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Many articles published in The Journal of Bahd’i Studies allude to the institutions and
central figures of the Baha'f IFaith; as an aid for those unfamiliar with the Bahd'f IFaith,
we include here a succinct summary excerpted from http://www.bahai.org/beliefs/
bahaullah-covenant/. The reader may also find it helpful to visit the official web site for the
worldwide Bah&'i community (www.bahai.org) available in several languages. For article
submission guidelines, please visit bahaistudies.ca/publications/submission-guidelines/.

ABouT THE BAHA'f FarTH

The Baha'f Faith, its followers believe, is “divine in origin, all-embracing in scope, broad
in its outlook, scientific in its method, humanitarian in its principles and dynamic in the
influence it exerts on the hearts and minds of men.” The mission of the Bahd'f Faith is
“to proclaim that religious truth is not absolute but relative, that Divine Revelation is
continuous and progressive, that the Founders of all past religions, though different in
the non-essential aspects of their teachings, “abide in the same Tabernacle, soar in the
same heaven, are seated upon the same throne, utter the same speech and proclaim the
same FFaith” (Shoghi Effendi).

The Baha'f Faith began with the mission entrusted by God to two Divine Messengers—
the Bédb and Bah&'u’llah. Today, the distinctive unity of the Faith They founded stems
from explicit instructions given by Bah&'u’llah that have assured the continuity of
guidance following His passing. This line of succession, referred to as the Covenant, went
from Baha'w'lldh to His Son ‘Abdu’l-Bah4, and then from ‘Abdu’l-Bahé to His grandson,
Shoghi Effendi, and the Universal House of Justice, ordained by Bahd'u’llah. A Bah&'f
accepts the divine authority of the Bab and Baha'u’llah and of these appointed successors.

The Béb (1819-1850) is the Herald of the Bah&'i Faith. In the middle of the 19th century,
He announced that He was the bearer of a message destined to transform humanity’s
spiritual life. His mission was to prepare the way for the coming of a second Messenger
from God, greater than Himself, who would usher in an age of peace and justice.

Bah&'u'llah (1817-1892)—the “Glory of God”—is the Promised One foretold by the Bab
and all of the Divine Messengers of the past. Baha'u’'llah delivered a new Revelation
from God to humanity. Thousands of verses, letters and books flowed from His pen. In
His Writings, He outlined a framework for the development of a global civilization which
takes into account both the spiritual and material dimensions of human life. For this, He
endured 40 years of imprisonment, torture and exile.

In His will, Bahd'u’llah appointed His oldest son, ‘Abdu’l-Baha (1844-1921), as the
authorized interpreter of His teachings and Head of the Faith. Throughout the East
and West, Abdu’l-Baha became known as an ambassador of peace, an exemplary human
being, and the leading exponent of a new Faith.

Appointed Guardian of the Bahd'f Faith by ‘Abdu’l-Bah4, His eldest grandson, Shoghi
Effendi (1897-1957), spent 36 years systematically nurturing the development, deepening
the understanding, and strengthening the unity of the Baha'f community, as it increasingly
grew to reflect the diversity of" the entire human race.

The development of the Bahd'f FFaith worldwide is today guided by the Universal House
of Justice (established in 1963). In His book of laws, Bah&'u’llah instructed the Universal
House of Justice to exert a positive influence on the welfare of humankind, promote
education, peace and global prosperity, and safeguard human honor and the position of
religion.
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From the Editor’s
Desk

MICHAEL SABET

This year, the worldwide Bahd’i com-
munity—as well as those in wider soci-
ety who are learning, with the Bah4’is,
something of His station—commemo-
rates the passing of ‘Abdu’l-Baha. In
this commemoration, we contemplate
with gratitude those of His gifts to us
that we are able to recognize, and ac-
knowledge all pertaining to Him that
we cannot understand. In each of the
titles bestowed, by the unerring pen
of Baha’u’llah, upon a Figure “mys-
terious in His essence, unique in His
station, astoundingly potent in both
the charm and strength of His char-
acter” (Shoghi Effendi, God Passes
By), we catch a glimpse—an impres-
sion—a reflection of an immeasurable
light. ‘Abdu’l-Baha is, in His Father’s
words, “this sacred and glorious Being,
this Branch of Holiness”, “the Limb of
the Law of God,” “the most great Fa-
vour unto you,” and “the Trust of God
amongst you, His charge within you,
His manifestation unto you and His
appearance among his favoured ser-
vants” (Suriy-i-Ghusn, in Days of Re-
membrance). In addition to these and
other titles, awesome and mysterious,
we reflect on those stations of the Mas-
ter, no less inestimable in their import,
that directly inform the very pattern of
life Baha’is are attempting to build.
‘Abdu’l-Baha was, in the words of His

grandson who was perhaps alone in ap-
preciating their full significance, “the
Center and Pivot of Baha’u’lldh’s peer-
less and all-enfolding Covenant, [...]
the perfect Exemplar of His teachings,
the unerring Interpreter of His Word”
(Shoghi Effendi, The World Order of
Baha u’llah).

‘Abdu’l-Bahd is the authorized In-
terpreter of His Father’s Revelation,
along with the Guardian, Shoghi Ef-
fendi, whom He appointed to the same
role. They alone are the unerring car-
tographers of the Ocean of the Word,
whose perfect maps will guide human-
ity’s exploration of it throughout this
dispensation.

The appointment through the chain
of the Covenant of two Authorized
Interpreters, and their conferred infal-
libility in that role, is one of the char-
acteristic gifts of God to humanity in
this age. Like so many of these gifts,
its full value escapes us; we have no
scales worthy to weigh it. One facet
of this gift that merits reflection is the
freedom it has bestowed upon each of
us—each member of the human race—
in our own excursions into that great
Ocean.

We might begin this reflection by
considering that in our search for
knowledge about reality, we read from
two books. One is the physical creation
that surrounds us: “[e]very created be-
ing [...] revealeth His signs.” This is
the “book of existence, and the scrolls
that depict the shape and pattern of the
universe are indeed a most great book™
(Kalimat-i-Firdawsiyyih, in Tablets of
Baha v’llah).
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The other is the book of Revelation.

In this age, we are all to be read-
ers, exploring both books in accor-
dance with our capacity and interest.
Baha’u’llah invites us each to read the
book of creation:

Look at the world and ponder
a while upon it. It unveileth the
book of its own self before thine
eyes and revealeth that which the
Pen of thy Lord, the Fashioner,
the All-Informed, hath inscribed
therein. It will acquaint thee with
that which is within it and upon
it and will give thee such clear
explanations as to make thee in-
dependent of every eloquent ex-
pounder. (Lawh-i-Hikmat, in 7ab-
lets of Bahd 'u’llah)

And His invitation to explore the book
of Revelation is familiar to many
Baha’is:

Immerse yourselves in the ocean
of My words, that ye may unrav-
el its secrets, and discover all the
pearls of wisdom that lie hid in its
depths. (Gleanings)

He has even commanded us to reg-
ularly interact with the Word—*Recite
ye the verses of God every morn and
eventide” (Kitab-i-Aqdas)—while
clarifying that it is the spirit with which
this reading is approached, and not its
quantity, that matters:

The prime requisite is the ea-
gerness and love of sanctified

souls to read the Word of God.
To read one verse, or even one
word, in a spirit of joy and radi-
ance, is preferable to the perusal of
many Books. (Kitab-i-Aqdas)

However, in many of our cultural
backgrounds, which continue to shape
our world and our minds today, the
reading of either book—that of creation
or of Revelation—is not presented as a
universal experience, open to all. Each
book has had, and still has, its priest-
hoods, those who would distinguish
between the initiate and the unqualified
and say that only the chosen few can
read, while the rest must simply listen.
And of course, there are those voices
that denigrate the very importance of
one, or of both, books, and tell us that
there is no knowledge to be had there
in the first place.

This is in stark contrast to the Baha’i
understanding, in which

[a]ccess to knowledge is the right
of every human being, and partic-
ipation in its generation, applica-
tion and diffusion a responsibility
that all must shoulder in the great
enterprise of building a prosperous
world civilization—each individ-
ual according to his or her talents
and abilities. Justice demands uni-
versal participation. (The Univer-
sal House of Justice, Ridvan 2010
letter to the Baha’is of the World)

Thus, the generation and application
of knowledge is the right of all of hu-
manity. With respect to knowledge
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gained from the book of existence, this
right can be actualized by broadening
the scientific enterprise, and making it
accessible to all, not only in its tech-
nological fruits but in its very process.

As to the book of Revelation, this
right to access, and responsibility to
generate, knowledge is unlocked by at
least two fundamental principles in the
Baha’i Faith: the abolition of the cler-
gy, and the appointment of authorized
interpreters. Thanks to the former, all
can study—indeed, are enjoined to
study—the Revealed Word. Thanks to
the latter, all are free from the burden
of thinking that either their own, or
someone else’s, interpretation is per-
fect, final, and binding.

Believers are free, indeed are en-
couraged, to study the Writings
for themselves and to express
their understanding of them. Such
personal interpretations can be
most illuminating, but all Baha’is,
including the one expressing the
view, however learned he may
be, should realize that it is only
a personal view and can never be
upheld as a standard for others to
accept, nor should disputes ever be
permitted to arise over differences
in such opinions. (From a letter
dated 3 January 1982 written on
behalf of the Universal House of
Justice to an individual believer)

As the common inheritance of all of
humanity, the Writings invite us each
to delve into them, to study and reflect
on them alone and in community, and

to generously share what we find, ever
ready to adapt our understanding to ac-
commodate the insights of others when
we find them valuable. And just as the
broadening of the scientific enterprise
to in some measure include all people
in no way detracts from the unique
capacity and contributions of high-
ly trained professional scientists, our
individual and collective study of the
Word of God does not lessen our ap-
preciation for the learned contributions
of scholars of the Writings.

In that spirit, we present two exeget-
ical works in this issue of the Journal.
Exegesis, the attempt to explain or
interpret a (typically religious) text,
is a venerable field, having played an
important part in articulating under-
standings of sacred books within many
religious traditions over time. It has
a distinguished history in the Baha’i
Faith. The Central Figures themselves
used commentary on, and explanation
of, the verses, surahs, and traditions
of prior Dispensations as a mode of
Revelation. The efforts of individual
believers in this field, taking the Baha’i
Writings as their object of study, have
yielded insights that have advanced
the understanding of the communi-
ty—as the works of Dr. Davudi, some
of which are published in translation in
this issue, attest. Exegesis is a critical
study—mnot in the sense in which crit-
icism is most often used today, but in
the sense of an application of human
judgment, using tools and approaches
developed and refined over time, to the
task of uncovering more of what the text
may mean. As a scholarly endeavour,
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exegesis strives to be systematic, but as
it takes for its object of study the Word,
it can never be exhaustive. Exegetical
work can uncover a little more of the
path; the path itself points ever to the
unreachable horizon.

The two works published in this issue
demonstrate the discipline, rigour, and
learning that are required in exegetical
contributions to Baha’i scholarship.
At the same time, as we read these
works, we can see that the beginning of
Baha’i exegesis is found in the activity
that—in short or long bouts, in writing
or in silent meditation—each of us is
invited to do, and promised that we can
do, with no more qualification than a
pure heart and a desire to understand:
individual engagement with the Word
of God. Viewed from that perspective,
the work of these authors is not only a
contribution to scholarship in its own
right, but also an invitation to each of
us to engage with the verses they ex-
plore and consider the insights they
have presented. They have brought up
some pearls for us to appreciate—not
only for their own great value, but
as an encouragement to each of us to
learn to dive, and dive ever deeper, into
the Ocean.

In translating a collection of essays
by Dr. ‘Ali-Murad Déavudi on theolo-
gy, Dr. Vargha Bolodo-Taefi helps to
build a bridge between Persian and
English language Baha’i scholarship.
The importance of such a bridge, and
of Davudi’s scholarship in particular,
can be estimated from Bolodo-Taefi’s
introduction, in which he explains the
importance of the life and work of a

luminary of the Iranian Baha’i com-
munity to a western audience as yet
largely unfamiliar with him. In the
essays themselves, Davudi draws on a
wide range of Writings touching on the
questions of the nature of God and of
the Manifestation, and Their relation-
ship to Each Other and to ourselves.
These questions invite the scholar to
correlate statements across the breadth
of the Revelation, in order to careful-
ly keep each in context. As Shoghi
Effendi writes, “[o]ne might liken
Baha’u’llah’s teachings to a sphere;
there are points poles apart, and in
between the thoughts and doctrines
that unite them.” (5 July 1949 to an
individual believer, qtd. in Compila-
tion of Compilations)

Many of the quotations with which
Davudi weaves his thesis are translated
provisionally into English for the first
time here.

Dr. Amrollah Hemmat’s
ration of The Four Valleys, one of
Baha’u’llah’s most famous mystical
texts, also takes a correlative approach.
Hemmat enriches our reading of the
text by showing how the concepts it ad-
dresses resonate across the Revelation
and in the works of its authorized inter-
preters. The light shed by this broader
context illuminates facets of meaning
that might otherwise remain obscure,
particularly given the allusive nature of
mystical writing. While Hemmat thus
draws from a breadth of Writings, this
is also a disciplined exploration of the
depths of a single work. As we follow
the author into these waters, our ex-
citement about the insights uncovered

explo-
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is matched by our wonder at the unlim-
ited scope for further exploration.

It may be helpful, as you read this
issue of the Journal, to reflect on the
coherence of the exegetical study of
the Word itself with the role of Bahd’i
scholarship in contributing to the dis-
courses of society. This involvement
in discourse, featured at the 2021 An-
nual Conference of the Association for
Baha’i Studies is, along with commu-
nity-building and social action, one of
the “three simultaneous, overlapping,
and coherent areas of action” Baha’is
are called to by the Universal House
of Justice (27 April 2017 to an indi-
vidual believer). Those familiar with
the pattern of community building
that the global Bahd’i community has
embarked upon will know that study—
along with action, reflection and con-
sultation—is an integral part of that
endeavour. The importance of study of
the Writings and guidance to our con-
tribution to discourses should likewise
be self-evident. Indeed, these are recip-
rocal. The study of the Word on its own
terms reveals insights. These insights
are brought to bear in our contribution
to discourses, with the ever-present hu-
mility that stems from understanding
the implications of ‘Abdu’l-Baha and
Shoghi Effendi’s infallible interpreta-
tion for our own efforts to understand.
In turn, our real-world experience in
participating in discourses (and in
community building and social action)
acts as a light revealing new depths in
the Word; we look at it with fresh eyes.

It is the hope of the Editorial Com-
mittee that this issue of the Journal will

inspire each of us to further immerse
ourselves in the Ocean of Baha’u’llah’s
words.

We are also very pleased to present
two poems by award-winning poet
Mark Jarman. Jarman is the author
of numerous books of essays and po-
etry including Questions for Ecclesi-
astes (1997), which won the Lenore
Marshall Poetry Prize and was a finalist
for the National Book Critics Circle
Award. Son of a Christian minister,
his poems work their way from doubt
to belief, from “the nothingness that
surrounds us” to an understanding that
God plays a vital role in contemporary
life.

The images included in these
pages are by veteran photographer
Rudy Umans, whose creative use of
techniques and perspectives manages
to convey, even in black and white,
nature as an expression of God’s Will.

Adorning the cover of this issue is
Margaret Bremner’s “Catch a Falling
Star,” which, with that precious ca-
pacity of art to allude to the ineffable,
may evoke a spiritual journey, the rain
of the grace of God descending on the
wayfarer in the valley.
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Multnomah Falls

RUDY UMANS



You might also
like to read...

As a service to our readers, we are
including the URLs to articles related
to the subjects presented in this issue.
These are articles that have been previ-
ously published in the Journal and are
available for free on our website.

INTERPRETATION AS REVELATION: THE
QUR’AN COMMENTARY OF THE BAB
by Todd Lawson
https://doi.org/10.31581/jbs-2.4.2(1990)

This article attempts to describe and
place in context two of the earliest writ-
ings of the Bab. Both writings are com-
mentaries on the Qur’an. Apart from
pointing out the dramatic differences
in style and content between these two
commentaries, the article offers some
observations on the nature of these
contents, the history of the ideas put
forth, and their relationship to Shi‘i Is-
lam and the thought of Shaykh Ahmad
al-Ahsa’i and Siyyid Kazim Rashti.

BAHA’U’LLAH’S SEVEN VALLEYS
AND DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY:
TowaRD A CONCEPTION OF
SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT

by Andrew R. Hatala
https://doi.org/10.31581/jbs-21.1-4.2(2011)

Previous research outlines the processes
of human development with significant
detail, including biological, cognitive,
and spiritual domains. In contemporary

developmental discourse, however,

Baha’i perspectives on spiritual devel-
opment are virtually nonexistent. In
the Seven Valleys, Baha’u’llah offers
many insights regarding the dynamics
of spiritual development.

WiLL, KNOWLEDGE, AND LOVE AS
EXPLAINED IN BAHA’U’LLAH’S FOUR
VALLEYS

by Julio Savi
https:/doi.org/10.31581/jbs-6.1.2(1994)

An exploration of some of the seem-
ingly abstruse concepts exposited by
Baha’v’llah in “The Four Valleys.”
The first three Valleys are described as
three aspects of the spiritual path to be
trod by any human being, so that he/
she may acquire knowledge of God, as
realization of the self, through the use
of his/her capacities of willing, know-
ing, and loving respectively. The fourth
Valley is interpreted as describing the
lofty and unattainable condition of the
Manifestations of God, and as such, as
offering a hint of the glory of the goal
of perfection towards which human
beings should strive, albeit assured that
such a perfection will never be theirs.
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Onset

MARK JARMAN

Where did your love for them come from?
Where did they come from themselves?
The party goes on while you wash up

and their conversation dissolves.

Perhaps memory’s turned hard of hearing.
That’s a way to think of it, sure.

In the impervious chatter

they say frankly there is no cure.

You may catch it, then you’ll forget it,
but not the important things,

your spouse, your children, their lovers,
the happiness each of them brings.

When you are with them keep smiling.
So far the impairment is mild.

Or so you’ve been told in all candor.
Yes, so you’ve been told.



Reflections on
The Four Valleys
of Baha’u’llah

AMROLLAH HEMMAT

Abstract

The Four Valleys was revealed by
Baha’uv’llah in Baghdad in a mystical lan-
guage and style, in response to a request
made by a prominent Sufi. As such, the
text employs traditional Sufi concepts, lan-
guage, and symbolism, and studies of The
Four Valleys often address this context.
However, when the text is studied with a
focus on a different context—the totality of
the Baha’i Writings—it becomes evident
that its main purpose is to guide spiritual
wayfarers to the recognition of the Mani-
festation of God—Baha’u’llah Himself, as
revealed after the composition of this work.
Furthermore, when the two paradigms dis-
cernable in the text—four parallel paths
towards God and the four stages of a sin-
gle path—are seen as complementary to
each other, new insights into humankind’s
nature and capacities are revealed. Such a
reading can point to practices that help the
wayfarer to maintain a balance between
various human capabilities and potentials
while attempting to acquire the full range
of human perfections, as prescribed in the
Baha’i Writings.

Résumeé

Les Quatre Vallées ont été révélées par
Baha’v’llah, a Bagdad, dans un langage
et un style mystiques, en réponse a une
demande formulée par un soufi éminent.
De ce fait, le texte utilise des concepts,

11

un langage et une symbolique soufis
traditionnels, et les études portant sur Les
Quatre Vallées sont souvent réalisées dans
ce contexte. Cependant, lorsqu’on étudie
cette ceuvre dans un contexte différent —
I’ensemble des écrits bahd’is — il devient
¢vident que son objectif principal est
de guider le voyageur spirituel vers la
reconnaissance de la Manifestation de
Dieu, soit Baha’u’llah lui-méme, telle
qu’elle a été révélée apres la composition
de cet ouvrage. De plus, lorsque les deux
paradigmes que I’on peut discerner dans le
texte — quatre chemins paralléles vers Dieu
et les quatre étapes d’un seul chemin — sont
pergus comme complémentaires 1’un de
I’autre, on constate toute 1’étendue de la
vision de I’ceuvre quant a la nature et aux
capacités de I’humanité. Le lecteur est ainsi
guidé vers des pratiques de vie holistiques
qui lui permettent de maintenir un équilibre
entre les diverses capacités et potentialités
humaines tout en essayant d’acquérir la
gamme compléte des perfections humaines,
comme le prescrivent les écrits baha’is.

Resumen

Los Cuatro Valles fue revelado por
Baha’v’lldh en Bagdad en un lenguaje
y estilo mistico, como respuesta a una
peticion que le hizo un Sufi prominente.
Como tal, el texto emplea conceptos
lenguaje y simbolismo Sufi tradicional, y
los estudios de Los Cuatro Valles seguido
abordan ese contexto. Sin embargo,
cuando se estudia con un enfoque en un
contexto diferente — la totalidad de los
Escritos Baha’is — se vuelve evidente
que su propdsito principal es guiar a los
caminantes espirituales al reconocimiento
de la Manifestacion de Dios, Baha’u’llah
Mismo, tal como se reveld después de la
composicion de esta obra. Ademas, cuando
los dos paradigmas discernibles en este
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texto — los cuatro senderos paralelos que
conducen hacia Dios y las cuatro etapas
de un solo sendero — se entienden como
complementos el uno del otro, la amplitud
del conocimiento que imparte Los Cuatro
Valles con respecto a la naturaleza y
capacidades de la humanidad es revelada,
guiando al lector hacia practicas de
vida holisticas que nos permiten tener
una armonia entre varias capacidades y
potenciales humanas al tratar de adquirir
una variedad completa de perfecciones
humanas, tal como se prescribe en los
Escritos Baha’is.

INTRODUCTION

This paper proposes that there is a
thematic coherence between The Four
Valleys, an early mystical work of
Baha’u’llah, and His later revealed
works—indeed, all the sacred Writings
of the Baha’i Faith.! This coherence
is not merely in terms of a common
spiritual, and sometimes mystical,
perspective in all of these works. A
careful reading of the text of The Four
Valleys reveals that Baha’u’llah is al-
luding, in an enigmatic style particular
to mystical language, to the advent of
His own Revelation. In other words,
this text—which was revealed soon
after Baha’u’llah’s return from Sulay-
maniyyih—functions as a harbinger

1 I would like to express my deep
appreciation for the valuable feedback
provided by Ehsanollah Hemmat and the
reviewers at the Journal of Bahad i Studies.
This work has benefited from my research
at the “Hermeneutic Research on Eastern
Philosophy” project of the Peking Univer-
sity Institute of Ancient Civilizations.

for the advent of the new Manifesta-
tion of God, bearing a new Revela-
tion that will convey truth in various
modes, including, but not limited to,
mystical expression. Understanding
the composition of The Four Valleys
as part of Baha’u’llah initiation, soon
after His return to Baghdad, of a his-
torical process of revelation, resonates
with Shoghi Effendi’s description of
Baha’v’llah’s declaration of His sta-
tion in the Garden of Ridvan: “So
momentous a Declaration may well be
regarded both as the logical consum-
mation of that revolutionizing process
which was initiated by Himself upon
His return from Sulaymaniyyih, and
as a prelude to the final proclamation
of that same Mission to the world and
its rulers from Adrianople” (God Pass-
es By 151). Furthermore, in The Four
Valleys Bahd’u’llah provides a glimpse
of the substance of the new Revelation,
touching on some of its philosophical
and theological underpinnings, and the
principles it contains for the develop-
ment of individuals and the associated
progress of society. In that sense, The
Four Valleys contains the nucleus of
Baha’u’llah’s vision for humankind,
which was to be gradually revealed
throughout His Revelation. In the
course of exploring these allusive qual-
ities of The Four Valleys, this paper
will also show that a reading of the text
as elucidating two complementary par-
adigms—four parallel paths towards
the divine, and four stages of a single
path—leads to a balanced and com-
prehensive understanding of human
nature. This insight suggests practices
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by which the wayfarer can nurture all
aspects of human perfections and qual-
ities, as envisioned in the totality of the
Baha’i Writings.

The Four Valleys is a highly abstruse
mystical writing of Baha u’1lah written
soon after His return from Kurdis-
tan on 19 March 1856 (Cameron and
Momen 62), for a prominent leader
of the Qadiri Sufi Order, the learned
Shaykh ‘Abdu’r-Rahman-i-Talibani
of Karkuk—a city in the Kurdish area
of Iraq (Walbridge 157-58). The re-
nowned Shaykh, who “commanded
the unwavering allegiance of at least
a hundred thousand devout followers”
(Shoghi Effendi, God Passes By 122),
had presumably asked for an expla-
nation of a treatise written by Kama-
lu’d-Din Husayn Kharazmi, in which
the author mentions four categories of
people yearning for nearness to God
(Radmihr, Khoosh-i-Ha’i 172).

The Text was revealed in the Persian
language, abundantly quoting from
or making references to the Qur’an,
hadith,> and the works of Muslim
mystics and poets. Therefore, it might
seem reasonable to assume that one’s
understanding of the text depends on a
thorough knowledge of pertinent prior
literature and the traditional usage of
mystical language, and that full aware-
ness of Sufi thought is necessary. In or-
der to better understand The Four Val-
leys, some scholars such as Radmihr
(Samavat 37-38) deem it necessary

2 Sayings attributed to Islamic
holy figures and particularly to the prophet
Muhammad (hadith nabavi), but not found
in the Qur’an.

to study not only Islamic mystical
philosophy and literature, but also the
works of Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’i, Siyy-
1d Kazim Rashti and the Bab.

Furthermore, as the text is con-
cise, cryptic, and highly allusive, it is
a rich source for traditional research
and footnoting, describing the cultur-
al, historical, and literary contexts of
its concepts, phrases, and terminolo-
gies. Such study of the text needs not
only a background in Islamic mystical
writings generally, but careful consid-
eration of the four paths or stages of
spiritual growth described by various
Islamic mystic authors, and in partic-
ular the very treatise by Kamalu’d-Din
Husayn Kharazmi that Baha’u’llah is
believed to have been asked to explain.
Réadmihr and Savi have conducted ex-
tensive scholarly research in this vein,
and have pointed to the similarities be-
tween The Four Valleys and the texts
of Sufi adepts (Radmihr, Samavat 37,
Savi 457). The works of both of these
scholars are informed by a Baha’i per-
spective and incorporate related Baha’i
Writings.

While the present research has
greatly benefitted from the groundwork
done by these and other scholars, this
study attempts a different approach,
largely ignoring the text’s Sufi context
and, instead, reading The Four Valleys
in the context of Baha’u’llah’s overall
corpus of writings and the subsequent
expositions by the central figures of
the Faith.® The hope is that this partic-

3 Nader Saiedi takes a similar ap-
proach in Logos and Civilization (41-42),
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ular focus will complement previous
research. As we can appreciate from
Shoghi Effendi’s elucidations, it is im-
portant to take into particular consid-
eration the historical context in which
The Four Valleys was revealed in order
to gain an appropriate understanding of
it.

Penned in the period following
the Bab’s martyrdom but prior to
Baha’uv’llah’s declaration of His own
mission, The Four Valleys—along with
The Seven Valleys, The Hidden Words,
and several other mystical writings of
Baha’u’llah—presents a very concise
and allusive account of what is to be
revealed later. The particular style and
language of mystical discourse are
uniquely apt for the purpose of bridg-
ing the past and the future. Mystical
texts are enigmatic and not expected to
be easily comprehensible. They can al-
low for interpretations that might even
seem contradictory. As such, these
texts assist their readers to gradually
become detached from the learnings of
the past and develop new understand-
ings, at a pace appropriate to their indi-
vidual capacity. Baha’u’llah’s writings
prior to the declaration of His station
and mission in 1863 were primarily
in this mystical mode.* Consequent-
ly, while certain readers observe in
Baha’u’llah’s mystical texts merely a
reflection of old traditions, others see
in them glimpses of what was to come,

with a particular focus on the Fourth Valley
and the concept of destiny (gadar) (79—-88).
4 Saiedi observes that early revela-
tions of Muhammad and the Bab were in “a
predominantly poetic language” (17).

particularly as they develop an under-
standing of both the later writings of
Baha’u’llah and His station. Therefore,
we can reasonably propose that much
of the meaning of The Four Valleys can
be best understood in light of the total-
ity of the Baha’i Writings, despite the
seeming aim of this text to respond, in
the Sufi style, to questions relevant to
Sufi beliefs and practices.

In addition to a careful reading of
The Four Valleys itself, interpretations
presented here are rooted in the texts re-
vealed by the Bab, by Baha’u’llah Him-
self, and the works of ‘Abdu’l-Baha
and Shoghi Effendi. While the intertex-
tual analysis of this research focuses on
the Baha’i Writings, our intra-textual
analysis pays special attention to the
relationships among concepts present-
ed throughout the text, how these con-
cepts are repeated or emphasized, how
they precede, supersede, or comple-
ment each other, and how the wayfarer
is guided progressively along the path
of ever-higher perfection.

At the same time, the readers are
asked to bear in mind that certain sa-
cred texts, in particular those of a mys-
tical nature, are not intended to convey
merely one level of meaning. There-
fore, through an intertextual compre-
hension of the Writings and the holy
books of the past, one might be able
to discover multiple layers of credible
meanings that are in harmony with both
Sufi doctrine and the Baha’i Faith. This
activity requires the reader to reflect
and contemplate, just as Baha’u’llah
counsels in the Kitdb-i-Aqdas: “Im-
merse yourselves in the ocean of My
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words, that ye may unravel its secrets,
and discover all the pearls of wisdom
that lie hid in its depths” (§21). Thus,
this paper attempts to identify what, in
the light of the totality of the Baha’i
Writings, can be understood as the
primary message of the Four Valleys,
while at times introducing alternative
understandings.

THE FOUR VALLEYS

Bahéd’v’llah introduces the purpose
of His composition, The Four Val-
leys, in this manner: “O my eminent
friend! They that seek to ascend to
the heaven of mystic wayfaring are of
four kinds only. I shall describe them
in brief, that the signs and degrees of
each may become plain and manifest
to thee” (8).° Accordingly, there are
four kinds of wayfarers, each treading
a particular path of spiritual progress.
Baha’u’llah begins the introduction to
each valley by mentioning a certain at-
tribute of God as the objective which
the wayfarers of that particular path
pursue. The paths are different in that
their final objective is stated different-
ly; one can conclude that each type of
wayfarer possesses a certain character,
and particular dispositions and capac-
ities, based on which they select their
particular objective and path. The ob-
jectives which these different types of

5 Unless indicated otherwise,
throughout this paper the notation “Y”
refers to paragraph numbers of The Four
Valleys or, when specifically stated, The
Seven Valleys, as they appear in The Call
of the Divine Beloved.

wayfarers seek to approach are, in the
order of the valleys, “the Sanctuary
of the Desired One” (99), “the Court
of the All Praised” (415), “the Abode
of the Lodestone of hearts” (420), and
“the Beauty of the Beloved” (928).
Before exploring how the text of
each valley is illumined by the context
of the Writings as a whole, a couple of
preliminary points which will inform
that exploration should be addressed.
First, we can ask what the wayfarer’s
intended destination is. As the goal in
each valley is associated with an attri-
bute or name of God, all four paths lead
the wayfarer to a single sublime and di-
vine destination. One can interpret that
single divine destination in different
ways. According to the common Sufi
understanding it is the realm of the di-
vine, God Himself. The accomplished
wayfarers ultimately join this realm,
losing their own identity (Yathrebi
176). A detailed treatment of Sufi be-
liefs is beyond the scope of this paper,
but generally speaking the Sufi convic-
tion is that with God’s assistance and
through persistent pious exertion the
wayfarer can reach that supreme divine
objective and become one with it.° The

6 This is the “dying to the self and
living in God” (Baha’u’llah, The Seven
Valleys §76) which, in various Sufi models
of wayfaring, is generally considered to be
the ultimate destination of the mystic way-
farers’ journey (Nicholson 28). The con-
cept has been interpreted in various ways
by Sufis adepts (see, for example, Yathribi
451-65). Yet, Baha’u’llah considers this
not to be the final point of the spiritual
journey (The Seven Valleys 488).



16 The Journal of Baha’i Studies 30.4 2020

Four Valleys of Baha’u’llah, written in
the language and terminologies of the
Sufis, would likely be understood in
this way by a Sufi reader.

If we read the text in light of all the
Writings, however, we see an important
difference. We realize that, although
each valley explains a certain aspect
and attribute of God, these attributes
are revealed to us through the inter-
mediary Reality of the Manifestation
of God, a Reality that represents God
in the realm of creation. Furthermore,
we understand that even the divine as-
pect of the Manifestation of God is be-
yond human comprehension and reach
(Déavadi 328-29). Only through His
attributes and signs can the Manifes-
tation of God be known and that, too,
is by degrees and relative to the way-
farer’s capacity. This is because, in the
hierarchy of existence, the lower level
cannot comprehend the nature of the
higher level: “differentiation of stages
in the contingent world is an obsta-
cle to understanding” (‘Abdu’l-Baha,
Tablet 15). These points are merely al-
luded to in the Four Valleys itself, but
the reader familiar with Baha’u’1lah’s
later writings on the ontology of God,
His Manifestations, and human beings
will understand that they are implic-
it. The first passage in Gleanings, for
example, bears directly on these ques-
tions. In this prayer, Baha’u’llah first
clarifies that human attempts to praise
and understand God actually pertain
to the Manifestation of God, Who is
Himself “wholly subjected to [God’s]
sovereignty””:

Exalted, immeasurably exalted, art
Thou above the strivings of mortal
man to unravel Thy mystery, to
describe Thy glory, or even to hint
at the nature of Thine Essence. For
whatever such strivings may ac-
complish, they never can hope to
transcend the limitations imposed
upon Thy creatures, inasmuch as
these efforts are actuated by Thy
decree, and are begotten of Thine
invention. The loftiest sentiments
which the holiest of saints can
express in praise of Thee, and the
deepest wisdom which the most
learned of men can utter in their
attempts to comprehend Thy na-
ture, all revolve around that Center
Which is wholly subjected to Thy
sovereignty, Which adoreth Thy
Beauty, and is propelled through
the movement of Thy Pen. (Glean-
ings 1:3)

Baha’u’llah then continues by point-
ing out that even the Manifestations,
inasmuch as They manifest the Self of
God, cannot be properly praised and
comprehended by human beings, as
there is no direct relationship between
the created things and the divine reality
of the Manifestation of God:

Nay, forbid it, O my God, that I
should have uttered such words
as must of necessity imply the
existence of any direct relation-
ship between the Pen of Thy
Revelation and the essence of all
created things. Far, far are They
Who are related to Thee above the
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conception of such relationship!
All comparisons and likenesses
fail to do justice to the Tree of
Thy Revelation, and every way is
barred to the comprehension of the
Manifestation of Thy Self and the
Dayspring of Thy Beauty. (Glean-
ings 1:4)

Therefore, an essential aspect of
The Four Valleys is its focus on the
station of the Manifestation of God,
a unique, divine and sublime station
whose essence cannot be understood,
though its attributes can be to a degree
perceived and emulated. This is quite
different from the Sufi belief that the
wayfarer’s objective is to achieve a
station higher than that of the prophets
and become united with God Himself.’

7 In Sufism the objective of the
wayfarer has been “Union with Reality”
(fana fi ‘I-Haqq)” (Nicholson 28). Hagq
also refers to God and, in that sense, the
early prominent Persian Sufi, Bayazid
Bastami, in relation to his own wayfaring
proclaimed: “thirty years the high God
was my mirror, now [ am my own mirror”
(Nicholson 17). His biographer explained
this as meaning: “that which I was I am no
more, for ‘I’ and ‘God’ is a denial of the
unity of God . . . I went from God to God,
until they cried from me in me, ‘O Thou
1" (Nicholson 17-18). Saiedi refers to the
“frequent claims by many prominent Sufi
that the station of Sufi saintliness (vilayah)
is superior to the station of prophecy and
apostolic legislation” (20). Yet, Schimmel
believes that, despite some controversies
among Sufis, “the traditional Sufi schools
have always agreed upon the superiority of
the prophet [over the Sufi saints]” (203).

The ways in which the text points to
the Manifestation will be considered
later in discussing each valley as a par-
allel path.

As a second preliminary point, we
can consider in more detail the notion
noted earlier, that there are two ways
of understanding the four valleys in
relation to each other. On one hand,
the four valleys can be viewed as four
different and parallel paths toward a
sublime destination. Each path allows
the wayfarer to make progress towards
that ultimate objective. In this parallel
understanding of the valleys, we can-
not assume that each valley is a static
state or station with fixed qualities in
which a certain type of wayfarer re-
sides. In this respect, the terms “plane”
and “station” (rutbih and maqam,
translated interchangeably), which re-
fer to the valleys in the text, mean a
path that one advances along,® a field
in which one struggles for progress.
Thus, Baha’u’llah says of the First Val-
ley that “at the beginning this plane is
the realm of conflict, yet it endeth in the
ascent to the throne of glory” (49); and
of the second: “On this plane, the trav-
eller meeteth with many a trial and re-
verse” (416) and “one must make ready
the receptacle and become worthy of
the descent of the heavenly bestowals
... ‘For this let the striving strive!’”
(4119). The wayfarers strive, move, ad-
vance, and occasionally regress within

8 The word “wayfarer” (salik) lit-
erally means a traveler, especially on foot
(among other meanings), and in mystical
texts refers to the one who travels or walks
on the path towards God.
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their particular valleys. The text, on
various occasions, explains the chal-
lenges and trial of the valleys, explic-
itly or implicitly advises the wayfarer
on what should be done or avoided,
and sets standards of excellence for the
wayfarer.

Accordingly, this paper assumes
that, based on an interpretation of the
valleys as parallel paths, there exist dif-
ferent degrees of progress within each
valley, leading the wayfarer nearer to
the objective of that valley. If we go by
Savi’s interpretation that each valley
can indicate a “different aspect of the
mystic wayfaring of the same seeker”
(80), a wayfarer can make progress in
any or all of the four aspects. In that
sense the four types of wayfarers can
also represent four archetypes of way-
faring, reflecting the individual’s incli-
nations and capacities, which can be
different at different times in one’s life.
The parallel model, then, can apply ei-
ther to four types of wayfarers, or the
four kinds of wayfaring.

An alternative way of understanding
The Four Valleys is that, in their path of
progress, wayfarers sequentially move
from one valley to the next—with each
subsequent valley being at a higher lev-
el. In that sense, each valley specifies a
certain level of progress. That would
entail making progress in each valley
before moving to the next. I call this
paradigm the sequential model. The
following exploration of how the text
guides the seeker to the recognition of
the Manifestation of God proceeds by
first describing each of the four valleys
from the perspective of the parallel

paradigm. This will be followed by
an exploration of the sequential mod-
el. Ultimately, as we will see, one can
arrive at the conclusion that the two
models complement each other as the
text does not strictly require a paral-
lel or sequential understanding of the
valleys.

THE PARALLEL MODEL
OF THE FOUR VALLEYS

Although The Four Valleys is written
in a poetic and mystical language, a
language that does not lend itself to a
fixed and rigid structure, one can ob-
serve a general organization and a con-
sistency of form throughout the body
of the text. The description of each val-
ley begins by mentioning the type of
wayfarer that treads it and the distinct
spiritual objective which the wayfarer
of that valley strives for—an attribute
of God or, more properly, of His Mani-
festation. This is immediately followed
by introducing the specific theme of
the valley—respectively, self, intel-
lect, love, and the inmost heart—and
then qualifying it by describing what
is in fact meant by that theme and, in
the case of the last two valleys, partic-
ularly emphasizing that what is meant
is a mystery that cannot be readily
described in words. Subsequently, the
text explains in detail what is intended
by treading the valley (and what is not),
the tests and trials of the path, what the
wayfarer needs to do or avoid doing,
and the qualities of the exemplar way-
farers of that valley.
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THE FIRST VALLEY

In this valley, Self (nafs, at times trans-
lated as “soul”) is the path that those
wayfarers in search of the Desired One
pursue: “If the wayfarers be among
them that seek after THE SANCTUARY
OF THE DESIRED ONE, this plane per-
taineth to the self—but the self which
is intended is ‘the Self of God that per-
vadeth all His laws’” (9). The journey
through this valley is fundamentally
concerned with the transformation of
the self. To see why this is so, and what
this transformation entails, we can con-
sider the implications of the “self” that
this plane pertains to.

On its surface, the “Self of God”
might be taken to mean God’s Es-
sence. However, I would suggest that
the way in which this very term is
used elsewhere by Baha’u’llah shows
that, in His Revelation, it consistently
points to the Manifestation of God. For
instance, He writes: “For the Ancient
Being and Ocean of divine Truth hath
eternally been exalted above the reach
of all else besides Him. Therefore,
the comprehension of the devoutest
of mystics reverts to the recognition
of the Manifestations of His Cause.
They are the Self of God (nafsu’lldh)
among His servants” (Darydyi- Danish
162).° Elsewhere, in a prayer, we read
that it is the Manifestation of God Who
reveals God’s Self: “Him Who is the
Manifestation of Thine own Self, and

9 Throughout this paper, if the
source cited is not in English, what is quot-
ed is my provisional translation.

the Revealer of Thy signs, and the Day-
Spring of Thy Revelation, and the Re-
pository of Thy Cause” (Baha’u’llah,
Prayers 139:4). In another prayer re-
vealed by Baha’u’llah we read:

From everlasting Thou hast exist-
ed, alone with no one else beside
Thee, and wilt, to everlasting,
continue to remain the same, in the
sublimity of Thine essence and the
inaccessible heights of Thy glory.

And when Thou didst purpose
to make Thyself known unto men,
Thou didst successively reveal the
Manifestations of Thy Cause, and
ordained each to be a sign of Thy
Revelation among Thy people,
and the Day-Spring of Thine in-
visible Self amidst Thy creatures.
(Prayers 78:3-4)

For a clear equation of the Self of
God with the Manifestation, we can
look at how Baha’u’llah describes the
station of His forerunner, the Bab. In
an untranslated Tablet, He advises the
recipient:

Say: O people of the Bayan, to
what religion do you adhere and
which path are you faithful to?
... If they say “To that of the
Point of the Bayan [the Bab]”.

. ask them by what proof and
evidence . . . and if they say “We
recognized Him by His own Self,”
Say: this is a clear lie, as up to
now you have not even known
your own selves, how much less
the Self of God that pervadeth all
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things (nafsu’llahu’l-qa’imah ala
kull-i-shay’)."°

Then Bahd’u’llah asks why they
have not confessed to the truth of Him-
self, “the visible Self of God, shining as
manifest as the sun” (Ishrag-i-Khavari,
Ma’idiyi-Asmani 26-27). Baha’u’llah
expresses a similar concept with refer-
ence to Himself:

Say: Naught is seen in My temple
but the Temple of God, and in My
beauty but His Beauty, and in My
being but His Being, and in My
self but His Self, and in My move-
ment but His Movement, and in
My acquiescence but His Acquies-
cence, and in My pen but His Pen,
the Mighty, the All-Praised. There
hath not been in My soul but the
Truth, and in Myself naught could
be seen but God. (Summons, Striy-
i-Haykal 944, emphasis added)

Thus, when one looks at the Manifes-
tation, one sees “but His [God’s] Self

.. and in [Himself] naught could be
seen but God.” It is clear from these
other writings of Baha’u’llah that He
uses the term “The Self of God” to re-
fer to the Reality of the Manifestation
of God, a reality that reveals God’s
names and attributes in the world of
existence.!!

10 This phrase resonates with “the
Self of God that pervadeth all His laws,” a
phrase found in the First Valley, originally
from a prayer attributed to Imam ‘Ali (99).

11 While the object of the wayfarer is
not attaining to God’s Essence, the station

The Manifestation of God, then, is
central to the process of transformation
described in the journey of the First
Valley. The nature of that transforma-
tion, too, is illumined by the context of
the Baha’i Writings as a whole. “Self”
(nafs) in the Writings assumes a hi-
erarchical set of meanings, as will be
described later in detail. In relation to
human beings, the lowest station in this
hierarchy—what might be called the
“lower self”—is a state and condition
that is despised by God and needs to be
transformed. The highest level that hu-
man beings can achieve—what we can
refer to as our “higher self”—is a state
that is aligned with God’s Will: “This
is the plane of the soul that is pleasing
unto God” (410). Regarding the ex-
alted station of this self, Baha’u’llah

of the Manifestation of God—the Self of
God—is in itself supremely lofty: as the
phrase “the Self of God that pervadeth all
things” suggests, the whole universe de-
pends for its existence on the station of the
Manifestation of God. As such, we observe
a relationship between the notions of “Self
of God”—referring to the Reality of the
Manifestation of God—and “all things”
(kull-u-shay’), the universe as a whole.
Likewise, the Bab explains that the Sun of
Will, i.e. the Primal Will (mashiyyat-i-av-
valiyyih), one of His own titles, is observed
in all things, because it is through the
agency of the Primal Will that everything
comes into existence (Bayan-i-Farsi 85).
This resonates with Baha’u’llah’s asser-
tion in The Summons of the Lord of Hosts:
“Say: It is in Our power, should We wish
it, to cause all created things to expire in an
instant, and, with the next, to endue them
again with life” (75).
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quotes a verse from the Qur’an (41:53):
“Hence it is said: ‘“We will surely show
them Our signs in the world and with-
in themselves, until it become plain to
them that there is no God save Him’”
(11). The self of “themselves™ in this
verse of the Qur’an logically refers to
the higher self that is a sign of God.

Treading the First Valley, then,
means moving from the lower self to-
wards the higher self, the station near-
est to the Self of God (i.e., the Manifes-
tation of God). Such a journey entails
the realization of the higher nature of
the human being, fulfilling the capac-
ity with which it has been endowed.
It is changing the self that is rejected
into the self that is loved by God: “In
this station the self is not rejected but
beloved” (9). It is in reference to this
transformation of the self that the First
Valley is described in these terms:
“[a]lthough at the beginning this plane
is the realm of conflict, yet it endeth in
the ascent to the throne of glory” (9).
The word “conflict” (jiddl) is of signif-
icance in relation to the nature of the
transformation that needs to take place
in the First Valley. Overcoming the
lower self is unmistakably challenging
and it has often been alluded to by the
metaphor of war. Baha’u’llah eluci-
dates the nature of the conflict at the
heart of the transformation of the self
in an untranslated Tablet:

Ye have no foe but your own self.
Comprehend its nature, O people,
and be not of the heedless. In no
wise will it be satisfied; when it
is fed its flame waxeth, and when

deprived, its appetite deepens.
“Blessed now is he who has kept
it pure”'? in the name of His Lord,
the Omnipotent, the Help in Peril,
the Self-Subsisting. Say, slay it, O
people, in my path. This is the true
sacrifice for the love of the Mer-
ciful. None but the sincere shall
understand this. (Athdr-i-Qalam-
i-Ala 426)

In this last verse, by “sacrifice”
Bahd’u’llah seems to be referring to
Abraham’s attempt to sacrifice His son
to God. Abraham is an emblem of sac-
rifice, a theme Baha’u’llah refers to in
the First Valley as well, quoting a poem
by Rimi:

As it hath been said:

O Abraham of the Spirit and God’s
Friend in this day!

Slay! Slay these four thieving
birds of prey!

that after death the mystery of life
may be unravelled. (19)

As we read in the endnote for this
verse: “Here Rumi tells a story of four
evil birds which, when put to death,
changed into four birds of goodness.
The allegory refers to subduing evil
qualities and replacing them with
good” (Call of the Beloved 110).

12 A reference to the Qur’an 91:7-
10: “By a soul [nafs, self], and Him who
balanced it, And breathed unto it its wick-
edness and its piety, Blessed now is he who
hath kept it pure, And undone is he who
hath corrupted it!” (Rodwell).
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The formidable challenge of suc-
cessfully transforming one’s lower self
into the self desired by God is eluci-
dated in a letter written on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi: “The only people who
are truly free of the ‘dross of self” are
the Prophets, for to be free of one’s ego
is a hall-mark of perfection. We hu-
mans are never going to become per-
fect, for perfection belongs to a realm
we are not destined to enter. However,
we must constantly mount higher, seek
to be more perfect” (Unfolding Desti-
ny 453).1* The Manifestations of God
hold an exalted station that no human
being can reach. Taken together, then,
the concept of the transformation of the
self, and the identity of the Self of God
with the Manifestation, along with the
broader context for both of these pro-
vided in the Baha’i Writings, clarifies
the nature of the journey described in
the First Valley. We can conclude that
there exist varying degrees of progress
for the wayfarers in the First Valley.
The Sufi idea of attaining the station of
the “Perfect Man” (insdn-i-kamil)—a
station equal or even higher than the
station of Muhammad, which certain
Sufis believed to be an achievable
objective—is replaced with the un-
ending striving to draw ever nearer to
the essentially inaccessible station of
the Manifestation of God. Therefore,
within the First Valley there is progress
to be made toward the station of “the
Self of God” by manifesting in one’s

13 In this letter, by ‘“Prophets” is
meant the Manifestations of God and not
the minor prophets, as will be discussed
later.

self the attributes of the Manifestation
of God.

Our understanding of the concept
of self in this valley can be further en-
riched by considering what Baha’u’11ah
might mean by stating that “[t]his sta-
tion hath myriad signs and countless
tokens” (§11). In one of His tablets,
‘Abdu’l-Baha mentions that there are
numerous degrees and uncounted lev-
els of the self (nafs), explaining four-
teen levels or types that exist in the
contingent world (Makdtib 85-99).'
These levels include various signs and
tokens of God in nature and in the hu-
man world, but also the concepts of the
destruction (idmihlal) and fall (suqut)
of the self in human beings—concepts
that relate to the most corrupt level
of the self. * As such, the concepts of
self in this Tablet relate to the process
of transformation of the self from the
most corrupt level to the loftiest.

The first three levels of the self that
‘Abdu’l-Baha defines are, in order of
ascent, the mineral, vegetable, and an-
imal realms—what we commonly call
nature. The next ten are the hierarchy

14 Refer to Radmihr 184-98 and
Savi 332, 338-39 for a discussion of dif-
ferent levels of self in Islamic and Baha’i
texts.

15  This distinction between the
lower and higher self in relation to human
beings is important, as certain Sufi Orders
(Bekhtashi Sufis, and other Sufi orders re-
ferred to as “lawless dervishes”) believe
that, since God manifests His signs in the
whole of existence, nothing in the world of
being is undesirable—there is no right or
wrong (Nicholson 95).



Reflections on The Four Valleys of Bahd'v’llah 23

of the levels of self in humankind from
the lowest to the loftiest, followed by
the highest station in the hierarchy of
selves, which belongs solely to the sta-
tion of the Manifestation of God—the
Self of God, as I argue, of the First Val-
ley. ‘Abdu’l-Baha refers to the lowest
level of self in the human being as the
“insistent self” (nafs-i-ammarih). Re-
garding the “human self” or “human
essence”™®  (nafsu’l-insaniyyah) He
writes:

Therefore, in each station it is
referred to with a different term.
For example, in the station of its
descent to the lowest grades of
animalistic selfish desires and its
engagement with the vanities of
the world, and its joy in wicked
transitory wants and its stagnation
by the chill of the world of being
and its dampening of the warmth
of the love of His Lord, the Most
Glorious, the All-Bounteous, and
its sinking in the abyss of way-
wardness and its vehement evil
and rebellion, it is referred to as
the insistent self'” (nafs ammdrah)
even as He Himself hath said, and
His word, verily, is the truth: “the
soul is insistent on evil, unless

16 In Gleanings Shoghi Effendi
translates nafs as “essence,” as among the
meanings of the word are “essence” and
“nature.”

17 The “insistent self” is the transla-
tion adopted most often in the Bahd’i Writ-
ings for the term nafs ammarah mentioned
in the Qur’an 12:53.

my Lord bestoweth His Mercy.”'®
(Makatib 87)

Furthermore, in relation to the insis-
tent self, we read in the Kitab-i-Aqdas:
“O people of the world! Follow not the
promptings of the self, for it summon-
eth insistently to wickedness and lust”
(964). This self is the lower nature of
human beings that needs to be con-
trolled and conquered, the self that is
“rejected,” as referred to in the text of
the First Valley (99).

In contrast to the lower self that is re-
jected by God there exists the self that
is loved by God. The highest level that
human beings can achieve as defined
by ‘Abdu’l-Bahéd—the level placed
below the station of the Manifestation
of God—is the self that God does not
despise, but, rather, is pleased with.
This seems to be the ultimate objective
that the wayfarer can achieve in tread-
ing the First Valley: “This is the plane
of the soul that is pleasing unto God,
whereof He saith: ‘Enter thou among
My servants, and enter thou My Par-
adise’”” (910). Here again, I suggest
that the soul that is pleasing unto God
can be read as the soul that is pleasing
to the Manifestation of God, Who, as
Baha’u’llah elucidates in the Kitab-i-
Aqdas, has the authority to decide what
is acceptable and what is not: “Say: The
very life of all deeds is My good plea-
sure, and all things depend upon Mine

18  Qur’an 12:53, my translation
based on the previous footnote. Rodwell’s
is: “for the heart is prone to evil, save theirs
on whom my Lord hath mercy . . .”

19 Qur’an: 89:29-30
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acceptance. Read ye the Tablets that ye
may know what hath been purposed in
the Books of God, the All-Glorious, the
Ever Bounteous” (436).

In sum, then, when read in the con-
text of the Baha’{ Writings as a whole,
and taken as one of four parallel paths,
the First Valley describes the journey of
the wayfarer who, by keeping the Self
of God—the Manifestation—in view as
the goal, transforms her or his own self,
subduing the lower nature and becom-
ing ever more pleasing to God.

THE SECOND VALLEY

The Second Valley is the realm of
intellect (agl): “If the wayfarers be
among them that dwell in THE COURT
OF THE ALL-PRAISED, this is the sta-
tion of the Intellect” (§15). This val-
ley is associated with the faculties of
reasoning, knowledge, and learning,
and in the text of this valley we find
concepts and terms related to educa-
tion and the fostering of knowledge:
“the school of God” (15), “to seek
after knowledge,” “God will teach
you” (]16), “[t]his station is that of the
true standard of knowledge,” and “[k]
nowledge is a light” (§18). These con-
cepts, viewed in light of the Writings
as a whole, elucidate the relationship
between knowledge and “Intellect”
which is at the core of the Second
Valley.

Baha’u’llah explains that by “In-
tellect” in this valley He intends “the
universal divine Intellect, whose sov-
ereignty fostereth the growth of all
things, and not every vain and feeble

mind” (§15). Accordingly, the univer-
sal divine Intellect nurtures the world
of creation. As was the case with the
Self, Intellect in this valley refers to an
aspect of the Reality of the Manifesta-
tion of God. Differentiating between
the human intellect and divine Intel-
lect, ‘Abdu’l-Baha explains:

But the universal divine Intellect,
which transcends nature, is the out-
pouring grace of the pre-existent
Power. It encompasses all existing
realities and receives its share of
the lights and mysteries of God.
It is an all-knowing power, not a
power of investigation and sensing.
The spiritual power associated with
the world of nature is the power
of investigation, and it is through
investigation that it discovers the
realities and properties of things.
But the heavenly intellectual pow-
er, which is beyond nature, encom-
passes, knows, and comprehends
all things; is aware of the divine
mysteries, truths, and inner mean-
ings; and discovers the hidden ver-
ities of the Kingdom. This divine
intellectual power is confined to the
holy Manifestations and the Day-
springs of prophethood. A ray of
this light falls upon the mirrors of
the hearts of the righteous, that they
may also receive, through the holy
Manifestations, a share and bene-
fit of this power. (Some Answered
Questions 58:4)

In a Tablet, Baha’u’llah makes it
clear that, as opposed to the “lesser
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intellect” (aql-i-juz’i, translated as
“meagre reason” in The Four Valleys
415) of certain human minds, Intellect
refers to the station of “the ultimate
Source of knowledge,” the Manifesta-
tion of God:

By the Intellect mentioned above
is meant the universal divine Mind.
How often hath it been observed
that certain human minds, far from
being a source of guidance, have
become as fetters upon the feet of
the wayfarers and prevented them
from treading the straight Path!
The lesser intellect being thus
circumscribed, one must search
after Him Who is the ultimate
Source of knowledge and strive
to recognize Him. And should
one come to acknowledge that
Source round Whom every mind
doth revolve, then whatsoever He
should ordain is the expression of
the dictates of a consummate wis-
dom. His very Being, even as the
sun, is distinct from all else beside
Him. The whole duty of man is
to recognize Him; once this hath
been achieved, then whatsoever
He may please to ordain is bind-
ing and in full accordance with the
requirements of divine wisdom.?

20  This twin duty, recognition of
“Him,” and obedience to whatever “He”
ordains, along with the reference in the
next sentence to the ordinances and prohi-
bitions laid down by the Prophets, makes it
clear that the “Him” referred to here is the
Manifestation of God. It mirrors the open-
ing passage of the Kitab-i-Aqdas, which

Thus have ordinances and prohibi-
tions of every kind been laid down
by the Prophets of the past, even
unto the earliest times. (Taberna-
cle 2:23)

It is also clear in the Baha’i Writings
that the Manifestation is the supreme
source of knowledge and enlighten-
ment. For example, Bahd’u’llah, re-
ferring to the Manifestations of God,
says: “They are the Treasuries of Di-
vine knowledge, and the Repositories
of celestial wisdom” (Gleanings 19:3).
He also refers to His own Revelation
as the appearance of the sun of knowl-
edge: “The Daystar of knowledge is
manifest and the Luminary of insight
hath appeared. Fortunate indeed is
the one who hath attained, who hath
witnessed, and who hath recognized”
(Tabernacle 3:10). He also writes:
“In such wise, we bestow upon you
the fruit of the Tree of divine knowl-
edge, that ye may gladly and joyously
abide in the Ridvan of divine wisdom”
(Kitdb-i-Igan 12).

HUMAN INTELLECT

Recognizing that the Intellect referred
to at the outset of the Second Valley
refers primarily to the station of the
Manifestation of God helps illumine

makes the first duty the recognition of
“Him who is the Dayspring of His [God’s]
Revelation and the Fountain of His laws,
Who representeth the Godhead in both the
Kingdom of His Cause and the world of
creation” — an unmistakable reference to
the Manifestation (Kitab-i-Aqdas 1).
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the nature of the wayfarer’s journey.
The wayfarer is instructed to recog-
nize that Source of divine knowledge
and benefit from His bounties. After
quoting the hadith, “Knowledge is a
light which God casteth into the heart
of whomsoever He willeth” (18),
Baha’v’llah continues: “Wherefore,
one must make ready the receptacle
and become worthy of the descent of
heavenly bestowals, that the all-suffic-
ing Cup-Bearer may give one to drink
of the wine of bounty from the crystal
chalice of mercy. ‘For this let the striv-
ing strive!”” (419).

Yet, in contrast to the knowledge
that is the fruit of the heavenly bestow-
als, there exists knowledge which is
the product of “meagre reason” (‘aq!-
i-juz’7), as we noted earlier. Regarding
the limitations of the unaided human
intellect Baha’u’llah quotes a poem:
“How can meagre reason comprehend
the Book, Or the spider trap a phoenix
in its web?” (15).

The context provided by the treat-
ment of human reason in the Writings
as a whole can elucidate the nature of
the knowledge-centered journey of the
Second Valley. While those Writings
emphasize the meagerness of the hu-
man intellect from a certain perspec-
tive, they also assign great value to the
God-given faculties of intellect and the
power of reflection (quvviyi mutafak-
kirih): “O people of Bahd! The source
of crafts, sciences and arts is the power
of reflection. Make ye every effort that
out of this ideal mine there may gleam
forth such pearls of wisdom and utter-
ance as will promote the well-being

and harmony of all the kindreds of the
earth” (Baha’u’llah, Tablets 72). In the
Bahd’i Faith the power of rationality
is highly esteemed, and all are urged
to take advantage of their capacity of
intellect and reflection for acquiring
sciences, crafts and arts:

Arts, crafts and sciences uplift the
world of being, and are conducive
to its exaltation. Knowledge is as
wings to man’s life, and a ladder
for his ascent. Its acquisition is
incumbent upon everyone. The
knowledge of such sciences, how-
ever, should be acquired as can
profit the peoples of the earth, and
not those which begin with words
and end with words. Great in-
deed is the claim of scientists and
craftsmen on the peoples of the
world. Unto this beareth witness
the Mother Book in this conspic-
uous station (Baha’u’llah, Epistle
26-27).

The Baha’i Writings also insist that
human rationality, sciences and arts are
not adequate by themselves; they do not
make humanity independent of spiritu-
al education, the insight bestowed by
God. Humans stand in need of the di-
vine intellectual power, and to obtain
a share of that power they must recog-
nize the station of the Manifestation of
God, as the knowledge bestowed by
God can only be learned in “the school
of God” (4 15). Manifestations of God
are divine educators. They reveal the
true source of enlightenment, but to
be able to attain such enlightenment



Reflections on The Four Valleys of Bahd'v’llah 27

one needs to fully obey Their laws and
commandments. This full obedience to
divine teachers is associated with the
concept of the fear of God—a fear that
leads to learning, as we read in the First
Valley: “Fear ye God; God will teach
you” (18, Qur’an 2:282). This is a fear
that inspires pious action as the word
“fear ye” (ittaqu) is a derivative of the
word tagva meaning piety. In fact, it
is only by meeting certain mental and
spiritual criteria that one can qualify
for acquiring knowledge bestowed
by God. In Some Answered Questions
‘Abdu’l-Baha describes the character-
istics of a true seeker of “the knowl-
edge of the Sun of Truth”:

[T]he seeker must therefore be en-
dowed with certain attributes. First,
he must be fair-minded and de-
tached from all save God. His heart
must be entirely directed towards
the Supreme Horizon and freed
from the bondage of vain and self-
ish desires, for these are obstacles
on the path. Furthermore, he must
endure every tribulation, embody
the utmost purity and sanctity, and
renounce the love or hatred of all
the peoples of the world, lest his
love for one thing hinder him from
investigating another, or his hatred
for something prevent him from
discerning its truth. This is the sta-
tion of search, and the seeker must
be endowed with these qualities
and attributes—that is, until he at-
tains this station it will be impossi-
ble for him to gain the knowledge
of the Sun of Truth. (10:7)

Impurity of heart and the “bondage
of vain and selfish desires” can lead one
to rely solely on one’s “meagre reason”
and its futile and deceitful knowledge.
In the Kitab-i-iqan, Baha’u’llah rejects
superstitious sciences and philosophies
that were the source of pride for a cer-
tain clergyman, Karimkhan Kirméani,
reputed as a prominent scholar of his
time, one who “imagined himself a
learned man and regarded the rest of
the people ignorant” (185). Karimkhan
had considered knowledge of more
than twenty sciences as a require-
ment for understanding the ascent of
Muhammad to heaven, among them
“the science of metaphysical abstrac-
tions, of alchemy, and natural magic.”
Baha’u’llah  continues:
and discarded learnings, this man hath
regarded as the pre-requisites of the
understanding of the sacred and abid-
ing mysteries of divine Knowledge”
(185-86).

Referring to the fact that knowledge
obtained through “meagre reason”
by itself can become a veil, prevent-
ing one from understanding spiritual
truth, Baha’u’llah further elucidates:
“We have consumed this densest of
all veils, with the fire of the love of
the Beloved—the veil referred to in
the saying: ‘The most grievous of all
veils is the veil of knowledge.” Upon
its ashes, We have reared the taber-
nacle of divine knowledge. We have,
praise be to God, burned the “veils of
glory” with the fire of the beauty of the
Best-Beloved” (Kitdb-i-Igan 187-88).
We see that in these verses Baha’u’llah
provides a standard for avoiding the

“Such vain
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trap of knowledge that is derived from
the human intellect alone, which be-
comes a veil. He advises that by the fire
of “the love of the Beloved” one can
burn the veil of limited knowledge and
acquire “divine knowledge.”

THE THIRD VALLEY

This valley is the realm of love: “If
the lovers be among them that abide
within the precincts of THE ABODE OF
THE LODESTONE OF HEARTS, no soul
may dwell on this kingly throne save
the countenance of love” (920). In re-
lation to this verse, certain terms need
particular attention. The phrase “them
that abide” (‘dkifin) often refers to de-
voted believers who remain or dwell
in the proximity of holy places.?! They
reside in “the precincts,” the quarters,
grounds, or areas surrounding that holy
place—in this case “the abode of the
Lodestone of hearts.” This is the abode
housing the “kingly throne,” a throne
that can only be occupied by the “coun-
tenance of love.” On this reading, the
“kingly throne” is not occupied by the
wayfarers of this valley; it is rather the
seat of “the countenance of love.” Love
in mystical texts refers to the wayfar-
er’s love for God. The Baha’i Writings
often refer to the love for the Manifes-
tation of God, the One who represents
God in the world of creation, as in:
“Observe My commandments, for
the love of My beauty” (Baha’u’llah,

21 For instance, “Those who reside
constantly at Jerusalem from motives of
piety” (Steingass 831).

Kitab-i-Aqdas 94). I would argue that,
in keeping with the allusions in the first
two valleys to the Manifestation of
God, the “countenance of love” in this
valley also refers to the Reality of the
Manifestation.

We come across the term “counte-
nance” (fal’at, which can also mean
“figure” or “shape”) referring to the
Manifestation of God in several writings
of Baha’u’llah. For instance, in the fol-
lowing passages from the Kitab-i-igan,
tal’at is the word translated as “Soul”:

When the Unseen, the Eternal, the
Divine Essence, caused the Day
Star of Muhammad to rise above
the horizon of knowledge, among
the cavils which the Jewish divines
raised against Him was that after
Moses no Prophet should be sent
of God. Yea, mention hath been
made in the Scriptures of a Soul
Who must needs be made manifest
and Who will advance the Faith,
and promote the interests of the
people of Moses, so that the Law
of the Mosaic Dispensation may
encompass the whole earth. (4147)

From these statements therefore it
hath been made evident and mani-
fest that should a Soul in the “End
that knoweth no end” be made
manifest, and arise to proclaim
and uphold a Cause which in “the
Beginning that hath no beginning”
another Soul had proclaimed and
upheld, it can be truly declared of
Him Who is the Last and of Him
Who was the First that they are
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one and the same, inasmuch as
both are the Exponents of one and
the same Cause. (171)

In these cases, Soul—as a transla-
tion of tal’at (countenance)—refers
to the Manifestations of God. We also
read in the Kitab-i-igan, in an explana-
tion of biblical prophecy: “Thereupon,
they will behold the countenance of the
promised One, the adored Beauty, de-
scending from heaven and riding upon
the clouds” (Y74).

The use of “countenance” in refer-
ence to the Manifestation can also be
found in the “Ode of the Dove,” where
Baha’u’llah recounts His vision of the
Maiden of Heaven: “The light from
such a countenance so attracted me;
its brightness outshone every bright
sun” (45). The Maiden of Heaven
whose countenance Bahad’u’llah was
enthralled by is “a symbolic per-
sonification of the divine reality of
Baha’v’llah” (Hatcher, J., A. Hemmat
and E. Hemmat 9). In the “Raghh-i-
‘Ama,”?* Baha’u’llah uses tal‘at in a
similar way, as well as its derivative
tal‘, and another term also meaning
countenance (vajh). Thus, He refers
to “that mystic truth which from His
Countenance is raining down” (Call
43) and calls on the listener to “Behold
the Lord’s leviathan, behold His sacred
countenance” (Y12) and to “[b]ehold
the Countenance Divine! Behold the
Maid of Paradise!” (q15). Given the

22 Bahd’v’llah’s mystical poem,
composed during His captivity in the
Siyah-Chal where He received the first in-
timation of His Revelation.

context of the poem, in which He
is summoning creation to recognize
His own dawning Manifestation, the
“countenance” in each case can rea-
sonably be interpreted as a reference
to that Manifestation. Likewise, then,
“the countenance of love” in the open-
ing sentence of the Third Valley—"“no
soul may dwell on this kingly throne
save the countenance of love”—can be
perceived as the Reality of the Mani-
festations of God.

Baha’u’llah begins the explanation
of this valley with: “I am powerless to
describe this station or to depict it in
words” (920). He later points out that
“[i]n this station, neither the reign of
the intellect is sufficient nor the rule of
self” (422). In this valley one’s heart is
drawn to God rather than knowing God
through logic or comprehension. Being
filled with awe and wonder at the beau-
ty of the Beloved, the wayfarer is not in
need of knowledge or reasoning:

The lovers’ teacher is the Loved
One’s beauty,

His face their lesson and their
only book.

Learning of wonderment, of
longing love their duty;

Not on learned chapters and dull
themes they look. (425)

Given that this valley is explicit-
ly beyond description, much of what
we might learn of it will be through
this contrast and comparison that
Baha’u’llah makes between the Love
of this valley, and the Self of the First
Valley and in particular the Knowledge
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or Intellect of the Second Valley. An
exploration of this contrast is better
suited to the sequential paradigm for
studying the Four Valleys, and will
thus be taken up later.

THE FOURTH VALLEY

The Fourth Valley begins with: “If the
mystic knowers be among them that
have attained THE BEAUTY OF THE BE-
LOVED, this station is the throne of the
inmost heart and the secret of divine
guidance. This is the seat of the mys-
tery ‘He doeth what He willeth, and
ordaineth what He pleaseth’” (428). In
these opening verses Baha’u’lldh re-
fers to the station of Manifestation of
God by the phrase “the throne of the
inmost heart,” and by the maxim “He
doeth what He willeth, and ordaineth
what He pleaseth.”

“Inmost heart,” is a translation for
the Arabic word fu 'dd, meaning heart.
The word is used in certain cases in
the Baha’i Writings to refer to the
station of the Manifestation of God.
For instance, the Bab makes a refer-
ence to the Qur’anic verses about the
nightly ascent of Muhammad to heav-
en (53:6-8), which brought Him to
within a short distance of the throne of
God. The Bab then declares that His
own call is issued from the light of
the inmost heart in the precincts of the
throne of God: “O exponents of love,
hearken to My call raised in very truth
from the radiance of the inmost heart,
before the loftiest Point of adoration,
round the exalted throne of God. He
1s God, the All Glorious, the Eternal”

(qtd. in Radmihr, Samavat 394). In this
context the inmost heart is referring to
the inner reality or the divine aspect of
the Manifestation of God. Similarly,
in the opening section of the Fourth
Valley the word “inmost heart” is used
in a context that suggests a station
beyond the full attainment of human
beings, the station of the Manifesta-
tion of God (though see the discussion
of the sequential paradigm, below, in
which “inmost heart” can also be con-
strued as a reference to the ultimate
attainment of the wayfarer).

Another allusion made to the station
of the Manifestation of God is “He
doeth what He willeth, and ordaineth
what He pleaseth,” a saying that ap-
pears with similar translation in the
Kitéb-i-iqan to underline the authority
of the Manifestation of God:

The significance and essential
purpose underlying these words
is to reveal and demonstrate unto
the pure in heart and the sanctified
in spirit that they Who are the Lu-
minaries of truth and the Mirrors
reflecting the light of divine Uni-
ty, in whatever age and cycle they
are sent down from their invisible
habitations of ancient glory unto
this world, to educate the souls
of men and endue with grace all
created things, are invariably en-
dowed with an all-compelling
power, and invested with invin-
cible sovereignty. For these hid-
den Gems, these concealed and
invisible Treasures, in themselves
manifest and vindicate the reality
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of these holy words: “Verily God
doeth whatsoever He willeth,
and ordaineth whatsoever He
pleaseth.” (97)

Therefore the Fourth Valley begins
by making a reference to the station of
the Manifestation of God.

THE REVELATION OF BAHA U’ LLAH

The sequence of elucidations made
by Bahd’u’lldh in the Fourth Valley
further suggests that the text is primar-
ily meant to convey the station of the
Manifestations of God, while simulta-
neously hinting at the imminent advent
of the Revelation of Bah&’u’l1ah. High-
lights of the systematic expositions
of Baha’u’llah about His own station
and His Revelation will be briefly dis-
cussed, followed by an exploration of
the meanings of certain allusions made
in this regard.

The text of the Fourth Valley be-
gins by portraying an exalted station
that cannot be fully comprehended:
“a bottomless sea that none shall ever
fathom” (928). Baha’u’llah also elu-
cidates that this mystery refers to the
station and authority of the Manifesta-
tions of God: “This is the seat of the
mystery ‘He doeth what He willeth,
and ordaineth what He pleaseth™
(9128). He makes it clear that no human
striving will suffice to understand the
mystery of “He doeth what He willeth,
and ordaineth what He pleaseth.” This
passage merits quoting in full, for it
contains one of the clearest allusions to
His own station in the text:

This is the seat of the mystery “He
doeth what He willeth, and or-
daineth what He pleaseth.” Should
all that are in heaven and on earth
attempt to unravel this exalted
allusion and subtle mystery, from
now until the Day whereon the
Trumpet shall sound, yet would
they fail to comprehend even a let-
ter thereof, for this is the station
of God’s immutable decree and
His foreordained mystery. Hence,
when asked regarding this matter,
He made reply: “It is a bottomless
sea that none shall ever fathom.”
And when the question was re-
peated, He answered: “It is the
blackest of nights through which
none can find his way.”

Whoso comprehendeth this sta-
tion will assuredly conceal it, and
were he to reveal but the faintest
trace thereof, they would assured-
ly hang him from the gallows. And
vet, by God, were a true seeker to
be found, I would divulge it to him;
for He saith: “Love is a distinction
never conferred upon a heart pos-
sessed by fear and dread.” (28—
29, emphasis added)

Having asserted flatly that all of hu-
manity combined could never unravel
this mystery, pertaining to the station of
“God’s immutable decree and His fore-
ordained mystery,” Baha’u’llah then
claims that He can divulge the station,
and would in fact do so “were a true
seeker to be found.” He alludes here to
His privileged understanding as a Man-
ifestation of God, an understanding
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beyond that of “all that are in heaven
and on earth.” Baha’ u’llah also explains
that His concealment of this mystery is
not due to His fear of tribulations, even
though persecution is sure to follow
the revelation of “but the faintest trace
thereof”; indeed, were it left to Him
(“were it not contrary to the command-
ment of the Book™) Baha’u’llah would
enrich and thank His “would-be mur-
derer.” (429-32)

It will be noted that the persecutions
that await the one who reveals the mys-
tery might have been read, in the Sufi
context, as a reference to the fate of
mystics such as the legendary Sufi fig-
ure Mangsur Hallaj (d. 922 A.D.) who
was brutally tortured and hanged after
he allegedly identified himself with the
divine, implying the unification of his
own self with the Self of God (Schim-
mel 62—77). To Sufis, Hall4j has been a
symbol for disclosing secrets and mys-
teries that others are not able to com-
prehend. On one level, then, the reader
may derive insight from seeing this
quotation as a reference to the wayfarer
possessing spiritual insight that cannot
be readily shared with others. But in
the context of Baha’u’llah’s claim to be
ready, and waiting, to reveal a mystery
that all those in heaven and earth can
never unravel by themselves, it can be
also understood as the story of the per-
secution of the Manifestations of God
when they reveal Their unique station,
a spiritual rank beyond the compre-
hension of the masses. In particular it
can be a foretelling of the calamities
Baha’v’llah Himself will face by re-
vealing His station.

THE GARMENT OF JOSEPH

Indeed, Baha’v’llah continues by al-
luding to the fact that the time to reveal
this exalted and mysterious station is
near. The vehicle for this allusion is His
reference to Joseph: “Methinks at this
moment [ perceive the musk-scented
fragrance of the garment of H&’ from
the Joseph of Baha; verily He seemeth
near at hand, though ye may think Him
far away” (433).

The use of this reference is partic-
ularly apt. On the one hand, Joseph,
in the Islamic tradition, represents di-
vine beauty, and the Bab had already
associated Joseph with the concept of
a new Revelation by framing His first
revealed work, begun on the evening
of His declaration to Mulla Husayn, as
a commentary on the Quranic Surih of
Joseph. The story of Joseph is the story
of reunification with the divine beau-
ty; as such it is well suited to express
the idea of humanity’s “reunification”
with God through the advent of a new
Manifestation. When Joseph is sold
into slavery by his brothers, his father
Jacob suffers terribly from the loss of
his beloved son, and goes blind in his
grief. But he does not give up hope of
Joseph’s return, and when Joseph has
his garment sent to Jacob, the father
detects his son’s fragrance from afar,
even before the garment reaches him.
Jacob’s long years of suffering come to
an end as the garment of Joseph cures
his blindness, and he attains reunion
with his lost son. In light of this story,
the reference to Joseph in the passage
of the Fourth Valley cited earlier can
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be perceived as referring to the ad-
vent of Baha’u’llah’s Revelation. The
quotation of Rumi’s poem immediate-
ly following again alludes to Joseph
through the invocation of “fragrance,”
and hints at a renewal of bliss—the ar-
rival of a particularly felicitous time in
human history:

My soul doth sense the fragrant
breath

Of a well-beloved soul:

The fragrance of that kindly
friend

Who’s my heart’s desire and
goal.

The duty of long years of love
obey,

And tell the tale of blissful days
gone by,

That land and sky may laugh
aloud today,

And it may gladden mind and
heart and eye” (33).

But there is further reason for
Bahé’v’llah’s identification with Jo-
seph. One of Baha’u’llah’s greatest
sources of suffering as He revealed
His unique and exalted station as “Him
Whom God Shall Make Manifest” was
to be His half-brother, Mirza Yahya,
who out of jealousy attempted to usurp
Baha’u’llah’s authority. While the be-
ginnings of Yahya’s rebellion were al-
ready present in the Baghdad period, it
would not be until after Baha u’llah’s
Declaration of His station as Manifes-
tation that this rebellion would reach
its zenith, leading to a full rupture in
Adrianople. It was due in large part to

the machinations of Yahya and his al-
lies that Baha’u’llah was finally exiled
from Adrianople to ‘Akkéa. Joseph, too,
was the victim of his brothers’ jealou-
sy: they sold him into slavery, lead-
ing to his exile in Egypt and his long
separation from his father. While this
layer of meaning in the invocation of
Joseph might not have been apparent to
the early readers of The Four Valleys,
Baha’u’llah returns to it in other places
in His Revelation. In explanations of
verses of the Kitab-i-Aqdas it is brought
to our attention that “Baha’u’llah, in
one of His Tablets, describes Himself
as the ‘Divine Joseph’ Who has been
‘bartered away’ by the heedless ‘for the
most paltry of prices’” (165).

There are still other levels of mean-
ings associated with the allegory of the
garment of Joseph pertinent to the cur-
rent discussion. In a Tablet, Baha’u’llah
interprets garment to mean religion, *
and in that sense “the garment of Ha’
from the Joseph of Baha” refers to the
new divine teachings appropriate for
this age, to be revealed by Baha’u’llah
Himself:

And now concerning thy question
regarding the nature of religion.
Know thou that they who are truly
wise have likened the world unto
the human temple. As the body of
man needeth a garment to clothe

23 Also refer to Baha’u’llah’s Gems
of Divine Mysteries where garment sym-
bolizes borrowed beliefs adopted by peo-
ple that need to be removed and replaced
with “the robe of His mercy and the rai-
ment of His guidance” (Y17).
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it, so the body of mankind must
needs be adorned with the mantle
of justice and wisdom. Its robe is
the Revelation vouchsafed unto it
by God. Whenever this robe hath
fulfilled its purpose, the Almighty
will assuredly renew it. For every
age requireth a fresh measure of
the light of God. Every Divine
Revelation hath been sent down in
a manner that befitted the circum-
stances of the age in which it hath
appeared. (Gleanings 81)

In the Kitab-i-Aqdas this connection
to Joseph is more explicit “Say: From
My laws the sweet-smelling savor of
My garment can be smelled” (44). The
idea of the savor or fragrance of a gar-
ment is again an unmistakable allusion
to the story of Joseph and Jacob. Thus,
for the reader of The Four Valleys
who is also familiar with the Kitab-i-
Aqdas, the “musk-scented fragrance
of the garment of H4 from the Joseph
of Baha” can be seen as an allusion to
Baha’u’llah’s impending Revelation —
“verily He seemeth near at hand” (433).

THE CHOICE WINE AND HEAVENLY
BREAD

In addition to the symbolic references
to the Quranic story of Joseph, his gar-
ment and its fragrance, the text of the
Fourth Valley alludes to the advent of
the new Revelation through a variety
of other metaphors and Islamic verses.
There are certain noteworthy allusions
made to food and drink in the text of
the Fourth Valley: “This is the food

whose savour changeth not and whose
colour altereth not” (§37). “How clear
this crystal water that the enraptured
Cup-Bearer passeth round! How ex-
quisite this pure wine that the intoxi-
cated Beauty doth proffer! How pleas-
ing this draught of joy that floweth
from the Heavenly Cup! Well is it with
him who drinketh thereof, and tasteth
of its sweetness, and attaineth unto its
knowledge” (938).

We can locate various interpretations
of these allusions in the Writings, ex-
plaining how drink and food symbolize
what is revealed by the Manifestations
of God. We read in the Kitab-i-Aqdas:
“We have unsealed the choice Wine
with the fingers of might and pow-
er” (Y5). In His writings, Baha’u’llah
identifies the “choice Wine” with His
Revelation whose “musk-laden fra-
grance” has been wafted “upon all
created things” (Kitab-i-Aqdas notes
165-166). Also, we see in the Kitab-
i-fqan that Baha’u’llah likens His own
elucidations to food and bread, quoting
verses from the Qur’an (76:9, 5:114):

“We nourish your souls for the
sake of God; we seek from you
neither recompense nor thanks.”
This is the food that conferreth
everlasting life upon the pure in
heart and illumined in spirit. This
is the bread of which it is said:
“Lord, send down upon us Thy
bread from heaven.” This bread
shall never be withheld from them
that deserve it, nor can it ever be
exhausted. . . . O the pity! that
man should deprive himself of
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this goodly gift, this imperishable
bounty, this everlasting life. It
behooveth him to prize this food
that cometh from heaven, that
perchance, through the wondrous
favours of the Sun of Truth, the
dead may be brought to life, and
withered souls be quickened by
the infinite Spirit. (23—-24)

As such, we can conclude that
Baha’u’llah’s allusions to food, wine,
and water in the Fourth Valley refer to
the Revelation, the Word of God, the
religious truth revealed by the Man-
ifestations of God; in the context of
Baha’i history, they refer specifically
to His own Revelation, and the new
laws, principles and counsels soon to
be disclosed.

His Ways DIFFER EVERY DAy

In the Fourth Valley, Baha’u’llah also
alludes to the progressive and periodic
nature of the Revelation of God, be-
stowed upon humanity through the re-
ality of the Manifestation of God Who,
in each age, reveals what is appropriate
for that specific time in the history of
mankind. As mentioned earlier, at the
beginning of this valley we read: “This
is the seat of the mystery ‘He doeth
what He willeth, and ordaineth what
He pleaseth’ (428). What Baha’u’llah
quotes here is an Islamic saying that
according to His Own later elucida-
tions refers to the authority of the Man-
ifestation of God: “O Shaykh! Every
time God the True One—exalted be
His glory—revealed Himself in the

person of His Manifestation, He came
unto men with the standard of ‘He
doeth what He willeth, and ordaineth
what He pleaseth.” None hath the right
to ask why or wherefore, and he that
doth so, hath indeed turned aside from
God, the Lord of Lords” (Epistle 67).
Among the powers bestowed upon the
Manifestations of God is the power to
change the laws revealed by the previ-
ous Manifestation or to bring new laws
appropriate to the current age.

Yet, although the laws of the new
Revelation may differ from those of a
previous Revelation, they are issued
from the same divine source and in
that sense they are not different: “Al-
beit at every moment a new condition
be displayed, yet that condition is ever
the same. Wherefore He saith in one
instance, ‘Nothing whatsoever keep-
eth Him from being occupied with any
other thing.” And in another He saith,
‘Verily, His ways differ every day’”
(936). The first passage quoted by
Baha’u’llah is a Qur’anic verse (55:29)
and the second a famous Islamic ad-
age. The two are often quoted together
in literature and can be understood as
meaning that God is aware and atten-
tive to all conditions and situations
and therefore can attend to the needs
and requirements of each particular
age. The late scholar Ishraq-i-Khavari
understands the quotes as referring to
the process of progressive revelation
through the appearance of the Manifes-
tations of God. In his observation, the
Qur’anic verse is stating the fact that
the Manifestations, being representa-
tives of God, are aware of all realities
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of the world of existence (Qamuis-i-
Mukhtasar 62). Furthermore, he ex-
plains that the saying “Verily, His ways
differ every day,” refers to the concept
of progressive revelation—in each age
the Manifestations of God reveal what
is in accordance with the requirements
of that age (62—63). Accordingly, the
Manifestations of God being at once
aware of all states and conditions of the
world have the authority to change re-
ligious laws to make them appropriate
to the present condition of the world.
In that sense, the Fourth Valley alludes
to the occurrence of a historical event,
the appearance of a new Manifestation
of God, in accordance with God’s plan
for the progressive advancement of
humanity.

We can conclude this exploration of
the paradigm of four parallel paths by
reiterating that it is impossible for hu-
man beings to comprehend the divine
nature of the station associated with
each of the four valleys—“the Self of
God that pervadeth all His laws” (99),
“the universal divine Intellect” (15),
“the countenance of love” (420), and
“the throne of the inmost heart and the
secret of divine guidance” (28)—all
being aspects of the Manifestation of
God. In that sense, we can consider the
four valleys as four possible paths to-
ward the same hidden and transcendent
Reality. The four types of wayfarer
each find a certain path to be the most
direct—or the one most suitable to his
or her capacity and inclination—in
their journey towards that sublime Re-
ality, eternally approachable yet forev-
er out of reach.

THE SEQUENTIAL MODEL OF
THE FOUR VALLEYS

Yet, this paradigm might not be suffi-
cient for a complete understanding The
Four Valleys, as we can observe a se-
quential relationship between the val-
leys as well. As we have noted earlier,
the explanation of each valley begins
with a description of the unique char-
acter of the kind of wayfarer who tra-
verses it, with phrases such as: “If the
wayfarers be among them that dwell in
the court of the All-Praised” (415). On
its face, the text does not designate a
sequential or hierarchical relationship
between the four types of wayfarers—
none is qualified as preceding the other
or as being more advanced on the path
of search. Furthermore, treading a val-
ley is not explicitly conditioned on the
completion of another valley, unlike in
The Seven Valleys. As such, whereas
The Seven Valleys can be viewed as
describing the seven stages of a sin-
gle mystical path, The Four Valleys
appears to be explaining four distinct
parallel paths that can each be trodden
by a specific type of wayfarer.
Although, based on the above de-
scription, The Seven Valleys has a
sequential character and The Four
Valleys a parallel one, neither the se-
quential nor the parallel model is a suf-
ficient representation of what we read
in these texts. The seven valleys can be
traversed “with but one step” (456) and
the four valleys, as implied in the text,
possess a progressive and sequential
nature. Ascribing both parallel and se-
quential characters to The Four Valleys
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may seem contradictory, and scholars
have generally settled upon one or the
other reading. For example, Savi ex-
plains: “The Valleys described in the
Four Valleys do not seem to be four
successive stages of a single spiritual
journey, but each Valley seems to de-
scribe a different kind of mystic way-
faring or different aspect of the mystic
wayfaring of the same seeker” (80).
Walbridge, on the other hand, sees the
four Valleys as sequential stages of one
path, as he believes is the case with
The Seven Valleys of Baha u’llah (58).

This paper proposes that in The
Four Valleys, although the four paths
can be perceived as possessing a par-
allel nature, they also demonstrate a
sequential, progressive character.?* Un-
derstanding the sequential character of
The Four Valleys is important as it has
implications not only for individual
life practices but also for one’s fami-
ly, community and society, as will be
briefly discussed later.

The parallel model of the valleys
assumes that each type of wayfarer
treads a specific path. In the sequential-
ly progressive model, instead, wayfar-
ers maintain what they have gained in
the previous valley and supplement it
with what is learned in the new valley.

24 Similarly, while the sequential
character of the valleys is strong in The
Seven Valleys, I would argue that this
should not be understood in absolute terms
because in one sense each of the seven val-
leys describes a certain aspect of the way-
farer’s spiritual progress, aspects that can
in certain cases and to various degrees be
developed in parallel.

In this paradigm the wayfarer needs to
retain harmony between approaches,
integrating the various faculties and
capacities that human beings are en-
dowed with. The sequential aspect of
The Four Valleys can be demonstrated
in two ways: first, through a careful at-
tention to certain expressions used in
the text, and secondly, through a metic-
ulous reading of what is implied in the
whole of the text.

On the first point, certain specific
words and phrases in the text of The
Four Valleys strongly suggest that the
First Valley is the starting point and
the Fourth Valley is the final point of
the wayfarer’s spiritual journey (Saie-
di 79-83). Let us look, for example,
at the words emphasized in the two
following excerpts. In the First Valley
we read “If the wayfarers be among
them that seek after the sanctuary of
the desired one” (99, emphasis add-
ed) whereas in relation to the Fourth
Valley we read “If the mystic knowers
be among them that have attained the
beauty of the beloved” (928). We see
that the term “wayfarer,” the one who
treads the path mentioned in the First
Valley, is replaced in the Fourth Valley
with “the mystic knower,” the one who
has achieved spiritual understanding.
Furthermore, the wayfarer’s condition
in the First Valley as one of those who
“seek” is replaced in the Fourth Val-
ley with the condition of one who has
“attained.” Likewise, the “sanctuary”
wherein “the Desired One” resides, is
replaced with the “Beauty of the Be-
loved” itself. The seeker who has been
seeking the sanctuary is now beholding
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the countenance of the Beloved. This
comparison between the two sets of
images suggests a clear distinction be-
tween the First Valley as the starting
point of the wayfaring and the Fourth
Valley as the final destination.

On the second point, when read as
a whole, the text of The Four Valleys
reveals an integrated, sequential rela-
tionship between all the valleys: there
is language linking each valley and the
next, indicating progression, comple-
tion of the previous stage, and at times
a re-emphasis of the earlier stage(s).

We can begin with the relationship
between the First Valley, which pre-
scribes the transformation of the self
of the wayfarer to the highest spiritual
state possible, and the Second Valley,
which is concerned with intellect and
knowledge. The text suggests that
one can achieve divine knowledge in
the Second Valley only to the degree
one has achieved the objective of the
First Valley—completely overcoming
one’s will by fully aligning it with
God’s Will. In the First Valley, this
is described as the dying of self, the
slaying of evil qualities (“these four
evil birds of prey”) that “after death
the mystery of life may be unraveled”
(4/10). This highly challenging trans-
formation of one’s lower self can be
achieved through God’s assistance,
which requires supplication to, re-
membrance, and even fear of God, as
highlighted at the conclusion of the
First Valley: “Likewise He saith, ‘And
be ye not like those who forget God,
and whom He hath therefore caused to
forget their own selves. Such men are

the evil doers’” (§14). Moving into the
Second valley, we see that the theme
of self-effacement and obedience to
God’s repeated
and emphasized. Divine knowledge
is bestowed only upon those who fear
and obey God, wayfarers who have
prepared their hearts for receiving
such knowledge: “for He hath said
concerning the guidance of wayfar-
ers on this plane, ‘Fear ye God; God
will teach you’, and again, ‘Knowl-
edge is a light which God casteth into
the heart of whomsoever He willeth.’
Wherefore, one must make ready the
receptacle and become worthy of the
descent of heavenly bestowals, that the
all-sufficing Cup-Bearer may give one
to drink of the wine of bounty from
the crystal chalice of mercy. ‘For this
let the striving strive!”” (18-19). Ac-
cordingly, treading the First Valley and
transforming one’s lower self to “the
soul pleasing unto God” (410) is argu-
ably a pre-requisite for the wayfarer
to become a receptacle ready for “the
descent of heavenly bestowals” (419)
in the Second Valley—always bearing
in mind that such transformation and
change is not absolute but relative to
the wayfarer’s capacity.

Once we arrive at the Third Valley,
the text explicitly points to the need for
moving beyond the perfections gained
in the first two valleys. As noted above,
after Baha’u’llah has addressed the
notions of self in the First Valley and
intellect in the second, He writes of the
station of love, which is the focus of
the Third: “In this station, neither the
reign of the intellect is sufficient nor

commandments 1S
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the rule of self” (422). That intellect
and self are not “sufficient” implies
that there are qualities associated with
each of them that have already been
gained in the first two valleys but that
are not adequate for the further prog-
ress to be made in this Third Valley. In
other words, the Third Valley requires
new qualities not attained in the first
two valleys, perfections associated
only with the virtue of love. Further-
more, in the Third Valley, referring to
the wayfarer’s gaining of knowledge,
Baha’u’llah mentions: “In this station,
both instruction and apprenticeship are
assuredly of no avail” and continues by
quoting a poem: “The lovers’ teacher is
the Loved One’s beauty, His face their
lesson and their only book™ (425). The
poem is followed by the wayfarer’s
supplication to, “[a]llow this mote of
knowledge hidden in my soul/To free
itself of lowly clay and reach its goal”
(926). As such, in the context of the
Third Valley’s discourse on love, the
only purpose of the fruits of the Sec-
ond Valley—what the wayfarers have
learned through intellect—is to get
nearer to the objective of this next Val-
ley, the “countenance of love” (920).
Accordingly, learning, instruction, and
knowledge attain their objective when
joined with the agency of love; and this
is contingent on detachment from the
world of clay, the objective of the First
Valley. In this sense one can say that
the first two valleys are not complete
by themselves; they need to fulfil their
object with the aid of love.

At this juncture the reader familiar
with The Seven Valleys might question

the idea of sequential progress from a
knowledge-centered valley to one fo-
cused on love. After all, in that text,
it is the Valley of Love that precedes
the Valley of Knowledge. Addressing
this question requires an exploration of
The Seven Valley’s “Realm of Knowl-
edge” (923), comparing it with The
Four Valley’s “station of the Intellect”
(915). Although they both address the
theme of knowledge and have as their
ultimate objective spiritual understand-
ing and enlightenment, considering the
two as equivalent stages of the wayfar-
ers’ progress is problematic, as each
seems to have a different point of de-
parture and addresses a different aspect
of the wayfarer’s knowledge. Even a
brief comparison of the two paradigms
reveals important differences. For ex-
ample, the word “knowledge” in “the
Realm of Knowledge” is a translation
of the Arabic word ma rifat, which is
also rendered in some places in the
Baha’i Writings as “divine knowledge”
(Baha’u’llah, Kitab-i-Igdn 46). Gener-
ally speaking, this word and others re-
lated to it—including ‘irfan, translated
in the Seven Valleys as “true knowl-
edge” (129), and those possessing such
a knowledge, ‘drif in its plural forms,
often translated with phrases like
“mystics” and “sages”*—are terms
associated with mystical understand-
ing in Persian literature. In contrast
‘agl, the word for “intellect,” is asso-
ciated with rational understanding. In

25  “Mystics” (745,954), “mystic
knowers” (488, 463), “sages” (]53), and
“the wise.” (145)
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that sense, “the Realm of Knowledge,”
which pertains to spiritual and divine
knowledge, entails the mystical quality
of love of God. Mystical understanding
is a condition of heart rather than mind:
“The bliss of mystic knowers [‘arifan]
can be only told from heart to heart”
(9/63). It can therefore be considered a
higher level of understanding that goes
beyond what we normally consider as
knowledge.

But despite the differences between
them, the two paradigms of wayfaring
represented by “the Realm of Knowl-
edge” and “the station of Intellect”
both pursue the same objective, since
mystical and rational approaches are
both paths to God (and, as I have ar-
gued in my exploration of the four
valleys, to the Manifestation of God).
In both cases the wayfarers can make
progress to the next valley. While in
The Four Valleys, as previously dis-
cussed, intellect fulfills its objective in
the realm of love, in The Seven Valleys
love leads the wayfarer to the next
stage, the divine knowledge and spir-
itual understanding.

Taking into consideration that
knowledge can take different forms
including “meagre reason,” rational
understanding gained through intellect,
and “Knowledge” as divine and mysti-
cal enlightenment, the relationship be-
tween these two vital facets of human
reality and existence—knowledge and
love—is doubtless more than we can
hope to fully understand, and it is con-
ceivable that, considered from different
perspectives, either might be taken to
precede the other. Therefore, we see

that even in the Seven Valleys—where
we expect knowledge to supersede
love—there are hints that love may su-
persede knowledge, as in much other
mystical poetry and prose. Thus, in this
text, we find references to the oblitera-
tion of rationality and reasoning by the
consuming power of love: “and when
the fire of love is ablaze, it burneth to
ashes the harvest of reason” (9 14). Yet,
it is important to note that in this verse
“reason” is the translation for ‘ag/ (in-
tellect). Therefore, as is the case with
The Four Valleys, love supersedes
“intellect.” Furthermore, in The Seven
Valleys love is described as “[t]he levi-
athan” that “swalloweth the master of
reason and slayeth the lord of knowl-
edge,” (420) and here also “reason” is a
translation of ‘aq/ or “intellect,” while
“knowledge” is a translation of ddnish,
which refers to rationally acquired
knowledge as opposed to mystical and
divine “Knowledge” (ma rifat). There-
fore, we observe that in The Seven
Valleys “the Realm of Knowledge” or
“True knowledge” (ma ‘rifat and ‘ir-
fan)—spiritual and divine understand-
ing—takes a superior position in rela-
tion to love; but throughout that text,
when knowledge assumes the meaning
of the rationality of the intellect, the re-
lationship is reversed, consistent with
what we observe in The Four Valleys.
Returning to the discussion of the
sequential aspect of The Four Valleys,
in relation to the wayfarers of the Third
Valley Baha’u’llah writes: “They find
all words of sense to be meaningless,
and senseless words to be full of mean-
ing” (924). Love is, therefore, a realm
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qualitatively different from the realm
of intellect, as if it maintains its own
logic, independent of ordinary compre-
hension. As such, the wayfarer of the
Third Valley seeks the Beloved in a dif-
ferent manner, not relying on intellect.

In keeping with the sequential as-
pect of the valleys, we can note that
the love of the Third Valley entails not
only detachment from knowledge and
learning but also complete forgetful-
ness of the self. The paradigm of per-
fecting one’s self, as found in the First
Valley, is replaced with the wayfarer’s
consuming love for the Perfections of
the Beloved. “This plane demandeth
pure love and unalloyed affection”
(921). There are numerous passages in
the Baha’i Writings where the reality
of love for God (or the Manifestation)
is equated with complete forgetting of
self. This is expressed in a number of
Baha’uv’llah’s Hidden Words, including
the following: “O Son of Man! If thou
lovest Me, turn away from thyself; and
if thou seekest My pleasure, regard not
thine own; that thou mayest die in Me
and I may eternally live in thee” (Ara-
bic no. 7). Love, here, is a call to abso-
lute devotion and full detachment from
all that is not of God.

Of course, this sequential paradigm
can be overstated. From one perspec-
tive, the death of self may be seen as
a prerequisite for realizing true love
of God. Yet, from another perspective
(and taking into account the reality,
pointed out in Shoghi Effendi’s letter
quoted above, that in this life we will
never succeed in completely obliterat-
ing the self), that love is itself the great

motivating force that allows the self
to be progressively conquered. From
this perspective, while overcoming
the lower self requires sacrifice, the
divine Beloved not only demands sac-
rifice, but also makes sacrifice possi-
ble. According to the Baha’i Writings,
human beings have been created with
the capacity to love their Creator: “I
have breathed within thee a breath of
My own Spirit, that thou mayest be
My lover” (Bahéd’u’llah, Arabic Hid-
den Words no. 19). The “Lodestone of
hearts,” the Manifestation of God, ab-
sorbs the wayfarer’s heart and makes it
its home: “My love has made in thee its
home, it cannot be concealed. My light
1s manifest to thee, it cannot be ob-
scured” (Arabic Hidden Words no. 20).
Responding to the divine call, one’s
heart becomes the locus of the Be-
loved’s love, making one able to make
progress in the path of love. The pres-
ence of the Beloved in the wayfarer’s
heart assists the wayfarer to overcome
attachments to the physical world. The
possibility for such a felicitous condi-
tion of the heart needs to be recognized
and acknowledged: “My love is in
thee, know it, that thou mayest find Me
near unto thee” (Arabic Hidden Words
no. 10). We might surmise, then, that
to the extent that the Self, Knowledge/
Intellect, and Love of the first three
valleys represent a sequence, it is one
that can be repeated and iterated as the
wayfarer makes progress in their un-
ending spiritual journey.

Finally, we can consider how the
Fourth Valley fits within the sequential
paradigm. From a certain perspective,
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this final valley can be viewed as the
culmination of the previous three. The
text of the Fourth Valley appears to
indicate that progress in this last stage
can be achieved to the degree that the
wayfarer has attained the objectives of
the first three valleys. The perfections
gained in the first three valleys are
concurrently emphasized and strength-
ened, and reach their ultimate fulfil-
ment in this final valley.

In the First Valley, the wayfarer
should have made progress toward
the state of complete self-effacement,
and total submission to God’s Will,
exemplified by the quality of fear of
God (918). This fear of God leads to
obedience to God’s commandments
and laws, which in turn leads to the
transformation of the self and detach-
ment from all else save God, including
detachment from learnings that are
merely a source of pride:

With renunciation, not with
grammar’s rules, one must be
armed:

Be nothing, then, and cross this
sea unharmed (13).

Likewise, we read regarding the
Fourth Valley: “In truth, the wayfarer
who journeyeth unto God.. . . . will nev-
er reach his heavenly home unless his
hands are empty of such worldly things
as are cherished by men. ‘And he that
feareth not God, God shall make him to
fear all things; whereas all things fear
him who feareth God’” (430).

The Second Valley, which is the sta-
tion of “the true standard of knowledge”

(918), addresses the knowledge gained
through God’s guidance and bestow-
als: “Knowledge is a light which God
casteth into the heart of whomsoever
He willeth” (q18). True knowledge
is therefore an emanation of divine
guidance. Likewise, we observe that
the Fourth Valley concerns “the secret
of divine guidance” (928). This eluci-
dation at the beginning of the Fourth
Valley is in fact in one respect the
continuation of the closing part of the
Third Valley which addresses the join-
ing of the wayfarer’s knowledge with
the higher, divine level of knowledge:
“Allow this mote of knowledge hidden
in my soul / To free itself of lowly clay
and reach its goal. / And grant this drop
of wisdom that / Thou gavest me To
be at last united with Thy mighty sea.”
(126)

As we see in the opening sentence
of the Fourth Valley, the spiritual sta-
tion of “inmost heart” (428) is associ-
ated with God’s guidance, “the secret
of guidance” (928). This station is,
however, a mystery that transcends
common knowledge. It cannot be read-
ily explained in words and if revealed
it will lead to the persecution of its
revealer. In short, then, the theme of
knowledge, which is the focus of the
Second Valley, is further developed in
the Third and Fourth Valleys.

The relationship between the theme
of the Fourth Valley and knowledge
can be better understood by exploring
the notion of inmost heart (fu'‘ad), a
culminating station that entails both the
fulfilment of treading the path of love
and the wayfarer’s attainment to the
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highest level of knowledge, a knowl-
edge that is gained through self-efface-
ment as will be discussed below. In that
sense, the inmost heart is an exalted re-
ality integrating perfections gained in
previous valleys.

We can next consider how the Third
Valley finds its culmination in the
Fourth. Love, the theme of the Third
Valley, is a condition of the heart: the
attraction of the heart to the object of
love, the Manifestation of God. There-
fore, the Third Valley is “the abode
of the Lodestone of hearts,” the plane
where the heart of the wayfarer is
drawn to the Beloved. Yet, the Fourth
Valley is the station of “the throne of
the inmost heart” (428). The wayfarer
entering the Fourth Valley has already
attained the presence of the Beloved
and therefore the objective of love has
been achieved, as we see in the open-
ing sentence of this valley: “If the mys-
tic knowers be among them that have
attained THE BEAUTY OF THE BELOVED,
this station is the throne of the inmost
heart and the secret of divine guidance”
(928). As such, love is inadequate to
play any role in this last valley: “This is
the realm of pure awareness and utter
self-effacement. Not even love can find
a way to this plane, nor doth affection
have a place therein. Wherefore is it
said: ‘Love is a veil betwixt the lover
and the beloved.” Here love becometh
but an obstructing veil, and aught save
the Friend but a curtain” (434). Beyond
even love, “this station is the throne of
the inmost heart”; thus, in addition to
its reference to the Manifestation dis-
cussed above, the “inmost heart” can

refer to the most perfect and befitting
station of the heart, the highest level
of the heart’s enlightenment and the
realization of the ultimate progress of
the wayfarer. This is a meaning for
“inmost heart” offered by the Bab in
one of His writings, a meaning that
is closer to the Shaykhi (Ramihr 394)
and Sufi traditions. He defines it as
the ultimate degree of understanding,
illumination, and insight a human be-
ing can develop: “And know thou that
God—glorified be He—hath made His
most great gift to man to be the per-
ception of the inmost heart. Indeed the
inmost heart is man’s greatest suscep-
tibility” (Mézandarani 107). Likewise,
‘Abdu’l-Bah4, in His interpretation of
the Qur’anic verse, “His heart falsified
not what he saw” (53:11) considers the
heart to be the highest standard of un-
derstanding (Makatib 112). Comparing
various standards for human under-
standing He explains: “But, the verita-
ble divine standard, that which is never
fallacious nor fails and which compre-
hends universal realities and sublime
inner meanings, is verily the standard
of the inmost heart . . . for it is indeed
the illumination of the spreading rays
of the lights of divine bestowal, and the
mystery of the All Merciful, and the
revelation of spirit, and the heavenly
sign. It verily is the eternal bounty and
the manifest effulgence and the most
great gift” (112—13).

It is thus possible to view the
Fourth Valley as the highest level of
enlightenment for the wayfarer, the
ultimate level of spiritual progress.
From this sequential perspective, it is
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the culmination of all qualities gained
in the previous valleys, the end of the
wayfarer’s journey.

This view of the Fourth Valley as the
completion of the journey is suggested
by the reference to Joseph which, in
addition to hinting at the nearness of
Baha’u’llah’s Revelation, can also be
understood as alluding to the wayfar-
er’s nearness to the ultimate objective
of mystic wayfaring. In this interpreta-
tion, Jacob’s sensing the fragrance of
the garment of Joseph, which signaled
Joseph’s return home and reunion with
his father, alludes to the felicitous
completion of the wayfarer’s journey.
In short, from this perspective, the
Fourth Valley is the culmination of the
wayfarer’s spiritual journey, and in that
sense it is a state superior to previous
valleys.

Although we can perceive a degree
of sequential progress in The Four Val-
leys, this characteristic is stronger in
The Seven Valleys, where Baha’u’llah
clearly makes entrance to each valley
conditional upon the successful com-
pletion of the previous valley. For
instance, on the wayfarer’s transition
from the Valley of Wonderment to the
next valley we read: “After scaling the
high summits of wonderment, the way-
farer cometh to the Valley of True Pov-
erty and Absolute Nothingness” (76).
Yet, regardless of the priority we can
assign to the sequential or the parallel
nature of The Four Valleys, both para-
digms are concerned with assisting the
wayfarer in treading the path of spir-
itual progress towards the recognition
of the station of the Manifestation of

God, as a careful reading of each of the
valleys shows.

THE EXEMPLARY WAYFARER
AND THE PATH OF PERFECTION

While we can say that the primary pur-
pose of The Four Valleys is to explain
the station of the Manifestation of God,
the text can also be seen as a guide for
the spiritual progress of the wayfarer
treading the mystical path—or, in the
context of the Baha’i Writings, a be-
liever in the Faith who has recognized
the Manifestation of God and is striving
to deepen this recognition and acquire
spiritual perfections. Certain allusions
made in the text of The Four Valleys
can in one sense be understood as refer-
ring to what we may call “exemplary”
wayfarers, those who have undertaken
their spiritual journey in an exemplary
manner. For instance, we read about
“companions” (ashab): “In describ-
ing these companions He saith: ‘They
speak not till He hath spoken, and act
according to His commandment.””?¢ Or
when we come across the term “men”
(rijal): “Such indeed are those whom
He hath extolled as ‘men whom neither
merchandise nor traffic beguile from
the remembrance of God’” (17).
References to the idea of being
spiritually exemplary can be found
elsewhere in the Writings of the Cen-
tral Figures and the Guardian. Shoghi
Effendi, for instance, uses the term

26 This elucidation can also be un-

derstood as referring to the Manifestations
of God.
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“perfect souls” (nufiis-i-kamilih) to re-
fer to those who demonstrate through
their actions truths that would be diffi-
cult to prove in words:

[The believers] should beyond
all else through their conduct and
actions demonstrate that divine
promises are irrevocable and pre-
ordained and heavenly glad-tid-
ings are manifest and fulfilled, and
thereafter, by means of utterances
and proofs. Unless perfect souls
step into the arena and become
centers of attraction in every as-
semblage, proving this matter to
the men of wisdom among nations
would be a formidable task. Yet,
if the male and female believers
make such perfections manifest,
there would be no need for utter-
ance and persuasion; their very
acts are proofs and guarantors of
the protection, preservation and
might and power of the Cause of
God. (Tawqi ‘at-i-Mubarakih 170)

Shoghi Effendi’s use of the term
“perfect souls” must be considered in
light of the Baha’i understanding of
perfection as an ideal to strive for. The
believer in this path makes degrees of
progress through personal effort and
God’s assistance. To the degree that in-
dividuals recognize the Manifestation
of God and act in accordance with His
will, God’s mercy encompasses them,
His grace fills their heart, and their
earthly and physical existence is trans-
formed to reflect heavenly bestowals.
This is a process of moving toward the

ideal of the exemplary wayfarer, the
qualities defined in the Baha’i Writings.

The Four Valleys specifies four
paths to spiritual growth and explains
the ultimate objective of each of these
paths—a particular aspect of the Man-
ifestation of God. While the paths are
meant to be trodden by human beings,
no individual can achieve the paths’
ultimate objective, which refers to the
Manifestation of God, a Reality beyond
human reach. However, the perfection
to which the human can attain in this
“Day of God” is remarkable: true be-
lievers can even attain the station of the
lesser prophets of the past: “In confir-
mation of the exalted rank of the true
believer, referred to by Bahd’u’llah,
He reveals the following: ‘The station
which he who hath truly recognized
this Revelation will attain is the same
as the one ordained for such prophets of
the house of Israel as are not regarded
as Manifestations “endowed with con-
stancy’” (Shoghi Effendi, World Or-
der 111).2” Baha’u’llah also proclaims
that “[t]he day is approaching when
God will have, by an act of His Will,
raised up a race of men the nature of
which is inscrutable to all save God,
the All-Powerful, the Self-Subsisting”
(109-110).

27  The exalted spiritual station of
such believers is, of course, infinitely be-
low the station of the Manifestations of
God “endowed with constancy” such as
Moses, Buddha, Christ, Muhammad and
Bahd’u’lldh. As discussed earlier in this
paper, the Manifestation is an ontologically
distinct being Who represents God Himself
in the realm of existence.
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What, then, exactly can be meant
by the exalted spiritual rank ordained
for the true believer, and how can one
strive to approach such a station? In
the Sufi context, the station of highly
spiritual figures, known by a variety
of titles such as Shaykh (spiritual
authority) and Qutb (the center and
axis of spiritual energy) has often been
associated with possessing esoteric
knowledge, performing miracles
(Schimmel 199-206), and undertaking
extreme ascetic austerities, as is well
recorded in the history of Sufism.
In the context of The Four Valleys,
would spiritual advancement mean
making progress by treading a certain
valley—seeking perfection in self-
effacement, or in knowledge, in love
for God, or in the enlightenment of
one’s heart—as a purely parallel model
of The Four Valleys might imply?
Perhaps we can find the answer to this
question in ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’ statement
that, “a Baha’i is one who embodieth
all the perfections” (Selections 143).
In that sense spiritual perfection
means  harmoniously  combining
qualities mentioned in all four valleys.
Wayfaring entails elevating the self to
a station pleasing to God, nurturing
the intellectual faculty, enhancing the
capacity for loving God, and finally
acquiring a pure, enlightened and
insightful heart.

In fact, studying The Four Valleys in
light of the totality of the Baha’i Rev-
elation reveals that focusing on a sin-
gle aspect of human faculties such as
improving one’s self (the theme of the
First Valley), intellect and knowledge

(the theme of the Second Valley), or
love (the focus of the Third Valley), is
not conducive to getting nearer to the
height of spiritual progress delineated
in the Fourth Valley, the valley that can
be considered as the culmination of
the valleys, the final destination per-
taining to those that have “attained the
Beauty of the Beloved” (428). We can
observe that in the Baha’i{ Writings the
four planes of endeavor have not been
separated. In the opening paragraphs
of the Kitab-i-Aqdas the essential
qualities of a believer are described as
the combined and integrated condition
of recognition of the Manifestation of
God (1) and obedience to Him as a
token of love (94). Recognition entails
knowledge of the Revelation, a theme
explained in the Second Valley. Obedi-
ence to laws is a prerequisite for trans-
forming the “self commanding to evil”
to the self “pleasing unto God,” the
ultimate objective of the First Valley,
but such obedience should be out of
love for the Manifestation of God, the
quality stipulated in the Third Valley.
In that sense, what we read in the open-
ing verses of the Kitab-i-Aqdas is con-
sistent with the understanding that the
four valleys are not distinctly separate
paths to spiritual progress and that the
treading of one valley by itself is not
what Bahd’u’llah prescribes. A prayer
by ‘Abdu’l-Baha provides an example
for such guidance. He portrays His own
condition as being the Majnun (“the
mad one”) of love, not desiring any
intellect and wisdom, only wishing for
the bestowals of love. Yet, He prays to
God to grant Him a state of moderation.
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Addressing the need to strike a balance
between love and intellect He writes:
“Neither is the excessive intellect and
learning that prevents the diffusion of
the fragrances of God praiseworthy,
nor is the shackle-breaking insanity
prized. O God, bestow a state of mod-
eration” (Majmu ‘iyi-Mundjatha 41).
In addition to His words and exposi-
tions, ‘Abdu’l-Baha as the “Perfect
Exemplar” (Mathal-i-A‘la) has, by
His life and conduct, set standards for
the path the believers need to follow,
demonstrating perfections in all as-
pects of life. And, indeed, Baha’is can
reflect on how fortunate they are to not
only have been given guidance, in the
inspired and life-giving words of the
Manifestation, as to what an exempla-
ry wayfarer and “perfect soul” must be,
but also the living Example of perfec-
tion in ‘Abdu’l-Baha.

This concept—not only making
progress in each of the faculties and
capacities endowed by God, but also
integrating these perfections—can be
extended and applied to the conditions
and nature of progress in social sys-
tems. Like individuals, small or large
social units and institutions such as
families, communities, nations, and
civilizations can acquire perfections
associated with each of the valleys and,
furthermore, harmonize and integrate
qualities developed in these different
but interrelated paths.

An adequate exploration of the so-
cial implications of the four valleys as
paths and stages of spiritual develop-
ment must be left to further research,
but a few examples can help illuminate

some possibilities. For instance, in our
parallel model of the Four Valleys and
in relation to making progress in the
Second Valley, intellectual and aca-
demic institutions can consider paying
stronger attention to contemplating and
investigating metaphysical concepts
and spiritual questions, in parallel with
their exploration of the material aspects
of the world of existence. Limited and
fragmented “meagre reason” (§15) can
expand its horizon and benefit from
the aid and bestowals of the “universal
divine Intellect” (§15). Since the Age
of Enlightenment, the study of meta-
physical concepts has been decreasing
and is even despised in some academic
circles. Furthermore, the focus of in-
tellectual investigation has turned to-
ward the hard sciences and technology,
while various fields in the humanities
have adopted the quantitative and ob-
jective methodologies of the hard sci-
ences, leading to a narrow view of real-
ity. Likewise, at the civilizational level,
the presently dominant positivism and
rationalism, and their associated mate-
rialistic philosophies, are symptoms of
an undue focus on the physical at the
expense of the spiritual, to the point of
neglect or even denial of spiritual real-
ities. While The Four Valleys does not
explicitly address the struggle against
these powerful trends, the individual
wayfarer might heed the call of: “For
this let the striving strive!” (419)

A believer in the Revelation of
Baha’v’llah can surely anticipate that
through its potency the existing forms
of scholarship and investigation will
be transformed to incorporate spiritual
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elements. Yet, we can only imagine
what forms the intellectual endeavors
of a spiritually enlightened civilization
of the future, informed by the Revela-
tion, will take. As we glimpse current
areas of inquiry that seem to have
some resonance with that Revelation,
we might tentatively conjecture that
this future civilization will incorpo-
rate, among other things, a spiritually
informed study of human nature and
psychology, holistic healthcare and
medicine, ecology, education in ethics,
morals and piety, and a new spiritual-
ly-based world order in which peace
studies and related practical explora-
tions move beyond a purely material-
istic and limited view of the universe
and humanity.

Beyond the transformation of in-
tellectual endeavors themselves, there
is a crucial need in contemporary so-
ciety for the integration of the intel-
lectual faculty with other capacities.
For instance, within the institution of
marriage, communication and mutu-
al intellectual understanding between
spouses, and with their children, needs
to be accompanied by selflessness and
ethical and pious life practices (virtues
acquired in the First Valley), along with
a love among family members that is
grounded in the love of God, rendering
it unshakable and eternal. These three
elements of intellectual capacity, piety,
and love, can synergistically facilitate
a family life informed, enriched, and
safeguarded by the teachings of the
Manifestation of God. In the absence
of such integration, not only will the
peaceful, nurturing, and supporting

environment necessary for the flour-
ishing of the intellectual faculty be
hampered or largely eliminated, but
fragmented and materialistic educa-
tion, void of ethics and high motives,
will become an obstacle to unity, hap-
piness, service to humanity, and spiri-
tual growth. Yet, we understand from
The Four Valleys that such an unfortu-
nate condition in the family does not
eliminate the responsibility for spiritu-
al wayfaring by the individual family
members; rather they might see it as
an opportunity to embark on a spiritual
journey. There is much work to be done
in exploring the possibilities for apply-
ing The Four Valleys’ explanation of
the individual wayfarer’s progress to
the transformation of various levels of
social systems, as well as in learning
about the dynamics of the relationship
between the two.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The Four Valleys, using the language
and terminologies of Sufi discourse
and tradition, describes four types of
wayfarers each following a certain
path for getting nearer to God—which,
in light of the Writings of the Baha’i
Faith, means nearness to the Manifes-
tation of God; and in that sense in each
of the valleys the final objective to
strive for is a certain aspect of the Re-
ality of the Manifestation of God. As
the Writings make clear, there is no end
to the wayfarer’s journey as the per-
fections of the Manifestation of God
are beyond humankind’s full grasp. In
that sense, struggle with one’s lower
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nature, “the insistent self” (Qur’an
12:53, ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Selections 259),
needs to continue throughout one’s
life. Accordingly, as long as one lives
in the material world, one should not
expect to achieve a permanent victory;
the wayfarer must always be watchful
for the temptations of the lower self.
Equally, knowledge and spiritual in-
sight are infinitely vast and cannot be
fully attained. Likewise, one can al-
ways intensify one’s love for God and
search for ways to demonstrate that
love. Finally, although one can recog-
nize the station of the Manifestation of
God, the exemplary condition referred
to in the Fourth Valley as “pure aware-
ness and utter self-effacement,” (934)
1s an ideal, never to be attained, that we
must strive for and draw increasingly
close to. In principle, one can identi-
fy with a certain type of wayfarer and
pursue the exemplary model set for that
type by Baha’u’llah. Such wayfaring
in a particular valley corresponds with
the parallel model of The Four Valleys.

Yet, in addition to describing four
different and parallel approaches to
God, the valleys demonstrate a se-
quential and integrative character to a
degree, and we observe a progression
taking place in moving from one val-
ley to the next. In that sense The Four
Valleys depicts a narrative for the spir-
itual journey of the wayfarer, a journey
that culminates in the Fourth Valley,
signifying the utmost progress and
development of the wayfarer. But this
progress is only possible through the
recognition of the station of the Man-
ifestation of God. While the Fourth

Valley alludes to the station of the ideal
exemplar wayfarer it is primarily refer-
ring to the station of the Manifestation
of God at this specific time in history,
the advent of a new Revelation leading
humanity to the peak of its spiritual
development.

I have briefly pointed out how the
paradigm of the wayfarers’ progress in
the Four Valleys can help us understand
the requisites for progress in social sys-
tems, from the fundamental level of the
family unit to the level of humankind’s
civilizations. My understanding is that
The Four Valleys, in appearance a mys-
tical treatise, has embedded within it
the nucleus and foundation for a new
global civilization unique in human
history, a divine plan for humankind
delineated in other Writings of the
Faith. What on its surface appears to
be a marvelous poetic rendering of the
mystical Sufi discourse can in fact be
viewed as the first streaks of the dawn
of a new civilization. In that sense, the
account of the journey of the mystic
wayfarers of The Four Valleys can in-
form the envisioning of a teleological
and evolutionary metanarrative for hu-
man existence and history, which can
be the subject of further research.
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A Discourse on
Baha’i Theology:
A Treatise by Dr.
‘Ali-Murad Davuadi
on God

and Revelation'

Translation and annotation by
VARGHA BOLODO-TAEFI

INTRODUCTION

Since the early days of the Bah4’i Faith,
Iran has produced notable Baha’i schol-
ars, such as Aqa Muhammad-i-Q4’ini,
surnamed Nabil-i-Akbar, Mirza Abu’l-
Fadl-i-Gulpaygani, surnamed Abu’l-
Fada’il,> Mirza Asadu’llah Fadil-i-
Mizindarani,> and ‘Abdu’l-Hamid
Ishraq-Khavari.* The majority of these

1 I would like to thank Elham Af-
nan, Monica Bolodo-Taefi, Omid Ghaem-
maghami, and Todd Smith for their encour-
agement and valuable advice.

2 The author of weighty volumes
such as Fara’id, Faslu’l-Khitab, and
Burhan-i-Lami ‘, among several others.

3 The author and compiler of such
reference material as the nine volumes of
Tarikh-i-Zuhuru’l-Haqq, the five volumes
of Asraru’l-Athdr, and the four volumes of
Amr va Khalg.

4 The author of such celebrated
volumes as Ayyam-i-Tis ih, Muhadarat,
Qdmuis-i-Igdn, and Rahig-i-Makhtiim.
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scholars were educated in Islamic sem-
inaries and trained in Islamic theology,
Islamic law and jurisprudence, Arabic
grammar, Islamic philosophy, and Is-
lamic scholastic logic, away from the
influence of modern thought, Western
philosophy, non-classical logic, and
the more refined branches of knowl-
edge, such as literature and arts. Ow-
ing to this educational background and
the requirements of the age they lived
in, the fruits of their Baha’i scholar-
ship are invaluable compilations of
the Baha’i Writings, dictionaries, com-
mentaries, apologetic works, and his-
torical studies.

In 1922, at a time and in an environ-
ment in which the approach to Baha’i
scholarship was heavily influenced by
seminary culture, the distinguished
scholar and researcher Dr. ‘Ali-Murad
Dévadi was born. A prolific author
and illustrious personage, Davudi was
well loved by the contemporary Baha’i
community of Iran. He was abducted
and martyred in 1979. Davadi was
learned in Persian and Arabic litera-
ture, achieved a complete mastery of
French, and was eminently well-versed
in different branches of knowledge and
approaches to study and research—es-
pecially in the academic study of Islam-
ic, Eastern, and Western philosophies,
Islamic, formal, and non-classical log-
ic, scholastic theology, and mysticism
(Davadi, Insan 32, 38-40; Davudi,
“Hamsaram” 25). His knowledge of
all the disciplines of philosophy, as
well as his academic approach to the
study of the Baha’i Writings, allowed
him to advance Baha’i scholarship
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beyond apologia, lexical commentary,
and historical studies to new heights of
conceptual and philosophical analysis
of Baha’i themes and teachings. The
legacy he has bequeathed for posterity
is his skillful analysis of the philosoph-
ical, theological, and ethical tenets of
the Baha’i Faith in light of the philo-
sophical thinking of both the East and
the West. Dr. Davudi’s profundity of
erudition, knowledge of the Writings
of the Baha’i Faith, academic rigor
in his studies, stalwart defense of the
Faith, steadfastness in the Covenant,
contribution to the development of
the Iranian population, and nobility of
character, earn him a unique place in
the history of Bahd’i scholarship in the
Persian language.

Davuadi was the very first individ-
ual in Iranian history to earn a doc-
torate degree in philosophy after the
program was instituted in the 1950s
(Davudi, “Hamsaram” 25). In 1964, he
joined the faculty of Tehran University
and taught courses in introduction to
philosophy, history of medieval phi-
losophy, and metaphysics (Davudi,
Uliuhiyyat 8). He later served as the
head of the Department of Philosophy
at Tehran University. While teaching
there, he published a Persian trans-
lation of Aristotle’s On the Soul,’ the
first two volumes of Emile Bréhier’s
Histoire de la philosophie on ancient
and medieval philosophy,® as well as

5 Darbariy-i-Nafs. Tehran Univer-
sity, 1349 S.H. (1970-71).

6 Tarikh-i-Falsafih. Tehran Univer-
sity, 1352 S.H. (1973-74).

Léon Meynard’s La Connaissance,’
and authored a volume on the works
of the philosophers of the Peripatetic
school, from Aristotle to Avicenna,
on soul and reason.® A collection of
his essays dealing with such diverse
subjects as the concept of soul in Al-
Farabi’s thought, a comparative study
of the philosophies of Aristotle and
Avicenna, ancient Greek theories of
spirit and psyche, the sophists, knowl-
edge of self, metaphysical anxiety, and
a critique of infinite regress arguments,
was also published in Iran under the
title Magqdlat-i-Davudi.’

Prior to his abduction in 1979, he
had completed the translation into Per-
sian of Etienne Gilson’s L esprit de la
Philosophie Médiévale." This master-
fully eloquent translation, which was
eventually published eight years after
Davudi’s disappearance, won the high-
est national best-book award (Davudi,
“Hamsaram” 26-28). In a society in
which a person’s avowed belief in the
Baha’i Faith came at the price of his or
her basic human rights, the bestowal of
such a recognition to an individual who
was well known for being a Baha’i and
had been persecuted for his belief is an
undeniable testament to the caliber of
his work. He is recognized as a first-
class philosopher of his age and among

7 Shindsa’i va Hasti. Dihkhuda,
1351 S.H. (1972-73).

8 ‘Aql dar Hikmat-i-Mashshad’: Az
Arastu ta Ibn-i-Sina. Dihkhudé, 1349 S.H.
(1971).

9 Kharazmi, 1389 S.H. (1389-90).

10 Ruh-i-Falsafiy-i-Qurun-i-Vusta.
Tehran University, 1366 S.H. (1987-88).
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a small number of intellectuals in Iran
with training in both traditional and
modern philosophy (Nasr 325). Many
later Iranian philosophers were influ-
enced by his thoughts and works.

Déavadi served on the National
Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of
Iran from 1974 until his abduction in
November 1979, including as its sec-
retary for a number of years (Davudi,
Insan 33). Through his service on the
Baha’i national committee for litera-
ture review, the national publication
board, and the national committee
for research and publication, he was
instrumental in the publication of
the multiple volumes of such nota-
ble collections of Bahad’i Writings as
Athdr-i-Qalam-i-A‘lé and Makdtib-i-
‘Abdu’l-Baha (collections of Tablets
of Baha’v’lldh and ‘Abdu’l-Baha,
respectively), as well as the scholar-
ly series Mutali‘iy-i-Ma ‘arif-i-Baha’t
that introduced the tenets of the Bah&’1
Faith.

Davudi’s paramount service to the
Faith—which greatly impacted the
Iranian Baha’i community, especially
its youth—was his numerous schol-
arly lectures on the Baha’i teachings
and writings, in deepening seminars
and summer schools. His contribution
to fostering a culture of Baha’i schol-
arship in Iran reached its peak with
the establishment of the Institute for
Advanced Bahd’i Studies in 1976. The
National Spiritual Assembly of Iran
created this institute in fulfillment of a
goal of the Five Year Plan (1974-9)"

11 Beginning in 1937, Shoghi

to train a number of capable Baha’i
youth in the research and study of the
Baha’i teachings, as well as tradition-
al religious and philosophical themes
(Davudi, Insdn 35). The Assembly en-
trusted the Institute’s formation, plan-
ning, supervision, and administration
to ‘Ali-Murad Davudi and Badi‘u’llah
Farid. In this institute, besides his other
responsibilities, Davudi taught various
themes and works of philosophy and
mysticism. Thanks to Davudi’s schol-
arship and academic standing, as well
as his tireless and systematic efforts,
and particularly through the estab-
lishment of the Institute for Advanced
Baha’i Studies, the field of Baha’i stud-
ies reached a new milestone of scholar-
ly development and academic rigor.
Davadi wrote numerous essays on
the philosophical and theological un-
derpinnings of the Baha’i teachings,
as well as on Bahd’i ethics. Some
of these essays, which address such
themes as the station of the human
being, the human soul, non-involve-
ment in politics, free will, the harmony
of science and religion, the unity of
humankind, Baha’i education, reli-
gious truth, Baha’i discourse, history,
knowledge of God, and the concept of

Effendi devised a series of global plans of
varying durations which derive their man-
date from ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s Tablets of the
Divine Plan. The aim of these plans—and
of the subsequent ones, devised and guided
by the Universal House of Justice since its
establishment in 1963—is to develop the
capacity of the Bahd’is and their commu-
nities and institutions to strive for the bet-
terment of humanity.
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Manifestation, have been published
by Vahid Rafati in the volumes Insdn
dar A’in-i-Bahd’i (1987), Magdlat va
Rasa’il dar Mabadhith-i-Mutanavvi ‘ih
(1993), Uluhiyyat va Mazhariyyat
(1996), and Malakut-i-Vujud (1998).
Among them, Insdn dar A’in-i-Bahd’
has been translated into English by
Riaz Masrour as Human Station in the
Baha’i Faith (2013).

Davudi also delivered countless
lectures on various themes and writ-
ings, the audio recordings of many of
which have been preserved for posteri-
ty. The topics of these lectures include
the existence of God, the human soul,
religion, the Word of God, unity in
diversity, wisdom, materialism, free-
dom, the Holy Spirit, ethics, prayer,
the Tablet of Ahmad, the Tablet of the
World (the Lawh-i-Duny4), the Tablet
to Nasiri’d-Din Shah, and the Tablet to
Auguste Forel.

Through his service on the Institute
for Advanced Baha’i Studies, as well
as his numerous lectures and essays on
Baha’i themes, Davidi made an unpar-
alleled contribution to the development
of Baha’i scholarship, thought, and
culture in Iran and raised a generation
of future Baha’i scholars.

In addition to his erudition, Davudi
isundoubtedly remembered for his con-
summate power of expression and ex-
emplary mastery of utterance by which
he unfolded the meaning of abstruse
concepts and obscure questions with
inimitable simplicity and eloquence
(Davudi, Uluhiyyat 13). His writings,
translations, and audiotaped lectures
attest to the graceful flow of his thought

and logic, the clarity of his utterance,
and the conciseness, rigor, and dignity
of his expression. He elucidated con-
cepts, adduced proofs, and unveiled
meanings free from any superfluity, ex-
aggeration, ambiguity, and prejudice.
He was often only informed of the
topic of his lecture once he arrived at
the recording session organized by the
audio-visual committee of the Nation-
al Spiritual Assembly. Occasionally,
after a topic was decided in advance,
he would arrive at the recording studio
only to be advised of a change of topic.
That he delivered many of his lectures
extemporaneously, without any notes
or prior knowledge of the topic, yet
with exceptional quality of exposition,
eloquence, flow of thought, and choice
of words, made his presentation of the
subjects all the more awe-inspiring
(Davadi, Ulihiyyat 14).

His outstanding qualities, which
also evidently characterized his writ-
ings and speeches, were his humility,
dignity, and fairness. He was a gentle,
elegant, modest, demure, unobtrusive,
accommodating, humane,
lent, responsible, dedicated, graceful,
unassuming, pleasant, eloquent, and
courteous soul (Davudi, Insan 43, 45;
Uluhiyyat 9). He truly exemplified this
passage from Bahd’u’llah’s Tablet of
Wisdom:

benevo-

Human utterance is an essence
which aspireth to exert its influ-
ence and needeth moderation. As
to its influence, this is conditional
upon refinement which in turn is
dependent upon hearts which are
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detached and pure. As to its mod-
eration, this hath to be combined
with tact and wisdom as prescribed
in the Holy Scriptures and Tablets.
(Tablets 143)

Davudi dedicated his entire life to
the service of the Baha’i Faith. His
education, scholarship, knowledge of
the Faith, experience, and insight cul-
minated in his defense of the Faith, its
teachings, and its followers, as well as
in consoling and inspiring the perse-
cuted Baha’i community of Iran, in a
most critical and perilous period in the
development of the Faith in that coun-
try (Davudi, Insan 33, 47).

Owing to the dominant prejudice
against the followers of the Bab and
Baha’u’llah in Iran, their contributions
to the development of thought and
scholarship in all fields of knowledge
have been almost completely left out
of all historical accounts. Davudi’s
contribution to the development of
philosophy in Iran is no exception to
this rule (Davudi, Uluhiyyat 9-10;
Davudi, “Hamsaram™ 26-28). It is
worth remembering that he produced
almost all his Baha’i works, essays,
and lectures in the midst of the violent
prelude to the Islamic revolution in
Iran, while he was serving as the secre-
tary of the National Spiritual Assembly
and occupied with the imperatives of
the circumstances. That many of the
fruits of Davudi’s intellectual activities
were produced in a turbulent period
of intense clamor, unrest, and toil—
in the absence of the peace and tran-
quility requisite for the flourishing of

philosophical and mystical thought—is
especially poignant.

Alas, the beleaguered and oppressed
community of the Baha’is of Iran was
robbed of its stalwart and erudite de-
fender in such a grave period in its evo-
lution. The opponents of the Faith who
vainly saw in his elimination a great
victory for themselves and an irrepa-
rable defeat for the Baha’i community,
kidnapped him on 11 November 1979
as he walked in a park near his house.
He has been presumed a victim of state
execution (Davudi, Insan 48; Davuadi,
“Hamsaram” 22). Aged fifty-seven at
the time of his martyrdom, he was only
at the beginning of his path of philos-
ophy and in the springtime of his life
of scholarship. His execution was a de-
plorable injustice and grievous cruelty
towards the world of philosophy and
scholarship.

Five months later, at Ridvan 1980,
when the Iranian Bahd’i communi-
ty elected its National Spiritual As-
sembly, Dr. ‘Ali-Murad Davudi was
elected again—in absentia. A grateful
community thus expressed its love and
appreciation to a hero (Davuadi, Insan
49).

What follows is a translation and
annotation of a treatise on Baha’i the-
ology by Dr. ‘Ali-Murad Davudi. This
treatise explores some central themes
in Baha’i theology and introduces el-
oquently such fundamental concepts
as the absolute transcendence of God,
apophatic theology, the knowledge of
God, the revelation of God, emana-
tion and manifestation, and the divine
names and attributes. Aside from the
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Baha’i authoritative Writings, a single
document that exclusively introduces
the Bahd’i view on God has been hith-
erto absent from the English Baha’i
literature and it is hoped that this col-
lection will contribute to a discourse on
divinity. In this work, Davudi liberally
cites passages from the Writings of the
Baha’i Faith to elaborate each theme.
As a result, the following translation
features heretofore unpublished provi-
sional translations of over fifty passag-
es from the Writings of Bahd’u’llah,
the Bab, and ‘Abdu’l-Baha, as well as
from the utterances of ‘Abdu’l-Baha.
Since the inception of the Baha’i
Faith, including during Baha’u’llah’s
own lifetime, Bah4’is have occasion-
ally held different understandings of
the station of Baha’u’llah, with some
considering His human Temple to be
the appearance of the invisible and in-
accessible Essence of God. An aspect
of the systematic persecution to which
the Baha’i community was subjected in
Iran, particularly during Davadi’s life-
time, was an assault levelled against
its teachings about God and the station
of Baha’u’llah. Bahad’is were often
accused of denying God or believing
Baha’u’llah to be God. Daviadi’s com-
mentaries on the foundations of Baha’i
theology in this treatise and in others
about the concept and the station of
the Manifestation of God were, and re-
main, invaluable contributions toward
resolving such instances of misconcep-
tion and campaigns of disinformation.
In his other essays about the Baha’i
concept of Manifestation, Davudi
demonstrates how this concept resolves

historical paradoxes between scriptural
promise of attaining the presence of
God and His transcendence and inac-
cessibility, and between His universal
revelation in all created things and His
essential separation from them.

In addition to the exemplary works
of the Baha’i scholars named earlier,
there is a wealth of outstanding liter-
ature of excellent academic rigor in
Persian by numerous Baha’i scholars
of the twentieth and twenty-first cen-
turies, such as ‘Azizu’llah Misbah,
Muhammad-Baqir Hushyar, Khusraw
Muhandisi, Kamalu’d-Din Bakhtavar,
Muhammad Afnan, Shapour Rassekh,
Vahid Rafati, Nader Saiedi, and Fari-
du’d-Din Radmihr, among many oth-
ers. Once translated into English, these
works will no doubt enrich the intellec-
tual life of the entire Baha’i world and
contribute to public discourse in vari-
ous disciplines. Their translation will
also unlock the possibility of greater
and richer exchange between Persian
and non-Persian Baha’i scholarship, al-
lowing the finest contributions of both
to be brought into fruitful dialogue.

The original-language treatise
translated and annotated here was first
published as “Mabaniy-i-‘Aqa’id-i-
Uluhiyyat va Tawhid: part 1,” in Muta-
li‘iy-i-Ma ‘arif-i-Baha’i 1 (1973-74).
It was later republished as part of a
collection of Davudi’s essays on the
Essence of God and His Manifesta-
tion, titled Uluhiyyat va Mazhariyyat
(60-133). The translation of Davudi’s
treatise is in the body of the text; the
translator’s annotation appears in the
in-text citation and footnotes.
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GoOD’S SANCTITY
AND TRANSCENDENCE

Baha’is believe in a God that has ever
been, and will always be, inaccessible
and exalted above creation. He does
not descend into any world which is
created by Him and which is, therefore,
not of His kind. We, likewise, hold that
the followers of other religions, if they
confess the reality of their own reli-
gions, should also recognize God in
this manner;'? otherwise, they would
err and stray from the straight path.'
And since God is beyond descent and
habitation, return and ascent are, equal-
ly, unworthy of Him and incompatible

12 For formulations of the concept
of God’s inaccessibility and exaltation in
other religions, see Aquinas 30; Saint Au-
gustine, book I, chs. 1 and 4, book VII,
ch. 1; Qur’an 42:11, 37:180, and 112:1-4;
Al-Kindi’s “On First Philosophy” (“Kitabu
Al-Kindi ila’l-Mu‘tagim-i-bi’llah”) 1:4,
published in Abu-Ridah 160-161; Avicen-
na 40-66; Al-Futuhatu’I-Makkiyyih, vol. 1,
ch. 3, pp. 144-153 and vol. 3, ch. 172, pp.
434-439; Fususu’l-Hikam 48-56.

13 It is to this same principle—the
oneness of the underlying foundations of
the divine religions—that the following
excerpts from the Tablet of Ahmad refer:
“O people, if ye deny these verses, by what
proof have ye believed in God? Produce
it, O assemblage of false ones. ... Be thou
assured in thyself that verily, he who turns
away from this Beauty hath also turned
away from the Messengers of the past and
showeth pride towards God from all eter-
nity to all eternity” (Baha’u’llah, in Baha’i
Prayers 211-12).

with His station.'* He does not become
incarnate in anything."” No relation-
ship or tie of direct intercourse binds
Him to His creation.!® Any mention of
separation and union, or proximity and
remoteness in relation to God is mere-
ly figurative. No one can choose a path
towards Him as no sign can indicate
the direction of His presence or guide
His creation to Him. His presence is
free from all notions of time and space.
For this reason, where God is intended,
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“seat,” “throne,” or “court”—in fact all
description—should indeed be avoid-

ed;!” yet speech is unavoidable. It is,

14 See Gleanings no. 19; The Seven
Valleys; Some Answered Questions nos.
27,37,54,59, and 82.

15  Having interpreted the figurative
language of verses such as John 1:14,
John 14:10, John 1:1, 1 John 4:2, and 1
Timothy 3:16 literally, Christian theolo-
gians declared “incarnation”—the belief
that God became flesh, assumed a human
nature, and became a man in the form of
Jesus Christ, the Son of God—to be a doc-
trine of the Church. Mainstream Judaism,
as well as Islamic philosophy, scholastic
theology, and mysticism completely reject
incarnation.

16  See Gleanings nos. 26 and 27.

17 The Throne of God is a common
concept in many Abrahamic religions.
Many understand the references to the
Throne of God in Judaism (for example 1
Kings 22:19, Isaiah 6:1, Ezekiel 1:26, and
Daniel 7:9), Christianity (such as Matthew
23:22 and Revelation 4), Islam (for exam-
ple Qur’an 10:3, 11:7, 23:116, and 2:255,
known as the Ayatu’l-Kursi), and the
Baha’i Faith (such as the Kitab-i-Aqdas
pars. 40, 73, 86, and 89, the Kitab-i-iqan,
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therefore, out of this consideration that
His Chosen Ones speak of “the Seat
of eternal holiness,” “the Habitation
of glory,” or “the Throne of majesty”
with reference to God. His Essence,
however, is eternally unseen and forev-
er concealed within His own Being. To
liken Him to anything or view anything
as being of His kind is unbefitting.

We must, inevitably, recognize God
as a necessary, simple,'® single, nonde-
limited," and incorporeal Being; oth-
erwise, there would be no difference
between Him and all other created
things—which are contingent, com-
pounded, many, delimited, and corpo-
real—just as we would have no need
to accept Him or believe in His exis-
tence. In order to confess His simple
reality, therefore, we must recognize
that no constituent elements have come
together within Him.? To declare His

Epistle to the Son of the Wolf, and many
Baha’i prayers) to be allegorical rather
than describing a physical dwelling-place
of God.

18  Throughout history, major reli-
gions have often confessed divine simplici-
ty in apophatic theological terms—seeking
to understand God by negation, by what
He is not, while sanctifying Him from all
names and attributes.

19 In Al-Futuhatu’l-Makkiyyih, vol.
4, ch. 272, pp. 313-315, describing God’s
nondelimitation, Ibnu’l ‘Arabi explains
that God is infinite and absolute, undefined
and indefinable, indistinct and indistin-
guishable, whereas the world of creation is
distinct, defined, and limited.

20  Baha’v’lldh’s commentary on
the Islamic philosophical doctrine of
“The uncompounded reality is all things”

singleness, we must reject any notion
of plurality in relation to God.*! In or-
der to recognize Him as nondelimited,
we must abnegate completely all forms
of association or relationship with Him.
Otherwise, we will be deposing God
from His divinity and confusing what
we term God with other than Him.

To recognize God as such and to
exalt Him above ascent and descent,
habitation and indwelling, separation
and union, relationship, direction and
intimation, and time and space, is the
foundation of Baha’i theology. The
Writings of Baha’u’llah are replete with
references to this theme, using a wide
range of expressions such as “veiled in
the ancient eternity of His own exalted
and indivisible Essence” (Gleanings
148:1), “concealed in His inaccessible
majesty and glory” (148:1), “dwelt in
His inaccessible habitation of holiness
and glory” (124:1), and “enthroned
upon the heights of His independent
sovereignty and grandeur” (124:1).
The extent to which this reality is re-
iterated and stressed in the Bahd’i

(Basitu’l-hagiqah kullu’l-aghya’), known
as the Lawh-i-Basitatu’l-Haqiqih, is pub-
lished in the original language in Mda idiy-
i-Asmani 7:140-147. The formulation of
this doctrine, founded on the Neoplatonic
concept of “the One”—that God, the One,
is a simple and pure Being and, as such,
is the totality of existence—is attributed to
Mulla Sadra.

21 For example, some traditions
concerning deities in Hinduism, Elohim in
Judaism, and trinity in Christianity, among
others, attribute some form of multiplicity
to God.
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Writings makes it the fundamental ten-
et of Baha’i belief. To understand this
truth is the greatest duty prescribed for
Baha’is and to confess it in heart and
mind is the first requirement when de-
claring one’s faith in Baha’u’llah.

The following passages from the
Writings of Baha’u’llah are represen-
tative of myriad others on this theme.
Their study must follow a holistic ap-
proach which seeks to consider them
within their context and as part of a
balanced and cohesive whole, with
due regard to the links that unite them.
May this enable us to discover their
inner meaning as thoroughly as human
capacity and limits allow.

To every discerning and illuminat-
ed heart it is evident that God, the
unknowable Essence, the Divine
Being, is immensely exalted be-
yond every human attribute, such
as corporeal existence, ascent
and descent, egress and regress.
(Gleanings 19:1)

No tie of direct intercourse can
possibly bind Him to His crea-
tures. He standeth exalted beyond
and above all separation and union,
all proximity and remoteness. No
sign can indicate His presence or
His absence; inasmuch as by a
word of His command all that are
in heaven and on earth have come
to exist, and by His wish, which
is the Primal Will itself, all have
stepped out of utter nothingness
into the realm of being, the world
of the visible. (Kitdb-i-Igan 70)
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No tie of direct intercourse can
ever bind Him to the things He
hath created, nor can the most ab-
struse and most remote allusions
of His creatures do justice to His
being. (Gleanings 148:1)

. . . the one true God, alone and
single, is established upon His
Throne, a Throne which is beyond
the reaches of time and space, is
sanctified above all utterance or
expression, intimation, description
and definition, and is exalted be-
yond all notion of abasement and
glory. And none knoweth this save
Him and those with whom is the
knowledge of the Book. No God
is there but Him, the Almighty, the
All-Bountiful. (Summons 167)

Alone and singly is He exalted
upon His Throne, a Throne which
transcendeth all conditions of time
and space, expression and intima-
tion, indication and description,
loftiness and lowliness. And none
knoweth this save every man of
intelligence and insight. (Lawh-i-
Sarréj, in Md idiy-i-Asmani 7:81,
provisional translation)

From time immemorial . . . He,
the Divine Being, hath been veiled
in the ineffable sanctity of His
exalted Self, and will everlasting
continue to be wrapt in the impen-
etrable mystery of His unknow-
able Essence . . . . (qtd. in Shoghi
Effendi 113)
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. .. let none construe these utter-
ances to imply the incarnation or
descent of the worlds of God into
the grades of His creatures, nor
should they lead thine eminence to
such misapprehensions. For God,
in His Essence, is sanctified above
all ascent and descent, egress and
regress . . .. (Call 2:45)

Know thou that God—exalted and
glorified be He—doth in no wise
manifest His inmost Essence and
Reality. From time immemorial
He hath been veiled in the eternity
of His Essence and concealed in
the infinitude of His own Being.
(Gems 9 46)

The One True God, exalted be
His glory, is bound unto none
by the least tie of relationship or
association, of similarity or re-
semblance . . . (Lawh-i-Sarrdj, in
M idiy-i-Asmani 7:7, provisional
translation)

Sanctified is His unknowable Es-
sence from every incorporeal es-
sence . .. (Tablet to Mulld Hamid,
in Hadiqiy-i- ‘Irfan 110, provision-
al translation)

From everlasting, O my God,
Thou hast been exalted in the
loftiest heights of Thy dominion,
Thy might, and Thy glory, and
unto all eternity Thou wilt remain
transcendent in the sublimity of
Thy majesty, Thy grandeur, and
Thy splendor. (Iranian National
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Baha’i Archives 71:31, provision-
al translation)

From eternity, the one true God,
glorified be His mention, hath
been and will continue to be
sanctified from all manifestation
and revelation. He is the unseen
Essence never to be fathomed,
the veiled Entity never to be per-
ceived, the inmost Reality never
to be made manifest, the hidden
Treasure never to be revealed, and
the invisible Mystery never to be
laid bare . . . (Athdr 6:29, provi-
sional translation)

Exalted, immeasurably exalted,
is He above being cast into any
element, being restricted by any
limitation, or being associated
with anything in the entire cre-
ation. He hath from all eternity
been immensely exalted beyond
all else but Himself and sancti-
fied from all save His own Self.
(Lawh-i-Basitatu’l-Haqiqih, in
Maé’idiy-i-Asmdni  7:142, provi-
sional translation)

In this essay, we intend to cite evi-
dence primarily from the Writings
of Bahad’u’lldh and to quote from the
Writings of ‘Abdu’l-Baha for further
elucidation. It will, however, suffice
to cite herein but one sample passage
from the Writings of the Bab in support
of this theme. Nearly all of the Writ-
ings of the Bab are replete with similar
passages: “the substance and essence
of the subject is this, that there can be
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no doubt that from everlasting God
hath been invested with the indepen-
dent sovereignty of His exalted Being,
and unto everlasting He will remain in-
accessible in the transcendent majesty
of His holy Essence” (94:10).

Below are two passages from the
Writings and utterances of ‘Abdu’l-
Baha that elucidate and explain the
above excerpts from the Writings of
Bahéd’v’llah: “For that divine reality
to descend into stations and degrees
would be tantamount to deficiency,
contrary to perfection, and utterly
impossible. It has ever been, and will
ever remain, in the loftiest heights of
sanctity and purity” (Some Answered
Questions 27:2).

Also:

The Divine Reality is Unthinkable,
Limitless, Eternal, Immortal and
Invisible. The world of creation
is bound by natural law, finite and
mortal. The Infinite Reality cannot
be said to ascend or descend. It is
beyond the understanding of man,
and cannot be described in terms
which apply to the phenomenal
sphere of the created world. ...
Riches and poverty, plenty and
need: ... there could be no relation
between these pairs of opposites.
(Paris Talks 17:1-5)

The above arguments of ‘Abdu’l-
Bah4, the Interpreter of the Word of
God, are at once the direct implication
and explanation of a subject intimated

briefly yet frequently in the Writings
of Baha’u’llah. ‘Abdu’l-Baha asserts
that God is pre-existent while the
world of creation is originated; God is
the Creator, the world is created; God
is omnipotent, the world of creation
is the essence of powerlessness.
There is a fundamental variance and
extreme distinction between God
and the world. How can the creation,
from its plane of origination, poverty,
and powerlessness, imperfect as it is,
hope to find a path to God, associate
with Him, or seek nearness to Him?
Therefore, where the Prophets, the
sages, and the mystics speak of
drawing near to God, finding a path
towards Him, and turning to Him, one
must search for their inner meanings
and perceive their true purpose. The
section “Proximity and Remoteness™ in
this essay explores this concept further.

NEGATING GOD’S NAMES AND
ATTRIBUTES

We believe that no attributes can be as-
cribed to God, He cannot be called by
any names, nor can He be regarded as
possessing any perfections. Therefore,
we cannot sing His praise with any at-
tributes, names, or perfections.
Bahd’u’llah states: “I testify that
Thou hast been sanctified above all at-
tributes and holy above all names. No
God is there but Thee, the Most Exalt-
ed, the All-Glorious” (Kitab-i-Aqdas
92). He also writes: “no description
can ever express Him and no word
of praise magnify His glory” (Tablets
113). He further states: “Glorified be
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the Merciful One, unto Whom no allu-
sion can be made, Whom no expression
can define, nor any assertion reveal,
nor any evidence describe” (Tablets
102). He also writes: “Far is the realm
of names from the court of His pres-
ence to which praise itself is ashamed
to claim any relation and sanctification
itself is abashed to allude. Exalted, im-
measurably exalted, is He above every
mention and every description” (Tablet
to Jindb-i-Varg4, in Iranian National
Baha’i Archives 19:262, provisional
translation).

In interpreting these passages,
‘Abdu’l-Baha states: “the reality of the
Ancient Being, in the sense that It is that
It is, is sanctified from any acclamation
or praise and exalted above any glori-
fication and definition, any description
and explanation” (Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-
Baha 1:134, provisional translation).
He also writes: “no title can be men-
tioned for Him and enlightened souls
can give Him no praise” (Makatib-i-
‘Abdu’l-Baha 1:188, provisional trans-
lation). He further states: “The One
True God is entirely beyond the reach
of the mind and above all conception,
for He is sanctified from all attributes
and exalted above all praise. No name
[can adequately describe Him], neither
[can] any sign [lead to His knowledge]”
(Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-Baha 2:141, provi-
sional translation).

Why can we ascribe no attributes
to God? Because each attribute indi-
cates a specific, limited, and distinct
meaning. God’s embodiment of any
of these attributes would require His
reality to be limited to the confines of

the specific meaning of each attribute,
which is tantamount to limitation in
His Essence. Likewise, these attri-
butes are many. Were God to embody
each of them from its specific aspect
or perspective, it would either neces-
sitate that He be divided into various
aspects, perspectives, and relations,
which would be tantamount to His be-
ing plural, leaving us unable to confess
His singleness; or require Him to be in
need of component parts, a need that
would negate His All-Possessing and
Self-Sulfficient attributes.

In denying all division in God,
‘Abdu’l-Baha states: “That reality ad-
mits of no division, for division and
multiplicity are among the character-
istics of created and hence contingent
things, and not accidents impinging
upon the Necessary Being” (Some An-
swered Questions 27:1).

It quickly becomes evident that
ascribing attributes to God and, by
extension, calling Him by names sig-
nify only one reality: that He has no
attributes or, in other words, His attri-
butes are identical with His Essence.
Otherwise, there would be a multiplic-
ity of pre-existences, according to the
philosophical terminology reiterated in
the Writings of ‘Abdu’l-Baha.” That is
to say, we would have to, of necessity,
consider all the attributes we ascribe to
God outside of His Essence as pre-ex-
istent and parallel to His Essence, and
thereby commit blasphemy. According
to ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s elucidation, “the

22 See, for example, Mulld Sadra
132.



A Discourse on Bahd’i Theology 65

essential names and attributes of God
are 1dentical with His Essence, and His
Essence is sanctified above all under-
standing. If the essential attributes were
not identical with the Essence, then
there would be a multiplicity of pre-ex-
istences and the distinction between
the Essence and the attributes would
therefore also be firmly established and
pre-existent. But this would imply an
infinite chain of pre-existences, which
is an evident error” (Some Answered
Questions 37:7). A more detailed dis-
cussion of this theme is available in
other Writings of ‘Abdu’l-Baha, such
as His commentary on the Islamic tra-
dition “T was a hidden Treasure.”*
Therefore, to preserve Divine unity,
we must confess the oneness of God’s
attributes and consider them as identi-
cal with His Essence. This requires us
to negate everything that is other than
His Essence. Were we even to ascribe
affirmative attributes to God, this must
convey negating some attributes from
His Essence—the very attributes we
see in His creation and which indi-
cate the imperfection of the world of
creation compared with the world of
God. For instance, if we say that God
is all-knowing and all-powerful, this
must denote that we are negating the
attributes of ignorance and weakness
from His Essence, and not that we are
ascribing to Him knowledge and pow-
er in an affirmative sense, as things that
can be accepted and possessed, thereby

23 A provisional translation of
‘Abdu’l-Baha’s commentary on the Islamic
tradition “I was a hidden Treasure...” is
available in Momen.

denying His oneness.

Baha’u’llah states: “He hath through
all eternity been exalted beyond the
attributes of His creation” (Call 2:45)
‘Abdu’l-Baha clarifies this concept in
the following words:

Yet we ascribe certain names and
attributes to the reality of the Di-
vinity and praise Him for His sight,
His hearing, His power, His life
and knowledge. We affirm these
names and attributes not to affirm
the perfections of God, but to deny
that He has any imperfections.

When we observe the contin-
gent world, we see that ignorance
is imperfection and knowledge is
perfection, and thus we say that
the sanctified Essence of the Di-
vinity is all-knowing. Weakness
is imperfection and power is per-
fection, and thus we say that that
sanctified and divine Essence is
all-powerful. It is not that we can
understand His knowledge, His
sight, His hearing, His power, or
His life as they are in themselves:
This is assuredly beyond our com-
prehension . . . (Some Answered
Questions 37:6-7)

Moreover, since names and attri-
butes are created by God and brought
about through His command, they
are unworthy of His station. In other
words, since the Essence of God is the
one and only Creator, if His names and
attributes are other than His Essence,
they are inevitably His creation. How
can creation occupy the same station
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as the Creator, be ascribed to Him, or
accompany Him? We have no recourse
but to distance the attributes from the
Creator and to keep them at the level of
His creation.

Bahéd’v’llah writes: “Every name
hath been raised up by His word and
every attribute hath been revealed
through His command, did ye but
know” (Iranian National Baha’i Ar-
chives 38:224, provisional translation).
He also states:

is itself created through the move-
ment of Thy fingers, and trembleth
for fear of Thee. And were I to
venture to extol Thine attributes,
I would be forced to admit that
these attributes are Thine own
creation, and lie within Thy grasp.
It behooveth not Them Who are
the Manifestations of these names
and attributes to stand before the
gate of the city of Thy Revelation,
how much less to scale the heights

Praise beseems the Beloved,
He Who from time immemorial
hath been sanctified from the glo-
rification of all created things and
throughout eternity will be exalt-
ed above the praise of all beings.
For the praise and glorification of
all that are in heaven and on earth
have been created and fashioned
by His behest. How can a thing
that hath been created at His bid-
ding be worthy of His excellence
and attain unto His highness? All
else besides Him are unworthy of
Him and all else save Him are un-
fit before Him. (Iranian National
Bahé’i Archives 41:282—83, pro-
visional translation)

He further writes:

I cannot think, O my God, of any
words wherewith to make men-
tion of Thee, and know not how
to express or extol Thee. Were I to
attempt to describe Thee by Thy
names, | would readily recognize
that the kingdom of these names

whereon Thou didst stablish the
throne of Thy majesty.

I swear by Thy might, O Thou
Who art the King of names and
the Maker of the heavens! What-
soever hath been adorned with the
robe of words is but Thy creation
which hath been generated in Thy
realm and begotten through the
operation of Thy will, and is whol-
ly unworthy of Thy highness and
falleth short of Thine excellence.
(Prayers no. 176)

According to the teachings of the
Baha’i Faith, the world of existence
has no beginning and no end. That is
to say, since a creator without a cre-
ation is inconceivable, there cannot
have been a time when God existed
without a creation. Were it to be sug-
gested that God brought the world into
existence from non-existence,* it must

24 The assertion that God created the
world out of nothing, or creatio ex nihilo,
can be found in some Jewish scholarship,
early Christian thought, and some Islamic
commentaries. For example, refer to Mai-
monides ch. LXXIV.
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be clarified that by non-existence is not
meant absolute non-existence, but rel-
ative non-existence. We do not intend
to discuss this theme or prove its truth
here as it is outside the scope of the
subject before us.?® What is relevant
in this theme, however, is the Islamic
tradition, “God was alone; there was
none else besides Him” (Al-Bukhari
no. 3191). In interpreting this hadith,
Baha’u’llah explains that the negation
of all things from God is not bound by
the limits of time. In other words, God
was, 1s, and will forever be alone, with
none else besides Him. Nothing what-
soever, no name or attribute, compares
with His Essence. He was, is, and will
be alone, without any names, attri-
butes, and matters besides Him that are
other than and outside His Essence. In
summary, we must negate all names,
praises, and descriptions—all that is
created—ifrom God.

Baha’uv’llah states: “We testify that
there is none other God but Him, that
from everlasting He was alone with
none else besides Him, and that He
shall be unto everlasting what He hath
ever been” (Summons 152-53). He
also writes:

Know assuredly that God’s cre-
ation hath existed from eternity,
and will continue to exist for-
ever. Its beginning hath had no
beginning, and its end knoweth
no end. His name, the Creator,

25  For a discussion of the Baha’i be-
lief regarding this theme, refer to ‘Abdu’l-
Baha, Some Answered Questions nos. 47,
80.
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presupposeth a creation, even as
His title, the Lord of Men, must
involve the existence of a servant.
As to those sayings, attributed
to the Prophets of old, such as,
“In the beginning was God; there
was no creature to know Him,”
and “The Lord was alone; with no
one to adore Him,” the meaning of
these and similar sayings is clear
and evident, and should at no time
be misapprehended. To this same
truth bear witness these words
which He hath revealed: “God was
alone; there was none else besides
Him. He will always remain what
He hath ever been.” Every dis-
cerning eye will readily perceive
that the Lord is now manifest, yet
there is none to recognize His glo-
ry. By this is meant that the hab-
itation wherein the Divine Being
dwelleth is far above the reach and
ken of anyone besides Him. What-
soever in the contingent world can
either be expressed or apprehend-
ed, can never transgress the limits
which, by its inherent nature, have
been imposed upon it. God, alone,
transcendeth such limitations. He,
verily, is from everlasting. No peer
or partner has been, or can ever be,
joined with Him. No name can be
compared with His Name. No pen
can portray His nature, neither can
any tongue depict His glory. He
will, forever, remain immeasur-
ably exalted above anyone except
Himself. (Gleanings 78:1-2)
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‘Abdu’l-Baha gives an example to
elucidate this truth, acknowledging
that examples are inappropriate in re-
lation to the station of God, because
“that Essence of supreme singleness
can in no wise be likened to anything,
for It is beyond the reach of all reason-
ing and comprehension and too great
to be likened or compared to anything”
(Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-Baha 2:7, provi-
sional translation). Yet metaphor and
allegory are unavoidable for human
beings who aspire to investigate the
mysteries of the Divine reality on this
earthly plane:

For instance, consider the “point”
and how within the essence and
reality of the “point” letters and
words are wrapped up and inher-
ent with utter nothingness and
evanescence in such wise that no
trace of existence can possibly be
found in letters and words, nor is
there any distinction between them
and the “point.” Rather they are
wholly effaced and utterly evanes-
cent and have no existence save in
the essence of the “point.” In like
manner, the names and attributes
of God and the evidences of His
Essence are wholly evanescent
and utterly non-existent before the
realm of His supreme singleness in
such wise that they enjoy neither
a material nor a mental existence.
This original “point” is the hidden
treasure of these letters and words.
Within it are they deposited and
from it do they appear. . . . Like-
wise consider the unit “one” and

how all numbers emanate from it,
yet it is not a number in itself, for
it is the basis of all numbers.?® The
first entification?” and emanation of
the unit “one” is the number “one,”
and from the number “one” do all
numbers come into being. And now,
these numbers, in the utmost sim-
plicity and oneness, were folded up
within the unit “one,” which was
the hidden treasure of all numbers,
and from which they emanated.
Consider then that although from
the “point” do all letters and words
appear and from the unit “one” do
all numbers emanate, neither doth
the primal “point” descend from its
station of transcendence nor is the
unit “one” debarred from its king-
dom of sanctity. Such is the station
of the hidden treasure . . . (Makatib-
i- ‘Abdu’l-Baha 2:8-9, provisional
translation)

Gop’s UNKNOWABILITY: THE
FAILURE OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE TO
COMPREHEND THE ESSENCE OF GOD

God is concealed from the eyes. The
intellect can hope for no access to Him.

26 In the philosophy of Plotinus and
a number of other Neoplatonists, “the
One” is the ultimate reality and source of
all existence. See Gerson and Wildberg.

27  Entification—sometimes ren-
dered as specification or individuation—
refers to the realization of an object of
knowledge or, in other words, to an action
through which an object which has an in-
telligible existence finds actual existence
in the external world.
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No mind can comprehend Him as He is
in His own Self. No heart can partake
of His remembrance. No tongue can
sing His praise. Therefore, when His
Chosen Ones speak of the promise of
attaining to His Presence, urge us to call
Him to mind, consider His recognition
to be the foundation of faith, recognize
that His remembrance brings peace to
the hearts and tranquility to the souls,
and mention His Name continually, we
must contemplate the true meaning of
these words and the reason They stress
these principles.

This theme will be discussed sepa-
rately. Suffice it to say here that not only
the ordinary people but also the Chosen
Ones of God are powerless to under-
stand Him and as They tread this end-
less path, They grow in bewilderment.
Therefore, They consider the knowl-
edge of God to be beyond the ability of
man, discredit those who claim to know
God, view this very claim as a sign of
inability and superficiality, and witness
this disrespect with dismay. Since They
find the knowledge of God to be impos-
sible, They deem His remembrance and
description inappropriate. Powerless to
understand God, They pronounce His
worship sacrilege.

All human
moveth upon a
whilst Truth, riding upon the wind,
darteth across space. (Rumi ver.
3:3721, qtd. in Kitdb-i-Igdn 132)

attainment
lame ass

My  very celebration of
His praise is  ungodliness
for it evidenceth self-assertion, a

transgression so grievous. (Rumi
ver. 1:517)

The Writings of Bahd’u’llah greatly
emphasize this theme. That no book,
epistle, or tablet can be found that
does not refer to this theme or some
of its premises and consequences is
not an overstatement. Not only does
Baha’u’llah describe and stress this
theme Himself, but He also frequently
cites the traditions of the past to sub-
stantiate it and demonstrates its truth
according to the thoughts and beliefs of
various peoples, nations, and religions.
The Baha’i Writings are replete with
such passages as “No vision taketh in
Him, but He taketh in all vision; He is
the Subtile, the All-Perceiving” (Qur’an
6:103, qtd. in Baha’v’llah, Gleanings
19:1), “Nought of His knowledge do
they comprehend” (Qur’an 2:255, qtd.
in Baha’w’llah, Athdr 7:301),% “God
would have you beware of Himself”
(Qur’an 3:28, in qtd. in Baha’u’llah,
Kitab-i-Igan 70), “We have failed to
recognize Thee as befitteth Thy recog-
nition,”” and “The way is barred, and
all seeking rejected.”?

Too numerous are the passages
from the Writings of Baha’u’llah that

28  This passage from Qur’an 2:255
is quoted here in its translation by J. M.
Rodwell.

29 A hadith attributed to Muhammad
and quoted in ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s commentary
on the Islamic tradition “I was a hidden
Treasure,” published in the original lan-
guage in Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-Baha 2:29.

30  Attributed to Imam ‘Ali and quot-
ed in Kitdb-i-Igdn 100.
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proclaim God unknowable, incompre-
hensible, ineffable, and indescribable
to quote them all here. Citing some ex-
amples here will suffice to demonstrate
that our discussion of this theme is in
accordance with, and derived from, the
Baha’i Writings:

Far be it from His glory that hu-
man tongue should adequately
recount His praise, or that human
heart comprehend His fathomless
mystery. He is and hath ever been
veiled in the ancient eternity of
His Essence, and will remain in
His Reality everlastingly hidden
from the sight of men. “No vision
taketh in Him, but He taketh in
all vision; He is the Subtile, the
All-Perceiving.” (Kitdb-i-Igdn 70)

Immeasurably exalted is He above
the strivings of human mind to
grasp His Essence, or of human
tongue to describe His mystery.
(Gleanings 148:1)

Who is it that can claim to have
attained the heights of His exalted
Essence, and what mind can mea-
sure the depths of His unfathom-
able mystery? . . . How indescrib-
ably lofty are the tokens of His
consummate power, a single sign
of which, however inconsiderable,
must transcend the comprehen-
sion of whatsoever hath, from the
beginning that hath no beginning,
been brought into being, or will be
created in the future till the end that
hath no end. All the Embodiments

of His Names wander in the wil-
derness of search, athirst and
eager to discover His Essence,
and all the Manifestations of His
Attributes implore Him, from the
Sinai of Holiness, to unravel His
mystery. (Gleanings 26:1)

. no mind nor heart, however
keen or pure, can ever grasp the
nature of the most insignificant of
His creatures; much less fathom
the mystery of Him Who is the
Day Star of Truth, Who is the in-
visible and unknowable Essence.
. .. Every attempt to attain to an
understanding of His inaccessible
Reality hath ended in complete be-
wilderment, and every effort to ap-
proach His exalted Self and envis-
age His Essence hath resulted in
hopelessness and failure. . . . How
can mine eye, which hath no facul-
ty to perceive itself, claim to have
discerned Thine Essence, and how
can mine heart, already powerless
to apprehend the significance of
its own potentialities, pretend to
have comprehended Thy nature? .
.. The portals of Thy grace have
throughout eternity been open,
and the means of access unto Thy
Presence made available, unto all
created things, and the revelations
of Thy matchless Beauty have at
all times been imprinted upon the
realities of all beings, visible and
invisible. Yet, notwithstanding
this most gracious favor, this per-
fect and consummate bestowal, I
am moved to testify that Thy court
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of holiness and glory is immeasur-
ably exalted above the knowledge
of all else besides Thee, and the
mystery of Thy Presence is inscru-
table to every mind except Thine
own. . . . How vast the number of
those heavenly and all-glorious
beings who, in the wilderness of
their separation from Thee, have
wandered all the days of their
lives, and failed in the end to find
Thee! How great the multitude of
the sanctified and immortal souls
who were lost and bewildered
while seeking in the desert of
search to behold Thy face! Myriad
are Thine ardent lovers whom the
consuming flame of remoteness
from Thee hath caused to sink and
perish, and numberless are the
faithful souls who have willingly
laid down their lives in the hope of
gazing on the light of Thy coun-
tenance. The sighs and moans of
these longing hearts that pant after
Thee can never reach Thy holy
court, neither can the lamentations
of the wayfarers that thirst to ap-
pear before Thy face attain Thy
seat of glory. (Gleanings 26:3-4)

How lofty hath been His incor-
ruptible Essence, how completely
independent of the knowledge of
all created things, and how im-
mensely exalted will it remain
above the praise of all the inhabi-
tants of the heavens and the earth!
(Gleanings 124:1)

Say: The grace of God can never
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be adequately understood; how
much less can His own Self, the
Help in Peril, the Self-Subsisting,
be comprehended! (Summons 37)

Whosoever layeth claim to have
known His Essence is without
doubt among the most ignorant
of all people. Every atom in the
universe would charge such a man
with imposture, and to this beareth
witness My tongue which spea-
keth naught but the truth. (Sum-
mons 55)

Too high is the All-Merciful for
the hearts of those who have rec-
ognized Him to apprehend His
true nature, or for the minds of
men to hope to fathom His es-
sence. He verily is exalted above
the understanding of anyone
besides Himself, and sanctified
beyond the comprehension of all
else save Him. From all eternity
He hath been independent of the
entire creation. (Summons 153)

No man hath ever known Him;
no soul hath ever fathomed the
nature of His Being. In the valley
of His knowledge every mystic
wandereth astray; in the compre-
hension of His Essence every saint
standeth bewildered. Sanctified
is He above the understanding of
the wise; exalted is He beyond the
knowledge of the knowing! “The
way is barred and all seeking re-
jected. His proof is His signs, His
evidence His being.”
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Wherefore the lovers of the
countenance of the Beloved have
said, “O Thou Whose Essence
alone can lead to His Essence,
and Who transcendeth all likeness
to His creatures”. How can utter
nothingness spur its charger in
the arena of eternity, or a fleeting
shadow reach to the everlasting
sun? (Call 2:45-46)

. every man of understanding
hath acknowledged his powerless-
ness to attain the sacred realms of
His knowledge and every pure in
heart hath confessed his failure
to soar to the heights of His men-
tion and His praise. He, verily,
overshadoweth all created things
and He, in truth, is the Almighty,
the Most Bountiful. (Stratu’l-
Hajj, in Athdr 4:95, provisional
translation)

Know thou, moreover, that none
can ever hope to approach Him
and all others are as nothing when
compared with Him. He, veri-
ly, is the All-Powerful, the Most
Glorious, the Best-Beloved. . . .
The comprehension of His crea-
tures can never be associated with
Him, if ye be of them that com-
prehend. (Iranian National Baha’i
Archives 38:223-24, provisional
translation)

Thou didst prescribe no other path
for anyone to know Thee besides
utter powerlessness and didst des-
tine no other refuge for anyone to
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fly to save absolute nothingness. O
my God, the tongues fall short of
attaining Thy praise and the minds
are sore perplexed when seeking
to comprehend the essence of Thy
beauty. (Iranian National Baha’i
Archives 65:273-74, provisional
translation)

How, otherwise, can utter noth-
ingness magnify the Name of Him
Who hath, by a word, brought
creation into being, and how can
an evanescent creature extol Him
Who hath demonstrated that no
description can ever express Him
and no word of praise magnify His
glory? He hath from everlasting
been immeasurably exalted above
the understanding of His creatures
and sanctified from the concep-
tions of His servants. (7ablets 113)

Every man of understanding hath
been so bewildered at Thy knowl-
edge, and every man endued with
insight been so perplexed in his
attempt to fathom the signs of Thy
great glory, that all have recog-
nized their powerlessness to visu-
alize, and their impotence to soar
into, the heaven wherefrom one of
the Luminaries of the Manifesta-
tions of Thy knowledge and of the
Day-Springs of Thy wisdom hath
shone forth. Who is he that shall
befittingly describe this most sub-
lime station and this most august
seat—the seat which, as decreed
by Thee, transcendeth the com-
prehension of Thy creatures and
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the testimonies of Thy servants,
and which hath everlastingly been
hid from the understanding and
the knowledge of men, and been
closed with the seal of Thy name,
the  Self-Subsisting.  (Prayers
176:34)

Too high art Thou for the praise
of those who are nigh unto Thee
to ascend unto the heaven of Thy
nearness, or for the birds of the
hearts of them who are devoted to
Thee to attain to the door of Thy
gate. (Kitdb-i-Agdas 92)

Exalted art Thou above my praise
and the praise of anyone beside
me, above my description and
the description of all who are in
heaven and all who are on earth!
(Kitab-i-Agdas 96)

The highest expressions of praise
and glory from either human pen
or tongue cannot transcend human
limitations and infinite is the dis-
tance between the Most Sublime
Vision and the station of man.
How great the difference between
all that pertaineth to man and a sta-
tion which is immeasurably sanc-
tified above the inmost essence of
sanctity and purity. . . . Of old it
hath been revealed: “The way is
barred and the path rejected.”!

31  An alternative form of this pas-
sage, attributed to Imam °Ali, is also

In truth, to make mention of God,
exalted be His glory and encom-
passing be His grace, and to cele-
brate His praise are unseemly. For
the way to that sanctuary is barred
and the path to that mystery, that
mystery of all mysteries, is forbid-
den. How great the difference be-
tween the visible assemblage and
the invisible solitude. Where is the
path to be found and what of the
way? For the pen to make mention
of the Ancient of Days is like unto
an ant glorifying the Lord and for
the tongue to sing the praise of the
Best-Beloved of the worlds is even
as a mere atom pointing to the sun
or a mere drop telling of the ocean.
. . . thou knowest that the Unseen
Reality is sanctified from, and
immeasurably exalted above, the
description of the dwellers of the
realm of the seen. Inasmuch as the
men of insight and the beholders
of the Most Sublime Vision thus
testify unto this indubitable truth,
no recourse is there, nor hath there
ever been, save reliance upon His
Chosen Ones. (Tablet to to Aqa
Mirza Aga Afnan, in Iranian Na-
tional Baha’i Archives 31:107,
provisional translation)

No praise which any being is able
to utter can ever hope to reach
Him, neither can the thanksgiv-
ing of all created things ever gain
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quoted time and again in the Bahd’i Writ- excerpt from an Arabic-Persian Tablet of
ings: “The way is barred and all seeking  Baha’u’lldh, published in Iranian National
rejected.” Provisional translation of an  Bahd’i Archives 15:132.
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admittance into the Court of His
Presence. No search can lead to
Him Who hath neither likeness
nor peer. The sages and the mys-
tics are powerless to describe Him
and the learned and the wise con-
fess their inability.*

PROOFS OF THE POWERLESSNESS
oF HuMAN KNOWLEDGE TO
COMPREHEND THE ESSENCE OF GOD

Although no sensible observer requires
evidence as to the inability of hu-
man knowledge to comprehend God,
‘Abdu’l-Baha sets forth proofs and
elaborate arguments and enumerates
ample evidence and examples in order
to demonstrate its truth. In this essay,
we list these proofs and cite passages
from the Writings of Bahd’u’lldh in
their support.

ONE: TO COMPREHEND AN OBJECT,
WE MUST FIRST ENCOMPASS IT

In other words, the object of our com-
prehension must be contained within
our mind. Unless and until we en-
compass an object, comprehension is
impossible, or at best incomplete and
relative—that is, in proportion to our
imperfect conception and the limited
capacity of our mind.

It follows, then, that we must con-
fess our powerlessness to comprehend
God, for comprehension is the result
of encompassing and God can never
be encompassed. We can only hope

32 Provisional translation of an ex-
cerpt from a Tablet of Baha’u’llah.

to form an imagination of a finite and
incomplete reality, within the intrinsic
limits of our mind, and consider this
imagination to be the comprehension
of God. It is needless to say that the
finite, incomplete, and relative reality
we imagine is far from the reality of
God’s Essence and attributes—and His
attributes are identical to His Essence.

Two: GOD IS OUR CREATOR AND WE
ARE HIS CREATURES

Every creator has knowledge of his
creation. This knowledge is an active
knowledge, one that originates and
actualizes the object of one’s knowl-
edge. In other words, the existence of
the created object is dependent upon
this knowledge. Creation, however,
can never know the creator. By virtue
of being created, it emanates—hence
separates—from its creator. This sepa-
ration between the two persists so long
as one is a creator and the other the
creation. Therefore, creation can hope
for no access to its creator unless it is
allowed to ascend to the station of cre-
ator, unite with it, return to it, and die in
its essence, in order to overcome their
separation. As will be explored later in
this essay, Baha’is believe that this is
not possible, except for the Manifesta-
tions of God and only in Their station
of essential unity. No painting can ever
recognize its painter and no handiwork
can hope to comprehend its craftsman.

Baha’u’llah writes:

No creature hath ever recognized
Him as befitteth His recognition,
nor hath any man ever praised
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Him as is worthy of His praise. For
all things visible have appeared
through but a single letter of the
word of His command that encom-
passeth the innermost realities of
all created things.... How, there-
fore, can such as is created through
but a melody of the voices of His
utterance ascend unto the heavens
of His eternity? (Hadigiy-i- ‘Irfan
110, provisional translation)

THREE: NO INFERIOR BEING CAN
COMPREHEND THAT WHICH IS
SUPERIOR

The superior stage possesses the prop-
erties of the inferior and is, therefore,
to some extent familiar with it. The in-
ferior stage, on the contrary, does not
possess the properties of the superior
one and cannot duly recognize it. For
example, the animal, in addition to
the animal life and the properties of
the animal kingdom, also possesses
the vegetable life and the characteris-
tics that emanate from this kingdom,
such as the consumption of food and
respiration. But the animal, as long
as it belongs to the animal kingdom,
cannot attain the rational faculty, nor
realize its attributes—proceeding from
premises to the conclusion and deduc-
ing the unknown from the known. If
in the world of creation the inferior
stage cannot comprehend the superi-
or, the same can be inferred a fortiori
between the creation and the Divinity:
human knowledge, which is relative
and contingent, can never comprehend
the Absolute and Necessary Being.

FOUR: THE ESSENCE OF THINGS IS
UNKNOWABLE AND UNFATHOMABLE;
THEREFORE, IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO
FULLY COMPREHEND ANYTHING

We can only know the attributes that
emerge from things to the extent that
they are presented to our knowledge
and interact with our comprehension.
The essence of things always remains
separate from us and unknown, un-
less, in comprehending something, its
essence is transformed into ours, the
otherness between the two is eliminat-
ed, and the subject and the object of
knowledge become one. If we cannot
know the essence of any created being,
understanding the Essence of God is,
with greater reason, beyond the limits of
our capacity. It is possible to know the
attributes of created beings while their
essence remains unknown; however,
since the attributes of God are identical
with His Essence, the unknowability of
His Essence is tantamount to the un-
knowability of His attributes. In other
words, since we cannot understand the
Essence of God, neither can we under-
stand His attributes.

Frve: Gop 18 THE EVER-INVISIBLE,
MAN IS IN THE VISIBLE PLANE

For God to be known, He must emerge
from the Invisible realm and manifest
Himself in the visible world. So long as
this does not take place, neither can His
recognition. Insofar as He is concealed
from the eyes and minds, He remains
Unseen and Unknown. Were He to be
known, He would cease to be termed
the Invisible God.
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The name “the Invisible” is appli-
cable so long as He is not seen. In
such a case, He is not visible that
He may be made known. And were
He to be seen, His name “the Invis-
ible” would no longer exist that He
may be recognized as such. Where-
fore, He hath ever been and shall
ever remain invisible and unknown.
Blessed is the one who pondereth
upon this absolute, this unmistak-
able Word of God and recognizeth
the gem that is treasured therein.
Whoso claimeth to have known
the Invisible, in the sense that He
is the Invisible, he speaketh not the
truth. Immeasurably exalted is that
Ancient Beauty above the recog-
nition of all else besides Him and
sanctified is He beyond the praise
of anyone save His own unknow-
able Essence. (Baha’u’llah, Athdr
6:29, provisional translation)

THEISM AND IDOLATRY

Since we cannot know God—that is,
we cannot contain Him within the lim-
its of our powerless understanding—
that which we love and worship as
God, and which we claim to have rec-
ognized, is a finite reality that is a form
of creation. He is a deity that is a fig-
ment of man’s imagination and is fash-
ioned by the human mind. Instead of
man’s creator, he is man’s creation. To
worship him is tantamount to praising
our own creation as the Object of our
adoration. If this is our own situation,
how can we criticize idol-worshippers,
who also worship what they create?

At least, what the idolaters carve and
worship has an existence that can be
sensed. What God-worshippers cre-
ate and call God is utterly fictitious.*
Baha’v’llah writes: “that which the
creation comprehendeth at the high-
est degrees of its mystic knowledge is
nothing but an illusion of comprehen-
sion, an idle fancy originated of them-
selves for themselves. Immeasurably
exalted is the pre-existent above the
knowledge of the originated” (Athdr
6:29, provisional translation).

CONFESSION OF THE MANIFESTATIONS
OF GOD TO THEIR POWERLESSNESS TO
COMPREHEND HiM

Not only the generality of humankind,
but also the Chosen Ones amongst
them, Those in the highest degrees
of mystic knowledge—namely, the
Manifestations of God—are powerless
to know the Essence of God. This is
because differences in degrees in the
world of existence prevent the inferior
being from understanding the superior.
So long as the Manifestations of God
are in the station of distinction and
limitation and viewed in the standpoint
of Their humanity, They are, notwith-
standing Their sublime station and
exalted character, separate from God,

33 All thatis said in these pages about
the powerlessness of man to understand
God is from the Writings and utterances of
‘Abdu’l-Baha that elucidate and explain the
Writings of Baha’u’llah on this theme. See,
for example, Selections nos. 2, 21, and 24;
Some Answered Questions no. 37; Paris
Talks no. 5; and Promulgation no. 125.
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different from Him, inferior to Him, and
created by Him. Conversely, viewed in
the station of Their essential unity—in
Their connection to the Source, union
with God, dying to the self, and living
in Him—there is no mention of under-
standing Him, since the subject of un-
derstanding unites with the object and
ceases to exist distinctively. Whenever
They speak of understanding God, sing
His praise, or offer Him thanksgiving,
They regard these very acts as proof
that They remain far from God, assert
Their independent existence before
Him, and fall short of utter nothing-
ness, which is the highest station of de-
votion and the ultimate pre-requisite of
worship. Confessing Their ingratitude,
They lament having remembered God
and having celebrated His praise. As
though They have committed a grave
sin, They repent: “The good deeds of
the righteous are the sins of the near
ones.”** Sometimes, owing to the re-
quirements of Their humanity, They
think Themselves bound to remember
God and make mention of Him, and
seek forgiveness. At times, They rec-
ognize Their worship, remembrance,
and praise of God to be in response to
His bidding, His permission, His grace,
and His bounty:

Exalted, immeasurably exalted art
Thou above mine attempt to ever
make mention of Thee or to extol
Thee. Even were all mankind to

34  This statement is attributed to
Al-Junayd Al-Baghdadi or Abu Sa‘id
Al-Kharraz.

approach Thee with their glori-
fication of Thy oneness, verily |
hope to draw nigh unto Thee with
my confession of impiety before
Thee, for none save Thee can ever
laud Thy oneness inasmuch as
the slightest whispering of aught
else except Thyself is the might-
iest proof of Thine inaccessible
sublimity and the very presence
of duality is the most potent evi-
dence of Thine unattainable lofti-
ness. Glorified, immensely glori-
fied art Thou! And if all mankind
approach Thee by celebrating Thy
praise, verily I seek to draw nigh
unto Thee by sanctifying Thee
from the glorification of anyone
except Thine own Self and exalt-
ing Thee above the praise of all
else but Thyself inasmuch as the
very existence of description indi-
cateth separation from that which
is being described. . . . (The Bab,
Iranian National Baha’i Archives
82:54, provisional translation)

Thou seest, O my Lord, my
dwelling-place in the heart of this
mountain and Thou dost witness
my forbearance. Verily I have de-
sired naught else but Thy love and
the love of those who love Thee.
How can 1 extol the effulgent
beauty of Thy Lordship, conscious
as [ am of my nothingness before
the habitation of Thy glory? Yet
the sorrow of solitude and loneli-
ness prompteth me to invoke Thee
through this prayer, perchance
Thy trusted servants may become
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aware of my lamentations, may
supplicate unto Thee on my
behalf, and Thou wouldst gra-
ciously answer their prayers as
a token of Thy grace and Thy
favor. I bear witness that there
is no God but Thee, inasmuch
as Thou art invested with sov-
ereignty, grandeur, glory and
power which no one among Thy
servants can visualize or com-
prehend. Indeed Thou shalt, by
virtue of that which is inherent
in Thine Essence, ever remain
inscrutable unto all except Thy-
self. (The Bab, Selections 7:47)

Unto all eternity none except
Thyself shall ever comprehend
Thee nor anyone save Thine own
Self ever worship Thee as befit-
teth Thy oneness, for knowledge
shall be fulfilled only following
union and oneness shall be es-
tablished only after separation.
Such is impossible in the realms
of certitude inasmuch as from
eternity Thou hast existed with
no description in the world of
creation and unto all eternity
Thou wilt continue to be one and
the same with no praise in the
entire universe. (The Bab, Ira-
nian National Baha’i Archives
86:186, provisional translation)

Wert Thou, O my God, to afflict
me with all Thy chastisement for
evermore, for as long as Thine
own Essence endureth, as a pun-
ishment for uttering any word
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before Thy presence, I would in
truth be deserving thereof . . .

The above passages as well as nu-
merous others from the Writings of the
Bab demonstrate the truth of the state-
ments in this theme. Several extracts
from the Writings of Baha’u’llah are
also quoted below in support of this
theme:

All the Prophets of God and their
chosen Ones, all the divines, the
sages, and the wise of every gen-
eration, unanimously recognize
their inability to attain unto the
comprehension of that Quintes-
sence of all truth, and confess
their incapacity to grasp Him,
Who is the inmost Reality of all
things. (Kitab-i-Igdan 70)

Ten thousand Prophets, each a
Moses, are thunderstruck upon
the Sinai of their search at His
forbidding voice, “Thou shalt
never behold Me!”; whilst a myr-
iad Messengers, each as great as
Jesus, stand dismayed upon their
heavenly thrones by the interdic-
tion, “Mine Essence thou shalt
never apprehend!” (Gleanings
26:3)

“[A]ttainment unto the divine
Presence” is in this sense obvious-
ly possible to no one, inasmuch as
this revelation is confined to the

35 Provisional translation of an ex-
cerpt from the Writings of the Bab.
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innermost Essence, unto which
no man can attain. “The way is
barred, and all seeking reject-
ed.” The minds of the favorites
of heaven, however high they
soar, can never attain this station,
how much less the understanding
of obscured and limited minds.
(Kitdb-i-Igan 100)

Notwithstanding my certitude
that the praise of naught except
Him can befittingly magnify His
glory and my confession that the
description of none save His own
Self can express Him, I make
mention of Him in mine obedi-
ence to that which He hath sent
down in His perspicuous Book.
In truth, the world of the heart
rejoiceth not save in His praise,
and no delight followeth the sor-
rows of the hearts and the anguish
of the souls save in His remem-
brance. The remembrance of His
Name is the dawning-place of
exultation and His praise the day-
spring of the sun of rapture. (Tab-
let to Abu’l-Hasan-i-Ardikani, in
Iranian National Baha’i Archives
15:179, provisional translation)

The tongues and the eyes, all
knowledge and understanding,
and their signs and fruits that
have come into being through
but a single word proceeding
from Him have never been nor
will ever be worthy of His court.
However, as the Lord of Names
hath caused His remembrance
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and praise to emanate from the
Source of the Revelation through
His loving-kindness, we cleave to
the cord of His remembrance and
cling to the hem of His praise.*

Glory be to the Desire of the world
Who, from time immemorial, hath
been sanctified from all glorifica-
tion. The quintessence of praise
beseemeth the Lord of Names, He
to Whose exaltation above every
praise by aught else save Himself
have testified all that are wholly
devoted to His Cause, the favored
among the faithful, and they that
truly uphold His unity. And as
the sea of His loving-kindness
surged and the fragrance of His
grace was diffused, as a token of
His favor and bounty He granted
the glorification of His unknow-
able Essence and permitted the
praise of His impenetrable Being.
Thus were the tongues, through
the splendors of the day-star
of His leave, strengthened and
emboldened to make mention
of Him. For otherwise, how can
the essence of negation appear in
the arena of affirmation and utter
nothingness set foot in the realm
of immortality? His bounty did
succor and His grace did grant
leave. (Aﬁdr 6:198, provisional
translation)

36  Provisional translation of an ex-
cerpt from a Tablet of Baha’u’llah.
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“WE HAVE FAILED
TO RECOGNIZE THEE
AS BEFITTETH THY RECOGNITION”

To prove this point—namely, the con-
fession of the Prophets of God and their
chosen ones to their powerlessness
to comprehend His Essence—many
Bah4’i Writings quote words to this
effect attributed to Muhammad. The
following passage from the Writings of
‘Abdu’l-Baha is but one example:

Salutation and praise be upon
that merciful essence, that eternal
Manifestation, that radiant tem-
ple Who ordained and guided,
Who manifested and bestowed,
Who gathered and summoned,
proclaiming: “We have failed to
recognize Thee as befitteth Thy
recognition.”” He, in truth, is the
peerless luminary Who, in elu-
cidating the Essence of the Lord
of all worlds, illuminated the vast
immensity with the rays of certi-
tude, confessed His powerlessness
and failure, and acknowledged
being debarred and prevented.
For verily, the acme of human
understanding is the confession
of helplessness to recognize Him.
Otherwise, the people of oblivion
lay claim to the knowledge of the
Essence of the All-Merciful out of
the growing intensity of their re-
bellion, whereas all that they vain-
ly believe to have discerned and
expressed in their subtlest terms is

37  Ahadith attributed to Muhammad.

but an imagination of their minds
or a contemplation of their hearts
that can hardly quench the thirst
or remedy the feeble. (Makatib-i-
‘Abdu’l-Bahd 1:133-134, provi-
sional translation)

It can be seen that the Interpreter of
the Word exalts the station of Muham-
mad, quotes His words, “We have failed
to recognize Thee as befitteth Thy
recognition,” stresses that the highest
form of the quest to know God is to
confess one’s powerlessness to recog-
nize Him, and alludes to the following
tradition attributed to Imam ‘Ali: “All
that ye vainly believe to have discerned
and expressed in your subtlest terms is
but a creature like unto you and retur-
neth unto your own selves.” This indi-
cates that what is found in the Bahd’i
Writings concerning the impossibility
of knowing God and the necessity of
avoiding any such claim constitutes the
foundation and the essence of all reli-
gions, accepting which is a duty of all
who believe in God.

“He HatH KNOoWN GOoD WHO HATH
KNowN HIMSELF”

An important discussion in the Writings
of Baha’u’llah that is relevant to the
theme of God’s unknowability is His
commentary on the Islamic tradition
“He hath known God who hath known
himself.”*® Suggesting that if one

38  The English translation of most pas-
sages from this commentary is published in
Gleanings no. 83. It is published in the origi-
nal Arabic in Majmu ‘iy-i-Alvah 351-54.



A Discourse on Bahd’i Theology 81

knows oneself, then one knows one’s
Creator, this hadith appears to open a
door toward God and pave the way for
knowing Him. A closer examination
demonstrates, however, that likening
the knowledge of God to the knowl-
edge of self in this statement confirms
the comments and conclusions offered
thus far about the theology that stems
from the Baha’1i Writings.

The rational soul is a single faculty
the evidences of whose activity be-
come manifest in various body parts, as
numerous powers, senses, and move-
ments. For instance, instruments such
as sight, hearing, speech, will, purpose,
and motion are evidences of the activ-
ity of the rational faculty in the human
body and without these evidences it is
impossible to know the soul. In other
words, unless and until the rational soul
desires its agency, ordains a particular
purpose, exercises a specific function,
and manifests itself as a certain behav-
ior, its existence can never be conclud-
ed. What is known as self-reflection,
therefore, is one’s awareness of a state
of one’s soul, for instance when reflect-
ing upon one’s fear, anger, lust, sorrow,
or decision. Otherwise, the essence of
the soul, when considered in the ab-
sence of any manifestation or evidence
of its activity, is unknowable.

If we close our eyes and turn our at-
tention inwards, we find an image of an
object we have seen and remembered,
a sorrow we have experienced from an
event, a love we feel towards a friend,
a grudge we bear against an enemy, a
longing we have to attain a goal, a de-
cision we make to reach a destination,

or a similar state. There is nothing else
to find. That is to say, no reflection on
the inner self can reveal something that
can be named the essence of the human
soul. Therefore, the statement, “He
hath known God who hath known him-
self,” means that the essence of God,
like the essence of the rational soul, is
unknowable. Just as we comprehend
our soul in the form it manifests itself
in our various states and conditions
and the function it performs through
the agency of our different body parts,
we can also know God by recognizing
His Manifestations. Otherwise, there
is no path to Him, nor does any direct
tie bind Him to us. Any claim to the
knowledge of His Essence or to uni-
ty with Him is refuted: “The way is
barred, and all seeking rejected.””

PROXIMITY AND REMOTENESS

God is the creator, the origin, and the
animating source of all things. Every
created thing has stepped into the realm
of being through a share of the divine
revelation it has received. So God’s ex-
istence and knowledge encompass all
things. God is close to everything; He
is indeed closer to all beings than their
own selves. We, however, remain heed-
less of this divine revelation at some
times and become aware of it at others.
God is always near; we might be close
to Him or far from Him. “Wonder not,
if my Best-Beloved be closer to me
than mine own self; wonder at this, that

39  Attributed to Imam ‘Ali and quot-
ed in Kitdb-i-Igdn 100.
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I, despite such nearness, should still be
so far from Him.”* This mention of
proximity and remoteness is no doubt
in relation to the revelation of God in
this world and the outpourings of His
manifestation which reaches His cre-
ation. Otherwise, there can be no sepa-
ration or union, no nearness or remote-
ness between His necessary Essence
and the contingent world. Baha’u’llah
writes:

[T]he one true God is in Himself
exalted beyond and above prox-
imity and remoteness. His reality
transcendeth
His relationship to His creatures
knoweth no degrees. That some
are near and others are far is to
be ascribed to the manifestations
themselves.

.. . How often hath the human
heart, which is the recipient of
the light of God and the seat of
the revelation of the All-Merciful,
erred from Him Who is the Source
of that light and the Wellspring of
that revelation. It is the wayward-
ness of the heart that removeth it
far from God, and condemneth it
to remoteness from Him. Those
hearts, however, that are aware of
His Presence, are close to Him,
and are to be regarded as having
drawn nigh unto His throne.

Consider,

such limitations.

moreover,  how

40 A verse from Sa‘di’s Gulistin
and quoted in a Tablet of Baha’u’llah, pub-
lished in Gleanings no. 93. It alludes to the
statement, “We are closer to man than his
life-vein,” in Qur’an 50:16.

frequently doth man become for-
getful of his own self, whilst God
remaineth, through His all-encom-
passing knowledge, aware of His
creature, and continueth to shed
upon him the manifest radiance of
His glory. It is evident, therefore,
that, in such circumstances, He is
closer to him than his own self.
He will, indeed, so remain forev-
er, for, whereas the one true God
knoweth all things, perceiveth all
things, and comprehendeth all
things, mortal man is prone to err,
and is ignorant of the mysteries
that lie enfolded within him. . . .
(Gleanings 93:4-6)

Every man of insight observeth
with the eye of discernment that
proximity and remoteness are to
be ascribed to the manifestations
themselves. Immeasurably exalt-
ed is that Ancient King above any
proximity and remoteness, above
all mentions, names, and attri-
butes. In this sense, nearness to
God consisteth in turning towards
Him, and remoteness in remain-
ing heedless of Him. (Md’idiy-
i-Asmani  1:58-59, provisional
translation)

This essay has thus far attempted to
exalt the Essence of God and to refute
any notion of a direct tie between the
world of God and the world of creation
by introducing passages from the Writ-
ings of Bah&’u’llah on this theme. It is
worth noting that any such attempt to
exalt God—in which such names and
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attributes as single, simple, nonde-
limited, and incorporeal are ascribed
to Him—conforms to the bounds of
human existence and is subject to our
narrow understanding and limited
conception. Otherwise, nothing can be
said about the Essence of God as He is
in Himself: whatever can fit the limits
of our finite language, be it an expres-
sion of His transcendence, singleness,
simplicity, nondelimitation, or incor-
poreality, is not befitting His station.
Baha’u’llah states:

Had it not been incumbent upon
me to abide by Thy bidding and to
submit to Thy command, I would
have exalted Thee above my
knowledge of Thy unity and be-
yond my mention of Thy Self. For
who am [ to praise Thee? Every
praise which ascendeth from me
is in accordance with mine own
measure, not with Thine. It is a sin
that proceedeth from the sin of my
very existence and a trespass that
ariseth from the trespass of mine
inmost reality.*!

Although to deem God exalted
above any comparison, likeness,
or peer is the acme of human un-
derstanding in the eyes of men,
even as it marketh the highest and
the most exalted station amongst
the people, yet even this distinc-
tion must needs depend upon the
sanction of God and is conditioned

41 Provisional translation of an ex-
cerpt from a Tablet of Baha’u’llah.

upon the confirmation of His Will.
... Otherwise, that Ocean of eter-
nity is sanctified from all such
contrived words and the Court of
His Presence is exalted above all
these statements. Let all fix their
gaze upon the fundamentals of
the Cause of God, not upon the
loftiness or the lowliness of the
stations of human understanding
in words, such as is established
amongst the people. (Igtidarat 89,
provisional translation)

Therefore, there can be no doubt that
any word that describes God, in order
to exalt His station, like all the names
and attributes of God, refers to the
Manifestations of His Cause. All we
can understand about God lies within
the bounds of human understanding of
the revelation of God in the world of
creation and of the effusion of His out-
pourings through His Manifestations
among the people.

THE REVELATION OF GOD

Thus far, this essay has elaborated the
Baha’i view of the transcendence of
God and provided excerpts from the
Writings of Baha’u’llah in its support.
There can be no doubt, following a
careful study of these passages, that the
Baha’is exalt the Essence of God, deem
His existence to be transcendent above
all else, consider His reality unknow-
able and His threshold unattainable,
and reject any notion of similarity and
relation between God and His creation.
Their conviction in the transcendence
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of God finds its root in the explicit
Text of the Baha’i Writings and in the
outward evidences in the world of cre-
ation, and not in individual interpreta-
tions of these passages, which could
be questioned or refuted. It is, after all,
forbidden to corrupt the Text and dis-
tort its explicit meaning: “Whoso inter-
preteth what hath been sent down from
the heaven of Revelation, and altereth
its evident meaning, he, verily, is of
them that have perverted the Sublime
Word of God, and is of the lost ones in
the Lucid Book” (Baha’u’llah, Kitab-i-
Aqdas 9105).

EMANATION FROM GOD

God has ever been and will forever be
the Creator; His being the Creator has
neither beginning nor end (‘Abdu’l-
Baha, Some Answered Questions no.
47). All are His creatures and have
been created at His behest. Every cre-
ated being emanates from Him and
enjoys a degree of existence in this
emanational procession. The existence
of each being, therefore, is an effusion
of grace outpouring from the Source.
Should this grace be withheld, the be-
ing will return to non-existence. Every
being then, owing to its very existence,
carries a sign of God. In other words,
stepping into the realm of being signi-
fies receiving a share of God’s grace.
It must be emphasized that God
does not appear as anything, nor does
He become incarnate in anything.
The views of anthropomorphists,*

42 Anthropomorphism is the belief

who perceive God in human form, or
pantheists*® completely differ from
those of the Baha’is.** The Writings of
Baha’u’llah explicitly assert that the
world of creation emanates from God,
but God does not appear in it. The ex-
istence of every created thing is the
outpouring of God’s grace, emanating
from His absolute existence, and limit-
ed in its form through the emanational
procession according to the will of God
and commensurate with each stage and
station, thus taking a unique form in
each degree of existence. The differ-
ence in stages and stations is the cause
of plurality and diversity in the world
of creation. The effusion of this out-
pouring can never cause the nondelim-
ited divine Reality to divide into parts,
dissolve into other forms, or become
incarnate in things. It is this outpouring
of God’s grace, this emanational pro-
cession, that has long been referred to
as the “revelation of God” in the works

in deities with human forms and qualities.
Throughout history, mythologies have rep-
resented God with human appearance and
personality. Some anthropomorphic deities
have included the gods of love, wealth,
rain, war, and fertility. A literal interpreta-
tion of biblical verses such as Genesis 1:27,
concerning the creation of humankind in
God’s image, might lead one to espouse an
anthropomorphic vision of God.

43  Pantheists believe that nothing
exists as distinct from God and that every-
thing is identical with, or is a part—or a
mode—of an immanent God.

44  Bahd’is reject any notion of
God’s immanence and stress His absolute
transcendence. This theme is elaborated in
Some Answered Questions nos. 53—54.
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of mystics*—a phrase also adopted in
the Writings of Baha’u’llah.

REVELATION VERSUS APPEARANCE
AND INCARNATION

While God is transcendent above all
things, His revelation encompasses
them. To differentiate revelation from
appearance or incarnation, the emana-
tion of existence from its Source can
be likened to the rays of the sun illu-
minating all things. The earth’s share
of the sun’s illumination and the sun’s
reflection in everything is commensu-
rate with the difference in stations and
stages: a mirror reflects the rays of the
sun more than a stone does. But the
emanation of light from the sun and
its association with the mirror does not
mean that the sun itself descends from
its height and enters into the mirror.
Another example can be given: when
a carpenter builds a bed, some thought,
knowledge, or creativity proceeds from
his soul and relates to the material in
a specific form commensurate with the
properties of the wood. Through the in-
fluence of this effusion emanating from
the carpenter’s soul, the wood takes the
form of a bed. So, the existence of the
bed demonstrates the existence of the
carpenter; it signifies the share of the
grace the wood has received from the
carpenter’s soul. But it can never be
said that the carpenter’s soul, thought,
or knowledge has suffered a decrease
and dissolved into the form of the bed,

45 For an example, refer to

At-Tajalliyatu’l-1lahiyyih.

or exited the carpenter’s being and be-
come incarnate in his creation. These
examples only serve to illustrate the
point and clarify its meaning, but not to
discover the truth of the matter. Like all
parables, they merit emphasis only to a
point. And the point is that the world is
not God, it is from God; neither does
He enter the world. Baha’u’llah writes:

... God is immeasurably exalted
above all things. Every created
being however revealeth His signs
which are but emanations from
Him and not His Own Self. All
these signs are reflected and can be
seen in the book of existence, and
the scrolls that depict the shape and
pattern of the universe are indeed
a most great book. Therein every
man of insight can perceive that
which would lead to the Straight
Path and would enable him to
attain the Great Announcement.
Consider the rays of the sun whose
light hath encompassed the world.
The rays emanate from the sun
and reveal its nature, but are not
the sun itself. Whatsoever can be
discerned on earth amply demon-
strateth the power of God, His
knowledge and the outpourings
of His bounty, while He Himself
is immeasurably exalted above all
creatures (Tablets 60—61).

He also writes:
[T]he sages have stated: “The un-

compounded reality is all things,
yet it is not any one thing,” and in
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another instance: “The splendors
of the uncompounded reality are
visible in all things.” This depen-
deth upon the eye of the beholder
and the view of the observer. They
whose sight is keen perceive in
all things the evidences of His su-
preme singleness, inasmuch as all
beings manifest the Divine Names.
God hath ever been and will for-
ever be sanctified from ascent and
descent and transcendent above
all limitation, association, and re-
lationship, while all created things
exist and are visible in the plane
of limitation. (Lawh-i-Basitatu’l-
Haqiqih, in Ma idiy-i-Asmadni
7:141, provisional translation)

He further states:

In this respect, the effulgences
emanating from the signs of the
uncompounded reality are evi-
dent and resplendent in all created
things. The intention of the sage
was not to state that God is cast
into infinite forms of being. Ex-
alted, immeasurably exalted, is He
above being cast into any element,
being restricted by any limitation,
or being associated with anything
in the entire creation. He hath
from all eternity been immensely
exalted beyond all else but Him-
self and sanctified from all save
His own Self. We testify that He
is One in His Essence, One in
His Attributes and that all are
in the grasp of His power which
pervadeth all created things.

The Journal of Baha’i Studies 30.4 2020

(Lawh-i-Basitatu’l-Haqiqih, in
MG idiy-i-Asmani  7:142, provi-
sional translation)

THE APPEARANCE OF GOD’S
NAMES AND ATTRIBUTES

The Essence of God—implicit within
which, or identical to which, are His
attributes—transcends the creation.
Without descending from its height,
without any decomposition, dissolu-
tion, or partition, it is the Source of all
grace. The effusion of grace in its ema-
national procession takes a unique form
in each degree of existence and appears
differently subject to the limits of each
station. Plurality thus appears and the
diverse creatures, whose existence
emanates from the single Source of all
effusion in the invisible world, emerge
in the visible world.*® It is in this world

46 Ibnu’l-‘Arabi  (Al-Futuhdtu’l-
Makkiyyih,passim;vol. 3, ch. 146;vol. 4, ch.
206; vol. 5, ch. 312) describes the process
of God’s revelation through which plurality
emanates from one and the originated from
the pre-existent. Several themes related to
this thought, including the objects of God’s
knowledge, Fixed Entities, the Most Holy
Outpouring, and the Holy Outpouring,
are explored in several Writings of the
Central Figures of the Faith, such as
Baha’w’lldh’s  Kitab-i-igan and Lawh-
i-Salman  (Majmu ‘iy-i-Alvah  128-160),
the Bab’s Tafsir-i-Nubuvvat-i-Khassih
(Iranian National Baha’i Archives 14:321-
384) and Tafsiru’l-Ha’ (Iranian National
Baha’i Archives 86:99-154), ‘Abdu’l-
Bahd’s commentaries on the Islamic
tradition “I was a hidden Treasure” and
on the Basmala (Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-Baha
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of plurality and diversity that, owing
to the different degrees of revelation
and the various levels of existence, the
names and attributes*’ appear. To each

1:33-62), as well as His exposition
in Some Answered Questions no. 82.
According to Ibnu’l-*Arabi, God, Who is
in a station of Supreme Singleness within
His Essence, reveals Himself to His own
Essence in a specific revelation known as
the Most Holy Outpouring—a revelation
which results in God’s knowledge of His
essential names and attributes as well as
of subjects of His knowledge of all things.
The subjects of God’s knowledge, referred
to as Fixed Entities, have a pre-existent
intellectual existence in God’s knowledge,
but no formal existence, and are, therefore,
one with His Essence. In this station of
Divine Oneness, the whole creation exists
in an intellectual multiplicity in God’s
knowledge. In a secondary revelation,
referred to as the Holy Outpouring, the
intellectual reality of the world of creation
finds formal existence and the entification
of'the distinctions and degrees of things that
once enjoyed unity in God’s knowledge
manifests itself, through a single revelation,
as diversity in their formal existence.

47  Names and attributes both signi-
fy the essence of things, albeit differently.
In Islamic scholastic theology, a name is a
term that refers to the pure essence. Exam-
ples of names include God, woman, and
human. It also refers to an essence which
is characterized by an attribute, such as the
All-Knowing and the Almighty, or to an
essence which is the source of an action,
such as the Sustainer and the Creator. An
attribute, however, only signifies a source
unbounded by a characterization of an
essence, such as knowledge, might, suste-
nance, and creation.

degree of existence that emanates from
the Supreme Singleness, and there-
fore takes a unique form and enjoys
individuality, a name and an attribute
is given. All beings, therefore, are the
manifestations of the names and attri-
butes of God. It must be stressed that
names and attributes are only proper-
ties of the world of creation; they do
not apply to the unseen realm of God.
It is also worth noting that every name
and attribute—inasmuch as it signifies,
within the limitations of its own being,
the effusion of existence that emanates
from God—insofar as it evidences the
one effusion, is synonymous with ev-
ery other name and attribute. All the
names and attributes indicate a single
Reality and this is what is described as
the “true appearance of the Divine Uni-
ty” in the Baha’i Writings (Call 6:10).
These names can be used interchange-
ably and they can be called upon equal-
ly to invoke God: “By whichsoever
name ye will, invoke him, for He hath
most excellent names” (Qur’an 17:110,
qtd. in Gems 945).
Baha’u’llah writes:

O seeker! Regard not the divine
names and attributes as idle fancy.
Know thou that all that is creat-
ed betwixt earth and heaven hath
ever been and will continue to be
the manifestation of the names of
God and the embodiment of His
attributes, exalted be His glory. At
best, the station of man excelleth
and his rank transcendeth those of
the rest of creation. Shouldst thou
ascend unto the heaven wherein
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one seeth no distinction amongst
His creatures, thou canst see nei-
ther difference nor flaw in the
Divine creation and the manifes-
tations of His handiwork. (Lawh-
i-Sarréj, in Md idiy-i-Asméni 7:9,
provisional translation)

He further states that “in a sense
all things have ever been and shall
ever remain the manifestations of the
names and attributes of God” (Taber-
nacle 2:9). He also writes:

One of the senses in which God
may be described is that insofar
as the evidences of His effulgenc-
es are manifest in all things, to the
least of His signs that are visible
on the earth all of His names and
attributes are applicable. For the
most excellent names that are ad-
dressed to it pertain unto that Di-
vine revelation which hath shed
its light, for no reason whatever,
upon that sign. . . . (Kitdb-i-Badi*
144, provisional translation)

The following are excerpts from
the Writings and utterances of
‘Abdu’l-Baha that elaborate the above
passages:

The originated is powerless to
conceive the reality of the pre-ex-
istent. Even as He—peace be upon
Him—said: “We have failed to
recognize Thee as befitteth Thy
recognition.”*® But the contingent,

insofar as its existence and con-
ditions are concerned, dependeth
upon the grace of the Necessary
Being. Therefore, He Who is the
Invisible, the Inaccessible, and
beyond the reach of mind, shed
the light of His names and attri-
butes upon the realities of things.
All things take their portion of the
grace of God and the revelation of
the All-Merciful. “Neither is there
aught which doth not celebrate
His praise.” (Khitabat 1:6, provi-
sional translation).

That which we imagine, is not
the Reality of God; He, the Un-
knowable, the Unthinkable, is far
beyond the highest conception of
man.

All creatures that exist are de-
pendent upon the Divine Bounty.
Divine Mercy gives life itself. As
the light of the sun shines on the
whole world, so the Mercy of the
infinite God is shed on all crea-
tures. (Paris Talks 5:10-11)

... the Essence of Divinity, the
Sun of Truth, shines forth upon all
horizons and is spreading its rays
upon all things. Each creature is
the recipient of some portion of
that power . . . (‘Abdu’l-Baha in
London 23)

“No vision taketh in Him, but He

Muhammad.
49  Qur’an 17:44, qtd, in Baha’ u’llah,
48 A statement attributed to  Kitdb-i-Igin 99.
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taketh in all vision: He is the Sub-
tile, the All-Informed.”>°

When, however, thou dost con-
template the innermost essence of
all things, and the individuality of
each, thou wilt behold the signs
of thy Lord’s mercy in every cre-
ated thing, and see the spreading
rays of His Names and Attributes
throughout all the realm of be-
ing, with evidences which none
will deny save the froward and
the unaware. Then wilt thou ob-
serve that the universe is a scroll
that discloseth His hidden se-
crets, which are preserved in the
well-guarded Tablet. And not an
atom of all the atoms in existence,
not a creature from amongst the
creatures but speaketh His praise
and telleth of His attributes and
names, revealeth the glory of His
might and guideth to His one-
ness and His mercy: and none
will gainsay this who hath ears to
hear, eyes to see, and a mind that
is sound.

And whensoever thou dost
gaze upon creation all entire,
and dost observe the very atoms
thereof, thou wilt note that the
rays of the Sun of Truth are shed
upon all things and shining within
them, and telling of that Daystar’s
splendors, Its mysteries, and the
spreading of Its lights. (‘Abdu’l-
Baha, Selections 19:7-8)

50  Qur’an 6:103.

THE UNIVERSAL REVELATION

All created beings, because they ex-
ist—because they have taken their
portion of existence—and are recipi-
ents of the outpouring emanating from
the Source of existence, are revealers
of the splendors of God. In this sense,
no distinction can be made among
God’s creatures, except the difference
in their degrees of existence or in their
share of God’s revelation. Seeing some
creatures as high or low, as exalted or
abased, or as good or evil should not
stop us from recognizing them all as
recipients of God’s grace and manifes-
tations of His universal revelation. A
confession of Divine unity requires us
to believe that the source of all being
is the Essence of God; that no form of
existence is insignificant, trivial, un-
worthy, or futile; that ugliness, evil,
and darkness have no positive exis-
tence; and that “there is naught in cre-
ation more wondrous than that which
already exists.”!
Baha’u’llah writes:

.. . whatever is in the heavens and
whatever is on the earth is a direct
evidence of the revelation within
it of the attributes and names of
God, inasmuch as within every
atom are enshrined the signs that
bear eloquent testimony to the
revelation of that most great Light.
Methinks, but for the potency of

51 A statement attributed to Hermes
and quoted in ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Some An-
swered Questions 46:2.
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that revelation, no being could
ever exist. How resplendent the
luminaries of knowledge that
shine in an atom, and how vast the
oceans of wisdom that surge with-
in a drop! (Kitdb-i-Igan 71-72)

He further states that

. all things are the recipients
and revealers of the splendors of
that ideal King, and that the signs
of the revelation of that Sun, the
Source of all splendor, exist and
are manifest in the mirrors of be-
ings. Nay, were man to gaze with
the eye of divine and spiritual dis-
cernment, he will readily recog-
nize that nothing whatsoever can
exist without the revelation of the
splendor of God, the ideal King.
Consider how all created things
eloquently testify to the revelation
of that inner Light within them.
(Kitab-i-Igan 99)

He also writes:

How all-encompassing are the
wonders of His boundless grace!
Behold how they have pervad-
ed the whole of creation. Such
is their virtue that not a single
atom in the entire universe can
be found which doth not declare
the evidences of His might, which
doth not glorify His holy Name,
or is not expressive of the efful-
gent light of His unity (Gleanings
26:3).
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He also asserts: “all things have ever
been and will forever be the repositories
of the names of God and the treasuries
of the mysteries of His handiwork. In
every cycle, He maketh manifest from
each being that which He willeth and
taketh away therefrom that which He
desireth” (Lawh-i-Sarraj, in Mda ‘idiy-i-
Asmani 7:36, provisional translation).
He further states: “in one sense, all
things are the signs of God, were ye to
ponder over the signs of God in the cre-
ation. ‘How many a sign in the heavens
and on the earth, upon which they pass,
turning aside from it.”>* The signs of
God are apparent in all created things”
(Kitab-i-Badi* 35, provisional transla-
tion). He also writes:

In every creature of God’s crea-
tures, whether of the loftiest or the
lowliest of stations—and this loft-
iness and lowliness are mentioned
in relation to the creation—upon
all, every name and every attribute
is applicable, so long as they are
established beneath the shadow
of the True One. Otherwise, they
are not regarded as possessing any
existence, much less any lofty sta-
tion. (Kitab-i-Badi ‘ 35, provision-
al translation)

REcoGN1ZING GOD
THROUGH HIS CREATION

It is in this way, in this form, and for
this reason that one can recognize God.
Although one can never know God, as

52 Qur’an 12:105.
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He is, in the invisible realm, yet His
knowledge is possible in the sense
that all things emanate from Him and
He has revealed Himself in all beings
through this emanational procession.
God, as He is in His Essence, has no
names or attributes. But every created
thing, owing to its very existence, in
its limited sense, meaning, and form,
testifies to an attribute of God or to one
of His most excellent names. God is
the Invisible, the Inaccessible, and the
Unknowable. As previously stated, the
Invisible cannot be known, for if it is
known, it can no longer be called the
Invisible. The creation, conversely, is
in the visible realm and can be known.

What is the creation? It is that
which exists. What is the source of
this existence? It is the outpouring of
grace emanating from God. To know
a created thing is, therefore, to find
a path to the outpouring emanating
from God—to recognize the Invisi-
ble in His visible manifestation. This
is where God should be sought and
found, not in His own Self, which is
nameless and placeless. It is in this
way that one can make a connection
between one’s knowledge and God’s
existence and call it the recognition of
God. Otherwise, the Essence of God
is nondelimited—namely, free from
all association or relationship—and,
therefore, unknowable. In short, God
cannot be known except through that
which is created by Him and visible to
us—that which has emanated from His
invisible sanctuary and appeared in the
visible plane. This is what is meant by
the hadith “1 was a Hidden Treasure. 1

wished to be known, therefore I called
the creation into being in order to be
known”. God would have remained a
Hidden Treasure had He not wanted to
call the creation into being.

In this sense, God can be found
everywhere, seen in everything, and
reached through every path. Every
created thing sings His praise with its
inner tongue, a praise that can be heard
throughout the universe with inner
ears.

Baha’u’llah writes:

[A]ll things, in their inmost re-
ality, testify to the revelation of
the names and attributes of God
within them. Each according to its
capacity, indicateth, and is expres-
sive of, the knowledge of God. So
potent and universal is this revela-
tion, that it hath encompassed all
things, visible and invisible. Thus
hath He revealed: “Hath aught else
save Thee a power of revelation
which is not possessed by Thee,
that it could have manifested
Thee? Blind is the eye which doth
not perceive Thee.” Likewise,
hath the eternal King spoken: “No
thing have I perceived, except that
I perceived God within it, God be-
fore it, or God after it.”>* Also in
the tradition of Kumayl it is writ-
ten: “Behold, a light hath shone
forth out of the Morn of eternity,
and lo! its waves have penetrated

53 From a prayer attributed to Imam
Husayn for the Day of ‘Arafah. See Al-Ma-
jlisi 142.

54  Astatement attributed to Imam “Ali.
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the inmost reality of all men.”
(Kitab-i-Igdan 73)

He further writes:

Behold how within all things the
portals of the Ridvan of God are
opened, that seekers may attain
the cities of understanding and
wisdom, and enter the gardens
of knowledge and power. With-
in every garden they will behold
the mystic bride of inner meaning
enshrined within the chambers
of utterance in the utmost grace
and fullest adornment. Most of
the verses of the Qur’an indicate,
and bear witness to, this spiritual
theme. The verse: “Neither is there
aught which doth not celebrate
His praise™® is eloquent testimony
thereto; and “We noted all things
and wrote them down”,3” a faithful
witness thereof. (Kitdb-i-Igian 99)

He also states:

From the exalted source, and out
of the essence of His favor and
bounty He hath entrusted every
created thing with a sign of His
knowledge, so that none of His
creatures may be deprived of its
share in expressing, each accord-
ing to its capacity and rank, this
knowledge. This sign is the mir-
ror of His beauty in the world of

55 A statement attributed to Imam ‘Ali.

56  Qur’an 17:44.
57  Qur’an 78:29.
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creation. The greater the effort
exerted for the refinement of this
sublime and noble mirror, the
more faithfully will it be made to
reflect the glory of the names and
attributes of God, and reveal the
wonders of His signs and knowl-
edge. Every created thing will be
enabled (so great is this reflecting
power) to reveal the potentialities
of its preordained station, will rec-
ognize its capacity and limitations,
and will testify to the truth that
“He, verily, is God; there is none
other God besides Him.” (Glean-
ings 124:2)

He also asserts:

Wert thou to scale the inaccessi-
ble, lofty heights through the sta-
tions of trust and detachment and
gaze with thine inner eyes, thou
wouldst find this utterance®® free
and detached from the limitations
of self and hear the words “He
hath known God who hath known
anything” with thine inner ears
from the voice of the mystic Dove
of holiness. For the sign of the
revelation of the All-Abiding and
the splendors of the manifestation
of the Sun of oneness are clearly
evident in all things and this is
not confined to any one soul. Ver-
ily this is undoubtedly the truth,

58 By “this utterance” is meant the
hadith, “He hath known God who hath
known himself,” as mentioned earlier in
this Tablet. See Majmui ‘iy-i-Alvah 351 for
the original-language Tablet.
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could ye but understand. (Ma-
Jjmu ‘iy-i-Alvah 353, provisional
translation)

He further states: “every man may
testify, in himself and by himself, be-
fore the Seat of the revelation of his
Lord, that there is none other God
but Him; and that all may reach that
summit of realities where none shall
contemplate anything but that he shall
perceive God therein” (Call 2:1). He
also writes: “For naught doth he behold
save that he perceiveth God therein. He
beholdeth the effulgent glories of God
in the lights of His Revelation that have
encompassed the Sinai of creation”
(Gems 984). He also states: “Every-
thing is the remembrance of God in all
creation, for every created thing is, in
its essence, the name of God, and His
name, exalted be His glory, is His re-
membrance amongst men. It hath ever
been thus and it will forever remain so”
(Lawh-i-Sarraj, in Mad idiy-i-Asmani
7:62, provisional translation). He fur-
ther asserts:

All things, insofar as they are re-
lated to the One True God, utter
the call: “Verily, I am God; there
is none other God besides me.” It
is indubitably clear that this word
and this station are not from that
being itself, but for the reason
that it hath entered beneath the
shadow of the True One and hath
been accounted of God. Should
that relation be severed, that same
being will be numbered with the
inmates of hell in the sight of God.

(Kitab-i-Badi‘ 36377, provisional
translation)

In the following passage from one of
His Tablets, ‘Abdu’l-Baha elaborates
on the above excerpts from the Writ-
ings of Bahd’u’llah and stresses that
the utmost extent to which human un-
derstanding can know God is reached
through reflecting upon the world of
creation, particularly in creatures that
reflect the effusion of God’s outpour-
ings to the greatest degree.

The merciful outpourings of that
Divine Essence, however, are
vouchsafed unto all beings and it
is incumbent upon man to ponder
in his heart upon the effusions of
the Divine Grace, the soul being
counted as one, rather than upon
the Divine Essence itself. This is
the utmost limit for human un-
derstanding. As it hath previously
been mentioned, these attributes
and perfections that we recount
of the Divine Essence, these we
have derived from the existence
and observation of beings, and it
is not that we have comprehend-
ed the essence and perfection of
God. When we say that the Di-
vine Essence understandeth and
i1s free, we do not mean that we
have discovered the Divine Will
and Purpose, but rather that we
have acquired knowledge of them
through the Divine Grace revealed
and manifested in the realities of
things. (“Tablet”)
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DIFFERENCE IN DEGREES
OF REVELATION

It was previously mentioned that the
created things occupy various stations
on the continuum of existence and, as
such, reflect various degrees of the di-
vine revelation. This results in different
degrees of nearness and remoteness in
relation to the Source of revelation.”

Each being, therefore, occupies a
unique position by measure of the rel-
ative perfection it possesses and lies
nearer to or further from the absolute
perfection that is the world of God.
Every created being, then, testifies to
the existence of God commensurate
with its rank: creatures that enjoy a
greater perfection—that reflect the ex-
istence and the divine revelation more
intensely—paint a fuller picture of the
existence of God. Through them and
in them God can be found more eas-
ily. For example, the sun shines upon
the stone, water, and mirror, but the
intensity of its reflection in them var-
ies commensurate with their differing
degrees. Therefore, if the sun could
not be seen, it would be known better
through its reflection in the mirror than
in the stone.

According to ‘Abdu’l-Baha:

[T]he reality of Divinity . . . has
bestowed its bounties upon all
kingdoms of the phenomenal

59  Refer to “Proximity and Remote-
ness” in this essay for a discussion of the
true meaning of these terms and their re-
lation to the transcendence of God above
time, place, relationship, and direction.

world, and evidences of spiritu-
al manifestation are witnessed
throughout the realms of contin-
gent existence. The lights of God
illumine the world of man, even
as the effulgences of the sun shine
gloriously upon the material cre-
ation. The Sun of Reality is one;
its bestowal is one; its heat is one;
its rays are one; it shines upon all
the phenomenal world, but the ca-
pacity for comprehending it differs
according to the kingdoms, each
kingdom receiving the light and
bounty of the eternal Sun accord-
ing to its capacity. The black stone
receives the light of the material
sun; the trees and animals likewise
are recipients of it. All exist and
are developed by that one bounty.
(Promulgation 62:3)

He also writes:

Look thou upon the trees, upon the
blossoms and fruits, even upon the
stones. Here too wilt thou behold
the Sun’s rays shed upon them,
clearly visible within them, and
manifested by them.

Shouldst thou, however, turn
thy gaze unto a Mirror, brilliant,
stainless, and pure, wherein the
divine Beauty is reflected, therein
wilt thou find the Sun shining with
Its rays, Its heat, Its disc, Its fair
form all entire. For each separate
entity possesseth its allotted por-
tion of the solar light and telleth of
the Sun. . . . (Selections 19:9-10)
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MAN IS THE NOBLEST
OF ALL CREATED THINGS

In this hierarchy, human existence
possesses the highest degree of per-
fection. This is an indisputable fact,
because the human reality embodies
all the degrees of existence. One aspect
of human existence, like the mineral,
is physical: it has spatial extension,
duration, weight, mass, shape, dimen-
sion, inertia, color, smell, taste, heat,
motion, and other similar properties.
Another aspect of his existence, like
the vegetable, manifests signs of life,
such as consumption of food, respira-
tion, growth, reproduction, birth, and
death. Yet another aspect of his exis-
tence, like the animal, is the source of
sense perception, cognitive ability, and
voluntary movement—albeit in the
limited sense of natural reaction not
originating in rational choice, in the
case of the animal.

In addition to all these properties
and attributes, the human existence
has a special human aspect that other
creatures do not have. Human beings
comprehend universal principles and
deduce the unknown from the known.
They subdue nature. They have intel-
lect, understanding, and reason. They
possess the power of speech, which
enables them to translate abstract con-
cepts into words and sentences, and to
compose and analyze them. They have
moral conscience and choice and, as a
result, feel responsible for their words
and actions. They are cognizant of the
passage of time, revive the past in the
present, and connect the present to the

future. They have belief and faith. They
consider themselves to be capable of
change, renewal, progress, and refine-
ment, and leave for posterity the fruits
of their efforts in transforming or ad-
vancing their lives, through education.
Their talents express their attraction to
beauty and produce fine arts. Their in-
tellect manifests their love for the truth
and generates sciences and arts. Their
conscience displays their desire for
good and drives virtuous deeds. Their
faith is in the Transcendent Perfection
that is beyond nature. To express in a
single term what all these privileges
and distinctions describe, we state that
they have rational soul, or human spirit.

Some, like materialists and natural
scientists, might disagree with this as-
sertion, which requires one to accept
the natural distinction of the human
race. They may argue, for example,
that all these properties are extensions
of those in the mineral, vegetable, and
animal worlds, or that they represent
the current stage in the essential pro-
cess of the evolution of matter. Be that
as it may, this essay does not engage in
this discussion, but presents the theo-
logical tenets of the Baha’i view of
God and revelation. Even materialists
cannot deny the fact that at the present
time, man is the noblest and most per-
fect of all created things, even if they
consider this to be the result of a grad-
ual evolution of animal life.

The following passages from the
Writings of Baha’u’llah state that the
human existence ranks the highest in
the levels of perfection and is the re-
cipient of the most intense degree of
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the effusions of existence in the ema-
national procession:

Having created the world and all
that liveth and moveth therein, He,
through the direct operation of His
unconstrained and sovereign Will,
chose to confer upon man the
unique distinction and capacity to
know Him and to love Him—a ca-
pacity that must needs be regard-
ed as the generating impulse and
the primary purpose underlying
the whole of creation—even as is
recorded and evident in the holy
tradition.®® He favored man with
the bounteous robe of “We, verily,
created man in the most excellent

1 and honored him with the

form
glorious mantle of “Hallowed be
the Lord, the most excellent of all
creators! 6263

Man, the noblest and most per-
fect of all created things, excelleth
them all in the intensity of this
revelation, and is a fuller expres-

sion of its glory. (Kitdb-i-Igdn 73)

According to ‘Abdu’l-Baha: “Each
creature is the recipient of some por-
tion of that power, and man, who con-
tains the perfection of the mineral, the

60  This is a reference to the Islamic
tradition “I was a hidden Treasure.”

61 Qur’an 95:4.

62  Qur’an 23:14.

63  Provisional translation of an ex-
cerpt from an Arabic-Persian Tablet of
Baha’u’llah, published in Majmai ‘iy-i-Al-
vah 339. The first sentence can also be
found in Gleanings 27:2.

vegetable and animal, as well as his
own distinctive qualities, has become
the noblest of created beings. There-
fore, he encompasses all created things,

. especially the perfect man.”** He
further says:

Man possesses all the perfections
of the world of creation: the min-
eral body, the vegetable tender-
ness, and the animal senses. In
addition, he is the recipient of the
perfections of the divine bounties.
There can be no doubt that he is
the noblest of all created things.
His powers encompass the real-
ities of existence and discover
the mysteries of the universe. He
unveils their attributes and the
secrets concealed within them,
draws them from the invisible to
the visible plane, and offers them
for the benefit of the minds and in-
tellects. (Khitabdt 1:6, provisional
translation)

He also states:

There is no doubt then, that of all
created beings man is the nearest
to the nature of God, and therefore
receives a greater gift of the Di-
vine Bounty.

The mineral kingdom possesses
the power of existing. The plant
has the power of existing and

64  Provisional translation of an ex-
cerpt from a talk by ‘Abdu’l-Baha, pub-
lished in Khitabat 1:28. The first sentence
can also be found in ‘Abdu’l-Baha in Lon-
don 23.
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growing. The animal, in addition
to existence and growth, has the
capacity of moving about, and the
use of the faculties of the senses.
In the human kingdom we find all
the attributes of the lower worlds,
with much more added thereto.
Man is the sum of every previous
creation, for he contains them all.
To man is given the special gift
of the intellect by which he is able
to receive a larger share of the light
Divine. (Paris Talks 5:13—15)

MAN IS THE MANIFESTATION OF THE
DIVINE NAMES AND ATTRIBUTES

Because man is the noblest of all cre-
ated things and is distinguished from
all the other creatures, he receives a
greater share of the effusion of exis-
tence, of God’s revelation in the world
of creation. As previously stated, all
created things manifest some aspects
of God’s names, attributes, and perfec-
tions according to their various degrees
and limits of existence. Human beings,
however, encompass all created things
and possess all their perfections, and
therefore manifest all the divine names,
attributes, and perfections.
Baha’u’llah writes:

Upon the inmost reality of each
and every created thing He hath
shed the light of one of His names,
and made it a recipient of the glory
of one of His attributes. Upon the
reality of man, however, He hath
focused the radiance of all of His
names and attributes, and made it
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a mirror of His own Self. Alone of
all created things man hath been
singled out for so great a favor,
so enduring a bounty. (Gleanings
27:2)

He also states:

To a supreme degree is this true
of man, who, among all created
things, hath been invested with the
robe of such gifts, and hath been
singled out for the glory of such
distinction. For in him are poten-
tially revealed all the attributes and
names of God to a degree that no
other created being hath excelled
or surpassed. All these names and
attributes are applicable to him.
Even as He hath said: “Man is My
mystery, and T am his mystery.”®
Manifold are the verses that have
been repeatedly revealed in all
the heavenly Books and the holy
Scriptures, expressive of this most
subtle and lofty theme. Even as
He hath revealed: “We will surely
show them Our signs in the world
and within themselves.”®® Again
He saith: “And also in your own
selves: will ye not then behold the
signs of God?”®” And yet again
He revealeth: “And be ye not like
those who forget God, and whom
He hath therefore caused to for-
get their own selves.”® In this
connection, He Who is the eternal

65  Words of Muhammad.
66  Qur’an 41:53.
67  Qur’an 51:21.
68  Qur’an 59:19.



98

King—may the souls of all that
dwell within the mystic Taberna-
cle be a sacrifice unto Him—hath
spoken: “He hath known God who
hath known himself.”® (Kitab-i-
Iqan 72).

‘Abdu’l-Baha explains:

All created things are resplendent
signs of God. For instance, the rays
of the sun shine upon all earthly
things, yet the light that falls upon
the plains, the mountains, the trees
and fruits is only in such measure
as to make them visible, to ensure
their growth, and to cause them to
attain the object of their existence.
The Perfect Man, however, is even
as a clear mirror in which the Sun
of Truth is revealed and manifest-
ed in the fullness of its attributes
and perfections. (Some Answered
Questions 27:5)

He also states:

In the Old Testament we read that
God said, “Let us make man in Our
own image.” In the Gospel, Christ
said, “I am in the Father, and the
Father in Me.””® Muhammad says,
“Man is my Mystery and I am
his.” Baha’u’llah writes that God
says, “Thy heart is My home; pu-
rify it for My descent. Thy spirit is
My place of revelation; cleanse it
for My manifestation.

69  An Islamic tradition.
70  John 14:11.
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All these sacred words show us

that man is made in God’s image
71

This indicates that while confessing
the transcendence of God’s station,
sanctifying Him from the comprehen-
sion of all, and exalting Him above all
regress, incarnation, and descent, the
Baha’i Writings consider the human
heart to be the dawning-place of the
revelation of God, the habitation of
His throne, and the seat of His estab-
lishment. They urge human beings to
sanctify and refine this holy seat and
cleanse it from the defilement of self
and passion so that the light of God
may shine upon it and it may mirror
forth His everlasting beauty. It is in
this sense that man can find God with-
in himself and witness His beauty by
turning to his own self.

Baha’u’llah writes: “O Son of Man!
The temple of being is My throne;
cleanse it of all things, that there [ may
be established and there I may abide”
(Arabic Hidden Words no. 58). He also
writes: “O Son of Being! Thy heart is

71  From a talk by ‘Abdu’l-Baha in
which He refers to statements from the
Writings and utterances of Moses, Jesus,
Muhammad, and Baha’u’lldh. The early
English translation of this talk is pub-
lished in Paris Talks ch. 5. In this talk,
‘Abdu’l-Baha is not directly quoting these
Writings and utterances, although in this
early translation published in Paris Talks
ch. 5 they appear in quotation marks. This
early translation is not completely accu-
rate, so it has been reproduced here with a
minor modification.
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My home; sanctify it for My descent.
Thy spirit is My place of revelation;
cleanse it for My manifestation” (Ar-
abic Hidden Words no. 59). He further
writes: “O Son of Man! Put thy hand
into My bosom, that I may rise above
thee, radiant and resplendent” (Arabic
Hidden Words no. 60). He also states:

God, exalted be His glory and
magnified be His loftiness, hath,
from time immemorial even unto
this day, been sanctified above as-
cent and descent. Every place that
is cleansed from the dust of self
and the thistles of passion, howev-
er, will be illumined by the light of
His effulgence. It behooves every-
one to strive with the utmost en-
deavor to attain unto this transcen-
dent and most sublime station.
(Iranian National Baha’i Archives
18:367, provisional translation)

He also writes: “Praise be unto God
Who . . . hath made the hearts of His
chosen ones a throne for the estab-
lishment of His beauty and a mirror to
attest to the glory of His sovereignty”
(Safiniy-i- ‘Irfan 12:12,  provisional
translation). In the following passage,
‘Abdu’l-Baha explains this concept
further:

The recognition of God is through
the evidences of His names and
attributes which are the resplen-
dent signs of His Essence and
the manifestations of God’s per-
fections in the realities of things.
The reality of man, in the sense

that it is that which it is, is verily
a distinguished sign that singeth
the praise of his Creator, revealeth
the mysteries of his Maker, and
expoundeth the evidences of His
consummate wisdom enshrined
therein. Exalted is He Who cre-
ated 1it, fashioned it, and shaped
it: “And also in your own selves:
will ye not then behold the signs
of God?”"* ... This knowledge is
to recognize the signs of the King-
dom which are treasured within
the realities of the souls and the
worlds: “We will surely show
them Our signs in the world and
within themselves, until it become
plain to them that it is the truth””.
... Verily, when the dayspring of
guidance, ‘Ali—peace be upon
him—Ilooked upon the effects, the
signs, and the mysteries enshrined
within the realities of things, then
repeated the gaze and saw not a
single flaw, he said: “If the veil
were lifted, my certitude would
in no wise increase.” (Makdtib-
i- ‘Abdu’l-Baha 1:134-36, provi-
sional translation)

CONCLUSION

At the beginning of this essay, we
explored God’s sanctity and transcen-
dence at length. In several subsequent
occasions, we again elaborated on this
key theme in Baha’i belief in Divine

72 Qur’an51:21, qtd. in Baha’u’llah,
Kitab-i-Igdan 72.

73 Qur’an41:53, qtd. in Baha’u’llah,
Call 2:24.
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unity. We finally stressed that the em-
anation of beings from God and His
revelation in them is vastly different
from incarnation, anthropomorphism,
appearance, and descent.

Nevertheless, at the conclusion of
this essay we cite again several passag-
es from the Writings of Baha’u’llah.
This, we hope, would assist the readers
to rest assured that God has decreed
that belief in His sanctity and transcen-
dence be a focal point of the teachings
in this Dispensation, that no uncertain-
ty or misunderstanding would lead to
a belief in God’s incarnation or in His
immanence and descent in the contin-
gent world.

Baha’u’llah writes:

Let no one imagine that by Our as-
sertion that all created things are
the signs of the revelation of God
is meant that—God forbid—all
men, be they good or evil, pious
or infidel, are equal in the sight
of God. Nor doth it imply that
the Divine Being—magnified be
His name and exalted be His glo-
ry—is, under any circumstances,
comparable unto men, or can, in
any way, be associated with His
creatures. Such an error hath been
committed by certain foolish ones
who, after having ascended into
the heavens of their idle fancies,
have interpreted Divine Unity to
mean that all created things are
the signs of God, and that, con-
sequently, there is no distinction
whatsoever between them. Some
have even outstripped them by

maintaining that these signs are
peers and partners of God Him-
self. Gracious God! He, verily,
1s one and indivisible; one in His
essence, one in His attributes. Ev-
erything besides Him is as noth-
ing when brought face to face
with the resplendent revelation
of but one of His names, with no
more than the faintest intimation
of His glory—how much less
when confronted with His own
Self!

By the righteousness of My
name, the All-Merciful! The Pen
of the Most High trembleth with
a great trembling and is sore
shaken at the revelation of these
words. How puny and insignifi-
cant is the evanescent drop when
compared with the waves and
billows of God’s limitless and ev-
erlasting Ocean, and how utterly
contemptible must every contin-
gent and perishable thing appear
when brought face to face with
the uncreated, the unspeakable
glory of the Eternal! We implore
pardon of God, the All-Powerful,
for them that entertain such be-
liefs, and give utterance to such
words. Say: O people! How can
a fleeting fancy compare with the
Self-Subsisting, and how can the
Creator be likened unto His crea-
tures, who are but as the script of
His Pen? Nay, His script excelleth
all things, and is sanctified from,
and immeasurably exalted above,
all creatures. (Gleanings 93:7-8)
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These passages stress the transcen-
dence of the Essence of God, but also
state another fact: that all created be-
ings receive different degrees of the
divine revelation and rank differently
in their reflection of God’s names and
attributes; that the highest degree and
rank belong to human beings; and that
there are different degrees and ranks
among human beings as well. Not
everyone, simply by virtue of mem-
bership in the human race, reflects all
of God’s attributes, manifests all the
divine names, or mirrors forth His
transcendent existence. Not everyone
is able to attain to this station. That
is why, as quoted above, Baha’u’llah
states: “Let no one imagine that by Our
assertion that all created things are the
signs of the revelation of God is meant
that—God forbid—all men, be they
good or evil, pious or infidel, are equal
in the sight of God. ... Such an error
hath been committed by certain foolish
ones who, after having ascended into
the heavens of their idle fancies, have
interpreted Divine Unity to mean that
all created things are the signs of God,
and that, consequently, there is no dis-
tinction whatsoever between them.”

Only the heart of the perfect man
can be the throne of the All-Merciful.
Only the noblest soul can find God
within. The people of religion believe
that the noblest of all human beings are
the Manifestations of God. Only They
manifest in the highest degree of per-
fection the effusion of existence ema-
nating from the transcendent Source.
Only They reflect God’s everlasting

beauty. In the kingdom of Revelation™
and the world of creation, where there
is no access to the invisible realm of
God, He can be found only through
His Manifestations, so that no ordi-
nary human being may be overcome
with greed, ignore the difference in
stations, use the pretext of humanity
to claim divinity, and thus sink to deg-
radation: “We, verily, created man in
the most excellent form, then caused
him to sink into the lowest abyss of
degradation” (Qur’an 95:4).

74  “The kingdom of Revelation”
refers to the realm of the reality of the
Manifestations of God as the intermediary
between the world of God and the world
of creation. It is referred to as “the realm
of divine Revelation” in Kitdb-i-Igdn 128
and “the Kingdom of His Cause” in Kitab-
i-Aqdas q1.
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The Prayer Savant

MARK JARMAN

On a yellow legal pad

she wrote her rows of names

with a big carpenter’s pencil

and made a sunny garden

of the block graphite letters.

Her parents brought people to her
one at a time through the day.

If you came to her with a name

and she caught something about you
with her cockeyed mask of attention
she would write your name down too.
And if you left her, feeling poorly,

I have heard from witnesses,

later on in the day

you might feel a sudden lightening.
She sat in her childhood bedroom
with Burl Ives on her record player
singing “Big Rock Candy Mountain”
and praying through her list,

praying through every name

and the names from the day before
and the day before that and before
and never forgot a name.

She remembered no one’s face

but she never forgot a name.

Her parents had given her this
condition and occupation.

It was how they lived with themselves
and how their prayer was answered.
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Florida Bay at Flamingo Point

RUDY UMANS
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