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The Beginning that Hath No Beginning: Baha' i Cosmogony*
by Vahid Brown

Behold, O concourse of the earth, the splendoursof the End, reveded in the Manifestations of
the Beginning! —Baha'u'llah

experience of meaning, collectively embodied in our worldviews and revealed in our cultures, lan-

guages, institutions, and ways of life. Myth, in the sense of the core sacred narrative of humankind's
spiritud traditions, has for millennia been acircle enclosing all aspects of human life. At the center of this cir-
cle is the consciousness of the intimate relaionship between the Absolute and the world. The fount of the
mythic consciousnessis anarrative of cosmogony, afoundationd, overarching story of the creation of the uni-
verse. The perception of this link between the deep core of the Baha'i Faith's spiritual vision of the universe
and its outermost gpplication in its social, administraive or institutional &fairs is essential to an adequate
awareness of modern Bah&'i life as sacred. The god of this paper is to delineate several fundamentd aspects
of Bahd i cosmogony and its underlying metaphy sics, aspects which are centrd to the mythic vision of the
world that animates Bah& i life

Endowed with consciousness, gifted with reason, humankind's experience of theworld is necessarily an

Throughout the works of the Bab, Bahd u'llah, and ‘Abdu’ I-Bah4 creation remans an important theme,
addressed ina variety of waysin severd different “ codes,” 2 often dluding to aspects of the I slamic cosmogo-
nic tradition. More than any other term, symbol, or concept, however, the Will of God is & the center of the
Bahd i notion of creation. It is the defining term of Bah&'i myth a every level, be it prophetological, episte-
mologicd, historical, societal, or persond.

In Bah& u'llah’'sL awh-i-Hikmat (Tablet of Wisdom) we find an important discussion of the Will and of cos-
mogony that providesanideal framework for our exploration, as it brings together diverse but paralld creation
narratives found in the broader corpus of Bahd@'i scripture. This paper will be structured around a detailed
exploration of four sdected passages from the Tablet (paragraphs 8, 9, and 12).

The Tablet was addressed to Aga Muhammad Q&ini, Nabil-i-Akbar, arguably the most learned of
Bah&d u'lldh’s early disciples* Nabil-i-Akbar was deeply versed in virtudly dl fields of study available to a
man of his time and place, a fact to which ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha referred when speaking of him as a man “of wide
learning, & once amujtahid, a philosopher, a mystic, and gifted with intuitive insight, he was also an accom-
plished man of Ietters and an orator without a peer.”s Such a prodigious wealth of knowledge on the part of His
audience may explain Baha'u' ll&'s allusions in this Tablet to so many currents of cosmogonic understanding
inlslam.

As regardsthine assertions aout the beginningsof creation, thisis a matter onwhich conceptionsvary by
reason of the divergencesin men'’s thoughts and opinions. Wert thou to assert that it hath ever existed and
shdl continue to exist, it would be true; or wert thou to affirm the same concept as is mentioned in the
sacred Scriptures, no doubt would there be about it, for it hath been reveded by God, the Lord of the
worlds?®

This passage has been interpreted in a number of ways by various scholars of the Bah&@'i Faith, the gamut
of which can be gauged by referring to the works of Adib Taherzadeh, Moojan Momen, and Juan Cole.

Adib Taherzadeh maintained that these sentences, along with the remander of this paragraph, give an
unequivocal statement of the eternity of theworld, and a firm rgjection of the idea of atempordly originated
cosmos, of creaion ex nihilo.7 He reads the paragraph as juxtaposing two ideas of creaion: (a) tha “it hath
ever existed,” that it is eternad and (b) that “God was a hidden treasure and created man in order to make
Himself known,” whichrefersto the sentencein the Tablet immediately following those given aboves Thelat-
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ter idea to Taherzadeh, “seems to imply an intervd without a creation,” i.e,, the notion of tempord origina-
tion.® Taherzadeh is clear, however, tha such anidea isimplied and is only implied, and he goes on to opine
that what is really being distinguished are two ideas of eterndity, “the eternity of God and the eternity of His
creation.” 10 He explains this idea by referencing tdks on the matter by * Abdu’ I-Bahd in Some Answered
Questions, and another Tablet of Bah& u’'llah from the * Akka period, the L awvh-i-* Abdu’I-Vahhab.1*

A different reading of this paragraph is presented by Moojan Momen in an article in which he argues for
cognitive relaivism vis-a-vis questions of Bahd i metaphysics.*?Init, he describes the issue as “that of whether
theworld of creation iscoeternal with God or creaed in time.”13 In line with the development and application
to Bahd i metaphysics of the idea of cognitive relativism, which is thewider context in which this statement
occurs, the author suggeststhat both of these positions are equally valid, but neither of them are“true” in any-
thing like an absolute sense, for they concern realities or processes about which nointelligible concept can be
considered adequate. Momen gppears to read the passage as explicitly suggesting a notion of creation in time,
which is then set in juxtaposition to the notion of eternality.

Juan Col€s position lies somewherein between. In his draft entry on the Tablet of Wisdom for the Bah&'i
encyclopedia project, Cole seems, like Momen, to take for granted that Bahd u'llah is writing about the ques-
tion of the eternity of the world versusits creationin time, out of nothing.14 To Cole, Bah& u’'lldh is saying that
“both the eterndity of the world and the creation of theworld are validwaysof talking,” a statement which he
supports by a treatment of the same distinction between essential (or ontological) pre-existence and tempora
pre-existence noted by Taherzadeh.> That is, theworld is originated by God and is therefore contingent, and
God, as That upon which the existence of theworld is contingent, is essentially pre-existent. Yet this process
of originaing the cosmos has dways been going on, and thereis not a time in which it began, before which
there was no world. Thus, to speak of God being before the creaion is to speak of His existentid rather than
temporal priority in relaion to the world. These concepts are explained by ‘Abdu’l-Baha in the text
Taherzadeh cites.16

Both Momen and Cole are reading this passage as a clear reference to the notions of creaion in time, cre-
ation from nothing, or both. If we follow Cole and accept “sacred Scriptures’ to embrace the Bible and the
Qu'ran,*” we are left with the quandary that nether of these texts carry an explicit concept of creation ex nihi -
lo. In fact, there are plenty of indications that the idea of temporal creaion ex nihilo didn’t arise in the
Abrahamic religions until a considerable time after the composition of their core scriptures.® Additionally,
there have always been important figures and sectsin these reigious traditions promoting readings of these
textsthat did not imply an ex nihilo creation, but simply acausd relaionship between God and the world. One
such group was the Shaykhi movement, with which Nabil-i- Akbar, the immediate recipient of this Tablet, was
associated.?®

Momen's reading of the passage hints at a larger problem. Do the Baha'i writings affirm the eterndity of
the world or its creation out of nothing in time? If the answer is yes to both, how do we resolve the gpparent
contradiction?

As Momen implied in his comments about the Lawh-i-Hikmat, the answer is yes on both counts. As to the
eterndity of the world, ‘ Abdu’l-Baha wrote and spoke emphaticdly on this point. One could cite, in support
of the argument for eernity, the following:

Know that it isone of the most abstruse spiritual truths that the world of exigence—that isto say, thisend-
less universe—has no beginning. . . . If we could imagine a time when no beings existed, thisimagination
would be the denial of the Divinity of God. Moreover, absol ute nonexistence cannot become existence. . .
. Theref ore, as the Essence of Unity (that is, the existence of God) is everlasting and eternd—that isto say,
it has neither beginning nor end—it is certain that this world of existence, this endless universe, has nei-
ther beginning nor end 2

The Creaor always had a creation; the rays have dways shone and gleamed from the reality of the sun, for
without the rays the sunwould be opaque darkness. The names and attributes of God require the existence
of bengs, and the Eternal Bounty does not cease. If it were to, it would be contrary to the perfections of
God.?*

Here we see no equivocaion, no room for the suggestion of temporal creation or creaion ex nihilo. Such,
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according to these citations, would be contrary to God's perfection and in denial of His divinity. The matter
would appear to be settled, if it weren't for other instances inthe writings of Bah& u'llahtha speak of creation
from nothing. For example

All that isin heavenand dl tha is in the earth have cometo exist at His bidding, and by His Will all have
stepped out of utter nothingness into the world of being.?

All prase to the unity of God, and all honor to Him, the sovereign Lord, the incomparable and dl-glori-
ous Ruler of the universe, Who, out of utter nothingness, hath creaed the reality of dl things, Who, from
naught, hath brought into being the most refined and subtle elements of His creation, and Who, rescuing
His creaures from the abasement of remoteness and the perils of ultimae extinction, hath received them
into His kingdom of incorruptible glory.2s

The apparent contradictionisresolved, however, by the interpretations of * Abdu’l-Baha and Shoghi Effendi,
both of whom state that “nothingness” in this context isnot meant literally, as an absolute nonexistence which
isreplaced by existencein an act of creatio ex nihilo. Writing of the second quotation from Bah&' u’'llahimme-
diatdy above, Shoghi Effendi stated, through his secretary:

The statement in the “ Gleanings”, pp. 64-65, “who out of utter nothingness. . .” ec., should betakenin a
symbolic and not aliterd sense It isonly to demonstrate the power and greatness of God.?*

‘ Abdu’ I-Baha spoke repeatedly to this question. I noneinstance, He states that “existence and nonexistence
are both relative. If it be sad that such a thing came into existence from nonexistence, this does not refer to
absolute nonexistence, but means that its former condition in reation to its actual condition was nothing-
ness.”

If we re-examine the passage from the Tablet of Wisdom, it is quite dear that Bah&d'u' l1dh is affirming the
eternity of the universe, while at the same time upholding the truth of whatever hasbeenrevealed in the sacred
Scriptures. Even if we assume that His reference to the sacred Scriptures isintended to engage in the mind of
His reader a more or less common under standing of these texts—that the universe was created intime and from
nothing—it seems clear tha Heis not doing so in order to affirm that understanding. Bah&'u’ ll&h juxtaposes
two truths, which many thought to be opposed to one another, and proceeds to ducidate their compatibility.
One can affirm the scriptural concept of creation since the universe is dependent on a cause, exists through
something other thanitself, and is therefore contingent. Thisfact entails a preexistence onthe part of its Cause,
but a preexistence which isontological rather than temporal. The fact that the universe hasalways existed does
not confer upon it an eternity identical to the eernity of God, for the latter exists a an infinitely higher place
in the hierarchy of being.

This same juxtaposition and resolution was of fered in another place by Bah&'u’lldh, where He writes:

As to thy question whether the physical world is subject to any limitations, know thou that the compre-
hension of this mater dependeth upon the observer himsdf. In one sense, it is limited; in another, it is
exalted beyond all limitations. The one true God hath everlastingly existed, and will everlastingly contin-
ueto exist. His creation, likewise, hath had no beginning, and will have no end. All that is created, how-
ever, is preceded by acause?

In the Lawh-i- ‘Abdu’' r-Razzéq, Bah& u'llah offers yet another manner of goproach, one which introduces a
fundamental concept for Baha'i cosmogony. In it, Bahd u'llah again addresses an individud who had posed a
“question concerning the origin of creation.”?” He first answers that the beginning of creation “hath had no
beginning,” that it “hath existed from eernity, and will continue to exist forever.” 2 He then refers to a well-
known hadith tha could be understood to imply a creatio ex nihilo:

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 done; with no oneto adoreHim,” the meaning of these and
similar sayingsisclear and evident, and should at no time be misapprehended. To thissame truth bear wit-
ness these words which He hath reveded: “God was alone there was none else besides Him. He will
dways remain what He hath ever been.” Every discerning eye will readily perceve that the Lord is now
manifest, yet thereis none to recognize His glory. By this is meant that the habitation wherein the Divine
Bengdwdlethisfa above thereach and ken of any one besidesHim. . . . He will, for ever,remainimmea-
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surably exalted above any one except Himself.?°

Thisis similar to the resolution examined above. The sayings of the Prophets that imply a time when God
existed prior to the existence of anything else are interpreted by Bahd'u’ [1&h to point to an ontological priori-
ty, not a temporal one. God can always be described as being “done,” for His is an absolute existence, while
all elseis contingent and caused, acquiring existence from the will of another.

But He continues in this Tablet to provide a uniqueturn on this cosmogonic issue, assimilating its cosmic
leved to an historicad dimension. The Manifestations of God are of fered as one of the intended referents in the
scripturd passages that speak of God and His creation. The various names by which the reality with cosmic
causal significance are known in the Bahd i writings and which are understood to have “ created” all things—
the Will, the Word, the Command—are rdated to the Manifestations of God in such away as to imbue Their
activity with cosmogonic meaning. Thus, Baha'u’llah offers an additional ducidation of those textsthat speak
of God “before’ creation in the context of the earthly mission of His M anif estations:

Consider the hour a which the supreme Manifestation of God revedeth Himsdf unto men. Ere that hour
cometh, the Ancient Being, Who is still unknown of men and hath not as yet given utterance to the Word
of God, is Himsdf the All-Knower in aworld devoid of any man that hath known Him. He is indeed the
Creator without acreation. For at the very moment preceding HisRevdation, each and every creaed thing
shdl be made to yidd up its soul to God. Thisisindeed the Day of which it hath been written: “Whose
shdl be the Kingdom this Day?’ And none can be found ready to answer!3

This plurality of cosmogonic levesis essentid to the Bah& i mythic structure, and allows the credtivity of
Godto be perceived in concrete moments of sacred time. By virtue of its capacity for extension to diverse lev-
elsof experience and reality, cosmogonic symbolism reverberates throughout humanity’sdiverse modes of life,
be they persond, culturd, historical, spiritud, or politicd. As will be seen, the thread that ties the cosmogony
to all aspects of the sacred in the Bahd i worldview isthe concept of the Will of God.

The next passage from the Tablet of Wisdom reads:

Indeed He was a hidden treasure. Thisis a station tha can never be described nor even alluded to. And in
the station of ‘1 didwishto make Mysdf known,” God was, and His creation had ever existed beneath His
shdter from the beginning that hath no beginning, apart from itsbeing preceded by a Firstness which can-
not be regarded as firstness and originated by a Cause inscrutable evenunto all men of learning.3!

There are two narratives embraced by this passage; one of symbol and metaphor, and one of amore ratio-
nal, philosophical discourse. Both narraives have a long heritage of devdopment, and both are essential to
Bahd i cosmogony. Over the next few pages we will call these, respectivey, the myth of the Hidden Treasure
and the paradox of causality.

The Myth of the Hidden Treasure

The myth of the Hidden Treasure springs ultimately from a hadith qudsi—a recorded utterance of
Muhammad, Hiscompanionsor | mams, which hasaspart of its text an ascription of asaying to God Himself.3?
Though providing the substance of contemplation for countless Muslim mystics over time, this particular
hadith qudsi was generdly repudiated by the hadith scholars.® Itis not found in any of the six canonicd col-
lections of hadith recognized by Sunnis and most Shi’ites as authentic and authoritative. Nonethdess, it is
guoted, cited, and dluded to in a great many placesin the Baha' i writings, and * Abdu’l-Baha wrote a cde-
brated commentary on it whilein His teens.®

While there are a number of variants of the Hidden Treasure hadith, the form which is cited here in the
Lawh-i-Hikmat and upon which * Abdu’l-Baha wrote His commentary can be translated as follows:

| wasaHidden Treasure. | did wish (or love) to make Mysdf known, so | created the Creation that | might
be known.

The Tablet of Wisdom distinguishes between two “stations” (magamat) of God or of Being in this hadith.
The first stetion is that of the Hidden Treasure, so transcendent that it is beyond description or even dlusion.
With reference to this station, it is impossible to ascribe existence to anything other than the divine Essence.
In His commentary on this hadith, ‘ Abdu’ I-Baha wrote:
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And that Essence of Prima Oneness, in that most great station in which it is sad: “Therewas God and
there was naught else besides Him,” is called by the names: the Hidden Treasure, the Hidden Ipseity, the
Absolute Unity, Pure Essence, Absolute Non-specificity, the Hidden of the Hidden, the Primd My stery, the
Absolute Unknown, the Indescribable One, the Undiscoverable One and other Names:3s

The second station, of “1 did wish to make Myself known,” is the station at which God can be addressed by
names and attributes, including “the Creator.” As such, He has a creation, which is contingent yet eterndly
existent. These two stations are dso distinguished in aprayer of Baha' u'llah:

| testify that Thou wast a hidden Treasure wrapped within Thine immemorial Being and an impenetrable
Mystery enshrined in Thine own Essence. Wishingtoreveal Thyself, Thou didst cdl into being the Greater
and the Lesser Worlds, and didst choose Man above all Thy creatures, and didst make Him a sign of both
of these worlds, O Thou Who art our Lord, the Most Compassionate! 3

The credive activity of the second stage can be referred to as the Word, as in this verse: “ Thou didst wish
to make Thysdf known unto men; therefore, Thou didst, through a word of Thy mouth, bring creaion into
being and fashion the universe.” 3 The Word of God, in turn, dependsuponthe agency of God'sWill (mashiyy -
at) and Purpose (iradih):

| testify that no sooner had the First Word proceeded, through the potency of Thy will and purpose, out of

His mouth, and the First Call gone forth from Hislips than the whole creation was revol utionized, and all

that arein the heavensand dl that are on earth were stirred to the depths3®

In the myth of the Hidden Treasure, we can discern the dassic cosmogonic pair of chaos and cosmos. The
station of the Hidden Treasure corresponds to chaos, for at this stage the universeis considered as nothingness,
while God's Essence isan impenetrable abyss, in which itis impossible to identify characteristics or structure.
At the station of “I did wish to make Myself known,” there comes the appearance of order (cosmos), a clear
relationship between Creator and creation in pursuance of a definite purpose. The concept which mediates
between these two sides of the semantic opposition is the Will. It isthe Will which brings creation “ out of the
wastes of utter nothingness” —chaos—andit is*” the energies of Thy Will whereby the entire creation hath been
generated” that regulate the order—cosmos.

It should also be noted that the human being playsacriticd role inthe myth of the Hidden Treasure® If the
desire to be known is the cause of creation, such adesire could only be fulfilled inthe creation of a being with
the capecity for knowledge. This centrd roleis expressed by Baha'u’llah in the following:

Having creaed the world and dl that liveth and moveth therein, He, through the direct operation of His
unconstrained and sovereign Will, choseto confer upon man the unique distinction and capacity to know
Him and to love Him—a capacity that must needs be regarded as the generating impulse and the primary
purpose underlying the whole of creation .. .4

As with the cosmos/chaos pair, the semantic opposition of known/unknown, which, in the myth of the
Hidden Treasure isthe tension behind the decision of God to create, is mediated by the Will of God. Not only
is the Will responsible for the creation of the capacity to know, it is the Manifestaion of that Will in the
Prophets and M essengers that mediates between the latency of this capacity and its actual fulfillment. Perhaps
the clearest expression of the identity of the Will with the Prophets is this passage from the Béb: “It is this
Primal Will which appeareth resplendent in every Prophet and speaketh forth in every reveded Book.”4! That
humanity’s knowledge of God is possible only through the Manifestations is a central theme throughout the
Bahd i writings, for itis the Manifestation of God “ Who representeth the Godhead in both the Kingdom of His
Cause and theworld of creation.” 4

The cosmogonic concepts of the myth of the Hidden Treasure are used at a variety of levels. Inthe Lawh-i-
Hikmat, we see them employed & the leve of cosmogony proper, interms of the creation of the universe. But
these concepts are also central to the Bah& i view of sacred history, in which cycdesof time areinitiaed by the
appearance of a Manifestation of the Prima Will, a Prophet who transmits God’'s message to humanity and lays
the foundation for a new divilization. All of the same elements are present. The moment before the Prophet
reved s Himself, there isa “Creator without a creation,”“ achaos in which God is utterly hidden. The “works
and actsof each and every one of these Manifestationsof God” are assimilated to the creative activity of God,
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inasmuch as they “are a reflection of His Will and Purpose.” 4 At both levds, creation is effected through the
Word. There is even aparalld in the distinction between the two stations of God described above and the two
stations of the Manifestations explained by Bahd u’llah in the Kitéb-i-"gén. At the levd of God's Oneness—
the Hidden Treasure—no attributes or names can be afirmed, since the Essence is identical only with Itself
and transcends description. Similarly, in “the station of pure abstraction and essentid unity,”# all of the
Prophets are one, and no distinctions can be made between them. In the station of wishing to be known, God
is named by definite dtributes, each of which hasa concomitant effect—i.e.,, God is the Creator and therefore
has His creation. Reflecting this, the Prophets have a“ station of distinction,” in which “[e]ach one of them is
known by adifferent name, is characterized by a special atribute, fulfils a definite Mission, and is entrusted
with a particular Revedation.”46 Their “ particular Reveation” corresponds to the creation of anew civilization
in the erain which They appear.

The Paradox of Causality

Turning to the second narrative, we find the perplexing statement that the universe, though eternal, is pre-
ceded by a “Firstness which cannot beregarded as firstness and originated by a Causeinscrutable even unto
all men of learning.” 4" Our understanding of this paradox of causdity, insofar as any understanding is possi-
ble, will be facilitated by abrief look at its development in Islamic thought.

Greek philosophy, which the Islamic world studied and absorbed, contrasted two traditions of the idea of
God or the Absolute. In Aristotdian thought, God is the First Cause, the Unmoved Mover who is ultimately
responsible for all motion. From this perspective, God is the highest link in achain of causdity, and is there-
fore directly connected to His eff ects. The Neoplatonic tradition, on the other hand, emphasized the transcen-
dence of God or “the One.” This latter tradition—a least insofar as it is based in the works of Plotinus—held
that any name for Godis merely a sy mbol for an unknowablereality, aredity which isthe ground of the chain
of beng rather than its apex. For example, in the Enneads, Plotinus writes:

The name “the one” is merdy a denial of multiplicity. The Pythagoreans signified it symbolically anong
one another through the term Apollo [a-pollén: “not many”], by apophasis of the many. If the oneisto be
taken as a positing, name, and referent, we would express ourselves more dearly if wedid not speak its
name a al. We speak it so that we can begin our search with tha which signifies the most simple, ending
with the apophasisof even that.*

How can one say that it isabeing among beings, something to which athus can be applied? It isother than
al things that are “thus.”

Thereis certainly a hierarchy of causesin Neoplaonism—the chain of hypostases—but the link betweenthe
two highest orders of being in this hierarchy isof adifferent nature than the link between the highest order of
the hierarchy and that unutterable reality that transcends yet embraces the chan of being in itstotality.

The Islamic philosophica discourse on these issues can also be schematized into two similarly contrasting
traditions. Islamic theology could be called apophatic in ageneral sense, in that it could not but affirm the all-
important principle of tawhid, divine unity, and that “there is nothing like Him.” % Yet there is a broad divide
between, onthe one hand, such philosophersas Ibn Sina (Avicenna, d. 1037 c.E.) or al-Fardbi (d. 950 c.E.), for
whom it is legitimate to represent God as the First Cause, the Necessary Being; and on the other hand, such
Shi’ite thinkers as the Isma‘ili AbuYd qub Sijistani (tenth century) or Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahs& i (d. 1826), for
whom the ascription to God of being acause (‘illa) is little less than heresy.

In early Ism&'ili thought, the cause of causes(‘illat al-‘illal) is not God, but rather the Frst Intellect, which
isthefirst originated being.>* God is not delimited or defined by creation because, to these thinkers, a causeis
necessarily delimited and qudified by its effect. The appearance of an effect confers the qudity of causation
upon its cause. Inasmuch as an effect rises necessarily fromits cause as heat does from fire, God envisioned
as first cause would cease to be free. Rather, the first cause, the cause of all secondary causes, is said to have
been made to cause those causes by God. It is not directly caused by God, butis rather originated (abda’ a) by
Him. It may seem like wordplay, but the essentid point of this argument istha God is not the first cause in
the great chan of causes and effects, for if this were the case God would then be similar to those secondary
causesand their effects. Rather, God isthe Origin (mubdi‘) of the First Intdlect, the latter being identified with
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the Word or the Unity (wahda).5? From thisfirst originated being (al-mubda’ al-awwal ), all things are produced
through emanation (inbi’ ath or fayd). The chain of causation begins here, functioning in much the same way
as in the Neoplatonic hierarchy.>?

In the works of Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsd i one finds many pardlelsto the metaphysical doctrines of the Babi
and Bah& i Faths. Like the philosophers of early Ism&'ilism, Shaykh Ahmad drew upon the teachings of the
Shi‘i Imams in daborating his thought. Onereported saying of the sixth Imam, Ja‘far as-Sadiq, was particu-
larly important for the Shaykh'’s understanding of creation. In this enigmatic statement, quoted abundantly by
Shaykh Ahmad, the Imém says: “God created the Will (mashiyyat) through itself (bi-nafsihd), and created dl
things (al-ashy& a) through the Will.”5*

One can see from this statement how Shaykh Ahmad may have devel oped anotion similar to that of theearly
Ism&' ilis, in which God is not seen as the direct cause of creation but as the origin of thefirst cause In fact,
Shaykh Ahmad did exactly that, though not in the same terms. He took this teaching of Imam Sadiq and laid
it a thefoundation of his metaphysics. For Shaykh Ahmad, the “acting” of an agent is distinct from both the
agent itself and the act for which the acting is a process of occasioning.

If the Primal Will creaed itself, or was created by itsdf, does God then have no connection with the uni-
verse? Is there not acircularity intheidea of a self-created Will? Shaykh Ahmead isemphatic in answering both
of these questions inthe negative. He explainsthat mashiyyat is God's acting, and an acting> dependsupon an
agent of that acting for its subsistence.> He defines the mode of subsistence by which the acting of an agent
has its own distinct being as “ subsistence of emanaion,” or “processional subsistence’ (giyam as-Suduri).5”
Thus, the Prima Will is contingent upon God for its being, and could be conceptualized as God's “ process of
emanating.” Yet, heinsiststhat the Emanator, the process of emanating, and the end-result emanation are three
distinct realities, which he classifies on the cosmologicd scde as Real Being (al-wujud al-haqq), Absolute
Being (al-wujid al-mutlag), and Delimited Being (al-wujud al-mugayyad).%® I n the case of the Primal Will, it
is dependent on God for its existence but is a the same time its own cause Shaykh Ahmad points out that a
process-of-willing is not coequal with the actor upon whom this process depends, nor isit the same as the
willed result. Further, the process-of-willing does not come to be through anything other than itself, for if it
did wewould have to say that it came to be through another process-of-willing which in turn depended upon
a third process-of-willing, aound and around in an infinite regress.® Thus, the Primal Will can be seen as its
own cause, while yet remaning contingent in relaion to God, the Red Being.

In Babi and Bahd i texts, we can find both of these approaches to the af firmation of God's transcendence.
Asin early Ism& ili doctrine, God is not the cause of causes but the Originaor of the cause of causes; and as
with Shaykh Ahmad, the traditiond statement of the Imam Ja‘far as-S&diq is cited in evidence of God's inde-
pendence from receiving qudification from His effects.

These strains are the background to the statement under discussion, that “His creation had ever existed
beneath His shdter from the beginning that hath no beginning, apart from its being preceded by a Firstness
which cannot beregarded as firstness and originated by a Cause inscrutable even unto all men of learning.” &
From one perspective, the Firstness (awwal) is not a firstness (la awwal) due to the fact tha creation is not
“dter” God in atemporal sense. But further, it is not even “after” God as an effect is “&fter” a cause. The
Primal Will, whileit constitutes an actiond quality of God, isitsown cause. It isthe Primd Will which inturn
is the agent of the creation of the universe God's “firstness’ in rdation to the Primal Will is ambiguous, for
the Prima Will is the cause of the Prima Will. But on the other hand, the “firstness’ of the Primal Will is not
absolute, for its very being is God’s activity.

A few pages later in the Lawh-i-Hikmat, Bahd'u’ [1&h seems to employ language similar to the Ism&‘ilis to
indicate these distinctions, when He says that “such men as were the source and the wdlspring of Wisdom
never denied the moving Impulse[‘illgd behind these causes, nor the Creaor [mubdi‘] or the Origin [mabda’]
thereof.” 8 T hislanguage appears to mirror the Ism&'ili notion of the First Intellect or Prima Will as the cause
(‘illa) of causes, with God as the originator (mubdi‘) of the First Intdlect. * Abdu’ I-Baha reiteraes thisprinci-
ple in several places, such asin thefollowing: “He, the invisible, the lofty and the incomprehensible, is pre-
ceded by no cause but rather is the Originaor of the cause of causes.” ©

The writings of the Babdisplay anearly identical use of terms to distinguishthe creativity of God from the
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credivity of the Primal Will asfirst “cause” Todd L avson has cited passages from the Bab's earliest work—
the Tafsir Surat al-bagara—that employ the terms ibda‘ (origination, from the same root as mubdi*) and ikhti -
ra’ (invention) in what L avson describes as the Bab's “distinctive cosmogony entailing twin creetive process-
es.” 6 The employment of these and similar pairs of terms to make this same distinction has arich tradition in
Islamic philosophy, and is not confined to Ismé& ili cosmology. As William Chittick notes:

For many Muslim thinkers, “innovation” [ibd&] is God's creaion without intermediary, whereas “cre-
aion” (khdq) refersto his creation by meansof a preexistent something. Thus one can say that God “ inno-
vated” the intdlect, but he “created” everything by means of the intellect.s4

Astothe sayingof Ja' far as-S&diq, thisis dso quoted and discussed in the Babi and Baha’ i writings. Saiedi
has noted that in the Bab's Sahifiy-i-* Adliyyih (Book of Justice), the Bab “explains that God created the
Primal Will from nothing through the causation of the Will itself without any external determination, and cre-
ated all other beings by the causation of the Will . . .”65 In His SUriy-i-tawhid, the Bab expounds the doctrine
at some length, explicitly citing the méms, and identifying the Primal Will with the First Remembrance, which
can be understood to refer to the archetypal reality of the Manifestation of God .66 This latter element of the

Béb's treatment of this idea is expressed in another Tablet in which God addresses the Bé&b, as His
Manifestation, in these words:

In truth | have created Thee through Thysdf, then & My Own behest | have fashioned all things through

the creative power of Thy Word. We are All-Powerful. | have appointed Thee to be the Beginning and the
End, the Seen and the Hidden.®

“Abdu’ I-Baha dso quotes the tradition of |mam Ja‘fér, thoughin aslightly different form. Thisisin acom-
mentary on the very passages of the Lawh-i-Hikmat being examined here, and iscited inthe course of explain-
ing the segment which is the substance of the next stage of our inquiry, to which we now proceed.

That which hath been in existence had existed before, but not in the form thou seest today. The world of
existence came into being through the heat generated from the interaction between the active force [f&'il]
and that which is its recipient [munfd il]. Thesetwo are the same, yet they are different. . . . Such ascom-
municate the generating influence [f&'ilayn] and such as receive its impact [munfa’ilayn] are indeed cre-
aed through theirresistible Word of God which is the Cause of the entire creation, while dl else besides
His Word are but the creatures and the eff ects thereof-

In a Tablet to Shaykh ‘ Ali-Akbar Quchéni, ‘ Abdu’ |-Baha elucidates and interprets the above paragraph
from the Lawh-i-Hikmat, as well as alater passage concerning Nature.® After quoting the first sentence of the
above, He writes: “From this blessed verseit is dear and evident that the universe is evolving. In the opinion
of the philosophers and the wise this fact of the growth and evolution of theworld of existence is dso estab-
lished. Tha isto say, it is progressively transferred from stae to state.”

Concerning the next sentence, * Abdu’l-Bah& writes:

Theworld of existence cameinto beng through the hea generated . . . that is to say: The matter [maddih]
and primary matter [hayula, Greek hyl€] of contingent beings is the ethered power, which is invisible and
known only through its effects, such aselectricity, heat, and light—these are vibrations of that power, and
thisis established and proven in naturd philosophy and isknown as the ethered matter [mé&ddiyih-athiriy-
ih]. This ethereal matter isitself both the active force (f&il) and the recipient (munfa’il); in other words,
it isthe sign of the Primd Will in the phenomenal world. “God created man by the Primal Will and the
Prima Will by itsdf.”” The ethered matter is, therefore, the active force since light, heat and electricity
gopear from it. It is dso therecipient, for as vibrations take placein it, they become visible.”

This verse and its commentary has brought us to the heart of Bah&'i cosmogony. This cosmogonic narra-
tive—of the creative interaction of active and passive forces—is the model for Bahd@'i sacred narraive at every
levd.

This narrative describes a creative unfoldment with respect to three leves of being. The first level is God,
and it is His acting—self-caused y & contingent—that occupies the second level. To this level canbe giventhe
more-or-less equivalent names of the Word, the Command, or the Primal Will of God. The third levd is tha
of the creation, the phenomena world. Earlier we noted that Shaykh Ahmad sets forth asimilar modd, giving
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the three levels the names Real Being, Absolute Being, and Delimited Being. The God-Command-Creation
schemeis emphasized by * Abdu’ I-Bahain anumber of places, such as in Some Answered Questions, wherewe
find Him saying:
[T]he Sufis admit God and the creature, and say that God resolves Himself into the infinite forms of the
creatures, and manifests like the sea, which appears in the infinite forms of the waves. These phenomend
and imperfect waves are the same thing as the Preexistent Sea, which is the sum of dl the divine perfec-

tions. The Prophets, on the contrary, bdieve that there is the world of God, the world of the Kingdom, and
the world of Creation: three things.”

The Lawh-i-Hikma describes the dynamics of the reationships between these three leves in terms of
process and semantic opposition. At the level of the world of God, thereis no tension between opposites, nor
any duality. God is the coincidentia oppositorum, in Whom essence is identicd with existence. All divine
attributes and names, which include polarities such as justice and mercy, merge into one at the level of the
Unknowable Essence, of the Hidden Treasure This iselegantly expressed by Shaykh Ahmadin his al-Fawa’id
al-Hikmiyyah:

With respect to His Quintessence (Glorified is Hel), however, the matter is counter to that which is possi-

ble with respect to creation. So from a single aspect He is Lofty in His Proximity, Proximate in His

Loftiness. From a single aspect Heis the Manifest in His Occulting, the Occult in His Manifesting. From

asingle aspect He isthe Frst through His Lastness, the Last through His Firstness.”

Thisis an eternal and immutable state, described earlier as the station of the Hidden Treasure. T he station
of God'sdesiretobe known can be identified with the second level, the world of Command. This second levd
is God’s acting (fi'l), His Prima Will which was created through itsdf. It is here that the first trace of dudity
arises, adudity infinitely more subtle than the duality prevaling in the world of creaion. From what is below
it, the world of Command appears as a perfect unity, but in relaion to God it is nothing. ‘Abdu’l-Baha said

Though the ‘First Mind’ [the Prima Will] is without beginning, it does not become a sharer in the preex-
istence of God, for the existence of the universal reality in relation to the exigence of God is hothingness,
and it hasnot the power to become an associate of God and like unto Him in preexistence.™

But what exactly is thisdudity in the World of Command, and what, a this level, do the active and passive
forces signify ?In looking for the answers in the Bah& i writings, we find an abundance of codes employed.
These codes use symbols dravn from the Qur’ an and traditions of Islamic thought, from Greek philosophy,
even from the esoteric science of alchemy. We' Il here explore several prominent “ codes’ relevant to the myth-
ic dimension at other levels of the Bahd'i teachings, and that are thus part of the experience of the sacred in
the modern-day Bah& i community.

One code for the expression of the creaive tension inthe world of Command derives from the Qur’anic cre-
ation myth. Init, a prominent theme concernsthe word “Be,” by which God bringsthingsinto existence. There
are eight verses that employ the formula, one of which reads: “ Verily, His Command, when He intendsathing,
isonly that He saysto it, “Be!” —and itis!"™

The Arabic word for “be” is kun, from the three-letter root kaf (K), waw (W, U), and nin (N). The impera-
tive form used in these Qur’ &nic verses is written with just the two consonants kaf and ndn. Islamic thinkers
deveoped anumber of symbolic interpretations of these verses, inwhich the kaf and the nlin were seen torep-
resent primordid entities engaged instrumentdly by God's creative Command. One common interpretation
coupled this verse with the first verse of the sixty-eighth Sirih of the Qur’ an: “ Nun. By the Penand tha which
they write."”® T he kaf was identified with the Pen, which is used symbolicdly in Islamic and Bahd'i texts for
the Primal Will or First Intelligence; while one of nun's literal meanings— “inkpot” —was exploited to pro-
vide a symbol for the passive counterpart to the active Pen.””

In an early Isma ili text by Abu Ya'qub Sijisténi (tenth century), we find a passage concerning the “signifi-
cance of ascribing the Command of God to these two letters—tha is, to the kaf and the ndn,” in whichiit is
explaned that

anything having ether a spiritud or a corpored nature cannot appear except as one of a pair, [regardless
of] whether it is sublime or mundane. Because the Command of God, the Almighty, initiates the formation
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of such pairs, it is represented by two lettersso that it will be understood tha God's Command is the cause
of everything in which dudity isfound to exist. . . . As joined together in this word whose very being
derives from the Command of God, thesetwo letters are witness on the part of every pair of creatures, each
one being pared with its partner, just as the k&f is the mate of the ndn, that this condition in dl cases
derives from the Command of God, the Most High.™

Later in the samework, Sjistani writes: “ Thefirst cause which is the onenessis cdled “the Word [kalima]
of God,” glorious is His mgesty and it—tha is, kalima—has four letters. . . . Thekaf [in kalima] corresponds
to intdlect, since itis the principle of existences and the origin of higher and lower substances, andin it isthe
seed of corporeal and spiritual forms. This s like saying that the totality of all creatures appears with the kun
[of the divine Command kun] even bef ore the nan.” 7

These passages envision the two |etters of the kun representing the principle of duality, aprinciple manifest
throughout contingent being, but withits source inthe Command rather thanin God. Sjistani states that every-
thing in existence is one of apair; this perhaps derives from the many staements in the Qur’ an to the effect
that dl things were created in pairs.s Sjistani also relates the kaf-ndn dudity to the composite naure of dl
things, in which are necessarily combined matter and form.8! He notes that the kaf in kun is vowelled (muta -
harrik; a term used to signify a vowdled consonant, but lit. “in motion”), while ndn in the word kun is not
voweled (i.e, carries a sukun, which means literdly “silence, repose, rest”). Thisis then relaed to the activ-
ity of k&f and the passivity of ndn, which are further said to be symbolic of prime matter and form, respec-
tively.®

In the work of Shaykh Ahmad, the symbolsof these two lettersare treated similarly. The ké&f and the ninare
the active and passive forces which interact at the World of Command and thereby produce the lower redms
of existence; in his terminology, they constitute the dynamics of Absolute Being by which Ddimited Being is
generated. The kaf is sad to symbolize the Will of God (mashiyyat), and nin, His Purpose (iradih). For Shaykh
Ahmad, in each composite thing existence is active while essence is passive. Will is responsible for the cre-
ation of the first while Purpose is responsible for the creation of the second.®

In the Bab's Tafsir-i-Bismillah ar-Rahman ar-Rahim, the same equation is made between these two |etters
and the respective stages of Will and Purpose. He writes that the Will, represented by kéf, is the father of dl
things andis responsible for the creation of matter. Purpose, represented by nan, is the mother of dl thingsand
is responsible for the creation of form.8 The matter/form pair is cdosely related with that of existence/essence
mentioned by Shaykh Ahmad.

In the works of Bah& u’llah the “ code” of the kaf and the nin are also employed as symbols for the process
whereby cosmic creativity—through which the World of Creation issues from the World of Command by the
intrumentality of the Will of God—is assimilated to the creative power of the Manifestation of God, through
Whom human life and civilization is revolutionized and ref ormed. The symbol is used in the Kitéb-i-A qdas,
paragraph 177, whereitistranslaed as*“ the letters B and E.” I nthe notesto that text we read: “ Shoghi Effendi,
in letters written on his behaf, hasexplaned the significance of the ‘lettersB and E.” They constitute the word
‘Be,” which, he states, ‘meansthe creative Power of God Who through His command causesall thingsto come
into being’ and “‘the power of the Manifestation of God, His great spiritud creative force.’ "8

As mentioned abov e, the kaf and the nin have aso been identified with three other pairs of active and pas-
siverealities: existence and essence, mater (or substance) and form, and Will and Purpose. The first two pairs
can be treated together, as they revolve around similar philosophical problems. The Aristoteian concept of
hylomorphism (from hylé, prime matter, and morphé, form) holdsany given thing to be composed of a poten-
tid material dement and an actual formal dement. The active/passive values to these categories, however, are
reversed in Shaykhi and Bah&'i texts, so that the active hdf of this pair is considered to be matter (madda) or
substance (jawhar) rather than form (slrat). T he question of existence and essence embraces a history of philo-
sophical speculation distinct from the question of hylomorphism. It was of mgjor concern and the subject of
lively debae in Islamic philosophy from the time of Ibn Sing, and can be summarized as the question of
whether athing was primarily a mode of existence to which an essence functioned asa qudifying accident, or,
on the other hand, an essential redity to which existence was the qualifying accdent allowing it to appear in
outward manif estation.
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In the Bah&'i writings, the two questions—of hylomor phism and existence over essence—are answered in
essentially the sameway. Any given thing in the universeis seen as acomposite in which matter or substance
is an active dement “received” by a ddimiting form. In the same way, existenceis the act, dosdy identified
with the Will, and essence is the particular reception of this act by which athing comes to be asiit is. The two
elements are simultaneous in the coming-into-being of the thing, each of them necessary. The “thingness’ of
the thing lies in neither essence nor existence, but rather both of them through ther interaction. However, mat-
ter or existenceis higher inthe hierarchy of being, as it depends solely on God's acting, while form or essence
depends on matter/existence for its subsistence. Matter is called the “father,” form the “ mother,” but both are
necessary in the “procreaion” of thething. These pointsare variously expressed in the following quotations:

For example it has been stated that dl things are composed of two dements: the “receiver” [gabil] and
the “received” [magbll]. By “received” is meant substance [madda] and primary mater [huyild] and by
“receiver” ismeant the form [slrat] and shape which confinesand limits the primary matter from its state
of indefiniteness and freedom to the courtyard of limitation and definite form.8

[Tt is not possible for a thing to have an externd existence and not to be formed into a shape because

substance [madda] and prima matter [hayuld] in order to exist need form[slrat], while shape and formin
order to gppear need substance.s

The sun is born from substance [ mé&ddih] and form [sUrat], which can be compared to father and mother,

and it is asolute perfection; but the dark ness has neither substance nor form, neither father nor mother,
and itis absolute imperfection 88

Some think that the body is the substance [jawhar] and exists by itself, and that the spirit [rdh] is acci-
dentd and depends upon the substance of the body, athough, on the contrary, the rationd soul [nafs an-
natiqih] is the substance, and the body depends upon it. If the accident—that is to say, the body—be
destroyed, the substance, the spirit, remains . . . therational soul is the substance through which the body
exists.®

Certainly, that which is the substance [jawhar] issuperior to that which is the accident, for the substance
is the origin, and the accident is the consequence; the substance depends on itself, while the accident is
dependent on something else that is to say, it heeds a substance upon which to depend.°

The inseparability of the halves of these pairs casts light on the statements of “ Abdu’ I-Baha regarding the
ethereal matter quoted above. A nother aspect of the unity of active and passiveis that they are both manifes-
tations of the one Primd Will.

The other pair seen in the kaf and the niin is that of mashiyyat and iradih, Will and Purpose. These are rd at-

ed to the creative energiesof the Command mentioned in the verses of the Qur’ an that speak of the word kun,
such as the one dready quoted:

Verily, His Command, when He intends [iradih] a thing, is only that He saystoit, “Bel” —and itis! %
Will is mentioned in asimilar fashion:

Alléh createth what He will [yashd&’, samert. as mashiyyat]. If He decreeth [gadd] a thing, He saith unto
itonly: Be! [kun] andit is.%?

In the context of the Bah& i writings, Will and Purpose are the two highest degrees of a seven-stage schema
which describes the process of the generaion of dl things, from the apex of the World of Command down to
their appearance in the world of creation. This schema goes back to a saying of thesixth Imam, Ja‘far as-S&diq,
which mentions the following degrees: Will (mashiyyat), Purpose (irada), Determination (gadar), Decree
(gada), Permission (idhn), Fixed Time (ajal), and Book (kitab).* Nader Saedi hasdiscussed this scheme in a
recent work, in which he notes that the “ heart of these seven stagesof creation is the union between existence
and essence.” %

Beginning with treatment of this question in Shaykh Ahmad, the stage of Will is rdated to the creation of
existence, and Purpose with the creation of essence andits linking to existence.®® Returning to the B&b's Taf sir-
i-Bismilldh ar-Rahman ar-Rahim dready referred to aove, it will be remembered that He equated kaf with
Will, nin with Purpose, and ascribes the creation of matter (madda) to the former and of form (sUrat) to the
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latter. He states that Will is the father of dl things, Purpose their mother, and then he relaes this to a saying
attributed to Rahman in which the latter is reported to have stated that heand * Ali were the faher and moth-
er, respectively, of dl Muslims.®® We begin to see from these sets of mutually implicating pairs how the dialec-
tic at the level of cosmogony can be assimilated to spiritual history.

We have dready seen Baha u’llah employing the concepts of Will and Purpose as interrelated counterparts
to the cosmic creation . .. “ —no sooner had the First Word proceeded, through the potency of Thy will and
purpose, out of Hismouth, and the First Cal gone forth from His lipsthan the whole creation was revolution-
ized . . .” —but He also refers to this process as the agency in the bringing into being of the laws and princi-
plesby which Hiscommunity isorganized: “. . . grant that Thy servantsmay not be kept back from thisDivine
Law [shari‘ah] which, at Thy will [mashiyyat] and according to Thy pleasure [irada], hath branched from Thy
most great Ocean.”®”

In the following key passage from the L awh-i-Hikmat, “ Such as communicate the generaing influence [f&'i -
layn] and such as receive itsimpact [munfa’ilayn] are indeed created through the irresistible Word of God
which is the Cause of the entire creation, while all dse besides His Word are but the creatures and the effects
thereof,” % the words fa’'ilayn and munfa’ilayn could be literdly translated as the twin agents and the twin
patients. Baha'u’llah hasidentified the f&’ ilayn as fire and water and the munfa’ilayn as ar and earth.9 In other
places, the Bahd i writings engage the Graeco-Islamic tradition on this question, in which the two agentscould
be defined as hea and cold, and the two patients moistness and dryness, with the four elements themsdves
thus composed of active and passive natures!® One could read this verse as saying tha the Word of God is
responsible for the creation of thefour Classicd caegories of dements and natures, which interact with each
other in the composition of all physicd things. It can also be read as a reference to the dialectics of Will and
Purpose and of Deermination and Decree within the World of Command.

These first four degrees of the Bab's seven-stage schema are often treaed as a distinct quaternity by both
Shaykh Ahmad and the Bab. I n the Persian Bayan, the B& dazzles the reader with over a dozen interrelated
symbolic quaternities, including (1) Will, (2) Purpose, (3) Determination, (4) Decree; and (1) fire, (2) ar, (3)
water, and (4) earth. In the former, Will and D etermination are the active counterparts of the passive elements
of Purpose and Decree. Thus, we can dign these concepts to the versein the Lawh-i-Hikmat, in that thefa'i -
layn, the two agents of fire and water, are equated in the Bayanic quaternd symbolism with the active cate-
gories of Will and Determination, while the munfa’ilayn, the two patients of ar and earth, are equated with
Purpose and Decree. Following Shaykh Ahmad, the Bayanic quaterinitiesare divisionsor stages of the oneAct
or Acting of God, known also as the Primal Will.1°* The unity of the twin realities in the Primal Will can be
seen as identical to the unity of the four redities, but with the latter there is a greater measure of dynamic com-
plexity.102

Verily, the Word of God is the Cause that hath preceded the contingent world—a world which is adorned

with the splendoursof the Ancient of Days, yet is bang renewed and regenerated a all times.1%3

From the dements of Bah&'i cosmogony adready surveyed, it is dear that creation isnot a single, unique
event, from which time and creation stretch passivdy on. The activity of the divine Will is constant, and it is
upon this ceaseless activity that each existing thing depends. In the above passage from the L awh-i-Hikmat,
an additional dement to thisrdationship is introduced. The divine Will provides not simply a constant ground
of beingfor dl existent things; it isresponsible at every moment for the creation of the cosmos. Thisisentailed
by the active/passive categories in the Bahd i writings.

There isa constant transf ormation of form and essence tha consitutes the gopearance of change and devel-
opment in the things around us. | f we think of this transformation as existentid motion, then the cause of such
motion will be either the formsthat gopear to be flitting from state to state, or it will be the substance (or exis-
tence) which these forms ddimit and define into a particular thing. If the existentid motion is caused by the
nature of the forms, then formis active If itiscaused by the nature of existence, then existenceisactive Since
it has been seenthat, in Bahd'i texts, existence is the active category while essence or form ispassive, we must
condude that the appearanceof change and devel opment isdue to the active nature of existence (or substance).

It hasalso been seen tha existence derives from God's acting, from His Will. It is thus fundamentdly—one
could say literdly—dynamic. Asall particular things inthe cosmos depend upon the Will, they are charactized
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by this dynamism in their very being, and cannot be considered to be " a rest” in any way. From one moment
tothe next, all thingssubsist inthe ground of God's dynamicacting, being constantly regenerated and renewed.
Every instant is a cosmogonic moment, “in the beginning.”

Baha'u’llahis explicit about thisidea of perpetud creation in the Kitdb-i-Badi' . Saiedi hassummarized the
presentation as follows:

Completion is simply and solely dependent on the will of God because creation is a continuous process.
God does not create a being which then continues to exist on its own. On the contrary, everything is a
every moment coming into existence and ceasing to exist. Bahd u'lldh describes this as the continuous
reflection of the different names of God, including the names of Life-Giver and L ife-Taker. If nothing in
the redm of creaion ischaracterized by continuous existence, and everything isalways created anew, then
perfection or completion is only a matter of the divine act of creation. It is the will of God to bring into
existence any being a any moment in any form He desires.104

Another statement of this principle is found in Bah&'u' l1ah's Suriy-i-Vafa

Know thou moreover that every created thing is continudly brought forth and returned a the bidding of
thy Lord, the God of power and might.1®

The idea of perpetud creation can dso be considered as process, as in the following passage:

The wonders of His bounty can never cease, and the stream of His merciful grace can never be arrested.
The process of Hiscreation hath had no beginning, and can have no end.1%

The metaphorsof breath and of sunlight have dso been used in the Bah&'i writings to express this concept:

| can have no doubt tha should the holy breaths of Thy loving-kindness and the breeze of Thy bountiful
favor cease, for less than the twinkling of an eye, to breathe over dl created things, the entire creation
would perish, and all that are in heaven and on earth would be reduced to utter nothingness.%”

[A]ll the earth’s creatures require the bounty of the sun, for their very existenceis dependent upon solar
light and heat. Should they be deprived of the sun, they would be wiped out. This is the being with God,
asreferredto in the Holy Books: man must be with his Lord.1%®

The doctrine of continuous cosmogony is of immense significance to the mythic dimension of the Bah&'i
Fath. According to this perspective, all operaions of the Will of God are creative, and dl events or entities
seen to represent God's Will are endowed with the charisma of cosmogony. Likewise, the Word of God,
whether inthe sense of the primordid command “Be” or in the sense of the scripturesbrought by the Prophets
and Messengers, is endowed with an infinite capacity to bring ever-new realities into being.

The nature of history is comprehended by Baha'u’llah in ways that exactly pardlel the description of the
cosmogonic process. As the universe isa product of God's Will, so is the historical process seen as a manifes-
tation of this dynamic and dl-pervading reality. In the case of both cosmic unfoldment and the series of tem-
pord events, the engine that moves the process forward is depicted as a dialectic of opposing forces. Periods
of history, like the physical world, are described as springing from the Word of God, and depend upon the
ceasdess divine activity of this didectic in order to develop. At the center of both space and time stands the
figure of the Manifestation of God, the vehicle of the Primal Will, at Whose appearance theworld is recreat-
ed and timeis begun anew. Thetwo narratives—of creation and of history—employ the same stock of images
and codes, and modern Baha' i life is, in many ways, the perf ormance of these narraives: the same imagesand

codes serve to confer upon it historical meaning and world-credtivity in the conscousness of those who live
it.

Abbreviations

BP Bah&'i Prayers

GPB Shoghi Effendi, God Passes By

GWB Bah&' u' l1ah, A eanings from the Witings of Bah&' u’ Il ah
KA Bah&' u' llah, The Kitab--Aqdas
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Kl Bah&' u' llah, The Kitadb-i-"gan
LANZ Shoghi Effendi, Letter sfrom the Guardian to Australia and New Zealand
MF ‘Abdu’l-Behd Memorials of the Faithful
PM Bahd&' u'llah, Prayers and Medi tati ons
SAQ ‘Abdu’l-Bahg Some Answered Questions
SWA ‘Abdu’I-Bahg Selections from the Writings of * Abdu’|-Baha
SWB The B&, Selections from the Witings of the Bab
B Bah&' u'llah, Tablets of Bah&'u’llah
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