world. Words without the living example will never be
sufficient to breathe hope into the hearts of adisillusioned and often
cynical generation.” 79
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“All should be ready and willing to set aside every personal sense of
grievance

-- justified or unjustified -- for the good of the Cause, because the people
will

never embrace it until they see in its Community life mirrored what is so
conspicuously lacking in the world: love and unity.” 80

“. .. The people of the world are carefully watching the Baha'is today,

and

minutely observing them. The believers must make every effort, and take
the utmost care to ward off and remove any feelings of estrangement . . .” 81

The practice of Baha' i consultation provides opportunities for unity and
‘ Abdu’ I-Baha outlines the method:

“Thefirst condition is absolute love and harmony amongst the members
of the assembly. They must be wholly free from estrangement and must
manifest in themselves the Unity of God, for they are the waves of one
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sea, the drops of oneriver, the stars of one heaven, the rays of one sun,
the trees of one orchard, the flowers of one garden.” 82

“The prime requisites for them that take counsel together are purity of
motive, radiance of spirit, detachment from all else save God, attraction
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to His Divine Fragrances, humility and lowliness amongst His loved
ones, patience and long-suffering in difficulties and servitude to His
exalted Threshold.” 83

“The purpose is to emphasize the statement that consultation must have
for its object the investigation of truth. He who expresses an opinion
should not voice it as correct and right but set it forth as a contribution

to the consensus of opinion, for the light of reality becomes apparent
when two opinions coincide. A spark is produced when flint and steel
come together. Man should weigh his opinions with the utmost serenity,
calmness and composure. Before expressing his own views he should
carefully consider the views already advanced by others. If he finds that
apreviously expressed opinion is more true and worthy, he should accept

The Insistent Self



it immediately and not willfully hold to an opinion of his own. By this
excellent method he endeavorsto arrive at unity and truth. Opposition
and division are deplorable. . . Therefore, true consultation is spiritual
conference in the attitude and atmosphere of love. Members must love
each other in the spirit of fellowship in order that good results may be

WORKING
forthcoming. Love and fellowship are the foundation.” 84

We should expect to have difficulties and conflict in our relationships with
others because we are al unique and have different views based on our
personalities and our life experiences. But difficultiesin arelationship are
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opportunities for usto practice our virtues — patience, tolerance,

acceptance,

empathy, understanding, sincerity, tenderness, wisdom and generosity. Our
relationships help usto grow. We are forced to face our issues, family
history,

personality dynamics and methods of communicating. Through relationships
we can become more fully alive as they bring forth the goodness and the
strength aready in us, enhanced by our relationship with God and our daily
practices of prayer and meditation. We are given the opportunity to practice
awareness, gentleness and courage with ourselves and the willingness to
tolerate and accommodate different views. We need to forget every insult and
remember every kindness. We will never be able to fully understand another
human being, but we can learn to accept the person as heis.

Mirza Abu’l-Fadl, whom | have mentioned previoudly in this book because of
his extreme humility, once gave atalk in which he analyzed the ideal of love
for humanity. He said it was easy to sit in the comfort of our homes and say we
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love humanity. But he stated that love can only become real when tested.
He stated that we need to have fought many battles and been wounded for
love to be able to claim that we love with any authority or assurance.85

| believe as afitting ending for this enterprise | would like to refer to the
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early teachers of the Faith who had learned to “walk above the world by
the power of the Greatest Name”. 86

“In His presence and through His Teachings, they had found a new range of
spirit- an altitude of station beyond the human kingdom . . . ahigher plane
of existence.” Doris McKay referred to it as “the plus level”.

‘Abdu’l-

Bahacalled it “the Spirit of Faith . . . Therising and falling between the
higher and lower levels of Nearnessis part of the process by which maturity
iswon. It was their firmness of intention that never wavered. Even while
swept by emotional tests, they remained firm asarock.” 87



Related to our theme is this excerpt from atalk by Mr. Ali Nakhjavani,
former member of the Universal House of Justice:
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“I thought | could tell you about atablet, a very short tablet, revealed by
‘Abdu’I-Baha. The contents of this Tablet are as follows: the Master says
the

relationships of the believers to the Cause of God are of two kinds. One kind
is

like the relationship of the flower to the garden. The other relationship is
that

of theray of the sunto the sun. ‘1 hope,” the Master says, *that your
relationship
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will be of the second kind.” And that isthe end of the Tablet.

Now, | have been thinking about this Tablet, and | have been wondering
why *Abdu’|-Bah& says that he prefers the second kind to the first kind.
There is nothing wrong in being aflower in the garden of Bah& u'lléh. In
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fact, we have prayers, ‘O God, make me aflower in Thy garden’. Why isit
that * Abdu’ |-Bahdprefers the other type, which isthe ray of the sun? The
sun is the Cause of God, and the ray emanates from it. So | am offering

my views, my humble views, about this beautiful, smple Tablet of ‘ Abdu’I-
Bah& | thought like this, | said, OK, we have aflower in agarden, the
flower says, ‘1 like this garden’, in other words, we say, we like the

Cause.

‘I like thisgarden, | grow in this garden, | am proud of my garden, | am
named after this garden’. (I am aBah&'i) OK, thisis all good. We take

the

ray of the sun. The ray says exactly all these things, he says, ‘| am from
the sun, | am proud of the sun, | depend everything, all my life on the sun,’
etc,etc, exactly the same thing. But, if you bring one ray and you bring the
second ray, what happens? The two rays become one. But if you bring one
flower and you bring another flower, they remain two flowers.

If on an Assembly or aBah& i committee, you bring nine rays and bring them
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together, they become one strong united ray. But if you bring nine flowers
and bring them together, they are a beautiful bouquet, a beautiful flower
arrangement, but they are nine different flowers, and, if we credit the flower
with some thinking, some intelligence and some ego, the flower will say,
‘Really, | don’t want to say, but I think I’ m better than the others. |

think I’'m
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more beautiful, | think | have amore beautiful scent. | don’t want to talk



about

it, but . . .never mind . . ." Thisiswhat the flower will do. Why, because

of the

ego. Theego isinside. And believe me, thisanimal egoisinall of us. If we
have 20 people in this room, there are 20 egos, no exception. And this ego will
be

with ustill the very last breath. When we go to the next world, we separate,
we say

goodbye. But until that day, it iswith us, it suggests thingsto us, it
deviates us from

the right path, because that is the animal in us, it wants everything for

itself.

OK, let’s go to the ray now. Theray says, ‘| have no name, it doesn’t
matter. | don’t

have colour, it doesn’t matter. | am from the sun. My job is to be faithful
and to carry

the light of the sun, the heat of the sun. That is my duty. And | am doing
it.” Itis

so pure that if you take a chair, and you go outside where there is the sun,
you

say, ‘1 am sitting inthe sun.’” Ha! Y ou are not sitting in the sun. The sun
isup
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there! But theray is so faithful, so pure, that it carries all the qualities
of the
sun, in a pure way, so much so that you say | am sitting in the sun.

Now, another difference isthat the flower is on the receiving end. ‘ Sail,
giveme

good soil, water, give me good water, light and sun, | want more light.’
It'sall

the time receiving. ‘ Give me.” What does the ray do? It doesn’t want
anything,
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the ray gives, it helps the flowers to grow. Big difference between the two!

So, that iswhy | think ‘ Abdu’|-Baha says, ‘It's good to be a flower
inthe

garden, but better still isto be the ray of the sun. Thisis my first choice
for

EDITION

you, thisiswhat | prefer you to be. To be aray from the sun, so that you
giveto

others, you are away of helping others. Y ou are not thinking of yourself. You
are thinking of others, to assist others al the time, to give the light, to



givethe
heat, the warmth.’” 88

And now, parting words from ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha:

“If you are sincere in your love for me, then love and serve the believers of
God; then love and serve your fellow-men.

These days, | do not feel very well. My remedy isto hear that the believers
love each other. Any other news makes me sick and unhappy. Let everyone
speak to me about love and | will love him more. The friends must be the
real peacemakers; not stirrers up of strife nor sowers of seeds of discord, nor
acting with superiority one over another.
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I am now growing old. O, very old! All through my life| have carried on my
back, gladly, the burdens of the believers; but now | ever anticipate hearing
the good news of service actually accomplished by them. Save this, | have no
other joy in the world.
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Will they not make me happy?

Will they not answer my call, when the shadow of the last night of my earthly
lifeisfaling slowly across my path?

Will they not arise with superhuman energy and united effort to spread the
Cause and impart to me new vigor?

Will they not listen to me?

How my heart leaps with joy when | hear the friends love each other,
always overlooking one another’ s small mistakes; and that they are
forgiving their enemies!” 89
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