A Personal Condderation of the Four Year Plan and its Legacy from an
Irish Bah&'i Pergpective
Brian Corvin

Abstract

The following paper, originally delivered at the ABS Conference in
Letterkenny, Co. Donegal at the end of October 2000, is a very frank and
detailed assessment of the Four Year Plan in the Republic of Ireland.
Though highly personal and at times polemical, it may be regarded as
a piece of socio-historical analyss.

Introduction

In its 1996 Ridven Letter, the Universd House of Judice dates “The next four
years will represent an extreordinary period in the higory of our Fath, a turning
point of epocha magnitude” Towards the end of the Letter, the House comments:

This Plan to which we are now committed is set a one of the most critica
times in the life of the planet. It is meant to prepare our community to cope
with the accderating changes that are occurring in the world about us and to
place the community in a podtion both to withsand the weght of the
accompanying tests and challenges and to make more visble a pattern of
functioning to which the world can turn for ad and example in the wake of
a tumultuous trangtion. Thus, the Plan acquires a specid place in the scheme
of Bahdi and world higtory...

In this paper | intend to look at the Letter and consder four areas where | fed
it rases questions, namely:

(1) How did the Irish Bahdi community respond to the specid cdl in the Four
Year Plan?

(2) In the long term, what of substance emerged from the period and what was the
legacy of the Plan?

(3) How does this 1996 Letter with its the Four Year Plan differ from the Ridvan
Letter of 2000 with its Twelve Month Plan?

(49 What avenues do the latter directives open for us a this point where “we
cross a bridge to which we shdl never return?

Firg, | will look a the man provisons of the 1996 Ridvan Letter. Then | will
examine the response and reaction by the Bahdi community in the Republic of
Irdand over the four years covered by the Plan. Then | will condder the
implications of the 2000 Ridvan Letter and its development of certain themes s
that we may hopefully gan a clearer indght into where we have come from, what
we ae doing now and where we are going as Bahdis. Fndly | will make a
number of proposds aisng from the pgper which may hdp us a this criticd
period.



The Main Provisons of the Four Year Plan
The 1996 Ridvan Letter of the Universd House of Judtice sets forth the objectives
of the Four Year Plan in broad strokes.

The Four Year Plan ams a one mgor accomplishment: a sgnificant advance
in the process of entry by troops. As we have dated earlier, such an
advance is to be achieved through marked progress in the activity and
development of the individud bdievers of the inditutions, and of the locd
community.

The Letter goes on to highlight the pivotd role that the individud will play in this
process.

The role of the individud is of unique importance in the work of the Cause
It is the individud who manifests the vitdity of fath upon which the teaching
work and the development of the community depend.

The individud’s role is carefully baanced when the House points out:

The evolution of locd and nationd Bahdi Assemblies a this time cdls for a
new dae of mind on the part of ther members... Progress... requires a grest
and continuous expanson of the Bahdi community, so that adequate scope
is provided for the maturation of these inditutions...

.. Spiritud  Assemblies mugt rise to a new dage in the exercise of thar
responshilities as channes of divine guidance, planners of the teaching work,
developers of human resources, and loving shepherds of the multitudes.

The Letter proceeds to stress that:

The community, as diginguished from the individud and the inditutions
assumes its own character and identity as it grows in sze. This is a
necessary development to which much attention is required both with respect
to places where large-scde enrolment has occurred and in anticipation of
more numerous instances of entry by troops.

The Letter looks a specific areas in which Bahdis can act to facilitate the process.
It paints the large picture as follows

The Bahdi world community will expand its endeavours in both socid and
economic development and externd affairs, and thus continue to collaborate
directly with the forces leading towards the establishment of order in the
world... paticularly through the communities involvement in the promotion of
human rights, the status of women, globa prosperity, and mora development.

On a locd leve the House dipulates that:
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..t is essntid to the spiritud life of the community that the friends hold
regular devotiond meetings... [that] individuds [endeavour to] conduct study
classes in ther homes.. In dl ther efforts to achieve the am of the Four
Year Plan, the friends are dso asked to give gredater atention to the use of
the arts, not only for proclamation, but aso for the work in expanson and
consolidation.

The individud is advised to:

drav upon his love for Bahdu'llah, the power of the Covenant, the
dynamics of prayer, the ingpiration and education derived from regular
reading and dudy of the Holy Texts.. In addition to these, the individud,
having been given the duty to teach the Cause, is endowed with the
capacity to atract particular blessings promised by Bahdu'lléh.

However, it goes on to advise and counsd that:

... ponsorship by the inditutions of occasond indruction and the informd
activities of the community, though important, are not adequate for the
education of a rgpidly expanding community. It is therefore of paramount
importance that sydemdic atention be given to devisng methods of
educating large numbers of believers in the fundamenta verities of the Faith,
and for training and assging them to serve the Cause as ther God-given
tdents dlow. There should be no dday in edablishing permanent inditutes
desgned to provide wel-organised, formdly conducted programmes of
traning on a regular schedule.

Then it cearly underlines the importance of these indtitutes:

What the friends throughout the world are now asked to do, is to commit
themsaves, ther materid resources, ther abilities and therr time to the
devdopment of a network of traning indittes on a scae never before
attempted. These centres of Bahai learning will have as their goad one very
practicd outcome, namdy, the rasng up of large numbers of beievers who
will be trained to foster and facilitate the process of entry by troops with
efficiency and love.

The Letter concludes with the following rousng cdl:
May you dl aise to seize the tasks of this crucid moment. May

each inscribe his or her own mark on a brief span of time so  charged
with potentidities and hope for dl humanity...

Response



To answer the first question, “How did the Irish Bahdi community respond?’, one
needs to look back to the ar of anticipation and hope that was papable during the
Bahai Summer School in Waterford in August 1996. The widespread feding of
optimism and expectancy implied that great things would be achieved in the coming
four years.

When the Nationd Pan formulated by the Nationd Spiritud Assembly was
unvelled a that Summer School, a prominent role was assgned to the individud,
who could “Share more confidently, condantly and effectively the heding Message
of Bahdulléh with an aling humanity, through engaging in pesond teaching,”
“supporting the teaching projects of the Locd and Nationd Assemblies’ and
paticipating in traning inditutes.

The theme of training inditutes was to be found in the gods assgned to Locd
Spiritud Assemblies, and it was reinforced as one of the more prominent gods of
the Nationd Assembly, which cdled for the development of nationd, regiond and
locd inditutes.

One of the mog intriguing aspects of this Nationd Pan was the advice that we
develop an acceptance of “the fact that mistakes will be made, and a willingness to
learn from them.” This, | fdt, was a dgn of a growing maturity, and suggested that
we intended to sop sweeping problems under the carpet and then smply ignoring
them.

In that fird year of the Plan, a number of promising initigtives were undertaken.
A Naiond Training Ingitute was gppointed in November 1996. Three months later,
we had the firg All-Irdand Teaching Conference near Enniskillen in Co. Fermanagh,
Northern Irdland. This was a very welcome development, which suggested that
Bahdis could offer a potentid lead to the politicd forces on this idand, especidly
with regard to unity and co-operation. At this Conference, two important
announcements were made. One was a cross-border teaching initiative caled the
Badi’ Project and the other was the establishment of an Externa Affairs Department
with a full-time officer.

| volunteered for the Badi’ Project and spent severd days with more than
twenty other volunteers a a training sesson in the Reconciligtion Centre, Glencree in
Co. Wicklow, where Counsdlor Viv Batlett from Waes advocated the use of a
“Direct Teaching Method.” As far as | could judge, this gppeared to be a “cold
turkey” agpproach to teaching, involving as it did stopping people on the dredt,
introducing onesdf and telling them a little about the Fath with the intention of
interesting, engaging and hopefully enthusng them before inviting them to become
Bahdis by signing the declaration card. Apparently the approach had worked when
used in pats of London and some other places in Britain. | was sceptica, but
goent a week on the Project in Belfast with another Dubliner. Before we arived in
the Northern capital, it was arranged that we would wak up the Shankill and down
the Falls Road; on reflection, however, it was consdered wiser to concentrate on
Roman Catholic West Bdfast because of our Southern Irish accents.

Some months earlier, | spent a week on the Letters of the Living Project in
Letterkenny, Co, Donegd, organised by the town's Locd Spiritua Assembly. This
involved dreet teaching, holding an exhibition in a vacant shop, evening firesdes in
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the cottage in the Oldtown that serves as a Haziratu'|-Quds and press and radio
publicity. (The later included an interview with a native adult believer.)

In January 1997 there was a meeting of the Association for Bahdi Studies
(ABS) a the Nationd Centre in Dublin, which hoped to reectivate Bahai
scholarship here after a period of hibernation. The two-day meeting was chaired by
Rob Weinberg from Britan, author of the biography, Ethel Jenner Rosenberg
(George Rondd, 1995), who was livdy, hepful and informative. About a dozen
papers were presented, ranging from racid identity, Feests and firesdes, changing
one's religion to one on the Hands of the Cause of God who had visted Ireland.
There was dso a very engaging and imaginaive account of the steps taken by
humankind towards globd politicad unity entitted “Pan Planet.”

In the ats, a Forum was launched on a sunny afternoon a the 1996 Summer
School to a packed gahering. Subsequently the Forum held a number of meetings
in Dublin, and a core group succeeded in bringing a multi-media exhibition by
Bahdis, “Lift Up You Hearts” to Clonmd Libray and the Irish WriterS Centre in
Panel Square, Dublin, with financid assstance from the Nationa Assembly. On an
individud leve, Befas Bahdi George Heming achieved a limited success with his
second solo panting show, “All God's Children,” which portrayed the different
religions of Northern Irdand. Vinnie Flannery organised a wadl-attended, interactive
Arts Workshop Weekend in Co. Letrim and showed consderable initiative by
setting up a Bah@i Arts Website in 1999, while | undertook a “Dream Journey”
from Mizen Head to Mdin Head, a conceptud at project with a substantid Bahai
input that involved digtributing lesflets and prayer books and visting eight Bahdi
communities dong the route in the find year of the Plan.

John McGill took over the Externd Affars brief during the Plan’'s fird year. He
managed to organise an ecumenica service a St Patrick’s Cathedrad in Dublin, and
he played a prominent pat in the Dublin City Assambly’'s 50th anniversary
ceebration a Dublin Castle in 1998, which was datended by Presdent Mary
McAleese, Professor Suhal Bushrui and over two hundred well-wishers.

The Women's Association recruited members a8 a Summer School early in the
Pan, and aranged weekend meetings a Glenddough, Co. Wicklow and Nenagh,
Co. Tipperary.

In the third year of the Plan, the Panacea Dance Project came to Irdand from
the United States, and spent a fortnight in Limerick, training young Bahdis to st
up their own dance/drama groups.

However, the most innovaive and longlasting change to community life was
brought about by the Nationd Training Inditute. It Sarted by organisng a couple of
national weekend courses in Athlone. | attended both courses, and while | enjoyed
the company and found them farly interesting, & the time they seemed to be little
more than a series of degpening workshops on the verities of the Fath with
interactive trimmings. Following the Leters of the Living and Badi’’ projects which
it organised, the Training Inditute arranged and oversaw a “Service to Bahau'lldh”
Project for loca communities which centred on prayer sessons during the Fast. This
was followed by organisng a series of loca courses with the assstance of Auxiliary
Board members. Agan these looked and fdt like degpenings with an interactive
element.
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In the find Year of the Plan, by which time the Nationd Traning Ingitute had
become the Training Inditute Board, the Irish Bahdi community was introduced to
Study Circles. These were recommended to the believers after they had achieved
some success in Ity as a teaching medium, though detals of this activity and
success were extremey difficult to come by.

| atended the firg regiond course in the Dublin area. We met on the third
Sunday of every month from September 1999 until May 2000, with the exception
of March (because of the Fast). One of the most obvious benefits of the Study
Circle has been the involvement of “the learned am” in the exercise. In Dublin we
had the encouragement and involvement of the assgant for Protection and two
assgtants for Propagation. At the find sesson in May, most of the participants who
had participated in and staged the course seemed impressed and satisfied with what
had been achieved, and severd sad they were very much looking forward to the
second course which was arranged to commence a the end of September 2000.

In summation, this was the consdered response to the Plan. It was by no
means the whole story, however.

Reaction

To answer the second question, “In the long term, what of substance emerged from
this period and what was the legacy of the Plan?’, we need to look a little closer
a the response and, perhgps more important, a the reactions to the initiatives that
were undertaken. Unfortunatdly we have few objective criteria to judge or edimate
our progress as a community during the four years of the Plan, eg. how exactly
can the evolution of the adminidrdive inditutions be determined? Even such crude
datisticd evidence as the totd number of believers in the Republic of Irdand -
which appeared a one time in the Annua Reports - has disgppeared. More often
than not, we have to rdy on anecdotd evidence or bland, fed-good sentiments.
However, one has only to look a the number of group projects which have failed,
fdtered or smply faded away during the period to cause us to question or a least
ponder on our commitment to communa action.

When | think back on the Letters of the Living and Badi’”” Projects during the
fird year of the Pan, | am druck by the fact that while the locd Bahdi
communities in Letterkenny and in Bdfast were for the most pat hdpful and
supportive, very few of the locad beievers actudly got involved in the day-to-day
running of ether Project. In Letterkenny, for example, the exhibition was mosly
facllitated by the traveling teachers and only one locd bediever gave a firesde
Nationd projects surfaced only sporadicdly after this (“Nur” and “Panaced’ are the
only two that come to mind), and then without any noticesble success in the
teaching and consolidation fields.

In the ats, the one teaching/proclamation discipline specificaly mentioned in the
1996 Ridvan Letter, the Forum limped on for the best pat of a year, with the
number of those attending its meetings dropping from twenty-two to three, while its
successor, the Arts Task Force, gppointed by the Nationd Spiritud Assembly,
issued a single newdetter before it lgpsed into slence for the best part of a year.

John McGill spent over a year a Externd Affars work before moving on to a
more commercid brief. His post has not been filled, and, to my knowledge,
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Externd Affars has been swdlowed up as a Subcommittee of the Nationd
Assembly, with one person acting as Information Co-ordinator.

The Association for Bahdi Studies (ABS) disappeared off the agenda following
its meeting in January 1997, surfacing very briefly a Summer School in Waterford
last year, and has not been dghted until its reincarndion in Letterkenny a the end
of October 2000.

After a number of wel-publicised weekends, the Women's Association has been
drangdy slent with little or no information filtering through.

This is undoubtedly a feeble collective track record, but Socid and Economic
Deveopment did not even make a token showing during the Plan. This was
probably inevitable after the Irish community’s unfortunate experience of a decade
ago. Then there was a seemingly misguided attempt to approach this area in Third
World terms (eg. teaching on the off-shore idands and amongst the Travelers). It
is here that we should have seen the dynamic consolidation of the spiritua and the
materid which ‘Abdu’l-Baha so clearly and cogently recommended and practised
Himsdf over eighty years ago.

The sad but unavoidable concluson that one draws from this record is that we
do not work well together and that unity is as yet only an aspiration. It is a
shame that the passage in the 1996 Ridvan Letter regarding community was not
more closdy studied and acted upon. The passage reads.

A community is of course more than the sum of its membership; it is a
comprehendve unit of dvilization comprissd of individuds, families and
inditutions that are originators and encouragers of systems, agencies and
organizations working together with a common purpose for the wefae of
people within and beyond its own borders;, it is a compostion of diverse,
interacting paticipants that ae achieving unity in an unremitting quest for
goiritud and socid progress. Since Bahdis everywhere are a the beginning
of the process of community building, enormous efforts must be devoted to
the tasks in hand.

A footnote by eminent rdigious scholar, Dr Moojan Momen, in his published
address on the dyle of Bah&i community functioning, is pertinent here:

What we have in the West, where Bahdi groups meet for a few hours
each week, can scarcdy be cdled a community. The term “Bahdi
community” is more an expresson of aspiration than of present redity
(“Learning From Higtory,” The Journal of Bah&'i Sudies 1989-1990,
Volume 2, Number 2, p. 66).

One of the most encouraging dgns on the horizon tha “a lesson has been
learnt” has been the survivd - if not the success - of the process of Traning
Indtitutes and Study Circles. In the Ridvan Letter of 2000 we learn that, on a
globa scade, “The chief propelant of... [Bahdi cultura] change was the system of
traning inditutes edablished throughout the world with great rapidity - an
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accomplishment which, in the fidd of expanson and consolidation, qudifies as the
sngle grestest legacy of the Four Year Plan.”

In the Irish context, | see little dgn that the Study Circles have been an
unqudified success. Yet there does seem to be an awareness tha the Inditute
process could be a permanent feature in the life of our communities. However, |
fed that red difficulties will emerge if we continue to use and depend on unadapted
Ruhi textbooks to foster this process.

When | attended the firs Study Circle last September, | was more impressed by
the main fadlitator, who was diligent, thoughtful and refreshingly honest, than | was
by the course itsdf. We spent most of our time dudying and trying to memorise
passages from the Writings as sat out in Ruhi Book Sx: Teaching the Cause.
This was pat of a series of textbooks which originated from the Ruhi Inditute in
Columbia. | never redly came to terms with the textbook, which appeared
ampligtic, inappropriate in an Irish context and probably more suited to the mass
teaching and mass converson conditions of Centrd and South America When |
made inquiries, | gathered that this series of books is being used for three reasons
(1)) They ae dmple and basc and therefore accessble in most cultures, (2) they
have been used with reative success in a number of areas and circumstances
worldwide and (3) they have a dructured objective which is as dedrable as it is
rare. However, there is little firs-hand evidence available to show if this approach
has enhanced the bedievers ability and willingness to teach in the developed world,
goat from the brief statement about the success with Study Circles in Italy. When |
asked about adapting the course to Irish circumstances, | was told that there hadn't
been time to develop a structured course, which could take ten years to do.

The mogt unfortunate aspect of the current Stuation has been the decided lack
of information about the process itsdf. Communications from the Board down to the
individud bdievers in locd communities has been dow, intermittent and patchy. As
of this writing, there hasn't been a single national progress report on the Inditutes
sance the process darted four years ago. This - and an Information Pack explaining
in some detail the purpose, methods and successes of the *“centres-of-learning”
courses and Study Circles - would be agppreciated and would possibly help to
dimulate interes in the process. This is necessty, as there gill seems to be
condderable resstance to the whole idea, despite the encouragement of both the
House of Judice and the Nationd Assembly. This may be due to prgudice and
conservatism, but is most likey due to lack of information and poor communication.

| fet that a dat was made to remedy the Stuation in July this year when one
of the assgants came to our Locd Spiritud Assembly in Dublin City with a 17-
page document, Training Institutes and Systematic Growth, prepared by the
International Teaching Centre to explain what was happening. | subsequently enjoyed
the explanatory sesson on Training Ingtitutes and Study Circles & the Waterford
Summer School in Augugt this year. Anne O Sullivan, who has been gppointed to
the Board, gave an excdlent presentation on the history of the Training Inditutes,
which helped put the process into some kind of higtoricd perspective. Pat Murphy
gave us some background detal on Study Circles and answered questions about
them.



In summation, it is extremdy difficult to see what of substance emerged from the
period in question or how it helped to redise the overriding god of the Four Year
Pan - that of sgnificantly advancing the process of entry by troops. According to
the Ridvan letter of 2000, the earlier Plan cdled for “a darity of understanding
which made sysematic and drategic planing a prerequiste of individud and
collective action.”

In Irish terms we dmply have not seen this yet. Neverthdess, if the Traning
Indtitute courses can lead us to an gopreciation and redisation of this it will
undoubtedly raise our consciousness, witness an upgrading of teaching activities, lead
to a change in the culture of our communities and prove itsdf a worthy legecy of
the Four Year Pan.

Subsequent Developments and the Twelve Month Plan
To answer the third question, “How does the 1996 Letter with its Four Year Plan
differ from the Ridvan Letter of 2000 with its Twelve Month Plan?’, | would draw
atention to the marked change of emphasis that one finds in the later Plan. The
gods of the present year (2000-2001) are given a sngle paragraph and entry by
troops receives, in contrast to the earlier Plan, little more than a passing mention.
The Lessr Peace is not explicitly mentioned a dl. The Traning Inditutes and
Study Circles are given considerable attention and prominence, but the red surprise
is tha ae were dmogt two full pages devoted to the care and the needs of
children and youth. The reason for this change is not immediaidy obvious, but it
did not gopear to follow or emerge from anything outlined in the Four Year Plan.

I made inquires among the friends and heard a vaiety of explanations and
opinions about this concern for younger Bahd'is.

Fird¢, the present generation of Bahdis had faled in their tasks and
responsbilities and would soon be swept away to be replaced by a new, brighter
and more sysemdic generation which will come of age towards the end of the next
twenty-year thrust of ‘Abdu’l-Bahds Divine Plan.

Second, we had neglected our children by not giving them a clear lead and had
not indructed them in the verities of the Fath.

Third, we had not been properly aware of them as our most precious resource.

And fourth was the cynica suggedtion tha it was smply a way of moving the
agenda forward, by didracting and diverting us from the fact that we had not
achieved any dgnificant entry by troops (“the number of new beievers has as yet
only dightly surpassed those of recent years’ - Ridvan Letter 2000) or lived to see
the Lesser Peace edtablished by the end of the 20th century.

A passage in the Ruhi Institute Book: Learning About Growth that deals with
children's education foreshadows and sgnals this concern as far back as 1991. It
reads:

Doctrines that have disregarded rdigious education for children, and have left
them to acquire thar standards and beiefs supposedly by free choice, from
their interaction with society, have contributed greetly to the present state of
mora disntegration. The proponents of these doctrines do not seem to
gopreciate the fact that there are political, economic and culturd interests in
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society which aggressvely promote their own desired patterns of thought and
behaviour. But even if this were not so, humanity, left to its own devices
without divine guidance, has produced nothing more than injustice and
auffering: there is no reason to suppose that any new generation of children
will creste a better world without an education that is bascdly spiritud.

Whatever the reason, | think we can expect that increasng attention will be pad
to education for young people and indeed for dl. In fact, a this year's Summer
School in Waterford, | noticed an increesng emphasis on both education and youth.
It was evident in the interactive methodology which Dr Irg Ayman employed in his
sessons (eg. group consultations on the Covenant and on teaching), in the
gopearance of a number of enthusagic young people on the man programme as
soeekers and in the activities of a pioneer paying a flying vigt from Ching, who
was offering Chinese scrolls and artefacts to raise money for the Internationd Fund
as wdl as teaching T'a Chi, a graceful form of “moving meditation” in the
afternoons.

One passage in the 2000 Letter cites another new but related theme: the need
for sysdemaic and drategic planning, the appreciation that systematisation will
facilitate the process of growth and deveopment and the need to improve our
teeching activities that will, hopefully, lead to a change in the culture of the Bahdi
community. As | underdand it, this dl suggeds that there will be a conscious
attempt to move our culture away from the “Sociad Club” mode of development
with its casud, “It'll come dl right on the night” attitude, its inspired amateurism
and anti-intelectudism into a more dructured, thoughtful and interactive educationd
approach.

We increesingly need to ask if we interact and respond in a dgnificant or
congructive way to the wider society with its numerous problems. Or do we
cocoon ourselves from the violence, poverty, insanity, sexud malaise, sickness, drug
abuse, prgudices, rabid consumerism, greed, corruption, dienaion and
dehumanisation that surround us benegth the veneer of Firs World modernity? It is
extremdy difficult to ligen to dl this glib chatter about the Cdtic Tiger and the
unprecedented prosperity of our burgeoning economy and then to consder the plight
of our poor. Even today we have many, many people living on the dreets of cities
and towns and in some of the worgt physcd conditions in al of Europe. Irdand,
for ingtance, has the highest rate of child poverty in the EU; there are wel over
1,000 homeess young people in the Dublin area done. Or condder the long lists of
people having to wait for hospital beds and operations, and the fact that the
nationd illiteracy rate is as high as 25%. No one who today cdls himsdf or hersdf
a Bahai in Irdand can be complacent about this deploreble situation. Of course it
is a highly complex problem and one that has been with us for a long time.

| believe that the Training Inditutes are an exciting development, possbly a tiny
but dgnificant sep on the path to globad solidarity. But we need to broaden the
concept as we have little more than mere potential at present. There is no doubt
that we need teachers who will help to channd and deepen new bdievers as they
come into the Faith. In the past we have seen what can hgppen when numbers of
young people come into the Fath in places like Carlow, Gorey and, before that,
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Dundak. There were nether the dructures nor the organisation to Secure
consolidation, and we experienced the unplessant phenomenon of “Exit by Troops”

| am not naively proposing that Study Circles and Traning Inditute courses are
the answver to dl our problems or that they should monopoliss our community
adtivities in the immediate future Ingtead of just effective teachers, we need to
develop a fresher, broader and more mature vision than hitherto, one that
indissolubly links the spiritud to the materid. If we continue to ignore or pay lip-
sarvice to this connection, we should not expect the world to pay any attention to
us. too often we sart with words, end with words and use words in between,
believing tha we hold the mora high ground and priding oursdves on our Spiritud
susceptibilities. Two of Bahdu'lldh's counsds from The Hidden Words come to
mind a this point:

O SON OF MY HANDMAID!

Guidance hath ever been given by words, and now it is given by
deeds. Every one must show forth deeds that are pure and haly, for
words are the property of dl dike, whereas such deeds as these belong
only to Our loved ones. Strive then with heart and soul to distinguish
yourselves by your deeds.. (Persan 76).

O MY SERVANTS
Ye are the trees of My garden; ye mugt give forth goodly and wondrous
fruits, that ye yourseves and others may profit therefrom... (Persgan 80).

In the firg round of Study Circles | atended in Dublin, we spent practicdly dl
of our time studying and trying to memorise passages from the Writings contained in
Ruhi Book 6. We spent a little time promoting recregtiond, socid and culturd
activities and no time a dl in undetaking as a group acts of service With
hindsght, even the fadlitator fet that this was an unbadanced programme. Reading
through the November 1999 issue of the nationd newdetter, Re Nua (New Day), |
see that for the Service aspect, the Trdee Study Circle devoted time to cleaning up
a locd beach, while the Ennis Study Cirde offered ad and hospitdity to the
refugees who had settled in the area. These certainly indicate the direction in which
we should be moving. However, | think there should be a specia link between the
specific reading and the work we undertake. Unless there is a more gructured link,
we will mogt likdy find ourselves taking one-off actions and then gart flaling around
in the dark or conveniently forgetting this aspect. It is here tha we could implement
Socid and Economic Development projects, which could guide and channd our
sarvice, help and support to humanity.

In summation, if the Four Year Plan st our agenda then the Tweve Month
Plan was manly about ways and means, dtructures and drategies, atitudes and
approaches that will be needed for the next stage of our journey now that we are
crossing “the bridge to which we shal never return.”

Looking Forward
Finaly we come to the question: “What avenues are open to us a this point?’
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In the coming period we should be prepared to explore, experiment and learn
from our misakes the Guardian did, after dl, describe the Bahdi Faith as
“saientific in its method.” | fed and strongly believe that in the recent past we have
emphassed individud initictive & the expense of group action and have thereby
reflected the ethos of the Old World Order, which rdishes and exdts “the cult of
the individud.” This paradigm was best encapsulated by former British Prime
Miniger, Lady Margaret Thatcher, when she dated: “Theres no such thing as
society. There are individud men and women and there are families” This it
seems, is a world away from the vison of unity and co-operative endeavour
advocated by Bahau'lléh.

| believe that if the Training Inditute Board can be more forward-looking in a
cregtive and flexible way in reation to educaing the bedievers and in teaching the
seekers and involving the community, it will indeed raise our consciousness, upgrade
our teaching activities and change our community’s culture. The 2000 Ridvan letter,
in hindsght, properly stressed that we should engage the youth and children in this
educational process. It asks us to understand and appreciate how systematisation
will fecilitate the processes of growth and development, and we certainly need to
develop skills in nurturing our group projects. In this regard | look forward to
watching the development of the “Area Growth Programme’ to see what lessons
will be learned. This is one of the principa gods of the Irish Bahdi community
during this Tweve Month Plan: this puts the spotlight on the teaching work in the
Limerick area, with its gzesble Bahai community, and will be cosdy monitored to
see what works and what is practicdly effective and then to build on it. Limerick is
an excdlent area to make a dart on dructurd development, given its track record,
with entry by troops in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and the ambitious gods it
st for itsdf a the beginning of the Four Year Plan.

In summation, the future offers many opportunities for the expanson and
consolidation of the Faith (as well as chalenges), probably more if we can “aise to
size the tasks a this crucid moment, which is so charged with potentidities and
hope for dl humanity.”

Nine Proposals

Some of the above observations may seem unpdatable, harsh, even negative, but |
have made them only because | honestly beieve that we can dl do much better.
Mogt important, we must grive to be more efficient in our communications in three
ways.

Fird, we must communicate with oursdves in order to draw on our inner
resources, second, with our fellow believers so that we can bond and work with
one another more fruitfully; and third, with society and humanity a large so that we
can reech ther hearts and minds and dlow them to be touched by the vison of
Bahau'lldh.

So | will finish by meking nine positive suggestions and proposds, which may
help us to communicate more effectively.
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(1) That we use Ré Nua (New Day), our nationa journd, to let us know what is
happening at the various Study Circles around the country on a regular basis. Only
brief reports from Ennis Tralee and Dublin gppeared during the past year.

(2) Tha we have an Annua Report from the Training Inditute Board, outlining the
progress and difficulties of the period and the gods for the coming year.

(3) That the Training Inditute Board consder sending out an Information Pack to
every family or beiever in order to acquaint them with the history, development and
hopes of the process. The am here is to interedt, involve and enthuse the believers
a the grassroots.

(4) That we look a Socid and Economic Development agan, this time from a
fresh perspective. This might be done in co-operation with the Board or through a
Conference, which would examine the way our near neighbours in Britain - through
Agenda 21 - and on the Continent worked in this fidd rather than to the Third
World for a modd.

(5) Tha we think serioudy about developing a Universd Educationd Modd (UEM)
in this country & some time in the future The idea is to use the Internet to
connect the Study Circles operating in Irdand firg of dl, to have them exchange
ideas, learn from one another, grow and develop together and then to link up with
Study Circles in other countries. It would be marvellous if we could thus achieve a
World Wide Web of bdievers, tha would st a vauable example of unity in
divergty to the wider society.

(6) That we condgder holding a second All-Irdland Teaching Conference in 2001 to
launch the next Plan and adso encourage greater co-operation between the two
communities on our smdl idand.

(7) That we examine the feashility of setting up a second Summer School with a
more truly academic bads. This would hopefully attract outsde scholars who are
sympathetic to the Bahdi Cause.

(8) That the Arts Task Force be encouraged to plan each year three to four Arts
Weekends with digtinct themes where practisng artists can discuss their work and
encourage group endeavours (eg. in music, drama and dance).

(9 That the Nationa Pioneering Committee be encouraged to keep in touch with
pioneers after ther moves to new locdities, to monitor their progress and to help
them sdttle in if need be. Host communities should be encouraged to welcome and
integrate the pioneer(s), who can sometimes fed isolated, dienated or discouraged
after a short while a ther post.

In conclusion, it is our own response to the Message of Bahdu'lldh, and even
more important, how we continue to respond, even in smdl ways that count. |
believe that this is the best way that we can show our love for Bahdu'lldh and His
awvesome vison.

October 2000
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