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PREFACE

It is now over 135 years since Siyyid ‘Alí Muhammad Shírází,
the Báb (181–1850), first put forward claims that were to
plunge nineteenth-century Iran into upheaval.  The fervent band
of disciples that he gathered around himself was almost wiped
out by fierce persecution which left the people of Iran afraid
even to mention the name of the new movement.  It is almost
120 years since Mírzá Husayn-‘Alí Núrí, Bahá’u’lláh (1817–
1892), assumed leadership of the movement by advancing the
claim that he was Man Yuzhiruhu’lláh (He whom God shall
make manifest), a messianic figure frequently referred to in the
Báb’s writings.  With this claim he abrogated the religious
system of the Báb and initiated a new religion which became
known as the Bahá’í Faith.  By identifying himself with messianic
figures in Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Zoroastrianism,
Bahá’u’lláh greatly broadened the appeal of the religion, which
had hitherto been virtually an offshoot of Shí’ih Islam.  And it is
now over eighty years since a Syrian Christian convert, Ibráhím
Kheiralla, brought the new religion to the West and succeeded
in founding communities of Bahá’ís in North America.

During this period, from its Bábí inception to the present, this
religious movement has made great progress in numerical
strength, geographical spread, structural development, and
doctrinal evolution.  The Bahá’í Faith is now established in
almost every country of the world.  The largest Bahá’í com-
munities are in the Third World:  in Asia, Africa, South
America, and (relative to the size of the population) in some of
the islands of the Pacific.  In these areas, some villages and
regions have become more or less completely Bahá’í.  Here the
Bahá’ís have set up educational, agricultural, and community

projects.  The latest available statistics from official Bahá’í
sources (1979) state that there are ninety-six thousand Bahá’í
centers in 343 countries in the world.  Numerically, the largest
Bahá’í community is in India.

In terms of its organizational development, the last sixty
years have seen the evolution of administrative institutions
organized in a hierarchy at the local, national, and international
levels.  These institutions are elected; and it is in these elected
bodies that all authority is vested.  There is no priesthood or
clergy, and all members of the community are eligible to be
elected to these bodies.  There were in 1979, 125 national bodies
called National Spiritual Assemblies, and over twenty-five
thousand local institutions called Local Spiritual Assemblies.
The international administrative organ of the Bahá’ís is the
Universal House of Justice which has its seat in Haifa, Israel.

With regard to doctrine, up to the passing of Shoghi Effendi
(the Guardian of the Bahá’í Faith) in 1957 this was firmly in the
hands of appointed leaders.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá developed many of
the social teachings and expressed them in the context of
Western thought.  In some of his writings, he has also expressed
the Bahá’í teachings in philosophical terms.  Shoghi Effendi
made important contributions to Bahá’í theology in his Dispen-
sation of Bahá’u’lláh and some other works, but most of his
energies were concentrated on developing the administrative
system of the Faith and directing its missionary efforts.  The
Bahá’í community is, therefore, still in the very early stages of
formulating its theology and its doctrine.  A great deal more will
undoubtedly emerge in this field as the writings of its central
figures, most of which are still unpublished, are subjected to
greater scrutiny.

Despite this great spread and rapid development, there has
been very little scholarly study of the Bahá’í religion by Western
writers.  Some preliminary work was done in the last decade of
the nineteenth century, and in the first two decades of the pres-
ent century, by scholars such as Professor E. G. Browne of the
University of Cambridge, Baron Rosen of the University of St.
Petersburg, A.-L.-M. Nicolas of the French Consular Service,
and Alexander Tumanski, a Russian military officer.  But no one

else came forward to advance the work initiated by these in-
dividuals, and consequently the study of the subject became
frozen at that point.

The comprehensive study of a movement that began as an
offshoot of Shí’ih Islam and became universalized to a world
religion with a broad basis of appeal can only be undertaken by
blending together the work of several different disciplines:
Oriental Studies, History of Religion, Sociology of Religion,
Comparative Religion and Theology, and so on.  Within the last
few years, a resurgence of interest in the study of the Bahá’í
religion has begun in several different disciplines.  It is hoped
that the present book will be but the first in a series of volumes
of studies on the history of the Bábí and Bahá’í religions.  It is in-
tended to stimulate the study of this subject, as well as to speed
the resurgence of interest that is already beginning to emerge.
The five essays in this volume demonstrate something of the
diversity of scope available to the student of the Bahá’í religion.

The first essay deals with the very beginnings of the move-
ment and details the earliest stages in the emergence of the Bábí
movement from the Shaykhí school of Shí’ih Islam.  It is based
primarily on a study of the earliest available Bábí materials as
well as the writings of the Shaykhí leaders.  The second essay is
based on my own research in the archives of the Church Mis-
sionary Society and elsewhere.  It deals with relationships be-
tween Bahá’ís and Christian missionaries in the Middle East
until the 1920s.  The third, fourth, and fifth essays deal with the
history of the Bahá’í community in North America.  Although
there is a certain amount of overlap between these three works,
they are complementary.  Peter Smith’s essay surveys the begin-
nings of the Bahá’í Faith in North America during the period
from 1893 to 1917, sketches out its principal features, and gives
a preliminary sociological analysis of the early American Bahá’ís.
William Collins’ essay focuses on one early American Bahá’í
community—Kenosha, Wisconsin.  This community illustrates
the general features of early American Bahá’í history as well as
certain anomalies of its own development.  Loni Bramson-
Lerche’s essay deals with a later period in the history of the
American Bahá’í community, during which the focus of atten-

tion within the community was on the development of its ad-
ministrative system.  This essay concentrates on Shoghi Effendi’s
role in the development of that community.

I would like to thank the authors for their unfailing cooper-
ation during all stages of the preparation of this work.  I also
wish to thank my wife for assistance with the typing necessary
to finalize the manuscript, and Anthony A. Lee of Kalimát Press
for the great deal of kind effort that he has put into the produc-
tion of this book.

M. MOMEN
CAMBRIDGE, ENGLAND
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EARLY SHAYKHÍ REACTIONS
TO THE BÁB AND HIS CLAIMS
by Denis MacEoin

The death of Sayyid Kázim Rashtí in January 1844 precipi-
tated a major internal crisis in the Shaykhí sect.  The sayyid had
been the acknowledged head of the Shaykhís for seventeen
years, and after his death concealed tensions, disagreements,
rivalries, and ambitions within the Shaykhí community were
brought to the surface.

Unlike Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsá’í, who had designated Sayyid
Kázim as his successor, the sayyid left no clear instructions as to
the leadership of the school after him.  Within a very short time
the Shaykhí sect split into several factions, of which the two
largest were that grouped around Sayyid ‘Alí-Muhammad
Shírází, the Báb, on the one hand, and that centered on the
figure of Hájí Mullá Muhammad Karím Khán Kirmání (1810–
1871) on the other.  These factions expressed two diametrically
opposed tendencies inherent in Shaykhism.  The first moved
away from the outward practice of Islam toward a concentra-
tion on the development of its inward (bátiní) realities and,	Comment by .: underdot t
ultimately, of a new revelation following the appearance of the
hidden Imam.  The second emphasized the continuing role of the
Prophet and the Imams, and sought acceptance from the Shí‘í
majority which had formerly excommunicated the founder of
Shaykhism and his successor.

Once these incompatible interpretations of Shaykhí thought
came to be openly expressed, an unrelenting hostility grew up

Based on a paper delivered at the second Seminar on Baha'i Studies, University of Lancaster, April 15–16, 1978.
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between the two parties —a hostility fiercer than any that had
existed previously between Shaykhís and Bálásarís (the Shí‘í
majority).

EVENTS IN KARBALA AFTER THE DEATH OF SAYYID KÁZIM	Comment by .: Karbilá

In order to trace the origins of this split in Shaykhism, let us ex-
amine briefly what occurred on the death of Sayyid Kázim, par-
ticularly with respect to the initial foundation of Babism as a
school of thought within the Shaykhí community.  Unfortun-
ately, our sources with regard to this period are both restricted
and partisan, and it is necessary to do a great deal of reading be-
tween the lines to determine even a rough outline of what oc-
curred.  To make matters worse, a very few of our sources are
strictly contemporary.  The vast majority date from after the
Bábí/Karím Khání division, and many of them from very much
later.

Karím Khán Kirmání himself has stated that Sayyid Kázim
had not indicated a successor, and that on the sayyid’s death a
number of leaders gained a following, while many of his disci-
ples scattered to different places.1  That considerable confusion
existed in the minds of the sayyid’s followers after his death is
also apparent from statements in an Arabic treatise by an early
Bábí of Karbala who had himself been among his disciples.  This	Comment by .: Karbilá
individual (who gives his name somewhat curiously as al-Qatíl
ibn al-Karbalá’í) states that “those among the pupils (al-tulláb)
who were possessed of discernment were confused as to where
they should go and to whom they should cling,”2 and indicates
that he himself did not at first know where to turn.3

According to this source, the pupils went to Mullá Hasan
Gawhar and Mírzá Muhít Kirmání, the most eminent disciples
of the late sayyid then in Karbala, and asked if they had heard
anything from Sayyid Kázim regarding his succession.  The first
said that he had heard nothing.  The second commented that he
had heard something but would not say what it was at that
time, merely instructing his inquirers not to disperse but to re-
main in Karbala.  Mírzá Muhít’s instructions to stay put received
apparent corroboration in what al-Qatíl describes as “a foun-
dationless rumor” which became current at this point, to the

effect that Sayyid Kázim had said “the affair (amr) will be made
manifest a year after me.”  As a result, the sayyid’s disciples
hesitated to leave Karbala for a period of four months (these
would be the months of Muharram, Safar, Rabí‘ I, and Rabí‘ II,
corresponding approximately to February, March, April, and
May) thinking that Muhít might be correct in his claims.  It
would appear, however, that a number of these students
became disillusioned with Mírzá Muhít, rejected him, and dis-
persed from Karbala.4

This version of events is corroborated in its essentials by
Mírzá Husayn Khán Dakhíl, the son of Mullá Husayn Dakhíl, a
Shaykhí who had lived in Karbala with Mullá Husayn Bushrú’í
and later became a Bábí.  Mírzá Husayn Khán writes that “After
the death of the late sayyid, his companions scattered, and from
whomsoever they heard a call, they would go in search of the
sáhib-i amr (‘Bearer of the Cause’).”5  This in its turn corroborates	Comment by .: underdot h
the much later Bahá’í account given by Mullá Muhammad
Zarandí, Nabíl, in his narrative.  Zarandí states that “For a time,
fear and anxiety filled the hearts of Siyyid Kázim’s faithful
disciples,” but he indicates that several of them were aware that
“Siyyid Kázim had bidden them quit their homes, scatter far
and wide, … and dedicate themselves to the quest of Him to
whose advent he had so often alluded.”6  The same source indi-
cates that when Mullá Husayn Bushrú’í returned to Karbala on
1 Muharram 1260/22 January 1844, he met with Mullá Hasan
Gawhar, Mírzá Muhít Kirmání, “and other well-known figures
among the disciples of Siyyid Kázim,” and that these individuals
made various excuses for not leaving Karbala.7

CLAIMS TO LEADERSHIP OF THE SHAYKHÍ .SCHOOL

The first claims to leadership of the Shaykhí community were
made in Karbala.  The main claimants were, in fact, the above-
mentioned Mullá Hasan Gawhar and Mírzá Muhít Kirmání.  Ac-
cording to al-Qatíl ibn al-Karbalá’í, the former claimed
“trusteeship” (wisáya) and the latter “superintendency” (nizára),
but it is not clear whether these claims were made in conjunc-
tion or separately.  Tanakábuní actually states that these two

men were brothers,8 although he seems to be the only source
which links them in this way.

Mullá Hasan had been one of the closest disciples of Sayyid
Kázim.  The Sayyid praised him as “that learned, accomplished,
highly endowed, and sincere man, possessed of a penetrating
understanding and sound opinions,”9 and entrusted him with an
important mission to Sayyid Mahdí Tabátabá’í ‘Abd al-Husayn	Comment by .: underdots T and t
Navá’í speaks of him as acquiring a sufficient following to be
regarded by many as the effective successor of Sayyid Kázim in
Karbala.10  That the Báb himself regarded Mullá Hasan as of
some importance is indicated by a reference in the former’s
Kitáb al-Fihrist, written in Búshihr on 15 Jumádí II 1261/21
June 1845, shortly after his return from pilgrimage to Mecca, in
which a letter to Mullá Hasan is listed as one of his works up to
that date.11  It is of interest to note that evidence exists which
suggests that Mullá Hasan and Karím Khán Kirmání in the
lifetime of Sayyid Kázim had already had a disagreement with
Mullá Yúsuf ‘Alí Ardibílí, who was later to become one of the
Báb’s close disciples.12

Mírzá Muhít, originally known as Mírzá Muhammad
Husayn, was an uncle of Hájí Muhammad Karím Khán
Kirmání, and had been the tutor of Sayyid Kázim’s two sons,
Sayyid Hasan and Sayyid Ahmad.13  He was to meet the Báb in
the course of the latter’s pilgrimage, and was the recipient of his
important early work, the Sahífa Bayna’l-Haramayn.14  Accord-	Comment by .: underdot h
ing to Zarandí, Mírzá Muhít vacillated between allegiance to
Karím Khán Kirmání and a claim to personal leadership of the
Shaykhí community.15

Mullá Hasan and Mírzá Muhít were not, however, the sole	Comment by .: underdot h and t
claimants to leadership in Karbala.  The details are unclear, but
it would appear that, at some juncture, leadership of a section
of the Shaykhí community there fell to one of Sayyid
sons, Sayyid Ahmad.16  Although Sayyid Ahmad’s influence
within the Shaykhí school remained largely restricted to Iraq,
he does seem to have acquired a position of some prestige with
the Shí‘í population as a whole, with some say in the appoint-
ment and dismissal of the Keeper of the Keys to the Shrine of
Husayn in Karbala.17  He eventually met a tragic end.  He was

murdered in an alleyway in Karbala by a group of Arabs on 17
Jumádí I 1295/19 May 1878, ostensibly for religious reasons,
but in all probability as the result of political intrigue.18

It would seem that Sayyid Ahmad took over some part of the
political role of his father, but in the absence of more informa-
tion it is extremely difficult to determine the exact nature of his
succession.  He was himself succeeded by his son Sayyid
who also became involved in political troubles.19  Under the
leadership of Sayyid Ahmad and his son, the Shaykhí commu-
nity of Iraq remained clearly separate from those centered in
Kerman and Tabriz, and has survived, particularly in the Basra
region, to this day.

In Iran, the bid for leadership of the Shaykhí community
came to be centered in three places:  Tabriz, Kerman, and
Shiraz.  In Tabriz, the man who claimed leadership of the
Shaykhís was Mírzá Shafí‘ Thiqat al-Islám Tabrízí, a mujtahid
who had studied under Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kázim in
Karbala.20  Apart from him, there were several other notable
Shaykhís in the city, the most outstanding of whom were Hájí
Mullá Mahmud Nizám al-‘Ulamá and Muhammad Mámaqání
Hujjat al-Islám.  Nizám al-‘Ulamá achieved distinction as tutor
to the then crown prince, Násir al-Dín Mírzá, by virtue of
which position he was later to preside over the examination of
the Báb held in Tabriz in August 1848, and attended by the
prince, leading government officials, religious dignitaries, and
eminent members of the Shaykhí community (including Mírzá
‘Alí-Asghar, the Shaykh al-Islám of the city).21  Mámaqání was
also present at that tribunal, and was later among the ulama
who signed a fatwá for the Báb’s death before his execution in
July 1850.22

Like Nizám al-‘Ulamá, Mámaqání succeeded in making
himself respectable to the Shí‘í community at large, and his
family was to retain for some time a position of considerable im-
portance in Azerbaijan.23  Although incidents between Shaykhís
and Bálásarís took place intermittently in Tabriz (notably a riot
in 1850), it is clear that the Shaykhí notables of that city were
particularly eager to identify themselves with the main body of

Shí‘í Islam.  They emerged as the leading figures in the trial, con-
demnation, and sentencing of the Báb for heresy.  They were
certainly more successful in this rapprochement with orthodoxy
than was their principal rival, Hájí Muhammad Karím Khán
Kirmání.

KARÍM KHÁN KIRMÁNÍ

Since we are concerned in this paper with the response of Karím
Khán Kirmání to the Báb and his claims, it will be useful to give
s0me details at this point about his background and career.
Karím Khán’s father, Ibráhím Khán Zahír al-Dawla, was a
c0usin and son-in-law of Fath-‘Alí Sháh, the second king of the
Qájár dynasty.24  At the beginning of Fath-‘Alí’s reign, Ibráhím
Khán was appointed Governor of Khurasan, being later
transferred to the governorship of Kerman and Baluchistan,25 a
position he held from 1803 until his death in 1824–25.26  Ibráhím
Khán’s relationship with the ruling dynasty was strengthened
by his marriage to Humáyún Sultán Khánum Khánumán,27 the
eldest daughter of Fath-‘Alí Sháh and a sister of Husayn-‘Alí
Mírzá Farmánfarmá and Hasan-‘Alí Mírzá Shujá‘ al-Sultána,
and by the marriage of two of his sons to two other daughters of
the monarch.28  In addition to this, Karím Khán himself was
later married to a daughter of Muhammad-Qulí Mírzá Mulk
Árá, the third son of Fath-‘Alí Sháh.

During the twenty-one-year period he held the governorship
0f Kerman, Ibráhím Khán succeeded in restoring prosperity and
security to a region which had fallen into serious decline follow-
ing the brutal sack of Kerman city in 1794 by Áqá Muhammad
Sháh.  In the course of his term as governor, Ibráhím Khán built
several important buildings, including a madrasih, public bath,
and government palace; restored a number of ruined edifices;
and repaired the local water system.  A deeply religious man, he
showed concern at the absence of religious scholars in the region
following the sack and invited ulama from Arabia, Khurasan,
and Fars to come and live in Kerman.  These included Shaykh
Ni‘mat Alláh al-Bahrání, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Husayn al-Ahsá’í

(who lived at Sírján), and Mullá ‘Alí A‘má.29  He showed par-
ticular favor to Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsá’í whom he met on
several occasions in Yazd during the Shaykh’s residence there.  It
has been suggested that it was through Ibráhím Khán’s influence
that Fath-‘Alí Sháh invited the Shaykh to Tihran in 1808.30

Ibráhím Khán is said to have had forty wives by whom he
had twenty sons and twenty-one daughters.31  The mother of
Karím Khán was a daughter of Mírzá Rahím, the mustawfí of
Tiflis, who gave birth to him on 18 Muharram 1225/23
February 1810.32  It appears to have been his father’s desire that
this son be brought up as a scholar, unlike his other sons, who
were all given administrative posts within the province of Ker-
man.  Shaykhí accounts describe Karím Khán as a remarkable
child who began writing at an early age and showed signs of in-
cipient greatness.

On the death of Ibráhím Khán, the inevitable disagreements
broke out among his sons, but Karím Khán is said to have
avoided becoming involved in this wrangling and continued his
studies and devotions.33  In search of the “perfect Shí‘í,” he
associated with various sects, but was eventually guided to
Sayyid Kázim Rashtí in Karbala.  Despite certain obstacles, he
traveled to Karbala, via Isfahan and Kermanshah (where he met
Shaykh ‘Alí, a son of Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsá’í), and at last met
Sayyid Kázim.  The sayyid is said to have seen great promise in
Karím Khán and accepted him as his pupil.  At one point, it is
recorded Karím Khán offered the sayyid all the property he had
inherited from his father, although the offer was turned down.
A subsequent offer of a one-fifth tax (khums) on his possessions
to be paid to Sayyid Kázim was, however, accepted.34

Karím Khán’s first visit to the sayyid took place in about
1828, when he was eighteen, and was extended into a stay of a
year.  Returning to Kerman, he continued his studies and gave
classes to others for a time, before leaving once more—this time
accompanied by his wife—for Karbala.  He now became a close
disciple of Sayyid Kázim.  He received considerable praise from
his teacher and made marked progress under his instruction.
After some time, however, the sayyid instructed Karím Khán to
return to Kerman in order to instruct the people there, not

impossibly out of fear that his continued association with an
influential member of the Qájár family might excite suspicions
concerning his own political motives.  At about this time, Karím
Khán married his half cousin, one of the twenty-three daughters
of Muhammad-Qulí Mírzá Mulk Árá.  In Kerman, he continued
to correspond with Sayyid Kázim, whose regard for him is ap-
parent from numerous letters.  Among these is a brief letter in
which the sayyid writes, speaking of Karím Khán, “his decree is
to be obeyed and whatever he prefers is to be done; to reject him
is to reject God, the Prophet, and the blessed Imams.”35

On the death of Sayyid Kázim, Karím Khán, then aged about
thirty-four, began to claim for himself the position of leader of
the Shaykhí community.  Within a short time he was able to
draw to himself the majority of the Iranian and a number of the
Arab Shaykhís who had not become Bábís.  In general, those
Shaykhís who became followers of the Báb for a time, only to
abandon him at a later stage in the development of his doc-
trines, tended to turn to Karím Khán as an alternative.  By the
end of his life, Karím Khán had so consolidated his position as
head of the sect that the succession, after a brief dispute, passed
to his second son Hájí Muhammad Khán (1263/1846–1324/
1906), and from him to his brother Hájí Zayn al-‘Ábidín Khán
(1276/1859–1360/1942), from him to his son Shaykh Abu’l-
Qásim Khán Ibráhími, Sarkar Áqá (1314/1896-1389/1969), and
from him to his son, the present head of the school, ‘Abd al-
Ridá Khán Ibráhími, Sarkar Áqá.

Our sources do not make clear the details of how Karím Khán
established his position as head of the Shaykhí community at
Kerman.  However, a careful examination of what evidence
there is suggests that, rather than making any overt claim to
leadership, he simply attracted a following by emerging as the
chief representative of certain views and tendencies which
appealed to a large section of the school.  His prodigious output
of works on numerous topics and the comparative simplicity of
most of his Persian writings ensured the rapid spread of his fame
and a wide popularity.  The emergence of the Báb proved to be
of particular help to him in consolidating his influence with that
section of the Shaykhí school to which he made his strongest

appeal.  It gave him an opportunity to make clear his position on
the important question of the relationship of Shaykhism to
Shiism as a whole, and to define his attitude toward what he	Comment by .: Shi’ism
regarded as heterodox Shaykhí views.  While conserving the
identity of the school, Karím Khán and his successors strove to
integrate it as far as possible into the orthodox community,
largely by playing down those elements in the original Shaykhí
teaching which clashed most forcibly with traditional or existing
views, and by emphasizing those aspects which asserted their
similarity with accepted Shí‘i beliefs.

This emphasis can be seen throughout the works of Karím
Khán, but we may use as an example section 17 of his Risálay-i
Sí Fasl, written in 1269/1853.  This section was written in reply	Comment by .: underdot s
to the request to “provide an explanation of the beliefs of
Shaykhism,” and begins with the words:  “If you should wish for
a brief reply, our beliefs are the beliefs of all Twelver Shí‘ís;
whatever the Shí‘ís agree upon in respect of the principles of
religion, we confess the same, and whatever they reject, we also
reject.  We regard the consensus (ijmá‘) of the Shí‘ís on the bases
(usúl) and subsidiaries (furú‘) of faith as evident and proven.”
The rest of the section is a summary of standard Shí‘í beliefs on
God, the Prophet, and the Imams.36

This trend towards orthodoxy was given an added impetus
by the emergence of the Báb as an identifiable and vulnerable
target for the concerted attacks of conventional Shí‘ís and
Shaykhís alike.  The fact that the Báb and all his principal fol-
lowers had been students of Sayyid Kázim, coupled with the
veneration given by the Bábís to Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid
Kázim as precursors of their movement, or as “the two preced-
ing Bábs,” placed the remaining Shaykhís in serious danger of
being too closely linked with Babism in the minds of the public	Comment by .: Bábí Faith or Babi’ism
and the ulama.  At first, this simply meant the continuation of
the ostracism of the Shaykhí school by many of the orthodox
community.  But before long, it began to carry the risk of physi-
cal persecution as the Bábís resorted to arms and became the ob-
jects of concerted attacks from government and people.  In order
to offset the unwelcome implications of their mutual origin, cer-
tain Shaykhí ulama, as we have seen, proved eager to take a

leading role in the theological, judicial, and even physical attack
on the Bábís.

For Karím Khán, the emergence of such a target proved the
key to establishment of his own role as the defender of Shaykhí
doctrine against the “heretical views” of the Bábí Shaykhís, and
as the leader of the rapprochement with orthodoxy.  Such a role
made him a clear focus for the less radical element in the school.
His attack on the Báb, carried out from the pulpit and by
writing and disseminating four extended refutations, had the
virtue of being on the one hand negative in its uncompromising
rejection of Babism as an innovation (bid‘a) essentially uncon-
nected with Shaykhism, and, on the other, positive in its con-
solidation of the orthodox Shí‘í position which he strove to
adopt for the school.  It is worth noting that, in all four refuta-
tions, and particularly in the earliest, Izháq al-Bátil, consider-	Comment by .: underdot t
ably more space is devoted to argument in favor of orthodox
doctrine than to condemnation of Bábí belief.

CIRCUMSTANCES PRECEDING THE BÁB’S CLAIM .

In order to understand the nature of Karím Khán’s refutation of
the Báb), however, it will first be necessary to take a fresh look,
albeit a brief one, at certain major developments in the first year
or so of the Bábí movement.  We have seen that, for a period of
some four months after the death of Sayyid Kázim, the Shaykhí
community of Karbala found itself unable to initiate any
positive action to determine the succession to its late head.
Then, as al-Qatíl ibn al-Karbalá’í states, a break with Mírzá
Muhít Kirmání occurred and people began to disperse.  This
dispersal may well have been initiated, and was certainly led, by
a young Shaykhí of about thirty-one, Mullá Husayn Bushrú’í,
who had returned to Karbala shortly after the sayyid’s death,
after an absence of some three years.  During that period, he had
traveled to Isfahan and Mashhad at the request of Sayyid
Kázim, in order to clarify the Shaykhí position to Sayyid
Muhammad Báqir Shaftí and Hájí Mírzá ‘Askarí, the then Imám
Jum‘a of Mashhad.37

Mullá Husayn appears to have been one of a number of
Shaykhís who believed that Sayyid Kázim had given indications
that the advent of the hidden Imam and the era of the “inner-
most reality” (bátin al-bátin) was imminent.  This is not to sug-
gest that they expected the Imam himself to be made known on
the death of Sayyid Kázim, but that they did believe the first
signs of his appearance and the events preparatory to it would
shortly appear.  One of the earliest sources indicating that such
an expectation was current, at least among the Shaykhí popula-
tion of Karbala, is the treatise by al-Qatíl ibn al-Karbalá’í re-
ferred to above.  This writer lays stress on the fact that Sayyid
Kázim constantly alluded to “a cause” (amr) which would
appear on his death, and leaves no doubt that a sizeable section
of the Shaykhí community hoped for the beginning of the end,
as it were.

Corroboration that a considerable measure of muted messi-
anic expectation was current among the Shaykhís of Karbala at
this period may be found in a letter written by Qurrat al-‘Ayn in
1261/1845 (about the same time as al-Qatíl ibn al-Karbalá’í’s
treatise) in which she quotes Sayyid Kázim as having spoken
thus near his death:  “O people!  My passing is near, but you
have not understood what I have been saying to you, nor have
you comprehended my purposes.  After me there shall appear a
great cause and a severe test, and you shall fall into disagree-
ments with one another.  We have been but as a herald
(mubashshir) for that great cause.”38

Again, she mentions how someone once asked the sayyid “O
Lord, who shall be the bearer of the cause after you?”  He
replied, “God hath with Him a cause which He shall bring to
maturity.”  Since this last statement was what ‘Alí al-Sámirí, the
last of the four gates who had followed the twelfth Imam, had
said when asked “Who shall be the Báb after you?”, people
thought that the cause to which Sayyid Kázim alluded was
similar to that of the four gates during the period of the lesser
occultation of the hidden Imam.  But Sayyid Kázim clearly
stated “Our cause is not like that of the gates.”39  The appearance
of the Báb clearly represented for many a distinct break with the

charismatic modes of Shaykhism, and a thrust in a new direc-
tion.  It was to be the beginning of a new phase in history, the
beginning of the last days leading up to the appearance and
triumph of the promised Imam.

Later Bábí and Bahá’í sources have telescoped matters by stat-
ing that the predictions of Sayyid Kázim led directly to the
recognition of the promised Imam in the person of Sayyid
‘Alí-Muhammad Shírází, only months after the death of Sayyid
Kázim.  In fact, the Báb did not claim to be the return of the hid-
den Imam until the period of his imprisonment in Mákú in
1847–48.  Those Shaykhís who met him Shiraz in May 1844 and
shortly after, accepted him as the representative (ná’ib) or gate
(báb) of the Imam, who would make things ready for the
Imam’s appearance once the world was ready.

Letters from a number of early Bábís who had been Shaykhís,
including al-Qatíl ibn al-Karbalá’í, make it clear that the accep-
tance of Sayyid ‘Alí-Muhammad as the Báb was facilitated by
prior recognition on the part of certain Shaykhís at least of
Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsá’í and Sayyid Kázim Rashtí as “the two
previous gates,” or as “the Shaykh and Báb” (al-Shaykh al-Báb)
and the Sayyid and Báb” (al-Sayyid al-Báb),40 or as the first
Báb” and “the second Báb.”41  A later Bábí work, the so-called
Nuqtat al-Káf, probably written in the early 1850s, similarly
refers to Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kázim as “those two
mighty Bábs.”42  The Báb himself speaks of Sayyid Kázim as “the
previous gate of God” on more than one occasion.43  This is not,
of course, evidence that Sayyid Kázim, for example, was
spoken of as “Báb” in his lifetime, but it does demonstrate that
reference to him as such was perfectly acceptable to a group of
his followers within a short time of his death, even if only as the
confirmation of an unvoiced conviction.

We shall return shortly to the question of the Báb’s initial
claims, but first it will be useful to fill in the details of how he
came to make them.  Mullá Husayn Bushrú’í and a number of
other Shaykhís, after consultation as to the wishes of Sayyid
Kázim, retired to the Masjid al-Walí, a mosque in Kúfa, to
engage in seclusion (i‘tikáf) for the standard forty-day period

(arba‘ín) common among sufis and others.  Nabíl-i Zarandí,
writing long after these events, appears to limit the number par-
ticipating in the retreat to those who were later to become the
Báb’s first disciples.  He thereby gives the impression that a sim-
ple division occurred between those who set out in search of a
successor to Sayyid Kázim and by virtue of that search alone
discovered the Báb, and those who were prepared to wait for
developments.  Actually, quite a large number appear to have
been engaged in seclusion.  Mírzá Husayn Hamadání, the author
of the Táríkh-i Jadíd, relates that he was present at the retreat in
the mosque at Kúfa (obviously a fiction of convenience on his
part) and that he saw there, apart from several of those who
later became disciples of the Báb, a Mírzá ‘Abd al-Hádí, a Mullá
Bashír, and “many other learned and devout men who had
retired into seculsion.”44  Fádil Mázandarání mentions Hájí
Sayyid Khalíl Madá’iní, a tribal leader who had studied under
Sayyid Kázim, as also being present .45

After the celebration of the birth of the Prophet on 12 Rabí‘ I/
1 April, Mullá Husayn Bushrú’í left Kúfa with his brother and
cousin, heading for Kerman with the intention of meeting and
consulting there with Muhammad Karím Khán.  That this was
his aim at this point is confirmed by Shaykh Muhammad Taqí
Hashtrúdí, an early Bábí from the Shaykhí school, in his
Abwáb al-Hudá, where he quotes Mullá Husayn as having thus
described his objectives to him in person.46

Further corroboration for this is to be found in an untitled
manuscript history of the period by Ahmad ibn Abu’l-Hasan
Sharaf Shírází.  This author quotes a Bábí who had accom-
panied Mullá Husayn to Shiraz as follows:  “He [Mullá Husayn],
thereupon prepared to go to Shiraz, and used to tell me, en
route:  ‘It has not been determined where I am to go; but I
believe that I may go to Kerman and see Hájí Muhammad
Karím Khán, as it may be that the sayyid [Sayyid Kázim] meant
that I should enter the service of the Imam through him.’  In this
belief we came to Shiraz.”47

The route taken by Mullá Husayn and his companions
passed, however, through Búshihr and Shiraz, where it would	Comment by .: An example where one place name is transliterated, and the other not.

seem that they sought out Sayyid ‘Alí-Muhammad Shírází.  Ac-
cording to one account, Mullá Husayn told Mírzá ‘Abd al-
Wahháb Khurásání that “since the Seyyid ‘Alí Muhammad had
honoured me with his friendship during a journey which we
made together to the Holy Shrines [of Karbala and Najaf], I at
once on reaching Shiraz sought out his abode.”48  Other sources
confirm that Mullá Husayn had at least seen the Báb during the
latter’s stay in Karbala in 1841, probably shortly before the
former’s departure for Isfahan.49

THE BÁB AT KARBALA

The Báb had lived for some seven months in Karbala, from the
spring to the autumn of 1841, following a period of several
years spent in the trading port of Búshihr.  Influenced, no doubt,
by the fact that his uncles and relatives “were among the lovers
and admirers of Shaykh Ahmad and Siyyid Kázim,”50 he at-
tended the classes of the sayyid, and seems to have been re-
ceived by him on a number of occasions with considerable
attention.

H. M. Balyuzi has noted that “these occasional visits did not
and could not make Him a pupil or disciple of Siyyid Kázim.”51
While this is certainly correct in the sense that the Báb never
completed a full course of studies on the basis of which he might
have been given an ijáza by the sayyid or other mujtahids, it is
misleading in terms of the Báb’s own attitude toward Sayyid
Kázim.  In the Risálay-i Sulúk, one of the Báb’s earliest works,
written in the lifetime of the sayyid, he speaks of him as
“my lord, support, and teacher” (sayyidí wa mu‘tamadí wa
mu‘allimí),52 while he refers to himself in an early prayer as hav-
ing been “one of the companions of Kázim, may my spirit be his
sacrifice.”53  Similar references can be found in numerous other
early letters of the Báb.54

Several sources indicate that, in the course of his stay in
Karbala, and, particularly his visits to Sayyid Kázim, the Báb
became acquainted with, and attracted a certain amount of at-
tention from, a number of Shaykhís, many of whom later

became his followers.55  These individuals included Mullá Sádiq
Khurásání, Shaykh Hasan Zunúzí, Mullá Ahmad Mu’allim
Hisárí, Sayyid Jawád Karbalá’í, Mírzá Muhammad Rawda-	Comment by .: underdot H	Comment by .: underdot d
Khwán Yazdí (a future “Letter of the Living”), Mírzá
Muhammad-‘Alí Nahrí, Mírzá Hádí Nahrí, and Mullá Ja‘far
Qazvíní.  Mullá Husayn Dakhílí, the son of Mullá Husayn
Dakhíl Marághi’í, states in an unfinished manuscript that his
father met the Báb with Sayyid Kázim, and that a group of
mutual friends used to talk about him before the sayyid’s death.
This group included Mullá Ahmad Ibdál Marághi’í (another
future “Letter of the Living”), Áqá Muhammad Hasan,
Muhammad-Husayn Ughlí Marághi’í (Khála), and Mullá ‘Alí
Ardibílí.56 That the B6.b had met and served Sayyid Kázim and
was held in respect while in Karbala is admitted by Karím Khán
in his first attack on him, Izháq al-Bátil, although he points out	Comment by .: underdot t
that he himself never met him.57

THE BÁB’S EARLIEST CLAIM

Sayyid ‘Alí-Muhammad’s first claim to be the “Báb” was made,
according to his own statement in the Persian Bayán, to Mullá
Husayn Bushrú’í on the evening of 22 May 1844.58  Some three
weeks before that, on 4 May, another group of Shaykhís set off
from Karbala for Shiraz, traveling by sea according to al-Qatíl
ibn al-Karbalá’í.59  The same source states that this group con-
sisted of seven individuals, namely, Mullá ‘Alí Bastámí, Mullá
‘Abd al-Jalíl (Urúmí), Mírzá Muhammad-‘Alí Qazvíní, Mullá
Hasan Bajistání, Mullá Ahmad (Ibdál) Marághi’í, Mullá
Mahmud Khú’í and Mullá Muhammad Míyámí.60  Zarandí,
however, in writing of what must be the same group, omits this
last name and adds another seven, bringing the total to
thirteen.61

This group of thirteen met the Báb individually and accepted
his claims, being numbered by him among the “Letters of the
Living” (hurúf-i hayy), apparently identical with the group re-	Comment by .: underdots h and h
ferred to elsewhere as “forerunners” (sábiqún).  It included
Mullá Muhammad-‘Alí Qazvíní and his brother Mírzá Hádí, the
first of whom was the brother-in-law of Fátima Khánum

Baraghání (Táhirih), named Qurrat al-‘Ayn by Sayyid Kázim
Rashtí.  This woman had won a reputation as an outstanding
and radical Shaykhí scholar (‘álima) and was to become a center
for endless controversy following her acceptance of the Báb.  On
the recommendation of her brother-in-law, she was included by
the Báb in his list of “Letters of the Living”, although then living
in Qazvín.  The last member of the group was a young student
from Mázandarán who had, it seems, also been engaged in	Comment by .: Two instances of place names with acute accents!
seclusion at the mosque at Kúfa, but had traveled independently
to Shiraz.  Mullá Muhammad-‘Alí Bárfurúshí, later known as
Quddús, became a close favorite of the Báb and eventually led
the Bábí rising in his native province in 1848.  By the time of his
arrival in Shiraz, Muhammad-Hasan and Muhammad-Báqir,
the brother and cousin of Mullá Husayn Bushrú’í, had also
joined the ranks of the Báb’s earliest disciples.

Before proceeding to describe how this group spread the
claims of the Báb to their fellow Shaykhís, it will be useful to
devote a few paragraphs to a discussion of what those claims
were.  Bahá’í sources have tended to attribute the Báb’s later,
more developed claims retrospectively to the initial period of his
ministry, resulting in a serious distortion of the pattern in which
the Báb’s thought developed.  The nature of the Báb’s earliest
claims is indicated in various ways in several passages of his
writings from the first two years of his career.

In an early prayer, he writes that he is the “bearer” of knowl-
edge like Sayyid Kázim, and that, if God were to reveal another
cause, this would be a great comfort; otherwise, he says, he has
not claimed anything and does not state that he is the “bearer”
0f any cause other than that to which he referred.62  In the same
prayer, he goes on to say that the days of “his Proof” (hujja) are	Comment by .: underdot h
drawing near—an indication that the hidden Imam was ex-
pected to appear soon.  Similar references to the imminent
appearance of the Imam may also be found in the Qayyúm al-
Asmá.  As we shall see shortly, intense messianic expectation
came to characterize much Bábí propaganda in the first year or
so after the Báb’s initial declaration.

On the opening page of the Qayyúm al-Asmá, the Báb writes:
“God hath decreed that this book be sent down in interpretation

of the Sura of Joseph, from Muhammad ibn Hasan ibn ‘Alí ibn
Muhammad ibn ‘Alí ibn Músá ibn Ja‘far ibn Muhammad ibn
‘Alí ibn Husayn ibn ‘Alí ibn Abí Tálib [i.e., from the twelfth
Imam, the promised Qá’im] to his servant that it may be the
Proof of God revealed from the Remembrance [al-Dhikr, a title
widely used by the Báb at this time] unto all mankind.”63  Simi-
larly, in the opening passage of the Sahífa Makhzúna, he writes:
“This is the mighty, hidden book which God hath sent down
upon His Proof, Muhammad ibn Hasan [i.e., the twelfth
Imam].  The Baqíyyat Alláh, Lord of the Age [titles of the
twelfth Imam], hath in his turn delivered it to his Gate (Báb),
the Remembrance, that it may be the clear proof of God from
the Remembrance unto all the worlds.”64  In his slightly later
Sahífay-i ‘Adlíyya, written during his stay in Shiraz following
his pilgrimage, the Báb writes:  “Out of his bounty, the Hidden
Imam, may God hasten his advent, hath chosen one of his ser-
vants from among the peoples of Iran, and the descendants of
the Prophet, in order to protect the Faith of God.”65

When, at a later date, the Báb actually claimed to be the
Hidden Imam, he did not seek to conceal the nature of his
earlier claims.  This is evidenced by the Dalá’il-i Sab‘a, written in
prison in Azerbaijan:

“Consider the grace of the Promised One in so extending his mercy
to the people of Islam that he might bring them salvation, how he
whose station is that of the first of all created things and the manifes-
tation of the verse ‘Verily, I am God,’ revealed himself as the Báb of
the Qá’im of the family of Muhammad, and in his first book com-
manded observance of the laws of the Qur’án so that men might not
be disturbed by a new Book and a new Cause.”66

Mírzá Muhammad-‘Alí Zunúzí (who was executed with the
Báb in 1850), writes in a dialogue between himself and a
Shaykhí scholar that “people in the beginning believed the Báb
was sent by the Hidden Imam,” and goes on to state that, at the
start of his career, the Báb maintained that his words were
below those of the Imam, although greater in rank than those of
Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsá’í or Sayyid Kázim Rashtí, making

himself out to be an interpreter of the Qur’án, while his fol-
lowers faithfully observed the Islamic law.67  This is largely
borne out by statements of the Báb himself in his Sahífay-i
‘Adlíyya, where he writes:  The meaning and form of expres-
sion of all the verses which God hath caused to flow from my
tongue are as utter nothingness when compared with a single
letter of the Book of God [Qur’án] or the words of the people of
the House of Purity [the Imams],” and again, “the words that
have flowed forth from my tongue and pen, and those which
will, by God’s permission, flow therefrom in the future, can
never equal a single letter of the prayers of the People of Purity
[the Imams], for they dwell in the substance of the Will of God
while all others are subject to the influence of their actions.”68

As stated above in some of the passages quoted, at this stage
the Báb did not seek to abrogate the Qur’án or the Islamic legal
system (sharí‘a).  In the Sahífay-i ‘Adlíyya, he makes this point
explicit when he writes:  “Since there can be no change decreed
f0r [the Faith of God], this blessed sharí‘a shall never be abro-
gated.  Nay, ‘that which Muhammad hath declared lawful shall
remain lawful to the Day of Resurrection, and that which he
hath declared unlawful shall remain unlawful until the Day of
Resurrection.’”69  Similarly, in an early letter to Qurrat al-‘Ayn,
noted for her eagerness to abolish the Islamic code, he writes:
“Be thou assured that all the externals of the sharí‘a are ob-
served.  Whoever neglects the least of its laws it shall be as if he
has neglected all of them.”70  In a letter written as late as his stay
in Isfahan, he maintains that “I have not instructed anyone save
[to observe] the laws of the Qur’án.”71

His first group of seventeen disciples remained for a short
time with the Báb, being instructed by him and making copies
of his earliest writings, including the commentary on the Súrat
al-Baqara, the Qayyúm al-Asmá, the Sahífay-i Makhzúna, and
a zíyárat-náma for the Imam ‘Alí.  They then dispersed from
Shiraz, traveling to different parts of Iran, and beyond, in order
to acquaint people in those regions with the claims of the Báb.
Through these “forerunners” and the men they met and con-
verted, the claims of the new teacher were rapidly made known,
principally to the Shaykhí communities in the areas they

visited.  Mullá Yúsuf Ardibílí succeeded in converting most or
all of the large Shaykhí population of Mílán in Azerbaijan.72
Mullá Ahmad Ibdál Marághi’í acquainted Mullá Husayn Dakhíl
Marághi’í with the claims of the Báb.  The latter in turn traveled
to Shiraz, only to find that the Báb had gone to Arabia on
pilgrimage.  Returning to Marágha, he made a point of telling
the Shaykhís in every town and village he passed through of the
appearance of the Báb, and succeeded in converting most of the
Shaykhís in Marágha itself.73  Mullá Jalíl Urúmí was instructed
to go to Qazvín, where he married and stayed for some three
years teaching Babism.  His converts were mainly Shaykhís from
the town.74

In this way, a growing section of the Shaykhí school followed
the Báb in the period of his earliest claims, even though, as hap-
pened in Marágha for example, many of these abandoned him
some three years later when he assumed the station of Qá’im
and formally abrogated the Islamic law.  The unity of
Shaykhism was irretrievably shattered, and a core of convinced
Bábís was created, wholeheartedly prepared to put into practice
the radical changes implicit in the Báb’s later claims.

THE IMPACT OF THE BÁB’S CLAIM IN KARBALA

The most shattering impact made by the dissemination of Bábí
propaganda on the Shaykhí world occurred at the heart of that
world, in Karbala.  Al-Qatíl ibn al-Karbalá’í states that Mullá
‘Alí Bastámí and his companions returned to Karbala on 11
August, and proceeded to teach what they were permitted of
the Báb’s claims.75  Other sources, however, suggest that Mullá
‘Alí, possibly accompanied by one or two others of the “Letters
of the Living”, reached there about October.76

Mullá ‘Alí first went to Najaf, where he presented a letter
from the Báb to Shaykh Muhammad Hasan Ra’ís al-‘Ulamá, the
leading Shí‘í divine of that period.77

It is not difficult to understand the Báb’s reasons for writing
to Ra’ís al-‘Ulamá.  He was the sole marja‘ al-taqlíd for the Per-
sian Shí‘ís at the shrines in Iraq, and, therefore, for the whole of
Iran.  He stands midway between the widely recognized leaders

of the immediate past, such as Áqá Muhammad-Báqir Bihbihání,
Sayyid Muhammad-Mahdí Tabátabá’í Bahr al-‘Ulúm, Shaykh
Ja‘far Najafí, Shaykh Muhammad-Báqir Shaftí, Shaykh Ahmad
al-Ahmad al-Ahsá’í, and others, and his own outstanding pupil,
Shaykh Murtadá Ansárí, who was to become the first mujtahid
to be recognized as marja‘ for the entire Shí‘í world.  In Shaykh
Muhammad-Hasan’s violent rejection of the claims of the Báb
we can see, not so much the ages-old response of a firmly en-
trenched and rigid system of orthodoxy to new and disturbing
ideas, but rather a defensive action on the part of the leading
representative of the mujtahid class (then on the verge of almost
universal supremacy within Twelver Shiism) against a claim to
even more far-reaching and direct authority—a claim which
threatened to supplant the entire ecclesiastical structure of Shí‘ih
Islam.78

Significantly, Nabíl indicates that there were Shaykhís among
the followers of Shaykh Muhammad-Hasan, and that they
joined with the non-Shaykhí ulama in condemning Mullá ‘Alí as
a heretic and expelling him from Najaf.79  If this is so, it shows
clearly how, from the beginning, the Báb’s claims served as a
means of unifying the interests of Shaykhís and Bálásarís by
providing a target which both could condemn as heretical.

Despite this initial rebuff, Mullá ‘Alí’s teaching among the
Shaykhís in Karbala and, later, from prison in Baghdad, was
highly successful and resulted in large numbers of converts.
These included Shaykh Muhammad Shibl al-Baghdádí, who
had been Sayyid Kázim’s representative in Baghdad; Shaykh
Bashír al-Najafí, a mujtahid of seventy-five; Shaykh Sultán
Karbilá’í; and Shaykh Sálih Karími.80  He also appears to have	Comment by .: underdots S and h
met and conversed with Qurrat al-‘Ayn, who had recently
arrived in Karbala from Qazvin.

After Mullá ‘Alí’s trial in January 1845, and his removal from
Baghdad to Istanbul some months later, the core of Shaykhí
Bábís he left behind continued to win others over to the side of
the Báb, effecting a permanent breach in the Shaykhí commu-
nity of Iraq.  During his stay there, Mullá ‘Alí had, in fact,
created something of a chiliastic fervor among the Shaykhís of
the region.

There had already existed a sense of messianic expectation in
Karbala and Baghdad, notably among the Shaykhí community
there.  According to al-Qatíl ibn al-Karbalá’í, those who had ac-
cepted the Báb’s cause without, at that time, knowing anything
of his identity, expected that “the cause would be revealed to
them and the veil lifted from them, so that the secret might con-
quer them in the year 1261.”81  The same writer, who was pres-
ent in Karbala at this period, indicates that a considerable sense
of expectancy centered on the year 1261.  He cites Hájí Mullá
Ja‘far Kirmánsháhí as saying that he was with Shaykh Ahmad
during the latter’s preparation for his last journey to Mecca, in
1826.  Some people asked the Shaykh concerning the signs of the
appearance of the Imam, and he merely replied “Sixty-one.”82

According to al-Karbalá’í, some Jews in Karbala referred to
the appearance of the Báb’s cause as being “what we awaited in
the month of Rabí‘ I of the year ‘61,” while many sufis, particu-
larly those of the Sháh Ni‘matu’lláhí order, were expecting the
Imam to appear—al-Karbalá’í had heard twenty-five years pre-
viously certain prophecies from them referring to the year ‘61.84
Everyone, he writes, expected the promised one to appear from
his own group, and he specifically mentions here the sufis,
Bálásarís, Ismá‘ílís, other Shí‘ís (presumably those not opposed
to Shaykhism), and even Sunnís.85  How widespread this sense
of expectancy really was outside the circles of the Shaykhí
school (and even within those circles) is extremely difficult to
say, but there is evidence that it was not restricted to that
school.

The purpose of the Qayyúm al-Asmá, one of the works of the
Báb brought by Mullá ‘Alí to the shrines, was, in the words of
Major Rawlinson, the British political agent in Baghdad, “to
prepare the Mohammedan world for the immediate manifesta-
tion of the Imam, and to identify the individual to whom the
emendations of the text [ of what was regarded as a corrupted
copy of the Qur’án] were declared to have been revealed, as his
inspired and true precursor.”86  Mullá ‘Alí’s arrest and trial did
little to calm the growing unrest and messianic expectation; in
his account of the trial, Rawlinson writes:  “I understand that
considerable uneasiness is beginning to display itself at Kerbela

and Nejef, in regard to the expected manifestation of the Imam,
and I am apprehensive that the measures now in progress will
rather increase than allay the excitement.”87

The excitement which this activity aroused was further inten-
sified by the arrival of news that the Báb, on leaving for pilgrim-
age to Mecca in September 1844, had said that he would reveal
his Cause in Mecca, enter Karbala, and fulfill the prophecies.  In
various letters, he called on his followers to gather together in
Karbala, in order to aid the Qá’im when he appeared.88  Large
numbers of Bábís headed for Karbala to await the Báb’s arrival,
many of them, it would appear, preparing to fight a jihád in the
company of the Imam.89  As we shall see, the Báb’s action in thus
assembling his followers in anticipation of an uprising (khurúj,
literally, “coming forth”) was to be included by Karím Khán
Kirmání as a major piece of evidence against the Báb.  In reality,
however, nothing came of the Báb’s plans to join his followers
at Karbala, whatever the true intention of such a gathering may
have been.  Sailing from Jidda on 4 March 1845, the Báb arrived
in Búshihr on 15 May.90  Shortly after his arrival there, he sent a
letter to Karbala, probably via Hájí Sayyid Jawád Isfahání, tell-
ing his disciples there that it had proved necessary to alter his
plans and return directly to Iran, and that they should pro-
ceed to Isfahan, remaining there until they received further
instructions.91

This change of plans precipitated a serious breach among the
Bábís in Karbala, causing large numbers to abandon the Báb.
According to al-Qatíl ibn al-Karbalá’í, “only a tiny band” re-
mained after this incident and the arrest, a couple of months
later, of Mullá Sádiq Khurásání and others in Shiraz.92  This
small group regarded the change in intentions as the interposi-
tion of badá’ (alteration of the divine will) and was, if anything,
reinforced in its allegiance.  The Báb himself appears to have in-
dicated that, because of opposition to his Cause and attacks on
his messengers, God had become angry with men and decreed a
postponement of five years in which they might increase in sin
and His proclamation to them be completed.93  In effect, the
proclamation of Qá’im-hood and resurrection (qá’imíyya and
qíyáma) was postponed until the fifth year of the Báb’s career.

With the arrival of the Báb in Shiraz in early July 1845, it
became possible for those who remained faithful to him in
Karbala either to travel to meet him in person or to receive news
of him firsthand from those who returned from that city.  A con-
siderable movement between Karbala and Shiraz began, as a
result of which the Báb’s now precarious position was again
strengthened and his authority extended over what was by now
developing into a more consciously radical group of Shaykhís
under the leadership of Qurrat al-‘Ayn in Karbala.

Mírzá Hádí Nahrí and his brother Mírzá Muhammad-‘Alí
Nahrí, who had frequently met the Báb in Karbala, had already
gone to Shiraz while the Báb was in Arabia, the former return-
ing to Karbala, where he doubtless brought further information
about Sayyid ‘Alí-Muhammad to his companions there.94  Other
Shaykhís traveled between the two towns, among them Shaykh
Sálih Karímí, a convert of Mullá ‘Alí Bastámí; Shaykh Sultán
Karbalá’í; Shaykh Hasan Zunúzí; Sayyid Jawád Karbalá’í; and
Áqá Sayyid ‘Abd al-Hádí Qazvíní, later the husband of a niece
of Qurrat al-‘Ayn.95  Through these and other individuals,
various books and letters of the Báb reached Karbala and were
circulated in the region.  Works such as the Qayyúm al-Asmá,
Sahífay-i Makhzúna, Sahífay-i A‘mál al-Sana, the commentary
on the Hádíth al-Járíyya, and other minor writings became well
known and served as the basis for propaganda and polemic,
both with respect to the unconvinced among the Shaykhí
population at large, and within the ranks of the Bábí commu-
nity itself.96

MULLÁ JAWÁD WILYÁNÍ

Of considerable importance for the future relationship between
the Shaykhí and Bábí movements was the arrival in Shiraz of
Mullá Jawád Wilyání, a former Shaykhí of Qazvin who had
lived for a short time in Karbala.  Mullá Jawád was a maternal
cousin of Qurratu’l-‘Ayn, who was by now the leading figure
among the Bábís of Karbala, and had been responsible for intro-
ducing her to Shaykhí doctrine at an early age.  One of the first
in Qazvin to acknowledge the Báb as the new Shaykhí leader,
he had been one of those awaiting the Báb’s arrival in Karbala.

Disappointed by the Báb’s failure to appear, he traveled to
Shiraz with a group of fellow Shaykhís, including Mullá ‘Abd
al-‘Alí Harátí and Mírzá Ibráhím Shírází.  Within a short time
after their arrival in Shiraz, Mullá Jawád and his two com-
panions came into conflict with the Báb and his other followers
there, including Mullá Husayn Bushrú’í.  Serious disagreements
seem to have occurred, in the course of which these three men
were expelled from the community of believers.97

The expelled companions allied themselves in some sense
with the Báb’s enemies in the city.  (Mullá Jawád seems to have
distributed some of the Báb’s writings for the use of his op-
ponents as evidence of heresy.)  This schism appears to have led
to the outbreak of disturbances of some kind between Bábís and
non-Bábís, resulting in the expulsion from Shiraz of Mullá
Jawád and his companions by the civil authorities.  Why these
men rather than the Báb’s other newly arrived disciples, should
have been expelled is a matter for speculation.

Having by now rejected the Báb as a legitimate successor to
Sayyid Kázim, Mullá Jawád and his fellow apostates made for
Kerman, where they joined forces with Karím Khán.  In Kerman,
Mullá Jawád appears to have adopted the role of spokesman for
Karím Khán, and to have written letters in support of his claims
t0 various individuals, as is indicated by al-Qatíl ibn al-Karbalá’í,
who refers to Mullá Jawád as “the herald” (munád) of Karím
Khán.98  The defection of three followers of the Báb, and the
transfer of their allegiance to himself, was without doubt a
valuable factor in enhancing Karím Khán’s reputation at this
critical juncture.  Undoubtedly, these men were able to supply
Karím Khán with much of the fresh information which he incor-
porated into his second and third attacks on the Báb—Tír-i
Shiháb (1846) and al-Shiháb al-Thaqíb (January 1849).  Two un-
titled treatises in refutation of the Báb were, in fact, written by
Karím Khán in direct reply to questions from Mullá Jawád.99
The latter returned after some time to Qazvin, where he is
reported to have himself written a refutation of the Báb, the text
of which does not appear to be extant.100

The Báb, for his part, regarded this act of apostasy on the
part of Mullá Jawád, Mullá ‘Abd al-‘Alí, and Mírzá Ibráhím, as
a serious calamity.  He wrote at length, and in very strong terms,

deprecating their actions.  In a letter written in Shiraz, probably
not long after these events, the Báb states that “the worst thing
which has befallen me is the action of Khuwár al-Wilyání [i.e.,
Mullá Jawád] in his injustice to me; at the time when I was writ-
ing the decree of his expulsion, it was as if I heard one calling
within my heart, ‘Sacrifice the most beloved of all things unto
you, even as [the Imam] Husayn made sacrifices in my path.’”101
In another letter, quoted by Zarandí, the Báb refers to Mullá
Jawád and Mullá ‘Abd al-‘Alí as “the Jibt and Tághut, the twin
idols of this perverse people,”102 while he elsewhere speaks of
them and Mírzá Ibráhím as “the Golden Calf, and its body, and
its lowing.”103  Mullá Jawád, in particular, is often referred to in
Bábí and Bahá’í literature as khuwár, the “lowing” of the
Golden Calf.104  The opening passage of the Báb’s commentary
of the Súrat al-Kawthar, written in Shiraz shortly after these
events for Sayyid Yahya Darábí, makes lengthy and pained
reference to the infidelity of these three men.105

Mullá Jawád’s rejection of the Báb, and his expulsion from
the ranks of his followers, had repercussions in Karbala.  He
himself wrote a letter to Qurratu’l-‘Ayn, and received an impas-
sioned and sometimes stern reply from her, addressed to him,
Mullá ‘Abd al-‘Alí, and “others”.106  Written in 1261/1845, this
would appear to be the earliest extant dated work of this
woman which we possess.  It contains fairly detailed references
to the content of Mullá Jawád’s original letter, outlining the
nature of his objections before proceeding to refute them.
Among the points raised by Mullá Jawád were:  the Báb’s failure
to appear in Karbala, the difficulty for most people in reading
the Arabic writings of the Báb, his acceptance of parts of the
Báb’s writings but not others, the possibility that God may
establish the truth in a place or person not fit to receive it, his
own claim to have a “Qur’án” more eloquent and complete than
the Báb’s tafsir (the Qayyúm al-Asmá), the confusion of the lan-
guage of the Qayyúm al-Asmá, and the station accorded Mullá
Husayn Bushrú’í by the Báb.107

Taken together, the arguments raised by Mullá Jawád—most
of which are of little consequence in isolation—indicate a gen-
eral attitude which seems to lie at the root of his eventual aban-
donment of the Báb.  Already shaken in his convictions by the

Báb’s failure to appear in Karbala as he had promised, Mullá
Jawád had clearly headed for Shiraz with the express intention
0f engaging in mubahila or trial by faith with him.  A major fac-
tor in his eventual disenchantment with and rejection of the Báb
was certainly the latter’s reaction to his attempt to thus put his
claims to the proof.

Trial by faith of this kind was common during this period,
and the Báb himself instructed several of his followers to engage
in such contests with their adversaries.  In this case, however, the
Báb regarded such a challenge as unacceptable and improper.  In
a prayer written after Mullá Jawád’s departure from Shiraz, he
writes:  “Know that Jawád Qazvíní hath written in his letter in
Persian, which he wrote with the images of hell, vain words,
among which were those in which he has challenged me to
mubahila, thus making a liar of himself for it is as if he had not
read in the Book of God that mubahila is my decree and my
sign, and that he has no authority to issue a challenge to it.”108
The point at issue is that of the station to be accorded to Báb.  In
declaring himself to be the sole source of divine guidance then
on earth (whatever the precise nature of his claim), the Báb
demanded a degree of obedience which Mullá Jawád and other
Shaykhís seem to have been unable to give.  The history of
Babism up to 1848 is marked by a high measure of tension be-
tween the cautious intellecualizing of the large numbers of
Shaykhí Bábís who became more and more disillusioned and
abandoned the Báb in greater and greater numbers as his doc-
trines and injunctions jarred increasingly with established
Islamic theory, and the utterly dedicated bands of saints and
zealots who argued, fought, and were often tortured or put to
death for a cause they often understood little enough of.

The emphasis which the Báb placed on observance of the
Islamic laws, and his references to his station as being below
that of the Imams, attracted that section of the Shaykhí commu-
nity which sought for a formal continuation of the leadership
provided by Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kázim in the context of
a rigid adherence to Islamic practice and veneration for the
Imams.  On the other hand, it soon became apparent to some in-
dividuals that, even at this stage, there existed in the claims and
ideas of the Báb elements which were clearly in a state of tension

with his apparently normative and traditional injunctions.
There thus emerged a group which, although initially amenable
to the claims implicit in the Báb’s writings, persisted in judging
such claims in terms of existing theory.  When the Báb seemed to
discard much of the theory on which their judgments were
based, the ideological edifice of faith appeared to collapse for
such individuals.

Mullá Jawád seems to have been one of the first to detect an
incongruity between the Báb’s claims and the modes in which he
actually proposed to establish them.  Thus, he considered that
the Báb’s writings did not conform to the established criteria of
Quranic style or grammar, his answers to questions appeared to
function outside the framework of normal question-answer
relationships—even of accepted epistemological approaches—
and his most favored disciples seemed to be ascribed roles alien
to the established religious roles which were available to the
ulama.  Joining Karím Khán, who sought to rationalize Shaykhí
doctrine and to bring it closer to the established norms of
Twelver Shiism, he was able to find in the books of his new
leader a consistency between claims and criteria which he had
not found in the writings of the Báb.  Not unsurprisingly, Karím
Khán, challenged by two emissaries of the Báb, had already
recognized the heterodox nature of the Báb’s claims and
teachings and had himself, not long before Mullá Jawád’s ar-
rival in Kerman, initiated a campaign of written and oral at-
tacks on the Báb which was to continue over several years.

KARÍM KHÁN’S RESPONSE TO THE BÁB’S CLAIM

During this period, Karím Khán was beginning to make his in-
dependent bid for leadership of the Shaykhí school.  Mullá
Jawád arrived in Kerman shortly after the visits of two emis-
saries from the Báb who had gone to that city in the hope of
winning the allegiance of Karím Khán.

As far as can be determined (though the question is too de-
tailed to discuss here) Mullá Sádiq Khurásání, an elderly
Shaykhí who had studied under Sayyid Kázim, was the first
Bábí to communicate the claims of the Báb to Karím Khán.

Converted by Mullá Husayn Bushrú’í in the course of the
latter’s visit to Isfahan in mid-1844, Mullá Sádiq headed for
Kerman carrying with him, in the words of Karím Khán, “a
number of suras in the style of the Qur’án, a number of books in
the style of the Sahífa Sajjadíyya [a popular collection of prayers
attributed to the fourth Imam, ‘Alí ibn Husayn “Sajjad” ], and a
number of khutbas in the style of the Nahj al-Balágha” [a com-	Comment by .: underdot t
pilation of traditions ascribed to the Imam ‘Alí].109  The suras in
question were a number of chapters from the Báb’s Qayyúm al-
Asmá, as is clear from those parts of them quoted by Karím
Khán in several of his works.  Mullá Sádiq was, according to
Karím Khán, brought to a meeting presided over by the latter,
defeated in argument, and sent on his way.

He was followed after some time by Mullá Muhammad-‘Alí
Bárfurúshí Quddús, the Báb’s companion on his pilgrimage,
and, therefore, probably the best acquainted of all the Báb’s fol-
lowers with his teachings at this stage.  Mullá Muhammad-‘Alí
brought with him a letter in the Báb’s own hand for Karím
Khán, and succeeded in delivering it to him before being ex-
pelled like his predecessor.110  The letter in question is quoted in
full by Karím Khán in his Al-Shiháb al-Tháqib.111  Mullá Sádiq
and Mullá Muhammad-‘Alí were, according to Karím Khán, the
only Bábís he ever met.112  In his final attack on the Báb, written
in 1283/1867, however, he refers to and quotes from the Báb’s
Persian Bayán and gives detailed references to what would seem
to be the Arabic Bayán.113  This is evidence that, even if he did
not have further direct contact with Bábís, he was able to obtain
their literature.

In 1845, Karím Khán was aged thirty-five and was at the
height of his power.  In his Hidáyat al-Tálibín, written in	Comment by .: underdot T
Dhú’l-Hijja 1261/December 1845, he suggests that he was
already acting as head of the Shaykhí school when he follows an
account of the sufferings of Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kázim
with a description of his own sufferings at the hands of various
opponents.  Between 1247/1832 (the date of his first extant
treatise [risála] and 1260/1844, he had written a total of twenty
works, principally untitled treatises.  From about 1844, his out-
put began to increase markedly, a minimum of ninety-five titles

being produced between that date and 1270/1854.  These in-
cluded important works such as Irshád al-‘Awwám (written in
four parts between 1263/1847 and 1267/1851), Hidáyat al-
Tálibín (written in Yazd in 1261/1845), Jawámí‘ al-‘Alláj (writ-
ten in 1269/1853), and Rujúm al-Shayátin (written in 1268/	Comment by .: underdot t
1852.

It is hardly surprising then that his response to the message of
the Báb took the form of a series of refutations in Arabic and
Persian which were spread widely, to Shaykhís in particular.
Fádil Mázandarání maintains that Karím Khán attacked the Báb
in no less than twelve of his works, although he fails to give all
but a few of their titles.114  Karím Khán himself writes in his
Risálay-i Sí Fasl, written in 1269/1853:  “I have written five or
six books in refutation of him [ the Báb, and have sent them to
different parts of Azerbaijan, ‘Iráq A‘jam, ‘Iráq ‘Arab, Hijaz,
Khurasan, and India.  I have also written letters to the ulama
and sent petitions to officials of the victorious government.  At
times in Yazd and Kerman, and when on a journey to
Khurasan, I have made clear their unbelief from pulpits, with
proofs and evidences.”115

Of these “five or six books,” only three are actually known:
Izhá al-Bátil, completed on 12 Rajab 1261/17 July 1845; Tír-i
Shiháb, completed on 12 Rabí‘ I 1262/10 March 1846; and al-
Shiháb al-Tháqib, completed on 21 Safar 1265/16 January 1849.
A fourth complete work in refutation of the Báb, the Risála dar
Radd-i Báb-i Murtád, was written by Karím Khán at the request
of Násir al-Dín Sháh in 1283/1867.

KARÍM KHÁN’S STATEMENTS ABOUT THE BÁB

There is clearly no space in a paper of this length to enter into a
full discussion of these works.  However, it is of value to refer to
some of the main points raised by Karím Khán in Izháq al-Bátil
and Tír-i Shiháb, thereby restricting our comments to the ear-
liest period.  It should be borne in mind that the former work in
particular is a lengthy discourse devoted more to the discussion
of certain relevant points of Shí‘í doctrine, such as the

miraculous character of the Qur’án, miracles, and the tokens
and stations of the nuqabá and nujabá.  Here we shall deal only
with those sections which deal specifically with the Báb and his
doctrines.

Karím Khán gives brief and somewhat vague accounts of the
Báb in both these works, at times making up for obvious lack of
information by the use of supposition.  He speaks of the in-
decision experienced by the Shaykhí community on the death of
Sayyid Kázim and the dispersal of his followers in search of the
bearer (hámil) of the Fourth Support (rukn-i rábi‘), a point to
which we shall return.  This indecision, he says, and the search
in which it resulted were seen by the Báb as an opportunity to
make a claim for himself; during the lifetime of Sayyid Kázim,
he had been held in some respect, but was even then influenced
by certain ideas and events which ultimately led to his later
claims.116

According to Karím Khán, the Báb had heard of the appear-
ance of a certain Mullá Sádiq in Azerbaijan who had acquired a
following of some twelve hundred during Sayyid Kázim’s
lifetime.  Karbilá’í Qásim Zunúzí is quoted in a Bahá’í history of
‘Ishqábád as stating that a certain Mullá Sádiq from Urdúbád
near the Araxes had proclaimed to the people there the immi-
nent advent of the Qá’im, gathering a following of almost ten
thousand.  The Russian authorities became concerned because of
the disturbance his preaching stirred up and exiled him to War-
saw where, it would appear, he later died; his place was soon
taken by a fellow townsman, Sayyid ‘Abd al-Karím Urdúbádí
who was himself eventually exiled to Smolensk.117

It is also alleged by Karím Khán that the Báb became aware of
what he had written on the necessity of the Fourth Support and
the impossibility of any age being without it.118  Karím Khán
maintains that on the death of Sayyid Kázim, the Báb observed
the tyranny of local governors and realized that people wanted
to be freed of it.  He determined to overthrow the government
and succeeded in gathering together followers to whom such an
objective appealed for a variety of reasons:  out of desire for per-
sonal leadership, hope for change in the government, enmity

toward the existing order, or because of the sheer weight of in-
justice and oppression.119  After some thought, the Báb put for-
ward various claims—in particular that of being the Gate of the
Hidden Imam—and wrote a number of works, including a book
in suras in imitation of the Qur’án, which he claimed to have
been revealed to him, a sahífa challenging those of the Imams,
and sermons in emulation of those of ‘Alí.120  These claims were
initially made to a group of Shaykhís who arrived in Shiraz with
the hope of raising their own position, but Karím Khán main-
tains that these individuals were “new in the Cause” and little
informed of its realities.121

According to Karím Khán, the Báb’s followers began to
spread out, making known his promise to come to Karbala at
Muharram (1261) with the intention of coming out of the shrine
of Husayn on the day of ‘Ashúra (10 Muharram) bearing a
sword, in order to lead his followers in waging holy war.122  Peo-
ple flocked to Iraq in large numbers in anticipation of this event,
and the Báb’s following there grew considerably.  Karím Khán
maintains, however, that the Báb had miscalculated the dis-
tance from Mecca to Karbala, and that, realizing he could not in
fact reach the latter place by the tenth of Muharram, he was
compelled to put back the date to Naw-Rúz (21 March).  In the
event, the road from Mecca to Karbala was closed by Arab
tribes, and the Báb was forced to return by way of Búshihr.
When Muharram and then Naw-Rúz passed and the Báb did not
appear, no one knew whether “he had been drowned at sea or
burnt on the land,” and, in the end, his followers felt ashamed
of the claims they had advanced on his behalf.  Arriving at
Búshihr, the Báb was himself summoned by the governor of
Shiraz and, on reaching the latter place, recanted his claims.123

This is virtually all the information concerning the Báb which
appears to have reached Karím Khán by the time of writing Tír-i
Shiháb, some nine months after the last event described.  One
further fact he does mention, however, and that is his receipt of
a letter from the Báb calling on him to bring a military force to
Shiraz with which to wage war with him, and instructing him to
tell his mu’adhdhin to include the Báb’s name in the adhán for-
mula.124  The text of this letter is not quoted by Karím Khán in

Tír-i Shiháb, but does appear, apparently in full, in his later
work, Al-Shiháb al-Tháqib.125

Nevertheless, a good deal of space is taken up in both works
under discussion here with quotations from writings of the Báb
available to Karím Khán, in particular the Qayyúm al-Asmá.
Karím Khán maintains that the Báb’s production of a book in
the form of the Qur’án, with verses (áyát), suras, and indica-
tions for sijda, is in itself evidence against him.

Karím Khán’s arguments concerning the Báb’s writings are
developed principally in two ways:  detailed discussion of the
miraculous nature (i‘jáz) of the Qur’án126 and commentary on
the language and content of the Báb’s works.127  The Báb’s
Arabic comes in for heavy criticism, being described as grossly
incorrect, incoherent, and inelegant.128  One argument used in
this context is that it is meaningless to argue that our inability to
make sense of the Báb’s replies to certain questions is due to our
lack of understanding, since this would destroy any real possi-
bility of deciding between true and false.  Only someone who
shows himself to be knowledgeable on outward matters can
then write some obscure passages on other topics which may
not be openly divulged.  If someone’s writings are incompre-
hensible from beginning to end, how can we judge them?  Karím
Khán refutes the Báb’s claim of his ability to write Arabic in
spite of being unlearned, on the grounds that his stay in Karbala
and his association with Arabs in the garmsír regions of Shiraz
and the ports, as well as in Shiraz itself, had enabled him to pick
up a smattering of the language like anyone else.129

Largely basing his remarks on the passages of the Báb cited by
him, Karím Khán identifies ten items in the Báb’s teaching
which are opposed to Islam and some of which are heretical
innovation (bid‘a):

1.  The claim to a new revelation (wahy) after that of	Comment by .: underdot h
Muhammad,
2.  The claim to bring a new book after the Qur’án,
3.  Legitimization of jihád which is illegitimate in the time of
the Imam’s concealment,
4.  The prohibition on writing his books in black ink, and the
requirement to write them in colored ink,

5.  The promulgation of claims which are the prerogatives of
the Prophet and the Imams,
6.  The decree that his name be mentioned in the adhán,
7.  The claim to “special vicegerency” of the Imam (níyába
khássa),	Comment by .: underdot s and s
8.  The decree that all must obey him, and that whoever
refuses to do so is an infidel (káfir),
9.  The claim that all must worship him, and regard him as the
point of adoration (qibla) and mosque (masjid),
10.  Deceits relating to the twelfth Imam (apparently in respect
of prophecies relating to the coming of the Imam).130

On the basis of the above points, Karím Khán declares the
Báb an infidel, maintaining that “our God is not his God, our
Prophet is not his Prophet, and our Imam is not his Imam.”131
Particular attention is paid to the Báb’s call to wage war in the
time of concealment of the Imam.  Numerous traditions are cited
to demonstrate that the waging of jihád is illegitimate except
under the Imam himself.132

Karím Khán also succeeds in extracting evidence from the
passages he quotes, to demonstrate that the Báb had advanced a
variety of claims in respect of his own person.  These passages
show that the Báb had made a claim to the role of Gate to the
Imam (bábíyya), the station of Imam (imáma), prophethood
(risála), and even divinity (ulúhíyya).133

A curious tension exists between the actual claims of the Báb
made in his writings of this period, and clearly demonstrated by
passages such as those quoted earlier in this paper, and those
claims Karím Khán attributes to him on the basis of an inductive
process using a limited number of the Báb’s works.  References
to wahy (revelation), jihád (holy war), halal and haram (mat-	Comment by .: underdot h	Comment by .: underdot h
ters that are permitted and forbidden), and the like, enabled
Karím Khán to perceive a trend toward increasingly elevated
claims on the part of the Báb well before the majority of such
claims were made explicit.  It is, perhaps, worth noting that it
was not until 1848, when the Báb announced his claim to be the
Qá’im and abrogated the sharí‘a, that large numbers of Shaykhí
Bábís, including most of those in Marágha, and many at the
conference of Badasht, abandoned him as a heretic on basically

the same grounds that had served Karím Khán in his condemna-
tion of him as such at this early stage.134

THE DOCTRINE OF THE FOURTH SUPPORT

In speaking of the initial impact of the Báb’s claims on the ma-
jority of Shaykhís, however, one important point must be con-
sidered.  In Izháq al-Bátil, Karím Khán maintains that the “basic
question” involved is the existence of the true bearer (hámil) of	Comment by .: underdot h
the “Fourth Support” (rukn-i rábi‘).  When Sayyid Kázim died,
there had to be a bearer after him, and people went in search of
his successor in this capacity.  At this point, the Báb made his
claims, and many came to regard him as this bearer of the
Fourth Support.135  As mentioned above, Karím Khán main-
tained that, during the lifetime of Sayyid Kázim, the Báb had
read what Karím Khán had written on the need for a Fourth
Support and the impossibility of any age being deprived of it.
Inadvertently, Karím Khán here provides us with an important
clue as to the nature of the doctrine of the Fourth Support as he
originally taught it and the reason for his modification of the
doctrine in subsequent writings.

Let us first give a short description of the developed doctrine
as expounded by Karím Khán in three works:  Hidáyat
al-Tálibín (Dhú’l-Hijja 1261/December 1845),136 Risály-i Sí Fasl
(1269/1853),137 and Rukn-i Rábí‘ (1282/1865-66).  Briefly, it is
this:  traditional Shí‘í theology speaks of five bases (usúl)	Comment by .: underdot s
of religion:  the oneness of God (tawhíd), prophethood
(nubuwwa), resurrection (ma‘ád), the justice of God (‘adl), and
imamate (imáma).  Shaykhí belief, according to Karím Khán, is
that knowledge of God, like that of the Prophet or Imams, im-
plies and involves a knowledge of all His attributes.  Since none
0f these attributes can be denied by the believer, it makes more
sense to speak of the “knowledge of God” (ma‘rifat-i khudá) as
the first base of religion.  Similarly, resurrection is a necessary
consequence of the justice of God since “it is a corollary of
justice that the obedient be rewarded and the unbelievers be
punished.”138  In another sense, belief in the resurrection is
necessitated by a belief in the Prophet and the veracity of his

words.139  “Therefore, all five of the bases of religion are clearly
affirmed in these three bases.”140

A fourth base or support (rukn) is added on the grounds that
the bases of religion are those matters in which each individual
believer must exercise his own initiative (ijtihád) and not rely on
or imitate others (taqlíd).  Karím Khán maintains that the deci-
sion as to whether one is entitled to exercise ijtihád or must base
one’s actions on taqlíd to a scholar of the rank of mujtahid is in
itself another area in which every believer must rely on his own
judgment.  The recognition of such a mujtahid (or ‘álim, faqíh,
etc.) ranks, therefore, as a fourth support of religion.  Karím
Khán also expresses the necessity of such a support in his short
treatise Rukn-i Rábí‘ by saying that since all men believe in God
and need a Prophet and, after him, a successor (walí), and since
neither the Prophet nor his successor can exist at all times and in
all places, transmitters (ráwíyán) of their words and teachings
are needed as intermediaries between them and the believers.

In his Risálay-i Sí Fasl, Karím Khán devotes considerable
space to refuting the charge that he regarded himself in any spe-
cific sense as the Fourth Support, or that the term could be
applied to a specific person in any given age.  “The Fourth Sup-
port of the faith consists of the scholars and elders of the Shí‘ih
faith, and they are numerous in every period.”141  He also refutes
the idea that Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsá’í or Sayyid Kázim Rashtí
were the Fourth Support in their respective ages.  In the general
sense, he says, this is true, in that they each fulfilled the condi-
tions necessary for a person to be imitated by others (marja’ al-
taqlid), “but,” he goes on, “God forbid that I should regard
them as the specific Fourth Support for their ages.”142 In this
general sense also, Karím Khán regarded himself as one who
could be imitated after Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kázim143

It is clear, however, that Karím Khán at one point did believe
that certain individuals could become the “bearers” of the
Fourth Support, and that Sayyid Kázim and, presumably,
Shaykh Ahmad before him, had been such bearers.

This would, in fact, appear to be almost exactly the same ver-
sion of the doctrine as expounded by the Báb as late as 1846.  In
the commentary on the Súrat al-Kawthar, written that year in

Shiraz for Sayyid Yahya Darábí, the Báb discussed the question
of the Fourth Support (which he refers to as “the Hidden Sup-
port”) for the benefit of Sayyid Yahya, who was not a Shaykhí.
“Had you been one of the companions of Kázim,” writes the
Báb, “you would understand the matter of the Hidden Support,
in the same way that you comprehend the [ other] three sup-
ports.”144  The Báb argues that, “just as you stand in need of an
individual sent from God who may transmit unto you that
which your Lord hath willed, so you stand in need of an ambas-
sador (safír) from your Imam.”145  If it should be objected that
the ulama as a body fulfill this function (which is, as we have
observed, what Karím Khán maintained by this date), the Báb
would reply that the ulama differ in rank, some being superior
to others.  They are not even in agreement on all issues, as is evi-
dent from the variation in their words, actions, and beliefs.
Now, if we accept the principle that certain ulama are superior
to others, it becomes necessary for us to abandon one who is of
inferior rank in favor of his superior—a process which must, in
the end, lead us to the recognition of a single person superior to
all others.146  “It is impossible,” the Báb states, “that the bearer
of universal grace from the Imam should be other than a single
individual.”147

It would seem that in the face of the Báb’s insistence on the
singularity of the Fourth Support and the explicit identification
by his followers of the role of bearer of this Fourth Support with
a claim to a station of báb or ná’ib of the Imam, Karím Khán
found it expedient to alter the doctrine in a manner designed to
bring it closer to orthodox Shí‘í thinking and clearly opposed to
that of Babism.  Such a move would certainly be in line with his
general policy in this respect, as we have observed earlier.  Even
though Bábí doctrine very soon abandoned the Fourth Support
concept, it obviously held connotations for most Shí‘í ulama,
which made it essential for Karím Khán so to modify it that, in
the end, it amounted to a straightforward expression of the or-
thodox position concerning the need for a marja‘ al-taqlíd.  In
the development of this doctrine we can, perhaps, see more
clearly than elsewhere the nature of the Shaykhí response to
Bábí doctrines from the earliest period onward.

Karím Khán’s rejection and refutation of the Báb, his iden-
tification of the latter as a heretic, and his continued efforts to
emphasize the validity of the Shaykhí school as a legitimate
teaching order within the framework of strictly orthodox
Twelver Shiism, made it difficult for the followers of the Báb to
continue to describe themselves as Shaykhís without a con-
siderable measure of confusion.  Although the term “Bábí” does
not seem to have been used until a fairly late date,148 and the
distinction between Shaykhís, Bábís, or even Karím Khánís was
blurred for quite some time in the mind of the public,149 it soon
became almost as desirable for the followers of the Báb to
dissociate themselves from the Shaykhí school as it was for the
latter to disclaim any real link with Babism.

As early as 1846, in his commentary on the Súrat al-Kawthar,
the Báb, in reference to the Shaykhís, spoke of the “falsehood of
this sect” the followers of which had “committed what Pharaoh
did not commit before this,” and who were “in this day of the
people of perdition.”  He takes pains, however, to point out that
both Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kázim would agree that the
Shaykhís had gone astray.  At the same time, he makes clear his
relationship to his two predecessors when he writes that “all
that Kázim and Ahmad before me have written concerning the
truths of theology and sacred topics doth not match a single
word of what I have been revealing to you.”  Similarly, he takes
care to refute the charge that his Quranic commentaries were
merely references to the words of Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid
Kázim, maintaining that no one, not even these two, could rival
him in writing, although their words were confirmed by his
verses.150

Continued opposition to his cause by the Shaykhí leadership
seems to have hardened the Báb’s position with regard to the
school.  In Risála dar radd-i Báb-i Murtád, written for Násir al-
Dín Sháh in 1283/1867, Karím Khán (to make it clear to the
king that the Báb was actually opposed to Shaykhism) quotes a
passage from the Báb’s writings on this topic.  The passage in
question, although not specifically identified as such, would
appear—from its description as “concerning the knowledge of
the [divine] name ‘the Holy’ (quddús), in the first stage

(martiba)” to be one of several sections missing from standard
texts of the Báb’s Kitáb al-Asmá, all the sections of which are
similarly headed.  If this is the case, it corroborates the supposi-
tion that the passage in question is of late date since Kitáb al-
Asmá was written during the Báb’s confinement at Chihríq.
Karím Khán begins by quoting the Báb’s statement that “we
have forbidden you … [to read] the Tafsír al-Zíyára,152 or the
Sharh al-Khutba,153 or anything written by either Ahmad or
Kázim. …  Should you look upon even a letter of what we
have forbidden you, even should it be for the twinkling of an
eye or less, God shall, in truth, cause you to be veiled from
beholding him whom He shall make manifest.”  He then pro-
ceeds to quote a statement from the same passage, in which the
Báb says that “Ahmad and Kázim and the jurists (al-fuqahá) are
incapable of either comprehending or bearing the mystery of the
divine unity, whether in their acts or in the core of their beings,
for they are indeed the people of limitation, and their
knowledge is as nothing before God.”  He finally quotes the
words:

“O people of the Remembrance and the Bayán:  we have prohibited
unto you this day, even as we prohibited unto you the reading of
the fairytales of Ahmad and Kázim and the jurists, that you should
sit down in the company of those who have followed them in the
decree, lest they may lead you astray and cause you to become
unbelievers.  Know, O people of the Furqán and the Bayán, that
you are, in this day, enemies unto those who have followed Ahmad
and Kázim, and they are enemies unto you; you have no greater
enemy upon the face of the earth than them, nor have they any
enemy greater than you. …  Whosoever shall allow into his heart
one seventh of one seventh of one tenth of one tenth of the head of a
grain of mustard seed of love for these people, he whom God shall
make manifest shall punish him with a painful fire upon the day of
resurrection.”154

The Báb’s attitude to Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kázim did
not change fundamentally.  At quite a late date, for example, he
wrote a ziyárat-náma or “tablet of visitation” for Shaykh
Ahmad.155  But it is clear that, toward the end of his life, he came

to regard the Shaykhí school, as represented by Karím Khán
and others, to be not only misguided, but positively inimical to
the true faith.  This hardening of the Báb’s attitude may well
have been immediately occasioned by the actively hostile role of
several leading Shaykhí ulama in his trial at Tabriz in 1848, but
this would not, in itself, seem to be sufficient explanation for it.
The Báb, by this time, was clearly moving rapidly away from
any semblance of Islamic orthodoxy.  He was now proclaiming
himself to be the promised Qá’im and would soon adopt the role
of an independent religious revelator.  If it had been necessary
for Karím Khán and other Shaykhí leaders to disclaim any rela-
tionship with the Báb or his ideas, it was now equally vital for
the latter to dissociate himself from the Shaykhí school in order
to avoid continued ambiguity concerning his role and station.

The subsequent abandonment of the Báb by the ultra-
Shaykhí element within his movement, in Marágha and else-
where, left the intellectual leadership of the movement in the
hands of those wholly dedicated to a major break with the past.
By stressing at this point the alienation of the Báb from
Shaykhism, his followers were able to focus more clearly the
nature of their radical departure from Islam itself.  In the total
separation which we have thus seen develop between Babism
and the Shaykhís, we can observe not only the beginnings of the
process whereby the latter school effectively acquired a position
close to that of an ecclesiola within the wider ecclesia of
Twelver Shiism, but also, and perhaps more vividly still, the
mechanics of the developments which transformed the Bábí
religion from a tangential movement within the Shaykhí sect to
a distinct sect of Shiism to, in the end, an independent religious
movement in theory if not in practice.
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EARLY RELATIONS BETWEEN
CHRISTIAN MISSIONARIES AND THE
BÁBÍ AND BAHÁ’Í COMMUNITIES
by Moojan Momen

Christianity has a long and distinguished history in Iran.1  In-
deed, according to tradition, the three Wise Men who first paid
homage to the infant Jesus were Persian Magi.  Legend further
maintains that such distinguished figures as the Apostles St.
Thomas and St. Thaddeus, as well as St. Simon the Zealot,
visited and preached in Persia.  Although always a minority, the
early Christians of Iran demonstrated remarkable vigor:  their
missionaries penetrated to China where the Sian Fu stone com-
memorates the furthest East that Christianity reached in the
Classical Age.  Over the ensuing centuries, however, the for-
tunes of the Persian Church declined.  Cut off from other churches
by doctrinal differences and subjected to much persecution,
the Nestorian Church (as it came to be known) struggled on,
only barely escaping extermination.

By the nineteenth century, the Nestorians were reduced to a
small group of about one hundred thousand in northwest Iran.
There were also two other groups of Christians in the country:
the Armenians, who in 1604 had been evicted from their
homelands by Sháh ‘Abbás I and forced to settle in various
parts of Persia, particularly in Julfa, a suburb of Isfahan; and a
smaller number of Georgians who were similarly settled by
Sháh ‘Abbás I in Julfa and Shiraz in 1614.  The Nestorians had
faded into insignificance.  But the latter two groups still had
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some importance, since they were traders and skilled artisans.
Occasionally, one from among them would rise to a position of
importance—for example Manúchihr Khán, officially con-
verted to Islam, the Governor of Isfahan who extended his pro-
tection to the Báb.

The first Christian missionaries from the West who began
work in Persia in an organized manner were from the Roman
Catholic Dominican order.  These arrived in the fourteenth cen-
tury, and were followed in the sixteenth century by the Augus-
tinians, and in the seventeenth century by the Carmelites.
However, during the second half of the eighteenth century, as a
result of the increasing anarchy that followed the death of Nádir
Sháh, the various missionary groups withdrew.  At the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, therefore, no Western mission-
aries were active in Iran.

The first missionary society to establish itself in the middle
1800s was the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions (ABCFM), an interdenominational Protestant body.
As a result of some exploratory journeys, a report was for-
warded to this Board stating that the Nestorians, who were in
many respects similar to Protestants in their beliefs, were in
danger of coming under the influence of Catholicism, and that
their revival would be “an essential preliminary to the eventual
evangelisation of the Muslim population.”2  The first mis-
sionaries sent by this Board were the Reverend and Mrs. Justin
Perkins.  They reached Tabriz in 1834, and one year later settled
in Urúmíyyih (now Ridá’íyyih) in northwest Iran.  With the ar-
rival of more missionaries, schools and medical missions were
established throughout this area.

Mainly to counter the effects of the Americans among the
Nestorians, the French Catholic Lazarists began work in this
area in 1841.  The man responsible for the resumption of
Catholic interest was Eugéne Boré, who was later to become the
Superior-General of the Lazarists.  The Lazarists based
themselves in Khusruvá on the plain of Salmás, while another
group started work among the Armenians in Julfa.

Next to begin work in Iran was the London Society for Pro-
moting Christianity among the Jews, known as the Church’s

Mission to the Jews (CMJ).  This society was first represented in
Persia in 1824 and 1830 by the journeys of the intrepid Rev.
Joseph Wolff.  But a permanent station was not established until
Rev. Henry Aaron Stern, Rev. Murray Vicars, and Rev. P. H.
Sternschuss were instructed to proceed to Baghdad to establish
a base for missionary work among the Jews of Persia and
Chaldea.  They arrived at Baghdad on 18 October 1844, and
over the ensuing years made several journeys through Iran.
Later, the principal missionary of this society was Mírzá
Núru’lláh, a converted Persian Jew.

More extensive in influence than the CMJ was another British
society, the Church Missionary Society (CMS).  This mission
became established almost by accident.  In the opening years of
the nineteenth century Rev. Henry Martyn had a brief but bril-
liant career as a missionary in Iran.  After this, the CMS showed
no further interest in the country but allowed one of its mis-
sionaries in India, Dr. Robert Bruce, to proceed there in 1869 to
improve his Persian.  Bruce settled in Julfa, the Christian suburb
of Isfahan, and soon found himself involved in the distribution
of relief funds raised in London for one of the worst famines to
affect Iran during the century.  Gradually, Bruce’s temporary
stay became more and more permanent.  In 1875, the CMS of-
ficially recognized the Isfahan mission.  By the end of the nine-
teenth century, further stations had been established at Yazd
and Kerman.  There was an agreement between the Americans
and the British to confine their activities to north Persia and
south Persia respectively.

From the above summary, it can be seen that a very con-
siderable effort was being exerted in Iran by missionary soci-
eties.3  What then were the results of such labors?  Briefly, they
were negligible.  The reasons for this failure are many:  first, as
Prof. E. G. Browne has pointed out, since Islam includes a belief
in Christ, the results of the missionaries’ endeavors to destroy a
Muslim’s faith in Islam are more often to destroy that person’s
belief in any religion at all;4 second, in Islam the formal punish-
ment for apostasy is death; third, the missionaries themselves
often were split by disagreements and bickering, while there
were continuous efforts by both Catholics and Protestants to

negate each other’s efforts; fourth, the missionaries demon-
strated such aloofness and condescension toward the Persians
that they cut themselves off from the local population; fifth, the
missionaries at first confined themselves to the Nestorians and
the Armenians, seeking only to convert from one sect of Christi-
anity to another.  Even here they were bitterly opposed by
the native priesthood who rightly feared an erosion of their
influence.

Among the Muslims true conversion was rare.  Rather, the
missionaries tended to gather around themselves undesirable
elements who were often only trying to obtain money or Euro-
pean influence and protection by association with them.  Con-
cerning the fruits of the missionary enterprise, Lord Curzon of
Keddleston states in his Persia and the Persian Question:

And now, with regard to the practical results of all this excellent,
if not always harmonious, enterprise.  In my remarks upon the Nes-
torian Christians I shall show that the missionaries have there per-
formed, and continue to perform, a highly meritorious work.  The
same may be said of Dr. Bruce’s labour among the Armenians at
Julfa.  But, after all, the temper of mission work is propagandist,
and the zealous missionary is ill-satisfied unless he is adding to the
fold as well as confirming existing members.  If, then, the criterion
of missionary enterprise in Persia be the number of converts it has
made from Islam, I do not hesitate to say that the prodigious expen-
diture of money, of honest effort, and of sacrificing toil that has
been showered upon that country has met with a wholly inadequate
return.  Young Mohammedans have sometimes been baptised by
Christian missionaries.  But this must not too readily be confounded
with conversion, since the bulk of the newcomers relapse into the
faith of their fathers; and I question if, since the day when Henry
Martyn set foot in Shiraz up till the present moment, half a dozen
Persian Mohammedans have genuinely embraced the Christian
creed.  I have myself often enquired for, but have never seen, a con-
verted Mussulman (I exclude, of course, those derelicts or orphans
of Mussulman parents who are brought up from childhood in
Christian schools).5

Sir Denis Wright in his book, The English Amongst the Per-
sians, has summarized relations between the English mis-
sionaries and the local populations:

The missionaries were a motley group—some educated, others
hardly at all:  some broad-minded and tolerant, others as bigoted
and narrow-minded as the most fanatic Moslem. …  Socially they
tended to keep much to themselves and to regard Persians and
Armenians more as children to be pitied and helped than as equals.
They were, perhaps, doing no more than reflect the spirit of an age
which believed in the white man’s burden and superiority, but it
was an attitude which had no appeal to the Persians, who were in-
clined to regard the missionaries either with intense hostility as in-
terfering infidels or else with tolerance as harmless, well-meaning
curiosities from another continent.6

The same situation existed with regard to American mission-
aries.  Madame Ida Pfeiffer, a Viennese lady who visited the
Urúmíyyih mission in 1848 (at a time when the Báb was impris-
oned a short distance away at Chihríq), records:

The house of the missionary society is most charmingly situated.
…  The house itself is large, and furnished with every possible con-
venience, so that I thought I was in the country-house of wealthy
private people, and not under the roof of simple disciples of Christ.
…  I [had] thought that they were so absorbed with zeal and the
desire to convert the heathen, that, like the disciples of Christ, quite
forgetting their comforts and necessaries, they dwelt with them
under one roof, and ate from one dish, &c.  Alas! these were pic-
tures and representations which I had gathered out of books; in
reality the case was very different.  They lead the same kind of life
as the wealthy:  they have handsome dwellings, which are fitted up
with luxurious furniture, and every convenience.  They recline upon
easy divans, while their wives preside at tea-table, and the children
attack the cakes and sweetmeats heartily; indeed their position is
pleasanter and freer from care than that of most people; their oc-
cupation is not very laborious, and their income certain, whatever
may be the conditions of their country.

I do not think that it can be easy to gain the confidence of the
natives in this way.  Their foreign dress, and elegant mode of life,
make the people feel too strongly the difference of rank, and inspire
them with fear and reserve rather than confidence and love. …
I have made the minutest inquiries in all places respecting the
results of missions, and have always heard that a baptism is one of
the greatest rarities. …

I hope that my views may not be misunderstood; I have great
respect for missionaries, and all whom I have known were honor-
able men … everywhere they showed me the greatest kindness
and attention.’

EARLY CONTACTS WITH BÁBÍS

During the period of the tumultuous events associated with the
ministry of the Báb, only three missionary groups were active in
Persia:  the Americans, the French Lazarists—both in the
Urúmíyyih area—and the CMJ missionaries, who undertook
several journeys through Persia from their base in Baghdad.
In December 1845, CMJ missionaries Stern and Sternschuss
set out from Baghdad on one such journey.  On 12 January 1846
they arrived at Shiraz and were there at the same time as the
Báb.8  They were received on 20 January by Husayn Khán, the
governor and one of the first persons to oppose the Báb in
Persia.

From Shiraz the two missionaries proceeded to Isfahan,
where they met its famous governor, Manúchihr Khán,
Mu’tamadu’d-Dawlih on 6 March 1846.  Unlike Layard, who
met Manúchihr Khán as the antagonist of his friend
Muhammad-Taqí Khán, the Bakhtíyárí leader,9 the two mis-
sionaries were greatly impressed.  Stern wrote of the governor,
praising both his personal and administrative abilities:  “… one
of the greatest men and best rulers in Persia.”10  Following this
interview, Manúchihr Khán arranged a debate between the mis-
sionaries and the leading rabbis of Isfahan.

Much encouraged by the settled conditions in Isfahan and the
enlightened attitude of its governor, the two missionaries, on
their return to Baghdad, forwarded a recommendation to the
CMJ that their headquarters be moved to Isfahan.  The Central
Committee of the CMJ concurred, and early in 1847 the two set
out for the city once more.  They arrived in Isfahan on 18 Feb-
ruary:  thus they were also in Isfahan contemporaneously with
the Báb.

Their second visit to Isfahan was not such a happy affair,
however:

Near Ispahan we noticed many symptoms of ominous import,
the peasants were loud in their complaints against the government,
and high language was used against the collectors of taxes and other
imposts; the road, too, was reported unsafe, and sad tales of theft
and plunder circulated amongst the idle rustics.  To the questions
which we put to those whom we met, the laconic reply was, “the
Mehtummed is ill.”  At the gates of the town the excitement was
prodigious; one declared, the governor was dead, another swore
that he was not sick at all, whilst a third averred that it was only a
trick to ensnare the disaffected and rebellious.11

Sternschuss wrote to the CMJ on 24 February 1847:

It is our painful duty to inform you of the loss we have sustained
in the death of Mehommed-i-Dowleh, Governor of Ispahan; he had
been very kind to us on our first visit to this place, and we have suf-
ficient cause to regret him as our friend and patron, although he
was a Moslem.  His death was occasioned by a severe cold.  On
Sunday last, the 21st instant, in the evening, he expired.  He was
Governor for nine years, during which time Ispahan enjoyed a tran-
quillity the like of which the present generation do not remember.
…  The principal part of the population of this place, consist of a
notoriously bad set of people; but, by his wise and energetic admin-
istration of justice, he subdued their ferocity.12

The death of the Bábí governor, Manúchihr Khán, was also a
turning point in the life of the Báb, marking the termination of
the last period of comparative freedom and calm that he was to
know.  Isfahan itself erupted into anarchy.  Stern wrote:

The savage passions of these desperadoes, which, during the
Mehtummed’s rule, had been forcibly suppressed by the glittering
knife of the executioners, like an irresistible torrent, broke forth
and spread terror and confusion through every quarter of this ex-
tensive town. …

Ispahan continued to be the theatre of the most detestable pas-
sions, and most sanguinary conflicts; the zootees [lútís?] the li-	Comment by .: underdot t
censed robbers and assassins of Persia, daily, without reflection or
remorse, perpetrated every imaginable and repulsive crime with
impugnity.  Meerza Gourgeen Khán, who had succeeded the

Mehtummed in the government, instead of stemming the torrent of
corruption and vice, which overpowered the town, and tainted the
very atmosphere with a moral poison, by his licentiousness and
profligacy sanctioned and countenanced the proceedings of these
dreaded banditti and abandoned ruffians.13

Stern also recorded one of the earliest meetings between mis-
sionaries and followers of the Báb.  This account of his meeting
with some Bábís in Barfurúsh (now Bábul) on 12 April 1852
demonstrates clearly the spirit of bitterness and animosity that
prevailed among some Bábís and led, a few months later, to the
attempt on the life of the shah:

In returning to my lodging, I met a good number of
Mahomedans, who inquired whether I had any tracts against their
Prophet.  Upon my asking why they wanted such pamphlets, they
replied with great caution, (for I saw them gazing in all directions to
see whether any of “the faithful” were near,) “Because we detest
Mahomed, and ridicule his Koran.”  During the short conversation
which I had with them in the street, I learnt they were secret fol-
lowers of Baba, the renowned Persian socialist, whose community
two years ago menaced both the religion and throne of Persia.  The
founder of this sect, and thousands of his adherents, died an ig-
nominious death; but, notwithstanding all the rigour which has
been applied in order to extirpate this heresy, there are still many
thousands of the rich and learned in Mazanderan, and other prov-
inces, who venerate Baba, and regard his violent death as a national
calamity.  I informed my acquaintances in the street, that I should
be happy to see them in the caravanserai, but they were afraid to
meet me, for fear of exciting suspicion.  One of them, who from his
white turban appeared to be a mullah, said, “Inshallah,” (i.e.,
please God,) “we shall yet drive Mahomed, Ali, and all the Imams
from Persia; and whether we become Ingleese, or Russ, (meaning
Christians of either Churches,) is to us a matter of indifference,
since all creeds are better than that of the Arabian robber.”  I was
glad to get out of their company, for although they appeared to
belong to the aristocracy of the place, still their language was too
violent, and their opposition and hatred to the Prophet of Mecca to
bitter, for any lengthened conversation in the public throughfare.14

The American missionaries around Urúmíyyih took close in-
terest in the episode of the Báb, being situated near to his place
of confinement at Chihríq.  One of them, Dr. Austin Wright,
wrote an account of the Báb which he sent to the American
Oriental Society.15  His colleague, Perkins, the founder of the
Urúmíyyih mission, translated Wright’s article and sent it to the
Deutsche Morganlandische Gesellschaft, which published it in
its Zeitschrift.16  This was the first account of the Bábí move-
ment to appear in a learned journal.

The Báb was brought to Urúmíyyih in mid-1848, on the way
from Chihríq to Tabriz to attend his trial.  The Bábí and Bahá’í
histories record the Báb’s stay in Urúmíyyih as having been a
momentous affair.  The accounts of the American missionaries
confirm this.  Wright stated:  “On the way to Tabriz the Bab was
brought Urmiyyih, where the Governor treated him with
special consideration, and many people received permission to
see him.  On one occasion, there was a large crowd of people
with him, and as the Governor remarked afterwards, they were
all agitated inwardly and broke out in tears.”17

The other group of missionaries working in the same area as
the Americans were the French Lazarists.  The latter were based
even closer to Chihríq than were the Americans.  An examina-
tion of their archives, however, has failed to reveal any mention
of the Báb.18

BRUCE AND THE BÁBÍS

Although Rev. Robert Bruce officially traveled to Julfa in 1869
only to improve his Persian, his missionary zeal quickly got the
better of him, and he began preaching to the populace.  But he
was insufficiently experienced in the wiles of the local popula-
tion and was soon being duped by a number of persons, and
among them a group of Bábís.  The story of how these Bábís
came to be baptized begins in Istanbul.

On 11 April 1870 Rev. S. W. Koelle of the CMS, while work-
ing in Istanbul, reported coming into contact with a Persian,
Mírzá ‘Abdu’l-Kháliq.19  In this and subsequent letters, Koelle

gives us the following information concerning this man and his
friend, Mullá ‘Alí:

1.  Mírzá ‘Abdu’l-Kháliq was about twenty-six years of age, of
a good family of Isfahan.  He was for some years kátib (secre-
tary) to the late Crown Prince (presumably Mu‘inu’d-Dín
Mírzá, d. 1856) in Tabriz.  While returning home the previous
year (1869), he had met Mullá ‘Alí, a distant relative, in Tihran
and had come under the instruction of a French Jesuit.  He had
accompanied Mullá ‘Alí to Istanbul.  After disillusionment with
the Catholics, he had been in the process of obtaining employ-
ment at the Persian Legation when he had entered into conver-
sation with a Nestorian who had led him to Koelle.

2.  Mullá Muhammad-‘Alí, known as Mullá ‘Alí, was aged
forty, of a family of Isfahan whose trade was making braidings
of silk, gold, and silver.  He had studied at a religious college
(presumably a madrisih) for several years but had been dissatis-
fied with what he had learned from the ulama and so “began to
visit the Jews and the Bábís.”  Eventually, he met an Armenian
Catholic priest who sent him to the French Jesuit in Tihran from
whom he and Mírzá ‘Abdu’l-Kháliq took instruction.  When
Mullá ‘Alí decided to become a Christian, he was sent to the
Patriarch in Istanbul with letters of recommendation and the
suggestion that he be sent to the College of Propaganda in
Rome.  On his arrival at Istanbul, the Patriarch was absent.  He
became disillusioned with the Catholics there, and had in fact
left for Egypt when Mírzá ‘Abdu’l-Kháliq’s letter reached him
informing him of the latter’s contacts with Koelle—whereupon
he returned.20

After several adventures, including arrest by the Persian
Legation, both Mírzá ‘Abdu’l-Kháliq and Mullá ‘Alí were bap-
tized in early 1871.  In none of Koelle’s letters is it specifically
stated that either of these two was a Bábí.  That would seem
probable, however, from what followed.

In a letter dated 3 April 1871, Bruce, writing from Julfa, in-
formed the CMS of the baptism of “Syad Háshim, one of the
former leaders of the Babies in this neighbourhood.”21  Siyyid
Háshim had been urged to contact Bruce by his friend Mullá
‘Alí.  There followed a flood of conversions of Bábís.  These
were:  (a) Siyyid Háshim (renamed after conversion Násir), the

friend and “Baaby teacher of Mullá Ally of Constantinople”—
by trade a perfumer, of great fame among the Bábís; (b) His
brother, two sons, wife and four daughters; (c) Hasan and
Muhammad-Ridá (renamed Joseph and Jacob respectively),
brothers of Mullá ‘Alí of Istanbul—manufacturers of silk
fringes; (d) Their sister, “Razieh” and her two children; (e) The
wife of Hasan, “Zuhara”, his son, Isaac, and daughter,
Sharífa; (f) Siyyid Áqá Yahyá (renamed John), a disciple of
Siyyid Háshim—also a silk fringe merchant with a large family;
(g) Three “brethren” from a distant village, “All apparently of
the most earnest Eastern Christians I ever saw”:  Mullá Ismá‘íl
a good Arabic scholar, a dyer by trade, Yahyá—his partner,
and Sulayman—a laborer; (h) The wife of Yahyá; (i) Sádiq and
Rahmatu’lláh—both cloth merchants; (j) Núru’lláh, son of
Sádiq (the last three being disciples of Siyyid Áqá Yahyá.); (k)
Ustád Mihdí and Ustád Qásim—both builders.22

Bruce’s enthusiasm for the new converts was boundless.  In
September 1871 he wrote:

If I was asked what is the distinguishing characteristic of the con-
verts compared with other Persians & compared with Indian native
Christians, I should say contrasted with the former, they would
strike anyone as wonderfully straightforward, truthful and truth-
seeking.  Compared with Indian native Christians, I should say they
are more truthful.  This may arise from their having less Christian
teaching.  Poor people, they certainly are brought up in a religious
hotbed.  The fact that many tens of thousands of Persians suffered
the most cruel martyrdom for what they believed to be the truth as
followers of Baab during the present century proves that the Per-
sians are not hardened infidels.23

Great plans were made:  in June 1871 Bruce wrote that Siyyid
Háshim, one of the brothers of Mullá ‘Alí and the “three
brethren dyers” proposed to undertake a tour “through all the
chief towns of the Baabys as far as Tabreez.”24  Bruce further
wrote:

I have the greatest hope that it will ere long appear that Baab’s
mission was a forerunner of the Gospel in this land. …  It is quite
wonderful the opening I would have here now had we freedom. …

I am trying to write a paper on Baabyism.  400 of the most learned
men of Persia were put to death for following him—it would be im-
possible to say how many of the poorer—or how many followers
he still has—in all parts of Persia.  He was put to death himself—&
his system is a failure—but all his followers are not only freed from
the delusions of Sheeism, but filled with hatred of it, and Baab’s
teaching is borrowed largely from the Gospel.25

And one month later:  “Baabyism which has no foundation ex-
cept hatred of priests is rapidly spreading & must end in rebel-
lion unless it is put out by liberty.”26

Bruce’s naive enthusiasm was doomed to disappointment;
even his missionary colleagues expressed their doubts about the
wisdom of the course that he was pursuing, or at least the rapid-
ity of it.  By July 1873 Bruce’s initial optimism had become con-
siderably modified:

Some few of those who appeared to be my most active and
earnest adherents and helpers during the famine have since partly
fallen back. …

Indeed those who I thought at first had no interested motives, and
whom I felt most inclined to trust have in some cases disappointed
me most.27

Writing of the results of his missionary endeavors in Septem-
ber 1874, Bruce confesses the loss of almost all his Bábí con-
verts.  Siyyid Háshim “never comes to our services” and is
unsatisfactory.”  Of the two brothers of Mullá ‘Alí, one had left
and the other was unsatisfactory.  The men from “a village 10
miles distant … come occasionally.”  Only Núru’lláh,
and Siyyid Áqá Yahyá were attending regularly.

In Istanbul, the story was not different.  Mírzá ‘Abdu’l-Kháliq
had gone to Persia in the service of a Persian prince and was not
heard of again.29  Mullá ‘Alí, who had been taken on by Koelle
as a native missionary in 1871,30 married a Muslim woman in a
Muslim ceremony in front of the Turkish authorities in 1876.
His action caused Koelle considerable embarrassment and he
was dismissed forthwith.31

No Bábí or Bahá’í history mentions these conversions to
Christianity in Isfahan.  However, the identity of one of these

Bábís can be confidently established, and some of the others
more tentatively.  The first of the three brethren from a village
ten miles from Isfahan, who is described as a dyer with a good
knowledge of Arabic, can be none other than Mullá Ismá‘íl-i
Sabbágh, the Azalí scribe who in later years provided Prof. E.
G. Browne with many of his manuscripts.  Browne initially
knew him only as Mírzá Mustafá.  But in one of the last commu-
nications that he received from him, Mírzá Mustafá states that
his real name is Ismá‘íl-i Sabbágh, and that he is from Sidih, a
village near Isfahan.32  The man who acted as intermediary be-
tween Ismá‘íl-i Sabbágh and Browne was Dr. Sa‘íd Khán of
Kurdistan.  In one of the letters of the latter to Browne, there is
further confirmation of the fact that Ismá‘íl, the Azalí scribe, is
the same as the Ismá‘íl converted by Bruce forty years previ-
ously.  Dr. Sa‘íd Khán writes:  “Sorry to say M[ustafá], though a
Bábí, yet pretended conversion to Xity [Christianity], and was
baptized by Dr. Bruce, before he went to Cyprus.’33

The identity of the other converts is less certain.  Mírzá
‘Abdu’l-Kháliq, who was converted in Istanbul, may be iden-
tical to the Mírzá ‘Abdu’l-Kháliq who in later years worked in
the Iranian embassy at Istanbul and acted as an intermediary be-
tween Mírzá Hádíy-i Dawlatábádí in Iran and Mírzá Yahyá,
Subh-i Azal, in Cyprus.34

The next question concerns the motive for these conversions,
which were evidently not sincere.  One clue is found in the com-
ment of Bruce previously quoted:  “Some few of those who
appeared to be my most active and earnest adherents and
helpers during the famine have since partly fallen back.”  In
1871, when the conversions occurred, Persia was in the grip of
the most severe famine to have affected it in many generations.
Isfahan was one of the worst-affected places, and the situation
there was aggravated by the fact that the leading ulama were
hoarding grain.  Julfa, the Armenian suburb, was, by contrast,
well provided for.  Armenians in India and other places sent
them large sums of money as famine relief.  Bruce had been
made responsible for the distribution of sums of money col-
lected in London in response to an appeal by Sir Henry Rawlin-
son and others.  Thus at a time when thousands were dying of
starvation, it is not surprising that a few individuals should

have been willing to come to Bruce and express an interest in
Christianity, even though Bruce, in his earlier reports, denies
this being their motive.

Although this episode is not of any importance in itself, it is
of great help in shedding light on the state of the Bábí commu-
nity in what can perhaps be termed the Dark Age of Bábí
history.  There is a period from 1852 until 1875, for which there
is a great dearth of source materials that shed light on what was
happening to the Bábí movement in Iran during a crucial phase
of its development, when it was being gradually transformed
into the Bahá’í community.  Bruce’s reports demonstrate clearly
a great deal of fragmentation.  In April 1874, at the same time as
Bruce was reporting the first of this series of conversions, he
also mentioned that he had received inquiries from “a very
respectable man and his son—the father is a Bábí also but of a
sect of that persuasion who are not on friendly terms with Syad
Hashim.”35  In 1874, when Bruce came into contact with Bahá’ís,
he was careful to identify them as a separate sect of Bábís from
those he had encountered a few years before.36

There is no doubt that the upheavals of 1850 and the holo-
caust following the attempt on the life of the shah crushed the
Bábís and transformed them into an underground movement.
There is also ample evidence of the fragmentation of the Bábí
community in the period immediately following 1852.  Thus, for
example (apart from the best known schism—that between
Bahá’u’lláh and Subh-i Azal), there were also other groups such
as the Dayyánís, followers of Mírzá Asadu’lláhy-i Dayyán, in
Azerbaijan and Gílán.  But it would seem probable that a large
proportion of Bábís existed in small, separate, unaffiliated
groups—not because of doctrinal differences, but because fierce
persecution had disrupted communications between believers,
and it was not possible to re-establish these under the conditions
of secrecy and mistrust under which the Bábís were forced to
live.

Thus I would propose that the Bábí community in the period
after 1853 consisted of small, isolated groups of Bábís.  The
members of these groups would have been in contact with each
other, but not with other groups of Bábís, and may even have
been antagonistic to other nearby groups because of doctrinal

differences.  Most of these groups were probably centered
around the personality of individual local leaders.  This would
have contributed to their isolation.  In this atmosphere of defeat
and demoralization, we can be sure that many of these local
leaders laid claim to the station of “Him whom God will make
manifest”37 in an effort to revive the dying community.
‘Abdu’l-Baha states that some twenty-five persons made such a
claim.38

Bruce’s reports confirm most of these conjectures.  The group
of Bábís with whom Bruce came into contact seem to have been
under the leadership of Siyyid Háshim and were all known to
each other but isolated from, and antagonistic to, other groups
of Bábís in the Isfahan area.  Although at least one of them
became an Azalí (the one whose identity is certain, Mullá
Ismá‘íl-i Sabbágh), this was not until some twenty years later in
Tihran.  Moreover, Bruce’s reports show that this state of affairs
persisted as late as the 1870s.

From 1868 onwards, Bahá’u’lláh’s emissaries, such as Nabíl-i
A‘zam and Mírzá Ahmad of Yazd, were traveling throughout
Persia contacting isolated groups of Bábís.  Most of these
became incorporated into the Bahá’í community.  A few, at this
time, became firmly committed to Azal, and these groups came
under the leadership of Mírzá Hádíy-i Dawlatábádí.  A very
small and decreasing number remained unaffiliated and became
known as Kullu-Shay’ís.  But it is doubtful that this last group
was organized to any extent.39

THE CMS AND THE BAHÁ’ÍS

Shortly after Bruce’s unfortunate contact with the Bábís, he
came into contact with the Bahá’ís of Isfahan.  In 1874, there
erupted a persecution of the Bahá’í community by Shaykh
Muhammad-Báqir (known as the Wolf).40  In a letter of 19
November 1894, Bruce reported:

I am just now reading the latest Bible of the Baabis.  The sect of
Baabis which is now increasing in Persia is that called the Bahai.
Their chief is in prison in Acca—he calls himself The Father and
says Báb bore to him the same relation as John the Baptist did “The

Son.”  His book is a collection of Divine revelations ? addressed to
“The Pope,” “The Queen of London,” “The King of Paris” and
other crowned heads.  In all his letters to Christians he never alludes
to Mahomed but freely quotes the N.T. and says his appearance is
the fulfillment of the promise of the Son that he would return.  But
that he has returned in the person of the Father.  He says to the
Pope:  You dwell in (Kasiry which means in Arabic both sin and)
palaces and I the greatest Manifestation of the Deity dwell in the
meanest of hovels (the prison).  My body is imprisoned to give you
freedom, it has submitted to dishonour to bring you honour.
Remember how the Pharisees turned away from the Son.  Take care
that you do not thus turn from The Father.  Oh ye monks ye array
yourselves in gorgeous robes and forget that the robe of God is red
with the blood of enemies.”  I had a great many Baabis with me yes-
terday including some of those who were imprisoned and whom I
had got set at liberty.  I said to them—You allow that Christ is the
Son, The Word, The Spirit of God, even God himself and you say
Baha is the Father.  What is Mahomed then?  Oh they said we have
nothing to say to Mahomed.  I said yes but you have for both Bab
and Baha arose out of Islam as Christ did out of Judaism.  If Moses
is false so is Christ and if Mahomad is false Bab and Baha are false
also.  They would give no answer to this but would talk forever of
Christ and Baha.  I can not but believe that when these poor deluded
people find out—as surely they must—that Baha is not God the
Father they will be ready to receive Christ.  For they are quite
alienated from Mahomed.41

This letter marked the beginning of a period of close relations
between CMS missionaries and Bahá’ís that was to last until the
turn of the century.  A major problem missionaries faced in
trying to approach Persian Shí‘í Muslims was the fact that or-
thodox Shí‘ís regarded Christians as unclean—the slightest con-
tact defiling everything they touched—and, therefore, avoided
every from of association with them.  Those Shí‘ís who would
have anything to do with them were often undesirable elements
trying to obtain money.  Moreover, it was a standard part of
Muslim anti-Christian polemic to maintain that the Christians
do not have the real Gospel, but only a perverted version.
Therefore, to Muslims the missionaries’ Bible held no authority.
Thus it was that initially all missionary groups concentrated on

Christian communities such as the Armenians.  For Bruce, it was
an encouraging change to meet the Bahá’ís.  Here was a group of
respectable Persians of Muslim background with whom he
could freely meet and speak, and who accepted the Bible as a
Holy Book.  Small wonder then that, initially, the missionaries
wrote enthusiastic reports of their hopes that the Bahá’í Faith
would constitute a stepping-stone between Islam and Christian-
ity in the work of evangelizing the East.

On 28 December 1877 Bruce wrote in his annual letter:

In another town I had an interesting night with some Baabys.  We
cannot but hope that this sect, who believe that Jesus Christ is
returned in the person of the Father and is now in prison at Acca in
Palestine, will in time be open to the gospel.  They hate Moslems
and love Christians.  They freely allow that all their best tenets are
taken from the New Testament and not from the Koran.  They do
not allow polygamy and believe in the incarnation and divinity of
Jesus Christ.42

Similar sentiments were expressed by the missionaries over
the ensuing years.  In July 1893, the Church Missionary Intel-
ligencer printed an article by Rev. C. H. Stileman entitled “A
Week with the Bábís,” which recounted his visit to Najafábád.
The editor of the Intelligencer wrote:  “The knowledge of Christ
possessed by this people is indeed remarkable.  Here is an invit-
ing field for the Christian missionary!  It will be observed that
the particular sect visited by Mr. Stileman is called Behái
apparently a branch of the Babis, who believe that Christ came
the second time fifty years ago in the person of their founder
Beha.”43  At Najafábád, the missionaries rented premises from a
Bahá’í for many years, and there were friendly relations be-
tween the two groups.

Even as late as 1898, another CMS missionary, Bishop
Edward Stuart, was able to write, concerning his visit to
Kashan:

Here, as in other places which we have visited,44 we found that
the Babi element renders the people more accessible, and even
desirous of intercourse with Christians; ready to converse on

religious topics, and eager to obtain copies of our Scriptures, with
which they have already some acquaintance.  Not infrequently
when we visited the house of Babis … the Bible or New Testament
would be produced. …  The books bore signs of having been read,
and had various passages marked.45

Another factor which drew Bahá’ís and missionaries together
was the fact that the missionaries were sometimes accused of
spreading Babism.  In 1876, Bruce wrote:

I am sorry to inform Your Eminence that the R.C. [Roman
Catholic] priest is still doing his utmost to stir up the Mahomedans
against us.  Some months ago he had a long ‘istishahad’ [testamen-
tary statement] written to the Sháh against us.  Not a week passes
for months that he has not been to the Sheikhs, and other Mullahs
more than once telling them that the English religion is the same as
the Baaby, that the Protestants are Baabys.46

In 1887 Mr. Benjamin Badall, colporteur of the British and
Foreign Bible Society (affiliated with the CMS) reported:

Yezd:—This is the third time that we have visited this town, and
the work increases steadily; and, as far as we can understand, the
reason of this is that the religion of Baha (i.e. Baabism) increases
daily, and one of them said that since our last visit more than four
hundred men have become Baabis in Yezd alone, besides those in
the surrounding villages.  Our work in this town was quite different
from that in Kerman, either on our first or second visit, yet in Yezd
we were opposed twice, viz. on the first and last visits, both by the
Mullas and the Governor, because they thought that the [Bábí reli-
gion] was introduced in the place by our books. …

One day, whilst I was walking in the bazaars, hundreds of men
crowded about me and began to discuss with me, because they
thought that I was propagating the religion of Baha, and the more
strongly I denied the statement … the more they shouted.47

Four years later, Mr. John Preece, the British Consul in
Isfahan, reported in a dispatch dated 6 January 1891 that the
notorious firebrand Áqá Najafí was accusing Mírzá Núru’lláh,

missionary of the CMJ, of being a Bábí, saying of a school
opened by Mírzá Núru’lláh that “he wishes to make them all
Bábís.”48

The third factor which brought Bahá’ís and missionaries
together was that missionaries frequently protected Bahá’ís dur-
ing the periodic persecutions to which they were subject.  In
1874, when Shaykh Muhammad-Báqir stirred up the populace
against the Bahá’ís, Bruce wrote urgently to the British minister
in Tihran, Mr. W. Taylour Thomson.49  In 1879, when the King
of the Martyrs and Beloved of the Martyrs were in prison, prior
to their martyrdom, Bruce intervened on their behalf with the
Governor, Zillu’s-Sultán.50  Even more courageous was the ac-
tion of Mírzá Núru’lláh, the missionary to the Jews mentioned
above.  In 1889 a number of unfortunate Bahá’ís were driven
from their village of Sidih at the instigation of Áqá Najafí.  They
wandered between Isfahan and Tihran for a year trying to ob-
tain justice.  Eventually, seven of them were brutally murdered
as they returned to their village with a fírman from the shah
guaranteeing their safety.  The survivors of this episode fled
back to Isfahan where they found shelter at the house of Mírzá
Núru’lláh.  Bruce wrote:  “He took twenty-five Bábís into his
house, and kept them for days.  This was a most brave act, as it
really endangered his own life, especially as he is a Persian
subject.”51

During the Yazd upheaval of 1903, the CMS missionaries, Dr.
Henry White, Rev. Napier Malcolm, and others protected
several Bahá’ís for a period, although toward the end of the per-
secutions, on the instructions of the British consular represen-
tative, they turned the Bahá’ís out.  The British embassy had
informed them that it could not be held responsible for their
safety should they continue to shelter Bahá’ís.52

As a further aspect of the relationship between missionaries
and Bahá’ís, it is worth mentioning the following telegram that
Mr. Bax Ironside, who was on special mission in Isfahan, sent to
Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, the British minister, shortly after
the murder of seven Bahá’ís of Sidih.  He had found the mission-
aries sheltering Bahá’ís:

Missionarys [sic] are busily engaged trying to convert supposed
Babys.  These latter find themselves on the horns of a dilemna [sic] and
thus may possibly become proselytes. …  I consider it of impor-
tance to secure shelter for these people away from the influence of
missionaries … it would be most inconvenient if these villagers
were converted to Christianity now.  P. [i.e., Persian] Government
would undoubtedly think that we had a hand in it and were not
acting solely from humanising motives.53

The records of the CMS confirm that the missionaries were
trying to convert the Bábís at this time with some success,
although it is not clear to what extent these conversions, which
occurred at a time of considerable duress, were genuine and
lasting.  A few years later, a group of five missionaries signed a
letter which indicated a similar line of thought:  “The great Babi
movement has alienated vast numbers of the people from Islam
& their severe persecution by the Muslems renders them at pres-
ent peculiarly accessible to Christian teaching & influence.”54

TURN OF THE TIDE

Although we have indicated several factors that drew the
Bahá’ís and missionaries together, the primary function of the
missionaries was, of course, to obtain converts to Christianity.
Their first interest in the Bahá’ís was as a potential source of
new Christians.  Thus, as it slowly dawned on them that the
Bahá’ís would not be a rich source of converts, and indeed
threatened to be their greatest rivals in the field of conversions,
it is not surprising that their initial enthusiasm was modified and
eventually turned into outright hostility.

The first to express doubts about the Bahá’ís becoming a fruit-
ful field of missionary endeavor was Rev. Henry Carless.  After
a two and a half month tour of Yazd, he wrote in July 1890:
The Bábís are very numerous in Yezd. …  I did not find much
encouragement amongst this sect in a spiritual sense, they received
me kindly—many of them came to see me & engaged in lengthy
arguments, in order to make me a Babi.  They contend that Christ

has already come a second time in this present man, Beha, living in
Acre—the same Spirit of God incarnate in all the prophets before
Christ, then in Christ, then in Mahomet, now is incarnate in Beha.
They seem without any conviction of sin, they suppose themselves
to be wise, not knowing their own folly & they are very self-
satisfied.  But they have doubtless been raised by God at this time—
they divide the Mohammedan camp in Persia in two sections, thus
making it easier for the Gospel to step in.55

Carless, in his annual letter for 1890, still regarded the pres-
ence of the Bahá’ís in Yazd as an advantage to the missionaries.
Two years later, however, after a further tour of Yazd, Carless
wrote of “the spreading of Babiism & its essential anti-Christian
teaching.”  In this report he stated:  “It [Babism] is spreading
widely in the Mahommedan world & will contest the field with
us—the rapid spread of its false teaching is a sure call to us to
step in & teach the people the truth.”56

Gradually, the other missionaries also came around to this
point of view.  In 1901 Rev. Napier Malcolm wrote:  “I have not
yet made up my mind whether the Babis are easier or more diffi-
cult to persuade than the Mussulmans.  Opinions greatly differ
out here.  Of one thing I am sure—that directly attacking the
doctrines of Beha is as absurd as trying to break a stick at the
strongest point.”57

During this time, the first anti-Bahá’í polemical tracts were
published by the CMS missionaries:  Murásilát-i Díní (Religious
correspondence), 1898, Nasíhat Námihy-i Muhabbatánihy-i
‘Abdu’l-Masíh (A loving letter of advice from a servant of	Comment by .: underdots Nasíhat s, h
Muhabbatánihy first h
Masih h
Christ), 1899, and Rij‘at-i Hadrat-i Masíh Ibnu’lláh (The return
of Christ the Son of God), no date.  The first two were written by
Mr. W. St. Clair Tisdall, and the third by Rev. Henry Carless.

In March 1917 the Church Missionary Review reported:  “The
Bahais, followers of Baha Ullah, who is supposed to have
ascended from his prison at Acca, where he died, to the throne
of God, are showing great activity in Persia, and within the last
few years have won many converts from Islam and Zoroas-
trianism, while they have proved a great hindrance to the
spread of Christianity.58

An indication of the mood of the missionaries is that at
about this time they decided to find other accommodation in
Najafabad than the mission house they had rented for many
years from a Bahá’í.59

Interestingly, Rev. W. A. Rice published in 1902 a report of
“A Babi Pamphlet” which was written by a Bahá’í and was a
“deliberate attempt made to convert Christians to Babiism by
means of arguments derived from their own Bible.”60  Although
the name of the author of the pamphlet is not given, it is clear
from various indications that it was Mírzá ‘Alí-Ashraf-i
Lahíjání, the Bahá’í poet who is better known by his pen name
‘Andalíb.  The work was written for the benefit of Prof. Browne
whom the author met in Yazd.

Thus during the first decade of the twentieth century, rela-
tions between the Bahá’í community and the English mis-
sionaries became somewhat strained.  During the second decade
of that century they were eventually cut completely.

THE AMERICAN MISSIONARIES

In 1870 the Presbyterians withdrew from the ABCFM.  In the
partition agreement, the Mission to the Nestorians based at
Urúmíyyih was transferred to their care.  At about this time, the
name of the mission was changed to the Mission to Persia, thus
indicating that the missionaries intended to extend their work to
the Muslim population.  As a consequence of this, missionary
stations were established in Tihran (1872), Tabriz (1873), and
Hamadan (1881).  Later, other stations were established at
Mashhad, Rasht, and Kermanshah but, by agreement, the
Americans stayed out of southern Iran, which was designated
the field of the CMS.

The interaction between Bahá’ís and American missionaries
followed much the same course as that between Bahá’ís and
CMS missionaries.  However, because the Americans confined
their work to the Nestorians for so many years (even when they
had established their missions in other parts of the country, they
still confined their activities to native Christians), there seems at
first to have been little contact between the two groups.  Rev.

James Bassett records meeting two Bahá’í “missionaries” in Sab-
zivar.61  There were other contacts at Rasht,62 Tabriz and
Tihrán.63  But the most prolonged contact was at Hamadan	Comment by .: Why transliterated?
where the Bahá’í community, and in particular Hájí Mihdí, held
a long series of discussions over a period of two years with Dr.
G. W. Holmes, an American medical missionary.64

Initially, as in the south, the reaction of the missionaries was
favorable.  Thus in the American Missionary Review of the
World in 1898, the following comment appears:

There is much in the new teaching “Babism” that is sad, but it has
opened the door to the Gospel as nothing else has done.  Bible circu-
lation is almost doubled every year.  It is computed that in many
towns and villages half the population are Babis.  This is a clear in-
dication that the people of Persia are already, in large measure,
wearied with Islam, and anxious for a higher, holier, and more
spiritual faith.65

Rev. J. N. Wright, American Presbyterian missionary in
Tabriz, wrote in June 1901:  “Everywhere in our field the
Moslems seem in a restless state of mind, and are seeking for
some remedy in a religious change.  The sect of Bábís are making
large gains in the rural districts.  All their leaders are enlightened
men intellectually at least.  I hope they may prepare the way for
religious freedom in Persia.”66

And Miss Grettie Y. Holliday, another American missionary
in Tabriz, wrote in January 1902:  “I do think that the Babis are
doing a work in preparing the people for religious inquiry and
their existence testifies to a longing after God and a deep dis-
satisfaction with Islam.”67

Dr.  Holmes echoed these sentiments when he wrote in 1904:
“Nevertheless I believe that Behaism is destined to prove a sol-
vent for Islam which will eventually assist materially in break-
ing down the resistance of that stubborn and unyielding system
of error, itself then perishing also in the ruin it has helped to
bring about.  Indirectly it will thus hasten the triumph of the
Cross of Christ.”68  However, in the same article Holmes states:
“It will bring a few nearer to Christ.  [But] by far the greater

number of its adherents will be brought into more active antag-
onism to Christianity than before.”69

Rev. Dr. Potter, a missionary stationed in Tihrán, writing of
a visit to Qazvin, mentions the initial expectations and alludes
to the growing disappointment of the missionaries with Bahá’ís:

At one time there seemed a bright prospect of reaching the Babis,
but the expectation was not realized.  They seem in some respects to
present a more hopeful field for mission labour than the Moslems,
because of their ready acceptance of the Scriptures and certain
Christian doctrines rejected by the Mohammedans.  On the other
hand, however, their fanciful interpretation of plain Scripture
declarations renders it very difficult to make any impression on
them by proof texts from the Bible whose authority they readily
admit.70

The break between Bahá’ís and American missionaries, when
it came, was a dramatic and bitter affair.  Several of the mission-
aries went into print with articles highly critical of the Bahá’ís
and of Bahá’í doctrine.  (See bibliography.)  Most prolific of all
was Rev. S. G. Wilson of the Tabriz mission who, after writing
a series of articles in different periodicals, finally formulated his
polemic in a book entitled Bahaism and Its Claims.  Other ar-
ticles were written by J. D. Frame and J. H. Shedd.  More mis-
sionary opinions were recorded in Speer’s Missions and Modern
History.  Many of these articles, and Wilson’s in particular, are
couched in the most acrimonious terms and reflect obvious
animosity.

Matters reached the point that in 1910 there was almost a riot
in Urúmíyyih.  The French consul at Tabriz, A.-L.-M. Nicolas,
reported:

There is some trouble at Urúmíyyih.  It began when the populace
was aroused by the fact that the American missionaries have, in
their school, as a teacher of Persian, a Bahá’í named Lisán-Hudúr.
This Bahá’í made use of his position to convert all of his pupils to
Bahaism, which offended the Americans, who dismissed their
teacher and will even go to the extent of asking for his expulsion
from the town.  The American consul has left for this town.71

It is clear that there was a great difference between the rela-
tions of the British CMS in the south, and the American Presby-
terians in the north, with their respective Bahá’í communities.
The break in the south was free of the bitterness and vitupera-
tion that characterized the break in the north.  Indeed, it is
noticeable that the only article to appear in the CMS’s Church
Missionary Review that could be regarded as anti-Bahá’í
polemic was written by the American, Rev. S. G. Wilson.  None
of the British missionaries took such an attitude until the 1930s
when Rev. J. R. Richards of the CMS began to publish material
directed against the Bahá’ís.

We might at this point attempt an assessment of the relations
between Bahá’ís and missionaries from the Bahá’í point of
view.  The writings of the missionaries on numerous occasions
suggest that there was a concerted plan by Bahá’ís to infiltrate
the missions and win over those who attended them.72  None of
the Bahá’í histories which I have consulted makes any reference
to Bahá’í proselytizing activity, whether planned or otherwise,
in the mission stations.  What is clear, however, (even from the
reports of the missionaries,)73 is that the Bahá’í Faith was ex-
panding so rapidly at this time in Persia that the Bahá’í activity
reported in the missions is insignificant when compared to what
was going on elsewhere.  Mission-related conversions to the
Bahá’í Faith were probably merely a reflection of that larger,
widespread growth.  What the missionaries failed to realize was
that it is the religious obligation of every Bahá’í to propagate his
religion actively.74  Thus if a Bahá’í were employed at a mission
station (and even Wilson tells us that his own secretary was a
Bahá’í),75 he would endeavor to proselytize in that situation.

GERMAN MISSIONARIES

In Andreas’s Die Babis in Persien, there is a brief note con-
cerning a German missionary effort that seems to have been
directed principally at the Bahá’ís.  I have not been able to find
any other references to this work, but Andreas’s account is
worthy of note since it paints a valuable picture of Bahá’í com-
munity life in Iran just before the turn of the century:

On 8 March 1895 Pastor Christian Közle died at Urúmíyyih in
northern Persia.  This outstandingly gifted young German theolo-
gian had made it his special task to bring the Bábís nearer to Chris-
tianity.  He enjoyed a sincere friendship with many Bábís.  An
outstanding teacher of the Bábís described to him the following
three propositions as the guidelines of life for the Bábís:

(1)  We consider everyone as our brother and love our enemies
too, as the sun shines on the evil and the truth;
(2)  Like the prophets and Jesus, we must endure much suffering in
order to lead men to the truth;
(3) We pray to God that He may let His kingdom come and make
all men his sons.

Concerning the form of service used by the Bábís, Közle made the
following observations, based on the information of an outstanding
Bábí, on a small sheet of paper which is in my possession:

The procedure at Bábí meetings:  (1) reading from the “Bajan
akdas” [Bayán-i Aqdas?, presumably the Kitáb-i Aqdas]; (2) ser-
mon by a “Peirember” [presumably, Payámbar, messenger]; (3)
questions to the “Peirember” by the individual attenders of the
meeting and his answers (time:  1 to 3 hours).

At the beginning and end of the meetings a Bábí who has a good
voice sings.

There are special meetings for women, which follow the same
course as those for the men.

The Bábís set great store by the education of the children, as
much for the girls as for the boys.

The main meetings of the Bábís take place on the last day of each
month.  They have a year of nineteen months, each month has nine-
teen days.

Közle intended to establish schools for the Bábís in which
systematic Christian religious teaching was to be given.  This idea
was received by the Bábís with great joy.  Közle’s death stopped it
being carried out.

The contact that I started in 1892, with influential Bábís, and
which Dr. Zerweck and Paster Közle intended to carry on, was the
main reason given by the Persian government to the German
foreign office for the expulsion of German missionaries in February
1895.

In the eyes of the Persian government the Bábís were, and are,
dangerous revolutionaries, whom it is trying to wipe out by fire and

the sword.  But they are in fact the pioneers of truth, freedom, and
justice in the dark country of Persia, and have shown a courage in
self-sacrifice and a joy in martyrdom rarely seen in the world’s
history.  Were the new Sháh Muzaffaru’d-Dín to give the Bábís
freedom of religion, he would be conferring the greatest benefit on
his country.76

MISSIONARIES IN PALESTINE AND SYRIA

Bahá’u’lláh and his companions came across Christian mission-
aries on several occasion during their exile.  The contacts with
Revs. Leon Rosenberg and J. N. Ball at Adrianople in 1867, and
with Dr. Thomas Chaplin and Revs. Frederick Smith, James	Comment by .: I think this should be Revs – in conformity with vols and nos
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Jacob Huber, John Zeller, and James Neil in ‘Akká from 1871 to
1874 are described elsewhere.77  It is of interest that the pattern
which has been noted above for Persia—that of initial delight
and enthusiasm, turning later to disappointment and a varying
degree of antagonism—was repeated to some extent in
Palestine, in earlier encounters as well as in later ones.

Prior to 1890, the CMS had maintained a school in ‘Akká run
by a native teacher, but in this year Miss Elizabeth Wardlaw-
Ramsay was appointed to open a missionary station there.  In
January 1891 she was joined by Miss S. Louis Barker, and in
November 1891 by Miss Catherine C. Coote.  These ladies were
soon in contact with the Bahá’ís.  In October 1891 they visited
Bahjí, where Bahá’u’lláh was living:

The end of October we were taken by a Native lady to visit the
harem of the leader of a strange sect who has a large place about
half an hour’s walk from Acca, and a smaller house in the town.
The ladies were most warm in their reception … many came to
see us.  On our leaving they gave us flowers, and entreated us to
come again—indeed they wanted us every day. …  This is indeed
an open door, and I hope that, now we have a Bible-woman, they
will often be visited.78

The lady missionaries were much encouraged by their contact
with the Bahá’ís.  When Bruce’s Persian translation of the Gospel
was published, twenty copies were ordered by the secretary of

the Palestine Mission in February 1892, with the following in-
structions:  “To be sent direct from Beyrout to Miss Wardlaw
Ramsay, Acre, for the use of a ‘half Moslem, half Christian’ sect
of Persian immigrants who have settled in Haifa.”79

Nearby in Beirut, the American missionaries of the Presby-
terian ABCFM had their headquarters.  It was one of these mis-
sionaries, Rev. Henry H. Jessup, who made a most favorable
reference to Bahá’u’lláh at the World’s Parliament of Religions
in Chicago, in 1893—a reference which is given prominence by
Bahá’ís as the first public mention to their religion in America:

In the palace of Behjeh … just outside the fortress of Acre, …
there died a few months since a famous Persian sage, the Babi saint,
named Behâ Allah … the head of that vast reform party of Per-
sian Moslems, who accept the New Testament as the Word of God
and Christ as the deliverer of men, who regard all nations as one,
and all men as brothers.  Three years ago he was visited by a Cam-
bridge scholar, and gave utterances [sic] to sentiments so noble, so
Christ-like...80

By 1894, however, friction arose between the missionaries
and the Bahá’ís.  Between 1894 and 1896, reports were given to
the missionaries by various individuals, who are not named,
that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá had “forbidden them [his followers] to
receive the Miss Ramsays in their houses or to go to the mission
house.”81  And even:  “Five men of the Persians fled last year,
because they were suspected of wishing to become Christians
and were threatened with death.”82

In view of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s widely acclaimed tolerance and
freedom from bigotry, these reports seem out of character,
especially since at this time ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was encouraging an
expansion of the Faith in the West.  Certainly ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
later contacts with the same group of missionaries were amica-
ble enough.  In 1895, for example, the CMS established a medi-
cal mission in ‘Akká which occupied part of the mansion of
‘Abdu’lláh Páshá adjacent to that rented by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  Dr.
Cropper, who was in charge of the mission, reported in 1897:
“The head of the Persians, Abbas Effendi, who occupies the

house adjoining this, has done all he can to make the place
pleasant and tidy, and we have had no annoyance whatever
from his followers who constantly pass the door of the
dispensary.”83

In the CMS medical missionary report for 1902–03,
‘Abdu’l-Bahá is reported to have given a Napoleon to the hos-
pital work on one occasion.84  Later still, in 1910, Dr. Coles,
who was in charge of the Haifa Hospital of the Jerusalem and
East Mission, described ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as a “venerable and
amiable leader” and went on to say, “He is most friendly and
the moral influence of his teaching has an elevating effect on
those with whom he comes into contact.”85  And Rev. S. B.
Rohold of the Haifa Mission of the British CMJ referred to
‘Abdu’l-Bahá as “my dear friend.”86

Thus those earlier hostile references by the missionaries in the
period 1894–96 are puzzling, particularly since the missionaries
do not provide any names to help us clarify the situation.  The
only circumstance in which ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was wont to use
severity and firmness was in dealings with those Bahá’ís who in
his view were seeking to destroy the unity of the Bahá’í commu-
nity, the “Covenant-breakers”.  There was indeed at this time
just such a move afoot in ‘Akká in the form of Mírzá
Muhammad-‘Alí’s opposition to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  Matters de-
veloped to the point that for a time, in 1896, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was
compelled to withdraw from ‘Akká to Tiberias.  We know from
the confession published by his brother, Mírzá Badí‘u’lláh, that
at this time Mírzá Muhammad-‘Alí was spreading false accusa-
tions against ‘Abdu’l-Bahá to various persons, including the
governor of Syria.87  It is possible that the accusations which
reached the missionaries were part of this campaign of Mírzá
Muhammad-‘Alí.

In any case, after the turn of the century the missionaries’
reports contained no further talk of converting the Bahá’ís in
Haifa and ‘Akká.  And Jessup, whose earlier sympathetic refer-
ence to Bahá’u’lláh has been noted above, now began to write
hostile accounts of the Bahá’ís.  The following passage from his
Fifty-Three Years in Syria is an example:

The book you speak of as “Bab el Din”, Revelation from the East
is … some new rehash of Professor Browne of Cambridge,
England, on the “Episode of the Báb,” the Persian delusion whose
head man, Beha-ullah in Acre claimed to be an incarnation of God
and on his death a few years ago his son, Abbas Effendi, succeeded
him and is running the “incarnation” fraud for all that it is worth,
and that is worth a good deal, as pilgrims constantly come from the
Babite sect in Persia and bring their offerings of money with great
liberality .88

CONCLUSION

There is not a great deal more to be said about the relationships
between Christian missionaries and Bahá’ís in the Middle East.
Although individual missionaries such as Dr. Carr in Shiraz and
Dr. Edwin E. Bliss of Beirut maintained amicable relations with
the Bahá’ís, the two communities severed their ties in the first
two decades of the twentieth century, and references to the
Bahá’ís almost disappear in the reports of the missionaries.  Dur-
ing this same period, the rise of the Bahá’í community in North
America and in Europe, and particularly ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s tours in
that part of the world, resulted in a shift of the principal arena of
Bahá’í-Christian polemic to the West.  But even here, it was mis-
sionaries with experience in Iran and the Middle East who were
in the forefront of the debate, and who continue to be so to the
present day.
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THE AMERICAN BAHÁ’Í COMMUNITY,
1894–1917:  A PRELIMINARY SURVEY
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The development of the American Bahá’í community in the
years leading up to 1917 is not easy to characterize.  The pro-
cesses which animated it are complex and at times elusive.  Its
central concerns cannot always be readily identified.  The
sources which may provide a basis for some adequate future
account remain as yet largely untapped.  In the absence of any
detailed general account of the early American Bahá’í commu-
nity, this present survey seeks to provide a rough map of the
period as a whole, to present some general framework by which
more detailed studies of particular aspects of this history may be
placed in a wider context.  It can not claim to be more than a ten-
tative outline of what seem to be the most salient features in the
development of the American Bahá’í community in the first
twenty-three years of its existence.

On 29 May 1892, when Mírzá Husayn-‘Alí, Bahá’u’lláh
(b. 1817), died in the vicinity of the city of ‘Akká in Ottoman
Syria, the religion he founded had already passed through an
extensive transformation.  Almost fifty years earlier, Siyyid
‘Alí-Muhammad, the Báb (1819–1850), had announced the ful-
fillment of the millenarian expectations of Shí‘ih Islam and had
thereby given birth to a religious movement at once dramatic
and poignant in its short and bloody duration.  From the ashes
of the Bábí religion had emerged the religion of Bahá’u’lláh.
Attracting to himself the majority of the remaining Bábís and
greatly broadening the scope of Bábí belief, Bahá’u’lláh gave less
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attention to those elements of the messianic and esoteric tradi-
tions of Shí‘í Iran, which had figured so prominently in the
teachings of the Báb, placing greater emphasis on ethics and the
practical manifestations of spirituality.  Advancing, as a pre-
scription for the world’s ills, a program of social and religious
reform, he laid claim to be the expected Deliverer prophesied
not only by Islam and the Bábí religion, but also by other world
religions.  However, despite the recruitment of some Jews, Zoro-
astrians, and Levantine Christians to its ranks, and despite the
migration of a number of Persian Bahá’ís from their homeland
to neighboring countries, the Bahá’í Faith remained essentially a
phenomenon within Persian Shiism.  It was only after the pass-
ing of Bahá’u’lláh, when the reins of leadership were taken up
by his eldest son, ‘Abbás Effendi, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá (1844–1921),
that the religion began to spread to North America, Europe, and
the Far East, and the first substantial numbers of believers from
a Christian background were attracted.

The years of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s leadership were a crucial stage in
the development of the Bahá’í Faith.  Although it was later,
under the leadership of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s grandson, Shoghi Effendi
Rabbani (1897–1957), that it became a worldwide religion with
followers from a multitude of religious and racial backgrounds
scattered throughout most of the countries of the world, it was
this initial period of growth outside the Faith’s original Islamic
milieu which established the breadth of its appeal and its ability
to adapt to an alien religious tradition.  Similarly, while the final
routinization of charisma (whereby the personal charismatic
leadership of the ministries of Bahá’u’lláh and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was
transmuted into the legal-rational forms of the modern Bahá’í
Administrative Order) only occurred in the years following
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s death in 1921, this later transformation was
presaged by developments within the Faith which took place
during his lifetime and had his approval, his own Will and
Testament providing the generating impulse for much of this
administrative development.

If the changes that occurred in the period of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
ministry are seen as being particularly important in the his-
torical process by which a nineteenth-century movement within

Persian Shí‘ih Islam evolved into a twentieth-century world
religion, then the particular locus of those changes was surely
the early American Bahá’í community.  It was in America that
the first Western converts were made.  It was from America that
the teachers of the new religion came when the European, and
later the Australian and Far Eastern, communities were
established.  In terms of numbers, activity, and influence, the
American Bahá’ís were the predominant group within the body
of early Western believers.  It was in their midst that many of the
institutional forms which later developed into the Ad-
ministrative Order of the Faith were founded.  A study of the
history of the early American Bahá’í community must, there-
fore, constitute an important part in any analysis of the overall
development of the Bahá’í Faith.

In the period under review, the American Bahá’í community
underwent considerable transformation both in terms of the
preoccupations of belief and of organization and leadership.
Originating in the 1890s with the missionary endeavor of
Ibrahim George Kheiralla (Khayru’lláh), a converted Syrian
(Chaldean) Christian newly arrived in America, the nascent
Bahá’í community first took on the appearance of a secret cult,
making its appeal on the basis of a blend of millenarian expecta-
tion and metaphysical thought.

Following the establishment of firm links with the center of
the new Faith, this aura of secrecy was cast aside.  The basis of
appeal, however, remained much the same, and despite its
millenarian overtones, the Bahá’í Cause remained linked to the
cultic milieu of the metaphysical movement.  This changed in
the years that followed, as there gradually emerged a national
Bahá’í leadership, a process which accelerated in the period after
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit to America in 1912.  Moreover, ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá’s visit greatly broadened the religion’s base of appeal.
His own preference for social reformism rather than meta-
physical speculation made a profound impact on the American
community and attracted the attention of liberal Christians and
other thinkers to the new movement.  At the same time, his visit
sensitized many American Bahá’ís to the importance of the
Covenant, an idea which became a major factor in the ensuing

years in the move toward a greater homogeneity of belief and
which allowed certain beliefs to be labeled as unorthodox in the
name of firmness in the Covenant.  Associated with this trend
was a greater stress on national organization and a tendency for
Bahá’ís to regard their religion as a distinct and separate entity,
tendencies which were accelerated during the period of Shoghi
Effendi’s leadership.

It was not until 1894 that the first Americans became con-
verted to the Bahá’í Faith, and we may conveniently date
American Bahá’í history from that year.  Prior to that date the
American reading public may have come across accounts of the
new religion in the books of scholars or literateurs, but the
dramatic history of the religion of the Báb had excited much less
interest in America than it had in Europe.

Greater interest was shown by American missionaries work-
ing in the Middle East who initially regarded the Bahá’í Faith as
a reform movement within Islam which might create a more
hospitable environment for Christian evangelism.  From such a
source came the first known reference to Bahá’u’lláh at a public
meeting.  This reference, made in September 1893 during a ses-
sion of the World’s Parliament of Religions at Chicago’s Colum-
bian Exposition, is regarded by Bahá’ís as marking the symbolic
beginning of the history of their Faith in the West.1

THE KHEIRALLA PERIOD:  1894–1900

Early Teachings.  The dominant figure during the first six years
of American Bahá’í history was Ibrahim Kheiralla (1849–1929),
who had been converted in 1890 in Egypt by a Persian business
associate, Hájí ‘Abdu’l-Karím-i Tihrání.2  In 1892 Kheiralla
determined to proceed to America to spread the Bahá’í Faith, ar-
riving in New York in December 1892.3  By 1894 he had
established himself in Chicago and in that same year had gained
his first converts.4  These earliest conversions seem to have been
accomplished on the basis of personal contact, but before long,
Kheiralla had fixed on what remained his standard system of at-
tracting people to the Bahá’í Faith.  This was a series of
graduated lectures, the earliest dealing with such general issues
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as the immortality of the soul, the nature of the mind, and the
need to believe in God.  Later lectures dealt increasingly with
Biblical prophecy concerning the second advent and the ex-
istence of a “Greatest Name” of God by which the believer
might enter into a special relationship with the divine.  Finally,
for those who had taken all the lectures and shown themselves
worthy, Kheiralla delivered the “pith” of his message:  that God
had returned to earth in the person of Bahá’u’lláh, and that now
his Son, Jesus Christ, was living in ‘Akká.  Those who believed
were given the Greatest Name and told to write to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
confessing their belief.5  The introductory lectures were ex-
panded and published in 1896, and more fully in 1897, as Bab-
ed-Din:  the Door of True Religion.  In this book, the author
explained that the full instruction was private, and that even the
name of the new religion was only known to those Truth-
seekers who had “taken the full course and received acceptance
from the Great Head of the headquarters of the Order.”6  This
book stimulated interest in the new religion, and by 1900 there
were perhaps as many as three thousand Bahá’ís situated in a
dozen or so American cities, in particular Chicago, New York,
and Kenosha, Wisconsin.7

The basis of appeal of the new religion of “Truth-seekers” or
“Truth-knowers” is difficult to identify clearly.  The aura of
secrecy that surrounded the advanced lessons makes it difficult
to determine precisely what was taught to the newly converted
Bahá’ís.  An appeal of sorts was certainly made to the American
adventist tradition:  after all, when it was eventually given, the
“pith” or “kernel” of Kheiralla’s message was that God and
Christ had returned, and this was supported by complex use of
Biblical prophecy and accompanied by a belief that the millen-
nium was to commence in 1917.  Yet it was a very esoteric ver-
sion of the Advent which was proclaimed.

An appeal was also made to the metaphysical tradition and
many of the Truth-seekers came from such a background.  Yet
Kheiralla took pains to criticize many metaphysical groups and
ideas, distinguishing his own ideas from those of the Christian
Scientists, Theosophists, and Vedantists, and denouncing pan-
theism and claims of inner guidance, psychic vision, or astral
travel.  Perhaps the central principle which combined the

various elements in Kheiralla’s synthesis was that of esoteric
knowledge.  The appeal was made to the worthy few:  the true
seekers who attended private classes, not the many who could
not apprehend the truth.  Pupils were asked not to discuss what
they had heard with outsiders.  The true name of the Faith and
the names of its founders were not given in the elementary classes
or books.  The classes could only be taken in a prescribed order.
To know God was only possible if one knew the right
password—the Greatest Name—and this was only given to
those who were worthy to become believers.  Salvation was con-
ditional on belief .  Becoming a believer gave the individual ac-
cess to special powers beside which occult powers were “as
chaff.”8  At a certain stage in the classes, the Truth-seekers were
asked to meditate on certain Biblical verses which hinted at the
Second Advent so as to make themselves deserving of the truth.
The importance of visions was stressed.  The neophyte was re-
quired to write a form of allegiance before he was fully initiated
into the details of the new doctrine, and, although this is not
stated, the Truth-seeker presumably became a Truth-knower.
In this context adventist fulfillment became an element of occult
knowledge, and Kheiralla’s teachings of reincarnation, numer-
ology, the need for rational argument, and the rejection of “irra-
tional” Biblical verses were subsumed under an overriding belief
in gaining that Truth which would make men free.  It was little
wonder that E. G. Browne should have been reminded of
Ismá‘ílí Islam when confronted by this congeries of teachings,9
or that modern Bahá’ís should recoil in horror at what they see
as a parody of their beliefs.10

The appeal of the Truth-seeker classes was not only based on
the ideas taught.  The personality of Kheiralla was also impor-
tant.  By all accounts an intelligent and engaging man, he im-
pressed those who came into contact with him as enthusiastic
and sincere.  In distinction to many other teachers of new
spiritual messages, he made no charge for his teachings.  He did,
however, make a charge for the mental (or spiritual?) healing
which he performed and which no doubt attracted some to his
teachings.11  The aura of mystery itself may well have been im-
portant in attracting people to the classes, for although
Kheiralla denied that the new teachings were secret, this was not

necessarily obvious to all of those who became Truth-seekers,
an it is possible that some of the converts suspected that they
were entering a secret society.  Certainly some of them seem to
have had ulterior motives, as is evidenced by the account of
Browne’s correspondent that “some people have sent the letter
[the declaration of faith] for the sake of the rest of the teachings
and for a mysterious something which they hope to get.”12

While a systematic appraisal of the religious background and
social composition of the converts is not yet possible, an overall
picture can be constructed.  Many of the converts were “seekers”
and had already belonged to other groups within the cultic
milieu.  Judging by information for later periods, most were
probably disaffected Protestants from the more liberal
denominations.  Although the “kernel of truth” was a message of
the Second Advent, few, if any, converts were made from
Adventist groups.  The majority of the Truth-seekers were
women.  Of the men, many seem to have been in business or the
professions, although there were also some artisans.  A number
of both the men and the women were (medical?) “doctors”.
Most of the converts were almost certainly middle class and to
some extent educated.  Most of them lived in large cities, and of
those who did not, most learned of the new faith as a result of
contacts with neophytes in one of the cities.  The majority were
white, many of whom were of British ancestry, but there were
also a large number from German and (in Kenosha) Swedish
descent.


Expansion and Growing Tension.  At first the classes were con-
ducted only by Kheiralla, who exercised a strong central control
over the fledgling movement.  How he attracted students to his
classes is unknown, quite possibly many came as a result of per-
sonal contact with other class members or converted Truth-
seekers; in some cases news of the new teaching seems to have
circulated among the members of a particular group in the cultic
milieu (for example, the followers of New Thought in New York
City, a number of whom were converted).13  Then again, the
publication of the introductory lectures doubtless attracted
others, and it is possible that Kheiralla advertised his classes.

From 1897 onwards, larger numbers were converted, and con-
siderable diffusion occurred as individuals introduced to the
teachings in Chicago returned to their home cities and invited
Dr. Kheiralla to come and teach those with whom they had
come into contact.  It was increasingly difficult for there to be
only one teacher of the new message, and accordingly Kheiralla
appointed teachers to impart the message and to some extent
lead the Bahá’ís in the various Bahá’í communities which were
developing.14  In at least two communities, Kenosha and New
York, Boards of Counsel were elected from among the assembly
of believers as a whole.15  The relationship between these Boards
and individual teachers is not known, nor are their powers and
authority, but it is probable that at least until his departure for
‘Akká in July 1898, Kheiralla continued to exercise an overall
control, probably retaining the responsibility for giving the
Greatest Name to converts.16

Some of the appointed teachers undertook missionary work
in more distant parts of the United States resulting in the further
spread of the Faith.  In California, as a result of the teaching
work of Dr. Edward C. Getsinger and his wife Lua (nee Moore),
Mrs. Phoebe Hearst (wife of the newspaper magnate, Senator
George F. Hearst) was attracted to the teachings and invited the
Kheirallas and the Getsingers to be her guests on a pilgrimage to
‘Akká.  Leaving America in July 1898, the group proceeded East
by way of Paris where Mrs. Hearst had a house, and Kheiralla
(at least) went on to Egypt to visit his daughters by a previous
marriage.17  The party, enlarged by additions from Paris and
Egypt, reached ‘Akká in three separate groups, the first, which
included the Getsingers, arriving on 10 December 1898.  For
most of the party the stay was comparatively short and their ac-
counts of it emphasize the staggering impact that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
personality had upon them, increasing their devotion and en-
thusiasm for the Faith.18  Two of the returning pilgrims, Miss
May Bolles and Mrs. Miriam Thornburgh-Cropper, established
new Bahá’í groups in Paris and London respectively.  The
Kheirallas, and possibly also the Getsingers, stayed for a longer
time, however, during which the first rift between ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
and Kheiralla occurred.  This was to lead to Kheiralla and part

of the American Bahá’í community becoming partisans of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s half brother Mírzá Muhammad-‘Alí.
The circumstances of the rift are hardly mentioned in or-
thodox Bahá’í sources:  the accounts that do exist are by par-
tisans of Muhammad-‘Alí.19  The Bahá’í explanation of
Kheiralla’s defection is that he was “actuated by pride and ambi-
tion”, and that having been “blinded by his extraordinary suc-
cess” in North America, he was “aspiring after an uncontrolled
domination over the beliefs and activities of his fellow
disciples.”20  H. M. Balyuzi posits that Kheiralla had conjured
with the idea that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá would accept a division of the
Bahá’í community, with Kheiralla shepherding the Bahá’ís of
the West and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá those of the East, but at that meeting
with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, for the first time he realized that his plan would
not be accepted and so turned to Muhammad-‘Alí.21  Kheiralla’s
own account is that he gradually became disillusioned with
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, whom he later accused of prevarication and
deceit, and found himself given the cold shoulder by the other
Bahá’ís after a disagreement with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá over matters of
doctrine.  Accusations are also said to have been made against
Kheiralla by the Getsingers.22  Whether Kheiralla established
any contact with the partisans of Muhammad-‘Alí before he
returned to America is not known, but he himself denies it.23

Kheiralla had been welcomed by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in glowing
terms:  “Welcome to Thee, O Bahá’s Peter, O second Columbus,
Conqueror of America!” and had been accorded “the unique
privilege of helping ‘Abdu’l-Bahá lay the foundation-stone of
the Báb’s mausoleum on Mt. Carmel.”24  He returned to America
in November (?) 1899 under something of a cloud, his wife leav-
ing him and the Getsingers renouncing him.  S. G. Wilson, prob-
ably quoting one of Kheiralla’s American partisans, states that
Dr. Getsinger, on his return to America, “announced that he
was to be the representative of Abbás Effendi [‘Abdu’l-Bahá],
because Dr. Kheiralla’s teachings were erroneous and his con-
duct immoral.”25  Kheiralla’s English wife Marian wrote from
‘Akká to one American Bahá’í:  “Forget everything you have
been taught except that Bahá’u’lláh came and has passed away.

‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Center of the Covenant is here, but He is not the
re-incarnation of Jesus Christ.”26


The Kenosha Episode.  On Kheiralla’s return to America his
disaffection from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was initially overshadowed by
events in Kenosha.  Unlike Chicago or New York where a
multitude of exotic religious groups could flourish unobserved,
the Wisconsin town of Kenosha was too small (1890 pop.:
6,532; 1900 pop.:  11,606) for unusual religious movements to
remain concealed for long.  It was not surprising therefore that
local church leaders should become worried when in less than
three years a community of over two hundred “Truth-
knowers”, including most members of the business community
according to one account, developed in their midst.27  In 1899,
with the backing of the local Baptist, Methodist, Episcopal, and
Congregationalist churches, Stoyan Krstoff Vatralsky, a Protes-
tant Bulgarian immigrant who had attended the first eleven
classes, embarked on a campaign to unmask the mysterious
Truth-knowers.  In a series of public lectures and letters in the
local press (October-December 1899), Vatralsky denounced the
local Bahá’ís as dupes who had, perhaps unbeknown to
themselves, joined a “pernicious Moslem monstrosity”, a mix-
ture of the “evil” religion of Islam and gnosticism, falsely
presented in a Christian guise.  The local newspapers took up the
cry and pondered whether Kenosha would become “the Mecca
of American Mohammedanism.”28

The local Bahá’ís sought to rebut these charges, insisting upon
their Christian credentials:  one of their leaders going so far as to
declare that since they were teaching God’s Truth from the
Bible, it was impossible that they were teaching “Moham-
medanism”.  Assuming that this statement was sincere and not
just an attempt at placating irate Christian sentiment, it reveals
the ignorance of the Kenosha Truth-knowers concerning the
doctrines of their own religion, and also the selectivity with
which they had been taught Bahá’í beliefs.29  One of the effects
of Vatralsky’s attack seems to have been to induce the Truth-
knowers to drop the veil of secrecy that surrounded their beliefs

and activities.  Possibly this would have happened anyway, but
it seems likely that the defense of Bahá’í beliefs necessitated by
Vatralsky’s strictures hastened the event.


Crisis and Division.  Although both Kheiralla and the Getsingers
seem to have returned to America by November 1899, the storm
over Kheiralla’s questioned allegiance to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá did not
break until March 1900, when Kheiralla, at a meeting of the
Kenosha Bahá’ís, renounced his allegiance to him, saying that
‘Abdu’l-Bahá was not the return of Christ and that his leader-
ship of the Bahá’í community was invalid.30  Presumably similar
meetings were held in Chicago.  In April Kheiralla’s original
teacher, ‘Abdu’l-Karím-i Tihrání, arrived in New York, and in a
series of meetings in that city, Chicago, and Kenosha, pro-
claimed to the Bahá’ís that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was Bahá’u’lláh’s ap-
pointed successor, the Center of his Covenant, warning them of
the spiritual dangers of following Muhammad-‘Alí into viola-
tion of the Covenant.31  ‘Abdu’l-Karím also tried to win back
Kheiralla’s allegiance to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá but was unable to induce
him to renounce Muhammad-‘Alí.  Thereafter ‘Abdu’l-Karím
denounced Kheiralla and his teachings and prohibited the
believers from reading his book, Behá ‘U’lláh.32  Kheiralla mean-
while had formed “Houses of Justice” in Kenosha and Chicago,
and on 27 May a conference was held in Chicago at which a
group of American Bahá’ís repudiated ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and
became followers of Muhammad-‘Alí.33

The resultant division of the North American Bahá’í com-
munity into two factions, one calling themselves Bahais (or
Behais) supporting ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the other calling themselves
Behaists supporting Muhammad-‘Alí, was soon consolidated.
The principals of each group sent teachers from the East to help
strengthen the position of their American following.  Books
were published by both sides advancing their own claims and
deprecating those of their opponents.  Separate organizations
were formed and separate meetings held.  Many, however,
joined neither faction and, dismayed by the mass of claims,

counterclaims, and bitter denunciations, left the Bahá’í Faith
completely.

As in the East, the position of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s followers
became stronger with the passing of time, while that of the
Behaists weakened.  From the early 1900s the number of
Muhammad-‘Alí’s American partisans decreased, while the
number of Bahá’ís increased.  In 1900 there had been two to
three thousand American believers.  In 1902, Dr. Frederick O.
Pease, the President of the House of Justice of the Society of
Behaists, reported that about seventeen hundred had left the
Faith entirely, leaving six or seven hundred, of whom three hun-
dred were Behaists and the rest “Abbasites”, (that is, followers
of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá) “of one sect or another.”34  By 1906, according
to the United States Census of Religions, the numbers of Bahá’ís
had risen to 1,280 while the number of Behaists had sunk to
40.35  The subsequent history of the Bahá’í Faith in America
was therefore primarily concerned with the followers of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, although the spasmodic endeavors of Kheiralla
and his associates continue to be a matter of concern at least
until the 1920s.

After the early 1900s the Behaists appear to have become
quiescent for some years, and in 1903 many seem to have
returned to the “Abbasite” group.36  There was some renewal of
activity in the years following ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit to America in
1912, with a National Association of the Universal Religion
being established in 1914, and with publishing activity contin-
uing until 1918.  Another lull ensued until the years following
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s death in 1921, when Muhammad-‘Alí’s claims
were again circulated in America.37  Little of this activity had
any result.  The Behaists sent no information to the 1916 or suc-
ceeding censuses and the death of Kheiralla (in 1929) and of
Muhammad-‘Alí (in 1930) removed most of the focus of the
Behaists’ (or Unitarian Behais’) efforts.  Isolated publications
continued to appear until the forties, but these seem to have
been the result of individual endeavor rather than any serious
coordinated effort.  Individual effort also produced a series of
leaflets calling upon the American Behaists to reject Bahá’u’lláh

in favor of his half brother Mírzá Yahyá, Subh-i Azal, but this
lone pamphleteer seems to have met with no success.38


Behaist Doctrine.  Before leaving the topic of Kheiralla and the
Behaists, the question of doctrinal divergence should be men-
tioned.  On a number of theological issues Kheiralla’s original
teaching differed from Bahá’í orthodoxy—for example, his
teachings of the personality of God, the preexistence of the soul,
and reincarnation.  More significantly, however, Kheiralla gave
to his presentation of the Bahá’í Faith a particularly Christian
context, with the promise of the 1917 millennium, and with ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá as the returned Christ.  Again, while Persian Bahá’ís
had often been cautious in their endeavors to propagate their
Faith out of an awareness of the ever-present danger of persecu-
tion, the exaggerated aura of secrecy which enveloped
Kheiralla’s teaching was something of a different order, and of
his own creation.  The origin of these divergences seems to have
been Kheiralla, who explained that ‘Abdu’l-Karím had taught
him little, and that most of his own ideas had come from his ra-
tional study of the Bible and his other researches.39  After his
disavowal of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Kheiralla’s teachings underwent
some modification, and apart from his partisanship for
Muhammad-‘Alí, he emphasized the “Christianness” of his own
understanding as a converted Christian, as opposed to the
Islamic and sufi flavor of that of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and his followers,
and made a greater appeal to rationality as being the basis of his
ideas.

What Kheiralla had evolved was a unique synthesis of Bahá’í
ideas (divorced from their Shí‘í origins) and his own concep-
tions.  It was a synthesis which had proved immensely appealing
to certain members of the cultic milieu who, disillusioned with
traditional American religion, were seeking some new religious
ideology.  The spiritual healing, the metaphysical speculation,
the stated appeal to rationality, Kheiralla’s own personality, the
promise of some secret knowledge and mysterious power, may
all have contributed to the conversion of the American Truth-
knowers, but what eventually became central to the belief of
many of them was the conviction that in the walled city of
‘Akká their Lord, the Master, the Christ-like figure of

‘Abdu’l-Bahá was living, and it was to him that they gave their
love and their devotion.  Kheiralla had been their guide, their
“beloved teacher”, but it was not to him that the majority of the
Bahá’ís had given their allegiance.  His defection troubled and
perplexed them, but most did not follow him.  The messianic
motif had been the fundamental element in their religion, and
the fullest expression of that motif lay with the person of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá and not with Muhammad-‘Alí and Kheiralla.40

DEVELOPMENTS AFTER 1900

Division of the history of any religious or social movement into
periods, though often necessary for descriptive coherence, is
almost inevitably an arbitrary procedure.  In the present study,
the year 1900, which saw the trauma of Kheiralla’s defection,
marks an obvious divide (and the 1894–1900 period has there-
fore been dealt with separately), but we would be mistaken
if we supposed that the American Bahá’í community after that
date was totally different from the pre-1900 community.  In the
face of great changes, there were continuities of personnel, prac-
tices, and beliefs.  To an even greater extent is this true of any
date which might be chosen to mark the end of the period of
early American Bahá’í history.  The date which has been chosen
to mark the end of this present study does not mark any cata-
clysmic change in the beliefs and activities of the American
Bahá’ís.  After 1917, however, the tempo of American Bahá’í ac-
tivity seems to have increased, and the processes of change
which were further accelerated under Shoghi Effendi’s leader-
ship became marked, the period from 1917 to the early 1930s
constituting an important and wide-ranging period of transition
which extends across the crucial change in the overall leadership
of the Bahá’í religion and in which organization and structure
came to play an increasingly important part in American Bahá’í
life.

CONTACT WITH ‘ABDU’L-BAHÁ

The figure of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá dominated the American Bahá’í
community in the years following 1900.  Bahá’u’lláh might be

the center of theological considerations, but it was the living
“messianic” figure of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá who was the emotional
center of the community, its source of guidance and authority.
With increasing contact he became an awesome, yet loving,
friend and counselor to whom all could turn for guidance, and
to whom all could give unquestioning devotion.


The Station of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  The post-1900 American com-
munity was united by its common allegiance to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá; it
was not united in its understanding of his spiritual station.
‘Abbás Effendi, eldest son of Bahá’u’lláh and his appointed suc-
cessor, had taken the title ‘Abdu’l-Bahá (the Servant of Bahá)
after the death of his father.  During the lifetime of his father he
had also been referred to as Áqá (a term of respect applied to the
eldest brother or the chief of a family, and translated into
English in Bahá’í sources as “the Master”), and as Ghusn-i
a‘zam (the Most Great Branch) among the Aghsán (Branches, a
term used by Bahá’u’lláh to refer to his sons).  After Bahá’u’lláh’s
death he also came to be termed Markaz-i mitháq-i iláhí (the	Comment by .: Verify
Center of the Covenant of God), and Mawláná (Our Lord), a
title given to the heads of Islamic religious orders.41

For the early American Bahá’ís, brought up in a Christian
environment, the titles “Master” and “Our Lord” were ones
which were commonly applied to Christ.  Given the messianic
motif in the Bahá’í teachings, it was easy to identify
‘Abdu’l-Bahá as being in some way Christ returned.  If
Bahá’u’lláh was the Manifestation of God, the “Lord of the
vineyard”, then might not his physical son, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, be
the returned Son of God, into whose hands the management of
the Kingdom had been entrusted?  No native American Bahá’í
had seen Bahá’u’lláh, and for many he must have seemed a
remote figure whose grandeur could only be envisaged by
references to his son.  By contrast, a good many American
Bahá’ís had met ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and in awed terms had described
to their fellow believers the simplicity of his life, his care for the
poor and sick, his simple teaching and parables which inspired
the listener to lead a better life, his commanding yet loving per-

sonality, and his appearance as a patriarchal figure in oriental
robes, surrounded by a circle of disciples, and living in the land
of the Bible.  It was easy to see ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in Christ-like terms.

In the pith of his lectures Kheiralla had identified ‘Abbás Ef-
fendi, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, as the reincarnation of Jesus Christ.  It was
an attractive teaching which was not set aside by Kheiralla’s fall
from grace.  All agreed that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was “Lord” and
“Master”; might he not also be more?  By some he was explicitly
identified as Christ.  Isabella Brittingham, after her return from
the Holy Land in 1902, wrote that having seen ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, “I
have seen the King in his beauty, the Master is here and we need
not look for another, this is the return of the Lion of the tribe of
Judah, of the Lamb that once was slain;—the Glory of God and
the Glory of the Lamb.”42  He was the “Lord of the Kingdom”;
“The Messiah of this day and generation”, and the “Son of
God”.43  Others only hinted at ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s “true” station,
leaving the reader to make his own conclusions.44

Whether the mass of American Bahá’ís continued to regard
‘Abdu’l-Bahá as Christ is unknown.  Bixby, writing in 1912,
commented that “many” Bahá’ís referred to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as
“the return or reincarnation of Christ”—but in the face of ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá’s repeated insistence that he was not Christ returned
but only the Servant of God, Bahá’í writers generally
moderated their descriptions of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.45  Thus, Thornton
Chase, who had written a delightfully covert account in 1902:

He, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, has never claimed or acknowledged that He is
the Christ, and has not permitted others to claim it for Him, but He
lives the life of Christ, He fills the office of Christ, He teaches the
doctrines of Christ, and is saying to us many things of which Jesus
said:  “I have many things to say unto you, but you cannot bear
them now.  But when He, the Spirit of Truth shall come, He will
guide you unto all Truth, will reveal all things unto you,”

was to write after his return from a pilgrimage to visit
‘Abdu’l-Bahá in 1907 that “He asks most earnestly that no-one
shall ascribe to him any mission or station other than that of the

Servant of God.  Those who really desire to obey his will and
comply with his wish, rather than to uphold their own imagina-
tions, will do literally as he has requested.”  “It is enough,” he
added, “that Abdu’l Bahá is the Example and Leader of all
mankind in service, sacrifice, love and peace, fulfilling before all
the Law of the Kingdom as declared by the Great Manifestation
Bahá’u’lláh.”46

If ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was not to be regarded as Christ, then at least
he could be accorded a superhuman status.  He was the servant
of God who demonstrated to mankind a Christ-like life.  His
followers were not deifying his human personality but rather
were “worshipping the Divine Light which is manifesting
through his life of service to God and man.”  “By his life of ex-
ample he is teaching the heart of mankind and infusing spiritual
consciousness into humanity,” he was manifesting “the life of
the Kingdom.”47  He was the embodiment of divine perfections,
“the true expression … of the Universal Spirit of all Religion”;
he was at one with the Divine Will, “the God attributes.”48  He
was the perfect Bahá’í.49  He was “a Manifestation of God”, who
in the “Cosmic Trinity” of Will, Love, and Knowledge ex-
pressed Knowledge (as the Báb expressed Will, and Bahá’u’lláh
Love); he was “the Point of knowledge” who like the at-
mosphere translated the “Light of Truth” into the “Water of
Life”.  He was the “wisest being who ever walked among men.”50
Between him and Bahá’u’lláh there existed a “mystic Unity”.51

It seems reasonable to suppose that this doctrinal confusion,
which was only ended by the publication of Shoghi Effendi’s let-
ter, “The Dispensation of Bahá’u’lláh” in 1934, reflected the awe
which many American Bahá’ís felt toward ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, but
which they found difficult to express in theological terms, given
his denial of being Christ returned.  Many of the Bahá’ís who
met ‘Abdu’l-Bahá described the staggering impact which that
meeting had upon them.  At her first sight of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Lua
Getsinger felt herself unable to move, “then my heart gave a
great throb and, scarcely knowing what I was doing, I held out
my arms crying, ‘My Lord, my Lord!!’ and rushing to Him,
kneeling at His blessed feet, sobbing like a child.”52  Similarly,
Horace Holley describes his first sight of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá:
“Without having ever visualized the Master, I knew that this

was He.  My whole body underwent a shock, my heart leaped,
my knees weakened, a thrill of acute receptive feeling flowed
from head to foot. …  In every part of me I stood aware of ‘Ab-
du’l Bahá’s presence. …  In ‘Abdu’l Bahá I felt the aweful
presence of Baha’o’llah, and, as my thoughts returned to activ-
ity, I realized that I had drawn as near as man now may to pure
spirit and pure being.”53

Bahá’ís wrote not of meeting ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, but of being in
“His Presence”, in an experience which by its vividness eclipsed
their ordinary everyday realities.  “We met not a man in Acca
but the Holy Spirit radiant, vibrant,” wrote one pilgrim.  “One
cannot come into this Presence,” wrote Mary Lucas, “without
being changed in every atom of the entity.”  Describing the five
days he spent as the guest of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in the “prison-city” of
‘Akká, Thornton Chase stated that “the real prison” of material
desire lay outside the prison walls, while inside “all troubles,
tumults, worries or anxieties for worldly things” were barred.
Ultimately, for many American Bahá’ís it was not the doctrinal
details of Abdu’l-Bahá’s station which held them in thrall, but
the fact that they had given him their allegiance as their Lord.  In
the words of an obituary for one early believer:  “She firmly
believed that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was her Lord; his name was the heal-
ing of her soul.”54


‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s Leadership of the American Community.  To his
American followers ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was a charismatic leader of
messianic importance.  He was the ultimate source of authority
and guidance.  To many Bahá’ís ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s authority was
absolute, his least word of divine importance.  Under such cir-
cumstances, we might expect the American community to be
subject to strong central control, to be a tight-knit, cohesive
unit—yet this was manifestly not the case.  In part, the reason
for this seeming anomaly lay in the nature of the Bahá’í com-
munity itself (an issue which will be discussed below), but of
equal importance was the nature of Abdu’l-Bahá’s leadership.

It was a characteristic feature of the early American Bahá’í
community that its main source of guidance and authority lived
in a remote part of the Ottoman Empire.  Apart from the almost

eight months which ‘Abdu’l-Bahá spent in North America, and
the comparatively small number of American Bahá’ís who were
able to visit him in Palestine, Egypt, or Europe, contact with
him was by correspondence or vicariously, through meeting
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s emissaries and the returning pilgrims.

The reliance on correspondence necessarily modified the exer-
cise of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s authority.  The individualistic nature of
the American Bahá’í community meant that correspondence
was largely with individuals, whose actions and beliefs would
be modified by their own interpretations of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
replies to their questions.  This, and the fact that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
own response to his Western followers was generally one of lov-
ing encouragement and only rarely one of reproof, meant that
individuals with very divergent beliefs felt themselves justified
in advocating a variety of doctrines to their coreligionists.  In
disagreements about what Bahá’í belief or practice should be, it
was possible that all sides might cite statements of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
in support of their various arguments.  This was complicated by
a lack of any clear criteria for establishing what a bona fide
statement by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was:  verbal comments attributed to
him might be given the same credence as signed letters.  The
vagaries of translation conducted by a variety of individuals,
not all of them competent at the task, and none of them native
English-speakers, brought in a further element of confusion,
casting doubt on the fine nuances of meaning which individuals
might wish to draw from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s statements.55

Underlying this almost technical problem of communication
seems to have been a fundamental tolerance on the part of ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá toward a diversity of belief on the part of his
followers.  On some issues—for example, the racial question
‘Abdu’l-Bahá was firm and unyielding, while on other topics
(which he may have regarded as comparatively unimportant) he
refrained from interfering with the individual’s established
beliefs.  The metaphysical speculation which fascinated so many
American Bahá’ís would seem to have been a prime example of
this approach.  According to Howard MacNutt, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
wished to show his followers how to apply the Divine principle
of love, not just to answer their metaphysical questions; and

Thornton Chase commented that “all of his words are directed
towards helping men to live.  Unless questions of metaphysics,
dogmas and doctrines are introduced, he seldom mentions
them.”56

‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s leadership of the American Bahá’ís was often
subtle in nature; he gently led the community in certain direc-
tions, or supported certain initiatives above others.  Only on
certain issues and to those individuals in whom he had the
greatest confidence did he regularly give detailed and exact in-
structions.  Apart from the charismatic authority ascribed to
him by his followers, his most prominent role was that of a
teacher lovingly instructing his American disciples by cor-
respondence, by his talks with visiting pilgrims, and by his
public addresses and private conversations during his American
tour.


Correspondence with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  Of particular importance
in ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s guidance of the American community was the
vast interchange of correspondence.57  Prior to 1912, for most
American Bahá’ís this was the only means of contact with ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá.  We have already noted that new Bahá’ís in the
pre-1900 period were required to write a “supplication” to ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá confessing their belief, a practice which seems to have
continued in some cases until at least 1915.58  The correspondence
thus initiated might continue unabated for a considerable period
of time, with the supplicant not only asking for prayers and
“spiritual bounties” but also asking questions on matters of
Bahá’í doctrine and practice, or seeking advice with regard to
both their own Bahá’í activities and their personal affairs.
One of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s secretaries wrote:

The many difficult problems of the Bahá’í world are solved by him.
Now he writes to Persia on how to hold an election, then he writes
to far-off America on how to rent a hall.  One Bahá’í desires to know
whether she should cook food for her child; another person asks
how to proceed to buy a piece of land.  There are some mis-
understandings in this assembly to be removed; the feelings of some
person are ruffled and must be smoothed down.  One man’s mother

or father is dead, he requests a Tablet of Visitation.  Another desires
to have a wife.  To one a child is born, she begs for a Bahá’í name;
another has taught several souls, he asks for Bahá’í rings for them.
This man has had business reverses, he must be encouraged,
another has fallen from a ladder, he implores a speedy recovery.
One has quarrelled with his wife, and he wants advice on how to be
reconciled; another supplicates for blessings on his marriage.  The
Master goes over these one by one with infinite patience, and with
his words of advice, creates order out of chaos.  The sorrows of the
world troop along in review before him, and as they pass, so the
transformation happens!  The sorrowful becomes joyful.  The ill-
tempered becomes good-natured, the lazy active, the sleepy one
awakened.59

For those who accepted ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as their Master, the
receipt of his letters or Tablets (Alwáh) was a priceless privilege,
conferring great honor and bounty on the recipient.  Those who
had received a large number of Tablets might be highly regarded
on that account, a certain authority and status accruing
thereby.

The correspondence between ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and his American
followers has a particular importance in any consideration of
the development of the community over the period as a whole.
From 1900, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá had sent a succession of Persian Bahá’í
teachers who endeavored to counter the problems caused by
Kheiralla’s defection, and gave to the American Bahá’ís exposi-
tions of the Bahá’í teachings.  By the end of 1904, the last of
these emissaries had returned to the East, and apart from a small
but steady flow of pilgrims, correspondence became the only
means of communication between the American Bahá’ís and
their leader.  Although the Persians had established a coherent
basis of belief, a fluidity of doctrine and practice remained.
Coordinating committees of Bahá’ís had been formed in the
chief centers of the community, but their authority was weak
and no firm national structure of organization and communica-
tions had been established, nor was one to emerge until after
1909.  The onetime system of “spiritual guides” had become
defunct, and while certain individuals had already come to
prominence as energetic teachers of the Cause, or as informal

leaders of certain groups of Bahá’ís, there was no national
leadership and no universally recognized local leaders.  In this
context, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s Tablets constituted an important means
by which he could exert direction on the community.

At a very general level, this context may account for the
repetitive nature of many of the Tablets, as certain fundamental
themes were reiterated time and again—in particular,
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s injunctions that the Bahá’ís should be united,
should be firm in the Covenant, should teach the Cause and
serve humanity.

More specific direction was chaneled via letters to such
institutions as the New York Board of Counsel, the Chicago
House of Spirituality, or the Chicago Women’s Assembly of
Teaching, or to individuals who by their enthusiasm and in-
itiative were able to lead the development of certain innovations
within the community.  The seemingly deliberate use of certain
individuals as innovators was reinforced by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s in-
structions to returning pilgrims, by which he might charge a
certain individual to accomplish a particular task.  As a result,
certain individuals became associated with particular sections of
“the work”—Isabella Brittingham and the observance of the
Nineteen-Day Feast, Corinne True and the Temple project,
Charles Mason Remey and the maintenance of firmness in the
Covenant.

The importance attached to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s Tablets soon led
to measures being taken to disseminate them among a larger
number of Bahá’ís.  Often, typewritten copies of Tablets were
made and circulated.  At the same time, from 1900 onward, in-
dividual Tablets or small collections of them were produced in
printed form.  By the time of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit in 1912, at least
fifteen such works had been produced by the American Bahá’ís,
in addition to two major works published in London in 1908
and 1910, and the first part of a three-volume compilation of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s Tablets in 1909.  The development of Bahá’í
periodicals also aided this diffusion of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s instruc-
tion and guidance.

[Photograph]
WESTERN PILGRIMS IN ‘AKKÁ, 1900
Standing (l. to r.):  Charles Mason Remey, Sigurd Russell, Edward Getsinger, Laura Barney.  Seated (l.
to r.):  Ethel Rosenberg, Madam Jackson, Miriam Thornburgh-Cropper, Lua Getsinger, Claudia Coles.

Pilgrimage.  A significant minority of Bahá’ís were able to
undertake the arduous and lengthy journey to visit
‘Abdu’l-Bahá in Syria.  Already by 1900, several other
Americans had followed the path established by the pilgrimage
group of 1898, and by 1911 some 108 American Bahá’ís had
made the journey.  The importance of these pilgrims was con-
siderable.  They acted as valuable messengers for ‘Abdu’l-Bahá,
bringing his letters, message, and teachings to the American
Bahá’ís.  The experiences of pilgrimage—the climactic meetings
with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá; the timeless quality of their sojourn as ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá’s guest, surrounded by his family and followers; the
devout attention given to his mealtime talks and stories and to
the slightest remark or action on his part; the impressions created
by being in the land of the Bible, in the presence of “the Master”
and within the patriarchal circle of his leading followers in their
eastern robes, in a city seemingly unchanged with the passage of
time; the expressions of unity and brotherhood with the Orien-
tal Bahá’ís in Egypt and Syria with whom they came into con-
tact, and the feelings of respect engendered by the stories told
by the widows and relatives of Persian Bahá’í martyrs; the in-
struction received from leading Bahá’í teachers in the East; and
the pleasure at visiting places associated with the life of
Bahá’u’lláh, combined to draw the pilgrim closer to the roots of
his Faith, to enhance his devotion to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and to in-
crease his dedication and fervor in the service of his religion.60

With ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s encouragement, the pilgrims returned to
America by way of Egypt and the small Bahá’í communities of
Europe, acting thereby as living embodiments of the “universal
appeal” of their religion and encouraging their coreligionists in
their efforts.  On their return, the pilgrims endeavored to share
their experiences with the community—speaking at meetings
and publishing their impressions or circulating them in
typewritten form as “pilgrim’s notes”, which became one of the
major categories of early Bahá’í literature.

As with the receipt of Tablets, pilgrimage not only increased
the pilgrim’s knowledge of and enthusiasm for his religion, but
seems to have been a factor contributing to prominence within
the community—status, and perhaps even authority, accruing
to the returned pilgrim.

Abdu’l-Bahá’s Visit To America.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá arrived in New
York on 11 April 1912 and remained in America until 5
December.61  During those eight months, he traveled from coast
to coast visiting in all some thirty-two cities including New
York, Washington, Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, Montreal,
Denver, San Francisco, and Los Angeles.  He delivered
numerous addresses, at least 185 of which were recorded.  His
tour was particularly important in terms of attracting the atten-
tion of the public to the Bahá’í teachings.  It was also profoundly
significant for the Bahá’ís themselves.  For the first time most
Bahá’ís had an opportunity to meet ‘Abdu’l-Bahá; the publicity
and prestige he attracted enhanced the public image of the
American Bahá’í community; his efforts led to an influx of new
converts; his portrayal of the Bahá’í teachings highlighted a new
and immensely popular synthesis of its basic tenets; the efforts
exerted in connection with the tour gave many adherents
valuable experience in publicizing the Faith; the movement of
Bahá’ís from place to place in order to be in “His Presence”
strengthened feelings of community among them; and his open
reference to the Covenant sensitized many Bahá’ís to the impor-
tance of what was to become a key doctrine.

To the Bahá’ís ‘Abdu’l-Bahá frequently spoke of spiritual
qualities:  they must manifest love, kindness, and unity; bring
happiness to the despondent, bestow food on the hungry, clothe
the needy, and glorify the humble; free themselves from prej-
udice; avoid backbiting or giving offence; exert themselves in
the service of universal peace so that all mankind could become
as one family, and strive to illumine mankind; be steadfast and
prepared to sacrifice; and not fear opposition.  For the Bahá’ís,
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s own life offered both a model to emulate and a
sense of contact with the numinous.  Their accounts of his ac-
tivities in North America place great stress on his love and corn-

passion, his simple acts of kindness and charity, his self-sacrifice
and severance from material considerations, his sympathetic
understanding and wise counsels, his joyfulness and sense of
humor, his forbearance and courtesy, his authority and nobil-
ity, his radiance, and at times even his transfiguration.  To his
American disciples ‘Abdu’l-Bahá seemed to live in a spiritual
world illumining the material world by his contact with it.  “All
His concepts, all His motives, all His actions, derive their
springs from that ‘world of light’.  By contact with him they felt
that they had been brought into touch with a new and vital
reality.  While many people who met ‘Abdu’l-Bahá might only
feel that they had seen “personified dignity, beauty, wisdom
and selflessness,” for the believer that meeting “was the door to
undreamed of worlds, to a new, a boundless, and eternal life.”62

STABILIZATION AND EXPANSION OF THE COMMUNITY

The events of 1899 and 1900 placed the American Bahá’í com-
munity under the most severe stress it was to experience.  Its
membership was greatly reduced; the foundations of its faith
were questioned; the teachings of its former leader and mentor
were discredited and at least one of his books declared contra-
band.  Besides believing that ‘Abbás Effendi was their Lord what
else were the Bahá’ís to believe?  Who was going to teach them?
What sources were any teachers going to use?  Communication
with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was limited by the difficulties of language
and distance, and apart from a few typewritten copies of
prayers and scripture they had no Bahá’í literature on which
they could rely.


Persian Bahá’í Teachers.  One of the most important elements of
the Bahá’í community’s recovery from this crisis was the
presence, from 1900 to 1904, of a succession of Persian Bahá’í
teachers who, acting as ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s emissaries, were able to
provide a degree of authority and leadership, as well as the basis
for a coherent system of belief.  In April 1900 the first of these
men, Kheiralla’s original teacher, ‘Abdu’l-Karím-i Tihrání, ar-
rived in New York.  His main concerns seem to have been to

uphold ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s position as the Center of the Covenant
and, if possible, to win back Kheiralla’s allegiance to
‘Abdu’l-Bahá.63  Later in the year, ‘Abdu’l-Karím and his inter-
preter returned to Egypt and were replaced by two more Persian
Bahá’í teachers and their interpreter who arrived in November
1900:  Hájí Mírzá Hasan-i Khurásání and Mírzá Asadu’lláh-i
Isfahání—the former a leading Bahá’í of Egypt, the latter a
brother-in-law of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and a leading Bahá’í of Syria.”
These two were concerned with combatting Kheiralla’s influ-
ence and, in Asadu’lláh’s case at least, with providing the
American Bahá’ís with a synopsis of orthodox Bahá’í teachings.
One of their first actions was to visit Kheiralla in Chicago,
where Hájí Mírzá Hasan is said to have threatened him.65  This
was followed by a visit to Kenosha where an attempt was made
to win back the Behaist group there.66

In Chicago, regular classes for the Bahá’ís were held in a
newly rented building which also served as accommodation for
the Persians and as a Bahá’í headquarters; regular Sunday
public lectures were also given.  Asadu’lláh remained in America
until May 1902, helping to form an administrative body (the
future House of Spirituality), coordinating Chicago Bahá’í ac-
tivities, and giving extensive teachings which later assumed
printed form.62  In 1901 the Bahá’í scholar Mírzá Abu’l-Fadl-i
Gulpáygání arrived.  He remained some three and a half years,
during which time he visited the Bahá’ís of Chicago, New York,
and Washington, D.C., in addition to giving a series of lectures
at Sarah Farmer’s Greenacre Conferences, and composing his al-
Hujjáju’l-Bahá’íyya (The Behai Proofs), the first English transla-
tion of which was published in 1902.  Both Asadu’lláh and
Abu’l-Fadl remained influential transmitters of the Bahá’í
message to the American community both in person—to
Western Bahá’ís visiting Syria and Egypt respectively—and in
print—by way of articles in the Bahá’í periodical Star of the
West and translations of their books and other works.

Other Orientals were also important in the American Bahá’í
community at this time, notably Anton Haddad (like Kheiralla,
a converted Syrian Christian) who was one of the Bahá’í leaders
in New York and who contributed a number of translations of

scripture and other materials, as well as writing several pam-
phlets on various Bahá’í topics.  In the wake of Asadu’lláh, his
son Mírzá Ameen Ullah Fareed took up residence in Chicago,
later qualifying as a physician.  While in Chicago, Fareed pro-
duced some translations and attained some degree of promi-
nence despite his youth.  In 1912 he acted as ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
interpreter.  Abu’l-Fadl’s interpreter, Ali-Kuli Khan, also pro-
duced several translations of scripture and of Abu’l-Fadl’s
writings, and was later appointed Chargé d’Affaires of the Per-
sian Legation at Washington, D.C.  His marriage to an
American was hailed by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as a union of East and
West; he took a leading part in American Bahá’í affairs, serving
for some years both on the Executive Board of the Bahai
Temple Unity and the National Spiritual Assembly.68  Another
young man who undertook some translation work and initially
came to America as Abu’l-Fadl’s attendant was Mírzá Ahmad-i
Isfahání, better known as Ahmad Sohrab.  He remained in
America till 1912, when he joined ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s retinue as a
second interpreter, returning with him to the East as a
secretary.69  Finally, Dr. Zia Bagdadi should be mentioned:  com-
ing to America to complete his medical training, he became in-
volved in the work of Star of the West in 1911, and from then
on played a leading role in the American community, serving
on both the Chicago House of Spirituality and the Executive
Board of Bahai Temple Unity.70

The effect of these teachers is difficult to evaluate.  Except for
Kenosha, they seem to have been successful in countering
Kheiralla’s influence among the Bahá’ís.  For those Bahá’ís who
remained loyal to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, they provided a coherent state-
ment of Bahá’í orthodoxy and a link with “the Master” who had
sent them.  The writings of Abu’l-Fadl and Asadu’lláh provided
the basis for Bahá’ís to study their religion and for potential con-
verts to learn of the teachings.  Their public lectures, particularly
Abu’l-Fadl’s lectures at Greenacre, became a means of publiciz-
ing the Faith, thus aiding its emergence from the pall of secrecy
which surrounded it prior to 1900.  Not that their teachings
necessarily served to increase the overall numbers of Bahá’ís.
Thornton Chase suggests that there was in fact a decline in

numbers as many “occultists” departed from the Faith when
they realized the incompatibility of their own ideas with those
taught by the Persian teachers.71  More intangibly, the presence
of these bearded and oriental-garbed patriarchal figures, and
their attendant interpreters, no doubt contributed to the image
the Bahá’ís had of themselves as a community, adding a touch
of Eastern mystique, and reinforcing the sense which many
Bahá’ís seem to have felt of being members of a community
analogous to the early disciples of Christ.  Some Bahá’ís rejected
their authority,72 but overall, at a time when the Bahá’í com-
munity of America faced a vacuum of ideology and leadership,
they provided both, contributing thereby to the continued ex-
istence of that community.


Bahá’í Publications.  Of particular importance, both in the
establishment of a central core of Bahá’í belief and in efforts at
proselytization, was the development of a substantial body of
Bahá’í literature in the years following 1900.  This was sup-
plemented by the circulation of typewritten copies of prayers,
Tablets, and news items between the various communities.  By
1912 at least seventy books and pamphlets had been produced,
and by 1917 this number had risen to more than a hundred.  At
first, both the New York Board of Counsel and the Chicago
Behais Supply and Publishing Board (renamed the Bahai
Publishing Society in 1902) took the lead in publishing Bahá’í
literature.73  But after a while this work became concentrated in
Chicago where a small group of Bahá’ís were particularly in-
terested in the task.  Other Bahá’í assemblies (Washington,
D.C.; Boston; Seattle; and London, England) also published
Bahá’í books, and more were printed privately or produced by
commercial publishers.  The essentially national nature of Bahá’í
publishing was recognized in 1911 when the Bahai Temple Unity
placed the Chicago Publishing Society under national super-
vison.  Chicago remained the center for Bahá’í publishing until
1924, when the National Spiritual Assembly appointed a New
York-based committee to take over the work.

By 1917 a large range of English language Bahá’í literature
had been produced.  This included a book of Bahá’í hymns, a

folio of designs for the American Bahá’í Temple, an album of
views of places of Bahá’í pilgrimage in the Holy Land, several
defenses of the Covenant, some accounts of visits to the Bahá’ís
of Europe and the East, various homilies on what the Bahá’í
community should be like, and an account of persecution of
Bahá’ís in Iran.  The largest single category of literature pro-
duced was Bahá’í scripture, that is, the writings of Bahá’u’lláh
and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  The predominance of translations of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s writings (twenty-four items), as compared with
Bahá’u’lláh’s (ten items), is perhaps indicative of the former’s
central position in the minds of the Bahá’ís despite the latter’s
higher theological status.  The two other major categories of
publications were expositions of the Bahá’í teachings—mostly
by American Bahá’ís (twenty-seven items), and accounts of
pilgrimages (fifteen items).  Additionally, individual American
Bahá’ís were involved in the translation and publication of
Bahá’í literature into Danish, Esperanto, German, and Japanese.

Besides books and pamphlets, a number of periodicals were
produced.  The earliest American Bahá’í periodical may well
have been the New York Board of Counsel’s Bahá’í Bulletin.
Seemingly erratic in its publication and mainly concerned with
New York affairs, it became defunct in the summer of 1909.74  In
addition to this official venture, Nathan Ward FitzGerald ap-
parently produced a freelance Bahá’í magazine around 1905;
and in 1900 Arthur P. Dodge, one of the New York Bahá’í
leaders and founder of the New England Magazine produced
The American, with the platform of the “Universal Brotherhood
Party”, a nonpartisan movement of unity working for God’s
Peace on Earth—not a Bahá’í publication as such, but clearly
reflecting a Bahá’í viewpoint.75  The idea of a magazine reflecting
a Bahá’í viewpoint without directly presenting the Bahá’í Faith
is also to be found in the proposal, made by Howard MacNutt’s
wife in 1902, of an “Argus” devoted to the interests of women
and utilizing Bahá’í women writers,76 and later in the produc-
ti0n of the Bulletin of the Persian-American Educational
Society/Orient-Occident Unity Bulletin (1911–?) and World
Unity (1927–1934), “a monthly magazine interpreting the spirit
0f the New Age.”

The most important early Bahá’í periodical was the Chicago-
based Star of the West.  The Chicago House of Spirituality
seems to have intermittently discussed the possibility of a Bahá’í
magazine from about 1900, but always came to the conclusion
that such an effort would be premature.77  When finally a
magazine was produced, the initiative came from individuals
rather than the elected body.  The germ of the idea came from
Ahmad Sohrab who proposed a magazine called “The East and
the West” which would proclaim the Bahá’í message.78  A group
of Chicago Bahá’ís were excited by this idea and, following the
termination of the New York Bulletin, two of their number
(Albert Windust and Gertrude Buikema) began editing the
Bahái News.  The first issue appeared on the Bahá’í New Year’s
Day, 21 March 1910, and further issues appeared thereafter
nineteen times a year, on the first of every Bahá’í month.  The
magazine was renamed Star of the West in 1911, and The Bahá’í
Magazine in 1922, continuing under the latter name until 1935
when it was combined with World Unity in a new magazine,
World Order.  Until 1922 Star of the West was primarily con-
cerned with the activities of the Bahá’ís rather than presenta-
tions of the Bahá’í teachings (with “what people are doing—not
thinking”) and included reports of local, national, and interna-
tional Bahá’í activities as well as many of the Tablets received
from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.79  At times a Persian language section was in-
cluded (Zia Bagdadi and Ahmad Sohrab were primarily respon-
sible for this), and the magazine was distributed among the
Bahá’ís of the East, where it undoubtedly did much to en-
courage the Oriental Bahá’ís by its presentation of the Western
expansion of their Faith.  Although a Star of the West Founda-
tion was appointed in 1919 as a back-up team, Windust and
Buikema continued to do most of the work until 1922, when
management was transferred to the Publications Committee of
the Bahai Temple Unity, later the National Spiritual Assembly.
The change in management, besides bringing the venture firmly
under national Bahá’í control, produced a different type of
magazine.  Exposition of the Bahá’í message replaced the ac-

counts of news, and publication became calendar—rather than
Bahá’í—monthly.


Expansion of Membership.  By 1900 there had been at least two
thousand, and possibly as many as three thousand American
Bahá’ís.  This number had been sharply cut in the period of
disputation following Kheiralla’s defection.  Frederick Pease,
one of Kheiralla’s chief lieutenants, estimated that by 1902 there
were only between three and four hundred followers of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá in America and three hundred of Muham-
mad-‘Alí.80  Thornton Chase, a leading Chicago Bahá’í, stated
that in the wake of the teachings given by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
emissaries, many Bahá’ís “fell away from the Cause”, finding
that the Bahá’í teachings did not accord with their “imaginations
and superstitions.”81  Whether these defections were additional
to the ones referred to by Pease is unknown.  A good number of
those who abandoned the Bahá’í community in the first few
years of the century, or who chose to follow Muhammad-‘Alí
rather than ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, seem to have drifted back a year or
two later.  In particular, Chase reported an influx of Behaists
following the transfer of allegiance by Muhammad-‘Alí’s
brother, Badí‘u’lláh, to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá early in 1903.82  These
returned Bahá’ís and the active teaching work undertaken by
many individual Bahá’ís led to such growth in the community
that by 1906 the Bahá’ís were able to report a membership of
1,280 to the United States Census.83  The rate of growth was
lower than that prior to 1900, and it was only after
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit in 1912 and an increased tempo of teaching
activities that the total number of Bahá’ís reached a size com-
parable to the 1900 peak.  By 1916 the Bahá’ís were able to
report to the census a membership of 2,884, adding that the
figures indicated “simply those distinctly enrolled and not iden-
tified with any other religious body,” there being “large
numbers all over the country who attend the Bahá’í meetings
and are closely identified with the movement, but have not
discontinued their connection with the churches.”84

The Bahá’í community of 1900 had been concentrated in
Chicago (perhaps one-third of the total membership) and in the
New York and Kenosha areas.  While Chicago and New York re-
mained dominant, the post-1900 community was far more
widely and evenly spread, with a good many localities having
between twenty and thirty Bahá’ís, and Boston, Oakland,
California, and Washington, D.C., developing substantial com-
munities of seventy or so.  Growth seems to have occurred
mainly in the newer communities, especially those on the West
Coast.  By 1906, there were Bahá’ís in some twenty-four local
communities in thirteen states, and by 1916 this had risen to
fifty-seven communities in twenty-one states.85  Geographically,
the Bahá’ís were spread through much of urban America, par-
ticularly the Atlantic and Pacific States and the eastern part of
the Midwest.  Of the twenty-seven states in which there were no
Bahá’ís in 1916, most were largely rural in character:  the Plains,
Mountain, and Southern states being the areas with the fewest
Bahá’í communities.

The overall picture of the composition of the Bahá’í com-
munity given for the Kheiralla period would seem to apply in
the post-1900 period.  Two-thirds of the membership were
female, the majority married and seemingly well-to-do; the ma-
jority of the most prominent Bahá’ís were in business or the pro-
fessions; most of the Bahá’ís were white, of either British or
German ancestry, although in some communities (notably
Washington, D.C.) there were quite a number of black Bahá’ís,
and the remnant of the old Kenosha community included many
Swedes; the religious background of most of the Bahá’ís seems
to have been liberal Protestantism or the cultic milieu.


The 1936 Survey.  This picture is given general support by a
survey of the just over eighteen hundred “Bahá’í Historical
Record Cards” collected by the National Spiritual Assembly of
the Bahá’ís of the United States and Canada in or about 1936.
Of a one-third sample of 601 cases (every third case in an
alphabetical listing), 197 individuals were found to have become
Bahá’ís by 1919.  Data for this group is given in Figures 1 and 2.
The ethnic composition (Figure 1) of the sample shows a


	Figure 1
Ethnic Composition of a Group of Early American Bahá’ís*

	American (black)
American (white)
British (including British-mixtures, but excluding Irish)
German (including Anglo-German)
Scandinavian
Other Northwest European
Other European
Other
	12
29

75
46
15
13
3
4

	


[image: ]
	



Total
Northwest European
= 149

	
	197
	
	



* Calculated from a sample of 1936 “Bahá’í Historical Record
Cards.”

preponderance of Northwest Europeans (76%), especially of
British (38%) and Germans (23% ); and if those identified as
America whites (15%) are also included, then 90% of the total
may be assumed to have belonged to the white “old-stock”
groups of American society which, though represented in all
classes, dominated the higher-status groups.  Of note is the
almost complete absence of the generally working-class
Southern or Eastern Europeans, and of the Irish (as opposed to
the Scots-Irish who have been included with the British), all of
whom had a fairly low status in American society at this time,
and all of whom were largely Catholic or Eastern Orthodox.
Also of note is the presence of a fair-sized (6%) group of black
Americans, the ethnic group which occupied the lowest rank in
the American status hierarchy.

The ethnic composition is reflected in Figure 2 which shows
the religious background of the 197:  thus the preponderance of
“assumed Protestants” (70%), especially from the main Anglo-
saxon denominations (33%) and from the Lutheran Churches
(11%).  The presence of almost as many members of the various


	Figure 2
Religious Background of a Group of Early American Bahá’ís*

	“Christian”
Episcopalian
Methodist
Congregationalist
Presbyterian
Baptist
Lutheran
Unitarian/Universalist
“Protestant”
Other Protestant
Catholic
Swedenborgian
Christian Science
New Thought
Theosophy
Mormon
Jewish
Muslim
Bahá’í
None
Insufficient data

	28
16
16
10
16
6
21
10
11
3
7
1
3
1
1
1
2
2
27
10
5
197
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* Calculated from a sample of 1936 “Bahá’í Historical Record
Cards.”

metaphysical groups (Swedenborgians and others) (3%), as of
Catholics (4%), and the greater number than either of
Unitarian-Universalists (5%), should also be noted.  Among the
Protestants the generally more “liberal” denominations pre-
dominate, and ultrafundamentalist groups are completely ab-
sent.  The large group of “Bahá’ís” in the sample (14%) indicates
the main weakness of the survey for our present purposes, in

that it naturally represents those members of the pre-1920 com-
munity who were both still alive and still Bahá’ís in 1936—the
group of “Bahá’ís” being the children of Bahá’ís of the earlier
generation.

The sex ratio of this group of 197 conforms to the norm of
virtually all statistics for this period, there being 130 women
(66%) and 67 men (34%).

Most of this data is supported by such information as can be
gleaned from the biographical and other materials which have
provided the overall picture of the early Bahá’í community, but
there is one major discrepancy, namely the extent of member-
ship drawn from the various metaphysical groups.

The most categorical informant on this matter was Thornton
Chase, who, in a letter to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in 1904, stated that the
majority of American Bahá’ís, having abandoned the churches
and followed after “devises of modern minds and old and new
forms of ‘occultism,’ had “at last found a resting place in
Bahaism”; or again, in a 1902 letter to Asadu’lláh, remarked
that nearly all the Bahá’ís were from a Spiritualist, Theosophist,
Buddhist, Mental Science (New Thought), Christian Science, or
Metaphysical background.86  It is not yet possible to judge
whether these comments accurately reflect the proportion of
Bahá’ís who came from a metaphysical background, but it is
clear from conversion and biographical accounts that, if not the
“majority”, then at least a very large number of early American
Bahá’ís had previously belonged to, or had associated with such
groups.

That these groups were only marginally represented in the
1936 survey is to be attributed to the possibility that member-
ship in some metaphysical groups (especially the amorphous
New Thought) may have been combined with membership in
the mainstream churches—which latter membership alone has
been recorded on the Historical Record Cards; and, more
significantly, to the indications that there might have been a
substantial, exodus of “metaphysical Bahá’ís” in the years prior
to 1936, and that anyway in the later period fewer converts
were made among these groups.  The dearth of information on
what kind of people left the Bahá’í Movement, as compared
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THORNTON CHASE
The first American Bahá’í (c. 1902)

with the various sources on those who joined, is particularly
frustrating in this context.


Teaching.  One of the instructions most often given by
‘Abdu’l-Bahá to his American followers was to teach “the
Cause” and to “diffuse the Divine fragrances”.  Many individual
Bahá’ís responded to this appeal and, in addition to contacting
their immediate circle of friends and family, sought oppor-
tunities to give their message to sympathetic groups, sometimes
undertaking extensive travel in order to do so.  The growing
range of Bahá’í literature, much of it specifically designed as
material for introducing seekers to the teachings, was a major
aid in this.

During Kheiralla’s time, Bahá’í teaching endeavor had been
cautious, secretive, and tightly controlled.  In 1898 Thornton
Chase had written to a friend about the private nature of the
teachings:  “Do not reveal them to anyone who is not fitted to
receive them and please be very careful in anything you may
say at anytime, to be very cautious and never to tell any thing at
all except in the order of the lessons as they were given to
you. …  Keep your good things to yourself selfishly until the
time shall be ripe for others also; with rare exceptions, it is not
yet.”87  In 1899 and 1900 this extreme secrecy was abandoned
and many individuals (including Chase) taught openly.
Teaching was much a matter of personal preference and in-
itiative, and approaches varied widely.  According to Anise
Rideout, it was not until ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s release from prison
(i.e., restriction) in 1908 that the American Bahá’ís were allowed
to talk openly about their Faith, limiting themselves instead to
answering questions about it when asked.88  If this was a general
ruling, it does not seem to have been generally observed:  prior
to 1907, Nathan Ward FitzGerald, one of the more audacious
Bahá’ís, was already proclaiming the second coming of Christ to
“large audiences” in Seattle, and many other individuals sought
to publicly announce the Bahá’í message albeit with more
restraint than FitzGerald.89

In part, the geographic expansion of the Bahá’í community
during this period is to be attributed to the great mobility of the

Bahá’ís themselves, a phenomenon which reflected the mobility
of the American population as a whole.  The movement of
Bahá’ís led both to the formation of new groups and to changes
in the composition of the larger communities.  Also important,
however, were the journeys undertaken by some Bahá’ís for the
sake of teaching in new localities.  In view of the costs involved,
this often formed part of business or vacation trips, but in a few
cases wealth or sacrificial saving enabled teaching trips to be
privately funded.  In a very few cases the traveling teacher was
subsidized by his fellow believers.

This last measure was controversial.90  Kheiralla had laid
down the dictum that the teacher of spiritual truth could not be
remunerated for his teaching:  truth was free and payment could
lead to corruption of the message.91  This notion remained a
vital principle in the minds of many Bahá’ís, often being
associated with anticlericalism.  To subsidize even the expenses
of the teacher might flout this dictum and foster the growth of a
clerical group within the community, yet not to subsidize would
limit the teaching work to those with means and result in less
being accomplished.  It was a dilemma that was to remain un-
solved until after 1915.

Most teaching work probably continued to be on an in-
dividual level, however.  The seeker’s readiness for the
teachings, his “ripeness,” was considered important.  Stanwood
Cobb’s first introduction to the “Persian Revelation” was made
when he was judged ready for it.  (“I know by your eyes that
you are ready for it.”92)  The semiformal meetings held by in-
dividuals in their own homes—what later generations of Bahá’ís
have come to call firesides—were ideally fitted to this intensely
personal method of teaching.  At such meetings the seeker would
meet a group of Bahá’ís, discuss the teachings, or perhaps read
the latest Tablet from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and have his (or more often
her) personal questions about the new religion answered in an
atmosphere of drawing room geniality.  In the larger communi-
ties several such meetings might be held, enabling a number of
districts to be more easily served.  In Chicago, for example,
there were about a dozen.93

These meetings were also important for the Bahá’ís.  Often
held on a weekly basis, they provided a focal point for activities
as well as an opportunity for studying the Bahá’í teachings
together.  Presumably these meetings also gave expression to the
informal leadership which predominated in the community as a
whole—in the case of Chicago, the various “firesides” may well
have been related to the different cliques described by Chase.94

Lack of detailed sources precludes any overall description of
the types of organizations contacted by the Bahá’ís in the
1900–1910 period.  Chase’s letters give the impression of par-
ticular concentration on the metaphysical groups (New
Thought, Theosophy, Divine Science, and even Kabbalists),
but this may not reflect the Bahá’í community as a whole,
although if there was a particular concentration on the
metaphysical groups, this would have continued the emphasis
of the Kheiralla period and would certainly be compatible with
the prevalence of converts from such groups among the early
Bahá’ís.95  Several Bahá’ís felt that metaphysical groups were
particularly amenable to the Bahá’í teachings, especially when
internal tensions made such groups unstable.96  These groups
were also likely to take an independent interest in the Bahá’í
teachings, presenting them in a way not always welcome to the
Bahá’ís.  Thus Chase referred to New Thought lecturer Helen
van Anderson as “teaching Bahaism in Seattle,” asking, “where
did she learn it and what kind is it?”; and again to the vague
Bahá’í hints in (Nona?) Brooks’ Divine Science lectures in
Denver.  The Rice-Wrays reported that the “teacher of [the]
Order of 15” had been explaining that the only reason why the
Báb had not taught karma and reincarnation was that he had
thought that the Persians were not yet ready for such
teachings.97

One particular organization with which the Bahá’ís came into
contact and which deserves special mention was the summer
colony of Greenacre at Eliot, Maine.  Established by Sarah J.
Farmer in 1894, in the aftermath of the World’s Parliament of
Religions, the yearly Greenacre Conferences were devoted to
the tolerant study of religions and modern ideas.  They attracted

a wide variety of people:  Vedantaists and New Thought people
in particular.  Lecturers included Ralph Waldo Trine, John
Greenleaf Whittier, Paul Carus and Booker T. Washington.  Lec-
tures ranged in theme from Eastern religion to sociology, food
reform, and art.  In 1900, Sarah Farmer became a convert to the
“Persian Revelation” of Bahá’u’lláh, and thereafter Bahá’í
teachers were included in the conferences, most outstandingly
Mírzá Abu’l-Fadl and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  The increase in Bahá’í in-
fluence, especially after 1912, and the inability of Sarah Farmer
to control the situation because of deteriorating health, led to a
dispute about the purposes of the conferences, which eventually
led to a court case and ultimately to the Greenacre properties
coming under Bahá’í control.  In 1929 “Green Acre,” as the
Bahá’ís had renamed it (Acre being another name for ‘Akká),
became a full-fledged Bahá’í Summer School which it has ever
since remained.  Before the dispute and the conversion of the
colony into a Bahá’í institution, Greenacre had supplied yet a
further link with the metaphysical milieu.

With the broadening of the basis of appeal, and the increasing
contact with liberal Christian groups and various organizations
concerned with social issues, Bahá’ís were able to present their
teachings to a much wider spectrum of people.  On a particu-
larly successful teaching tour of California in 1911, Dr. Fareed
and Lua Getsinger were able to “give the Message” to some five
thousand people, delivering lectures directly on the “Bahá’í
Reformation” or referring to it in the course of lectures on other
subjects.  The groups thus contacted included the Masons, the
Knights Templar, the Oakland Chamber of Commerce, two
literary clubs, a Unitarian congregation, a large group of
Japanese, the “World’s Spiritual Congress,” the Church of the
Golden Rule, the Auxiliary of the Juvenile Court, the Jewish
Women’s Council, the Federation of Women’s Clubs, faculty
members of the University of California and of Stanford
University, the crew of the battleship California, a Red Cross
corps in Mexico, and prisoners in San Quentin.  The Theoso-
phist colony at Fort Loma was also possibly contacted.99

A very different example of this broadening of contacts was
afforded by the Bahá’ís of Montreal who, early in 1912, after

coming into contact with the local socialists, were able to pre-
sent a talk by Honore Jaxon of Chicago in which he gave the
Bahá’í message “from the standpoint of the working class move-
ment,” explaining the vital connection between the socialist and
organized labor movements and the teachings of Bahá’u’lláh.100

This already established trend of wider circles of contact was
greatly extended by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit in 1912.  A large part of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s time in North America was spent speaking to
non-Bahá’í organizations, and the majority of his recorded ad-
dresses were delivered to non-Bahá’í audiences.  In his inter-
views with journalists, he reiterated that the purposes of his
journey were to “unify the religions of the world,” and to pro-
mote “the brotherhood of man,” the “oneness of … human-
ity,” and “the ideal of Universal Peace,”101 and his talks ranged
widely over religious, humanitarian, social, educational, and
economic issues.  The groups with which he came into contact
included:

Peace societies, Christian and Jewish congregations, colleges and
universities, welfare and charitable organisations, members of eth-
ical cults, New Thought centers, metaphysical groups, Women’s
clubs, scientific associations, gatherings of Esperantists, Theoso-
phists, Mormons, and agnostics, institutions for the advancement
of the coloured people, representatives of the Syrian, the Arme-
nian, the Greek, the Chinese, and Japanese communities.

And at the center of his message were the “Universal Principles”
of Bahá’u’lláh which were to become such a characteristic fea-
ture of presentations of Bahá’í belief:

The independent search after truth, unfettered by superstition or
tradition; the oneness of the entire human race …; the basic unity
of all religions; the condemnation of all forms of prejudice, whether
religious, racial, class or national; the harmony which must exist
between religion and science; the equality of men and women …;
the introduction of compulsory education; the adoption of a uni-
versal auxiliary language; the abolition of the extremes of wealth
and poverty; the institution of a world tribunal for the adjudication
of disputes between nations; the exaltation of work, performed in

the spirit of service, to the rank of worship; the glorification of jus-
tice as the ruling principle in human society, and of religion as a
bulwark for the protection of all peoples and nations; and the es-
tablishment of a permanent and universal peace as the supreme goal
of all mankind.102

By the principles he advocated, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá established a
new and immensely appealing synthesis of Bahá’í belief, in-
dicating the universality of Bahá’í concerns, and giving the
Bahá’ís a basic set of ideals which could assume creedal formula-
tion as a simple summary of what the Bahá’í Faith represented.
The teachings he gave and the groups he contacted represented
a new, wider basis of appeal:  social reconstruction was firmly
joined to purely religious appeals.  By his meetings with the
eminent—churchmen, rabbis, diplomats, congressmen, govern-
ment officers, politicians, educationalists, scientists, and indus-
trialists—he not only brought the Bahá’í community into
greater prominence, but also laid the basis for valuable contacts
between the Bahá’ís and various groups and individuals.  By the
great amount of newspaper publicity he attracted—most of it
sympathetic—the name of the Faith was widely disseminated,
and as a result of meeting him many individuals were con-
verted.  By having to make the necessary arrangements for his
speaking tour, several Bahá’ís gained valuable experience for
their own endeavors; by his example many Bahá’ís learned
greater proficiency at teaching; and as a result of his constant
encouragement many were inspired to make greater efforts at
teaching.  In all probability, the marked increase in Bahá’í
numbers between 1906 and 1916 can be mostly attributed to
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s tour in 1912.  Less tangibly, we may suppose that
his tour also profoundly effected the ethos of the American
Bahá’í community.

The encouragement to teach had long been a major theme in
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s letters to his American followers.  He emphasized
it during his North American tour, and after his departure from
America he reiterated it forcibly in his letters and talks.  This
was the day in which they should proclaim the Cause; they

should consecrate their time to this task; they should not
unloose their tongues “save for conveying the Message”; like
soldiers they should rush forward and “scatter the forces of ig-
norance”; they should not let these “golden days slip by without
result’’ ; the responsibility for the “steady progress of the Cause”
depended on the teachers of the Faith; they were “the physicians
of the sick body of the world of humanity.”103

The urgency of this message was increased by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
warnings of war.  In California, he had described Europe as ‘‘a
storehouse of explosives ready for ignition,” which particularly
with the troubles in the Balkans, one spark could set aflame.104
In Montreal he had stated that a European war was a
certainty.105  If the Bahá’ís were to lay the foundations for world
peace they should act quickly.  An apocalyptic note was struck
by an editorial in the 21 March 1914 issue of Star of the West:
Since 1914 was “the seventieth year of the Millennium” (i.e.,
since the Báb’s declaration in 1844), and if the seventieth year of
the Christian era—during which Jerusalem and the Temple were
destroyed and the Jews scattered—was a prototype for 1914,
then “the culmination of the old order of things” was at hand.106
By August 1914 Europe was at War.  The dire predictions had
been fulfilled, the task of working the universal peace which (it
was hoped) would follow the war was more urgent than ever.
For some Bahá’ís at least the millennium itself seemed near.’”

Another factor which may well have increased the sense of
urgency among the American Bahá’ís was the realization that
‘Abdu’l-Bahá might die in the near future.  He had arrived in
America at the age of sixty-seven after a lifetime of hardship,
and despite ill health had completed a gruelling lecture tour,
returning to the East in poor health.

It was probably difficult for the American Bahá’ís to think, let
alone talk, about the death of their beloved master.  Yet at the
1913 National Convention the prospect was raised by Ali-Kuli
Khan, who appealed to the Bahá’ís to spare no efforts in the
building of the Temple so that it might be completed in the
lifetime of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and be dedicated by him.  His words in-
spired other delegates with a similar sense of urgency.108  In 1914

‘Abdu’l-Bahá exhorted the Bahá’ís:  “Friends, the time is coming
when I shall be no longer with you. …  O how I long to see the
believers shouldering the responsibilities of the Cause! …  Will
they not answer my call?  I am waiting.  I am patiently waiting!”
And in one of the last letters to reach America before
communications with Syria were severed toward the end of
1916, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá wrote that none should be shaken or
disturbed if he were to “hasten from this world to another world
and soar from this mortal prison to the immortal rose-garden,”
ending, “Should we enjoy life after this war, we shall corres-
pond with all the believers.”109

The fretful neutrality of the early months of 1917 was ended
with America’s entry into the “Armageddon” of World War I on
6 April—Good Friday.  In the 5 June issue of Star of the West a
report of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s words to some returning pilgrims in
1914 was printed:  “I have done my part. …  Now it is your
turn. …  God willing, you will fulfil my eager expec-
tations. …  The confirmations of the kingdom shall descend
upon you, and the Supreme reinforcement shall surround you.
Rest ye assured; let your hearts abide in peace. …  This is the
day wherein whomsoever arises to spread the Cause of God, the
cohorts of the Supreme Concourse will assist him.  Today the
magnet of spiritual confirmation is teaching the Cause. …
Again I say, teach the Cause!  Do not tarry!”110

As well as exhorting his followers to teach, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá ad-
vised them how to set about it:  “first one must teach by deeds;
then speak the word”; they should live in such a spiritual
condition that their “very presence in the meetings” might trans-
form their audiences; they must be humble, detached, imper-
vious to criticism and hostility; they must be on fire with the
love of God; they must constantly travel, spreading the teach-
ings far and wide; they should teach as if offering a gift to a
king, submissively without insistence, and solely for the sake of
God; they should teach with moderation and wisdom, adapting
the offered gift to the condition of the listener.111

Whether or not any Bahá’í teachers actually attained this
ideal, there is ample evidence that a good many tried hard to

achieve it.  Several conversion accounts refer to the intensity
with which the teacher spoke, or to the teacher’s radiant ap-
pearance and shining eyes:  Cobb wrote that “it was the strange
cosmic dynamism” with which his teacher’s words were charged
“that moved my soul.”112  Some teachers obeyed ‘‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
instructions to the letter.  One lady, for example, refused to stay
in any one place for more than nineteen days at a time, because
‘Abdu’l-Bahá had said that teachers should travel constantly!113
Two particularly characteristic aspects of Bahá’í teaching
method were the attempts to avoid argument and to adapt the
message to the seeker’s “condition,” which resulted in a per-
suasive gradualism in the way the Bahá’í message was often con-
veyed and which easily fitted into the conceptualization of the
Bahá’í Movement as “the essence of all the highest ideals of this
century.”114  These aspects, evident in ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s own
teaching methods, were also articulated by his American fol-
lowers.  Thus May Maxwell wrote in 1915:  “Uproot narrow
superstitions by suggesting broader, deeper ideas.  Never oppose
people’s ideas and statements, but give them a little nobler way
of seeing life.”115  Mason Remey stated that “people are not
urged or enticed, but rather, through love, are attracted to the
cause,” and that “in presenting this cause to a soul, the teacher’s
first step is to confirm the seeker in the truth of his own reli-
gion, and upon that, as a foundation, place this latter-day
teaching.”116

It is possible that the ethos of Bahá’í teaching underwent some
change in the years following 1912.  In the early years of the cen-
tury the emphasis had been upon the Bahá’í Revelation as the
fulfilment of prophetic hope, this was later outweighed by the
emphasis on the Bahá’í Movement as the renewal of religion,
the embodiment of the universal principles of the age.  A de-
tailed study of conversion accounts is needed before any firm
conclusions can be reached, but an impressionistic comparison
of the pre- and post-1912 periods seems to suggest that there
was some change in the approach to potential converts.  Cobb’s
introduction to the Bahá’í Faith in 1906:  “Our Lord has come!”
seems not untypical of the earlier accounts.117  Later descriptions

generally give greater importance to the Bahá’í teachings as a
perceived solution to the world’s problems and as a liberal em-
bodiment of religion.

If, as Vail suggested, the Bahá’í Movement was “not so much
an organization as a spiritual attitude,” and if converts were not
required to abandon their previous religion, then this had ob-
vious advantages for proselytizing.  Stanwood Cobb wrote:
“The great success of Bahá’í missionary work has been due to
the fact that no one is asked to abandon his own religion in
order to become a Bahá’í,” adding, “The Bahá’í missionary can
do what no other missionary can.  He goes among various races
and religions and wins adherents to his cause without attack,
without invidious comparison, without offense to the sensi-
bilities and loyalties of other religionists.”118

This is only part of the picture, however.  The Bahá’í Move-
ment was regarded by its most committed followers as more
than just a spiritual attitude.  It might be the spirit of the age, but
it ultimately revolved around an individual who claimed to be
the Manifestation of God for the present era.  Possibly it was not
obvious to those at the fringes of movement, but at its core was
the belief that the Word of God had been made manifest in the
flesh.  Initial attraction to the Bahá’í principles might ultimately
lead to commitment to the central core of Bahá’í belief.

Apart from continuing the approach to liberal and humani-
tarian groups which had been so strongly established by
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the American Bahá’ís became increasingly out-
going in their teaching endeavors following ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit.
Individual initiative remained basic but was supplemented by
organized teaching activity sponsored by the Bahá’ís as a group.
What had earlier been a highly controversial measure became
respectable.  Such a radical departure from previously accepted
norms was not instantly accomplished.  By 1915 the scheme to
fund part-time itinerant teachers centrally had been approved
by the Convention of the Bahai Temple Unity, but lack of funds
prevented its Executive Board from doing more than making a
token start to the plan.  Only with the arrival of the first five of
‘‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s general letters on teaching (later published as the

Tablets of the Divine Plan) was a real start made.  Written in
March and April 1916, and printed in the 8 September 1916
issue of Star of the West, these five letters were separately ad-
dressed to the Bahá’ís of the Northeastern, Southern, Central,
and Western States, and of Canada.  In them ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
called upon the Bahá’ís to teach and, particularly, to travel in
those areas and states where there were few or no Bahá’ís so as
to systematically establish new centers of the Faith.  He also
delineated some of the qualities which the teachers should have,
and assured them all of divine assistance.  In his letter to the
Western states he reminded the Bahá’ís that when in America he
had plainly predicted the coming war, as well as the fulfillment
of all the prophecies of the Book of Revelation and of the Book
of Daniel.  Therefore, they should realize that this was the time
for teaching.  In his letter to the small group of Canadian Bahá’ís
he directed their attention not only to Canada but also to
Greenland, and requested that they teach the Eskimos.

The scope of these letters clearly inspired many American
Bahá’ís.  In the 4 November 1916 issue of Star of the West, the
editors called for the establishment of five regional teaching
funds to supply the expenses of such traveling teachers as might
be appointed.  Succeeding issues of Star of the West gave details
of the teaching endeavors of the American Bahá’ís in response
to these letters:  “news from ‘soldiers’ at the front.”  By the end of
1916, more than seven Bahá’ís had already undertaken teaching
in the Prairie and Mountain states; and another seven in the
Central West; two Bahá’ís were on their way to the Canadian
Northeast; new centers had been established in New England;
and in six months the Boston community had trebled in
numbers.  In the South, where the Faith had spread least, Louis
Gregory, the most prominent black Bahá’í, and Samuel Tait, a
converted clergyman, between them spoke to about thirty thou-
sand people, including several church congregations.119

The issue of teaching formed an important part of the deliber-
ations of the 1917 convention:  reports of teaching activities, the
effort to place Bahá’í books in lending libraries, the use of Star
of the West as a teaching medium, and the production of a

cheap introductory booklet for mass distribution were all dis-
cussed.  The convention itself resolved that its Executive Board
should undertake some degree of coordination of teaching
work, cooperating with individuals in the five regions who were
expected to initiate most of the work.120  In the face of opposi-
tion to any kind of organization, and with other pressing issues
to consider, such as the war and matters of administration, this
was an important initial step in the Temple Unity’s involvement
in the teaching work.  The further suggestion to appoint com-
mittees in each of the five regions was not accepted.

The concern with teaching was given yet more prominence at
the November 1917 centennial celebration of Bahá’u’lláh’s birth.
Hosted by the Chicago House of Spirituality, the celebration in-
cluded a whole afternoon designated as the first “Convention of
Teaching,” which leading Chicago Bahá’ís clearly hoped would
lead to a teaching organization in the same way that the initial
concern with building the Mashriqu’l-Adhkár at Chicago had
resulted in the establishment of the Bahai Temple Unity.121  A
plan for teaching throughout the Central States was presented,
the qualities of the teacher were discussed, and the necessity of
the teacher being firm in the Covenant and of only teaching
pure doctrine were asserted in no uncertain terms.

Teaching work continued through the war, receiving a tre-
mendous boost after the “terrible experience” of separation had
been ended, toward the end of 1918, with the reestablishment of
communications with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.122  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s first
general letter to the American Bahá’ís instructed them to teach
so that all the inhabitants [of America] may become ready for
the establishment of universal peace.”123  This injunction was
reinforced at the 1919 Convention, at which all fourteen of ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá’s general letters on teaching, the “Tablets of the
Divine Plan,” were ceremonially unveiled and plans for a
systematic campaign of teaching made.124  Further reinforcement
was provided by the arrival, later in the year, of the Persian
Bahá’í teacher and scholar, Mírzá Asadu’lláh Fádil-i Mázan-
darání who undertook an extensive teaching tour of North
America in the following year.  In 1920 a National Teaching
Committee with five regional committees was established, thus

placing on a firm foundation the organized and coordinated
teaching endeavor which has ever since formed a major part of
American Bahá’í activity.  By 1917 teaching had already ceased
to be a purely individual concern, but after 1919, with the surge
in enthusiasm and the development of a firm organizational
base with central funding, it had clearly become a community
concern as well.  This transformation is indicative of a general
change in the ethos of the Bahá’í community itself.

The teaching activities of the American Bahá’ís were not con-
fined to the United States.  In the wake of the first pilgrimage of
1898–1899, expatriate American converts established Bahá’í
communities in London and Paris.  The Paris group in particular
formed a new base from which Bahá’í groups were established
in Canada and the Hawaiian Islands (both in 1902).  Later a
flourishing Bahá’í community was established in Germany by
two returning German-Americans (1905), and other American
Bahá’ís sought to establish their religion in Italy (c. 1900), Mex-
ico (1912) and Japan (1914).  Additionally, American Bahá’í
travelers were able to visit their oriental coreligionists, pro-
viding support for the Bahá’ís of Iran in particular with limited
educational and medical programs.


Non-Bahá’í Comment and Criticism.  The growth of the Bahá’í
community in North America could not help but stimulate a
response by non-Bahá’í observers.  The initial newspaper
response seems to have concentrated on the exotic appearance
of the new religion and the startling claims made for its
founders.  The New York Herald for 12 August 1900 headlined
its account of the newly discovered Bahá’í community:  THESE
BELIEVE THAT CHRIST HAS RETURNED TO EARTH:  STRANGE FAITH
HAS ATTRACTED MANY FOLLOWERS, A LARGE NUMBER OF WHOM
ARE IN NEW YORK CITY.  The New York Times for 18 December
1904 printed an account of “A Sunday morning gathering of
New York believers in this new oriental cult.”125  The majority of
the newspaper accounts of Bahá’ís occurred at the time of ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá’s visit and concentrated on his mission.  In general
their reaction was favorable:  the patriarchal figure of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá impressed the reporters who interviewed him;

they sympathized with his message of peace and universal
brotherhood and complimented the principles he advocated to
achieve it.  Critical press comment on ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in the
Churchman seems to have been untypical of the general
response and centered on the decision by some ministers to
allow ‘Abdu’l-Bahá to preach in their churches.126

Apart from the furor in the Kenosha newspapers at the time
of Vatralsky’s attack, most hostile coverage of the Bahá’í Faith
and the American Bahá’í community appeared in periodicals,
particularly the Missionary Review of the World.  These articles
were generally authored by former or serving Christian mission-
aries in the Middle East.  In addition to attacking the moral-
ity and spirituality of the Bahá’í Faith and its leaders, these
accounts contain a critique of Bahá’í beliefs from a Christian
standpoint.  Other periodical accounts included articles by
scholars, sympathetic non-Bahá’ís, and clergymen.127  In all
cases, a chronological pattern can be discerned, with the major
concentration of articles in the 1900–1904 and 1911–1915
periods, corresponding to the first discovery of the American
Bahá’í community by outside observers and to ‘‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
visit and its aftermath, respectively.


Organization and Leadership.  An element in both the stabiliza-
tion and expansion of the Bahá’í community in America was the
growth of local and national leadership and organization.  This
was by no means smooth or uncontroversial.  In the aftermath
of Kheiralla’s defection there seems to have been something of a
vacuum in leadership.  There existed no generally acceptable
locus of authority within the American community.  In part, this
was a feature of the general atmosphere of confusion and suspi-
cion which followed the dispute, but more generally, it would
seem that many American Bahá’ís had a distrust for any sort of
organization or leadership beyond the recognition of ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá’s overall authority.  Kheiralla, as their original
teacher, had occupied a special position, but after he had been
discredited, they were wary of accepting any individual or
group among their American coreligionists as a secondary
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authority.  The Persian Bahá’í teachers, as outsiders to the com-
munity and as representatives of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, also occupied a
special position.  Thornton Chase noted that among the “free
and equal” individuals of the Chicago community, only the Per-
sians were generally acceptable as teachers.128  Even their
authority could be questioned, however, and both of the long-
term Persian teachers were rebuffed by some Bahá’ís.129

Under Kheiralla, two types of formal authority had devel-
oped:  individual teachers or spiritual “guides,” and “Boards of
Counsel.”  Whether this implied a separation of powers between
teaching and administration is unknown.  Additionally, the
larger communities each seem to have had some sort of overall
leader.  While the Behaists retained both types of formal leader-
ship, the Bahá’ís seem to have dispensed with any formal recog-
nition of individual teachers as authorities and to have relied
solely on the institutional Boards.130  The situation varied
somewhat between the communities.  In Chicago, where sup-
port for Kheiralla was persistent, the recently formed Board was
replaced by a “House of Justice,” formed under Asadu’lláh’s
guidance in 1901 and soon renamed “the House of
Spirituality.”131  At New York, where there was little support for
Kheiralla (the leading teacher, Howard MacNutt, who had
assisted Kheiralla with his book Behá ‘U’lláh, having supported
‘Abdu’l-Bahá), the Board of Counsel continued as the adminis-
trative body until it was replaced at a much later date by the
Spiritual Assembly.  The situation at the now much depleted
community of Kenosha is unclear, but possibly they also had
some administrative body.132

Both the Chicago and New York bodies initially consisted of
ten men (soon reduced to nine) elected (?) from among the
members of their communities.  The major part of the American
Bahá’í community, however, was female, and it was the women
who provided much of its dynamic.  This found formal recogni-
tion at Chicago where a “Women’s Assembly of Teaching” was
formed at about the same time as the House of Justice.  At some
later date New York followed suit, and by 1910 a “Women’s
Board” had been established to serve in conjunction with the

“Men’s Board.”133  According to Thornton Chase, relations be-
tween the Chicago House of Spirituality and “the ladies” were
not always amicable.  The more conservative members of the
House of Spirituality insisted on the primacy of their authority,
and looked askance at what they regarded as attempts to take
over leadership in what was then proclaimed as “the day of
women,” while the women seem to have objected to the caution
and lack of activity of the House of Spirituality.  Although co-
operation also occurred, this underlying tension remained, and
contributed to the general weakness of the House of
Spirituality’s authority among the “free and equal” Bahá’ís of
Chicago .134

The weakness of these institutional authorities was chiefly the
result of the fierce individualism of many American Bahá’ís at
this time.  Marian Haney, a Bahá’í since 1900, was later to write
that “aside from those committees [such as the Chicago House
of Spirituality and the New York Board of Counsel], the affairs
of the Cause were administered by individuals who seemed
naturally to have the necessary ability to function,” adding that
“even the committees did not preclude the friends from serving
and teaching in accordance with their own guidance,” for “those
were the days when the ‘rugged individualism’ of the Americans
was greatly in evidence in the promulgation of the Cause.”135
This individualism found expression in nearly every aspect of
the community’s activities and contributed largely to its general
ethos—an issue which will be discussed below.  Not that all
Bahá’ís were opposed to formal authority and organization, but
for most of the first decade of the nineteenth century at least,
formal leadership was conspicuous by its general absence or
weakness.

In addition to the formal leadership of the members of the
Chicago and New York institutions, there were various infor-
mal leaders who derived their authority from their reputation
and activity as teachers—or their contact with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá by
means of pilgrimage or the receipt of Tablets—or, most contro-
versially, their claimed possession of special gifts, such as spir-
itual or psychic powers, special knowledge based on “visions

and voices,” inspired interpretation, or telepathic or spiritual
communication with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá..  Often this reputed or
claimed informal authority was fairly innocuous, leading
perhaps to occasional personal jealousy, but otherwise creating
no inharmony or division.  Only in the cases where exclusivist
claims (such as being “the only true and correct teacher in the
city”) were seriously maintained was there more lasting friction
and dispute.136  One effect of this prevalence of informal leader-
ship was a certain amount of cliquishness in the larger centers
such as Chicago.  According to Thornton Chase, as many as five
distinct cliques existed in that city at one time, some centering
on personalities, but others seeming to reflect differences in atti-
tude to the Faith, such as the “spiritual perfectionists” and “in-
tellectuals” who constituted two of the groups.137  Personality
clashes and conflicting claims to possess correctness in teaching
(which might reflect quite profound differences in interpretation
of the nature of the Faith) would seem to have accounted for
many of the disputes that occurred.

From 1909 onward, a limited national organization and other
organizational forms gradually emerged, seemingly with the
support of a majority, or at least a substantial number, of the
American Bahá’ís.  The antipathy many Bahá’ís felt toward
formal authority hardened into a determined opposition to
“organization.”  The existence, or more commonly the extent, of
organization became a basic underlying tension in subsequent
American Bahá’í history until at least the 1930s.  This tension,
which only intermittently flared into an open debate or dispute,
incorporated divergent attitudes not only toward unfettered in-
dividual authority, but also regarding the nature of the Bahá’í
Faith itself.  Was it to be an “entirely spiritual” movement, or
one of “practical spirituality”?  Was it an inclusive spiritual
brotherhood, eschewing dogma?  Or was it a separate religion
with its own definite laws and beliefs, albeit dominated by a
liberal ethos?

While some individuals can be clearly identified as “orga-
nizers” or “anti-organizers” in the debate, many Bahá’ís tried to
maintain an intermediate position.  One way to reconcile the
two divergent positions was to separate the philosophical ele-

ment of “pure spirituality” from mundane practicalities.  Thus
there were the Bahá’ís who explained to E. A. Dime “that the
impossibility of organizing the Bahai Cause does not mean that
the people cannot organize and co-operate for the accomplish-
ment of the work of the Cause”—and the delegate at the 1917
Temple Unity Convention who, in defense of the introduction
of new administrative machinery to support the teaching work,
argued that:  “We are not organizing the teachings.  We are orga-
nizing a little group to assist the teaching. ….  You cannot
organize this teaching; the force of the love of God will spread
through this country in spite of, and quite beyond our organi-
zation”; or his fellow delegate who spoke of what was probably
the fundamental fear that lay behind much of the opposition to
organization when he referred to the importance of “both orga-
nization and freedom,” the greatest need being for freedom and
spontaneity “lest anyone check the Holy Spirit when it is going
into action.”138  The movement toward organization enjoyed a
momentum of its own, however, and from 1917 onward, cen-
trally coordinated activity increasingly became part of the
American Bahá’í community, enjoying further acceleration after
the transition to Shoghi Effendi’s leadership in 1921–22.

The actual growth of administrative bodies which began in
1909 was both local and national.  Whether these developments
were coordinated is at present unknown.  In 1909 the Bahá’ís of
greater Los Angeles took steps to effect an informal organiza-
tion, the “Bahá’í Assembly” which then elected a five-member
Executive Board and a secretary.  In 1910 the Boston Bahá’ís
formed their first Board of Counsel.  In the same year, the
Honolulu Bahá’ís found that the pressure of work forced them
to commence a regular “business meeting,” and the Chicago
Women’s Assembly of Teaching adopted a nine-member elected
Executive Board with its own printed by-laws, which were in
turn adopted by the Honolulu Bahá’ís in 1911.  These were the
exceptions, however.  Most local communities seem to have re-
mained fairly unorganized until the early 1920s, although some
communities did have voluntary working committees.  Cleve-
land had already elected a “board of Nine” in 1915 and a local
Teaching Committee in 1918, but only formed its “House of

Spirituality” in 1920; the Washington, D.C.  “Spiritual Assem-
bly” was likewise formed in 1920; the Seattle “Counsel Board”
and the Detroit “House of Consultation” were formed in 1921;
and the Philadelphia “Spiritual Assembly” in 1924.139

These formal institutions, varying in name, size, composi-
tion, and means of formation, were actually organizing commit-
tees charged with coordinating local Bahá’í activities.  Quite
possibly they found more ready acceptance among the majority
of their local constituents than the Chicago and the New York
bodies had found among theirs.  Much of the new growth in
membership occurred in the smaller communities:  the resulting
groups were more likely to share a common understanding as to
the nature of their religion, and to escape the sort of long-
established antagonisms that crippled the Chicago community.
Among these smaller groups, action which was unpopular to
any large section of their membership was less likely to be
taken; consensus rather than division was more likely to
dominate, and the various working committees that were
formed made far more limited claims to authority than the ven-
erable institutions of Chicago and New York.  Not that disagree-
ments about principles did not occur, the newly appointed
secretary of the “Bahai Assembly of Los Angeles” reported that
when they initiated their very limited organization, thirty be-
lievers had signed their belief in writing, but:  “There are many
more who are in fact believers in the Revelation of BAHA’O’LLAH
but who do not wish yet to connect themselves with any organi-
zation, no matter how informal it may be.’’140

Gradually, presumably under ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s guidance, these
institutions became more standardized with the adoption of a
nine-member body elected annually, and open in membership
to Bahá’ís of either sex, as the norm.  The older Assemblies also
adopted this form, Chicago by at least 1917, and New York by
at least 1922.141  Further standardization, and the extension of
the institution of the “Local Spiritual Assembly” to all Bahá’í
communities in which there were more than nine adult believers,
only occurred under the leadership of Shoghi Effendi, who out-
lined the details of their duties and prerogatives.

It was the growth of the Bahai Temple Unity from 1909 on-
ward which came to provide a national system of organization
for the American Bahá’ís.  But this was not the only national
development of the time.  The establishment of Bahá’í News
(Star of the West) in 1910 provided the American Bahá’ís with
their first regular national periodical, which proved invaluable
not only as a teaching medium and as a means of educating the
Bahá’ís in their religion, but also as a means for increasing their
consciousness of identity in one national Bahá’í community
rather than merely being members of their local groups.  The
year 1910 also saw the foundation of the Persian-American
Educational Society/Orient-Occident Unity, which, in addition
to its activities in Persian Bahá’í education, provided the neces-
sary coordination for activities such as the preparatory arrange-
ments for ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit.  The Orient-Occident Unity
seems to have been well organized, with both a Central Exec-
utive Board based in Washington, D.C., as well as a National
Executive Board, each with a membership of nine.  An Inter-
national Executive Board was also envisaged.  Also by 1910 a
women’s “Unity Band” had been established to promote corres-
pondence between American Bahá’í women and the “Women’s
Assemblies of the Orient.”  Finally, in this group of develop-
ments, a national Publishing Commission and Society were
appointed in 1911 under the aegis of the Bahá’í Temple Unity.142


The Bahá’í Temple Unity.  Important as these various local and
national developments were, the development which was even-
tually to have the most impact was the growth of the Bahá’í
Temple Unity.  Originally centering around the plan to con-
struct a Mashriqu’l-Adhkár (lit., “dawning-place of the remem-
brance of God”), a Bahá’í House of Worship or Temple, at Wil-
mette, Illinois, this venture gave rise to a national organization
and leadership which increasingly concerned itself with all the
various activities and plans of the American Bahá’ís, laying a
foundation for the transition to the modern-day National Spir-
itual Assembly between 1922 and 1925.  Ironically, the project to
build the House of Worship itself proceeded far more slowly
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than did the growth in importance of the Bahai Temple Unity,
the agency entrusted with its construction.  The final Temple
design was not chosen until 1920, the superstructure was only
completed in 1931, and dedication to public worship had to
wait until 1953.

Construction work on the first Bahá’í House of Worship in
Ashkhabad (‘Ishqábád), Russian Transcaspia, began in
November 1902.  News of this event prompted the Chicago
House of Spirituality to petition ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in March 1903 for
permission to build a similar edifice in America.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
replied in June, warmly approving the idea and also writing to
Mrs. Corinne True, then President of the Chicago Women’s
Assembly of Teaching, encouraging their participation in the
project.  Several years of inactivity followed, eventually broken
by the decision of the Women’s Assembly of Teaching in 1906
to distribute a petition throughout the country, calling for con-
struction work to begin.  This petition, with almost a thousand
signatures on it, was taken to ‘Akká by Corinne True on her
1907 pilgrimage.143

Later in 1907, after preliminary searching for sites by the
Chicago Bahá’ís, nine delegates representing various assemblies
gathered in Chicago on Thanksgiving Day (26 November) and
chose the present location of the House of Worship in the
village of Wilmette, a north shore suburb of Chicago.

Although the House of Spirituality expressed its readiness to
initiate the project in a general letter to the American Bahá’ís on
19 December 1907, and purchased two of the fourteen lots of
the site on 9 April 1908, the main enthusiasm seems to have
come from Mrs.  True.  She was appointed corresponding sec-
retary for Temple activities by the House of Spirituality and
acted as recipient for the contributions which began to come in
from various parts of the country.144  Apparently given only
halfhearted support by the House of Spirituality, Mrs. True
wrote to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá expressing her concern about the Chicago
community’s capacity to administer the project.  Her suggested
solution, endorsed by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá., was the establishment of a
delegate meeting, representing the various assemblies and
responsible for the construction.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s endorsement of

the plan, written on 19 June 1908, after advising her to consult
with the House of Spirituality, significantly added that “in this
new meeting, especially for the establishment of the Temple,
ladies are also to be members.”145

In response to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s instructions, the House of Spir-
ituality called for a meeting of delegates in Chicago on 22–23
March 1909.  This was attended by thirty-nine delegates repre-
senting thirty-five cities.146  In a special Tablet to the delegates,
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, in addition to assuring them of divine support
and stating that the Mashriqu’l-Adhkár should be open to all
religious groups without discrimination and should eventually
have numerous accessories—a hospital, a school for orphans,
and the like, commented:  “Now is the commencement of orga-
nization, hence every affair concerning the Kingdom of God is
of paramount importance” and that those who failed to grasp its
importance did not know “that the founding of this Mashrek-el-
Azkar is to be in the inception of the organization of the
Kingdom.”147

The convention then proceeded to business:  elected officers,
ratified the choice of the Temple site and resolved to purchase
it, established a permanent national organization—the “Bahai
Temple Unity”—and adopted a constitution.  The constitution
of the Temple Unity, which remained largely unaltered for the
whole period of its existence, vested the Unity’s powers in the
constituent Bahá’í assemblies, exercised through their annually
elected representatives, and delegated the management of its af-
fairs to an Executive Board of nine members, annually selected
by the delegates by open ballot or written assent.  This arrange-
ment whereby the Executive Board, in effect a small running
committee, implemented the decisions of the annual conven-
tion to which it remained responsible, contrasts very markedly
with the strongly centralized division of powers under the later
National Spiritual Assembly.

The years between this first Temple Unity Convention and the
transition to the present National Spiritual Assembly in 1922–25
were a period of administrative development of community ac-
tivities.  The yearly conventions, held during the period of the
Bahá’í festival of Ridván (21 April to 2 May), met mostly in
Chicago, but also in New York (1913, 1919, 1920), San Fran-

cisco (1915) and Boston (1917), combining a two- or three-day
convention with an opening celebration and general congress.
What had begun as an essentially administrative meeting
rapidly developed into the yearly occasion par excellence for
many American Bahá’ís in addition to those who formally at-
tended as delegates.  Short impressionistic talks and reports of
activities alternated with musical recitals and hymn singing.  In
later years especially, lengthy expositions on various aspects of
the Bahá’í teachings were included in the congress program—as
much for the benefit of the interested inquirers who came to the
public sessions as for the Bahá’ís.  Above all, an effusive spirit of
camaraderie seems to have developed, aiding the growth of the
consciousness of being part of one national community rather
than merely members of local groups.  Not that local identities
ceased to be important:  one delegate at the 1913 convention
complained that there were still those who had failed to grasp
the fact that the Chicago Temple was a national project and
were thinking that it would be better to build Mashriqu’l-
Adhkárs in their own cities.148  While it is doubtful that all
would have agreed with Joseph Hannen’s characterization of the
1910 convention as an experience second in intensity only to be-
ing “in the presence” of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá,149 it does seem that for
those involved in the convention, especially for those who at-
tended regularly, the experience was one of great importance
and had a profound effect on their understanding of the devel-
opment of the American Bahá’í community.

The actual project to build the Mashriqu’l-Adhkár progressed
slowly as the legal and financial problems connected with land
acquisition were met.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit in 1912, during which
he attended the convention and laid the foundation stone for
the building, encouraged a greater effort.  In 1913 a plan for
organized fund raising throughout the country was adopted;
and in 1914 land payments were finally completed.  The greater
task of accumulating funds for the building itself took much
longer to complete, and the final choice of design was not made
until 1920, construction work beginning shortly thereafter.

The existence of a regular national meeting and of a perma-
nent organization led, perhaps inevitably, to a concern with
wider issues than simply the building of the Temple.  Thus,
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besides reports of land acquisition and fund raising for the
Temple, the convention proceedings came to include reports of
other Bahá’í activities, such as the Orient-Occident Unity and
local teaching endeavors.  The Temple Unity itself soon ex-
tended its activities to include publishing and teaching.  The old
Chicago Bahá’í Publishing Society (est. 1902) came under
review at the 1911 convention and was revamped as a national
concern, nationally funded and administered by an autono-
mous Publishing Society of nine members established by the
Temple Unity.150  Further to this, the Executive Board in 1915
decided on the formation of a Publicity Committee to answer
various newspaper and magazine attacks which had apeared,
and proposed that selected peripatetic Bahá’í teachers should be
nationally funded.151  This was followed in 1917 by the discus-
sion of detailed teaching plans, the decision that the Executive
Board should undertake a certain amount of national coordina-
tion for the teaching work, and the appointment of committees
both to coordinate the activities of the Temple Unity with those
of the Publishing Society and to prepare a compilation of Bahá’í
writings on child education so as to facilitate the expansion of
Bahá’í Sunday schools.152  The existence of a regular and perma-
nent organization also gave the delegates a sense of corporate
identity which they expressed in greetings sent to what they saw
as fraternal organizations, such as:  the First Universal Races
Congress in London in 1911 (addressed in the name of the
“United Bahai Assemblies of America”), the Theosophical Soci-
ety in 1912 (“as one of the joint bodies with them in the great
work”), and the Esperantists in 1916 and 1917.  In 1914, a cable
was sent to President Woodrow Wilson, and in 1916 a delegate
appointed to the conference of the League to Enforce Peace.

During the years 1909–1917 the Bahai Temple Unity changed
from an administrative auxiliary concerned solely with the con-
struction of the Temple to a body whose members felt a general
responsibility for the overall progress of the Faith in North
America.  The increasing importance of the Temple Unity was
marked by some shifting of powers in 1917.  The adoption of by-
laws at the 1917 convention153 (possibly motivated by the Chi-
cago Reading Room affair) effectively strengthened the Unity’s

powers over the constituent assemblies.144  The latter were all re-
quired to reapply for membership in the Unity within ninety
days, failure to do so resulting in the lapse of their membership.
The obligations which the assemblies held to the Unity were
delineated; the powers to accept or reject applications for mem-
bership were vested in the Unity itself—the Executive Board
having provisional, and the delegate meeting the ultimate,
authority; and unlike the earlier arrangement for constitutional
amendments, the power to make amendments to the by-laws
was vested solely in the convention and not in the assemblies.


The Leadership Group.  In the immediate aftermath of the dis-
pute with Kheiralla there seem to have been distinct leaders of
the various local groups:  Dr. Chester Ira Thatcher and Dr.
Rufus H. Bartlett in Chicago, Howard MacNutt in New York,
and Byron S. Lane in Kenosha.  But the years that followed were
characterized by the weak collective leadership of the Chicago
and New York institutions, aided or tacitly opposed by various
prominent individuals.  A provisional listing of prominent
Bahá’ís in the 1900–1910 period can be offerred.154  In Chicago:
leading members of the House of Spirituality such as Thornton
Chase, R. H. Bartlett, Charles Greenleaf, Arthur Agnew,
George Lesch, Charles Ioas, and B. S. Lane; leading members of
the Women’s Assembly of Teaching such as Mesdames Nash,
Francis Roe, Corinne True, Cecilia Harrison, Ida Brush, Fannie
Lesch, and toward the end of the period Louise Waite.  Other
prominent Bahá’ís in Chicago included Mrs. Sara Herron and
Dr. (William F.?) Nutt, both Behaist sympathizers and pre-
sumably eventually excluded from the community; (Harry?)
Thompson, a well-known Bahá’í teacher who eventually
became an advocate of man’s sinlessness and divinity (and
thereafter faded from the scene); Paul K. Dealy; and Ameen
Fareed.  In New York, Howard MacNutt, Arthur P. Dodge,
Charles E. Sprague, Anton Haddad, Hooper Harris, and
William E.  Hoar seem to have been the original “leading lights”;
Mountfort Mills and Percy Woodcock later joined them.  Out-
side these two centers, few of the local communities seem to
have had identifiable leaders.  Helen S. Goodall of Oakland,
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California, perhaps provided an exception, as to a limited extent
did Joseph H. Hannen and (intermittently) Charles Mason
Remey in Washington, D.C.  Nationally prominent individuals,
able to devote time to extensive traveling, visiting, and
teaching, included Chase, True, MacNutt, Mills, Woodcock,
Remey, Lua and Edward Getsinger, Isabella Brittingham, and
Nathan Ward FitzGerald.

If this list is assumed to be fairly complete, a few general com-
ments could be made.  Prior to 1910 most of the prominent
Bahá’ís lived in the large communities of Chicago and New
York; approximately two-thirds of their number were men (in
contrast to the one-third of the total membership); all of the
prominent women were married; and generally, the greatest
prominence would seem to have been gained by teaching activ-
ity.  Although I only have detailed information on less than half
of these individuals, the majority of the men seem to have
worked in business or medicine.  A good many seem to have
been in their fifties, although there were several younger men.
Remey, thirty-six years old in 1910, was probably the youngest.

The establishment of the Bahai Temple Unity created the
basis for a national leadership.  At the same time, other adminis-
trative developments produced others bases for prominence
besides the teaching work.  At a local level, administrative
developments increased the number of communities with some
kind of formal leadership, and the need to send delegates to the
annual National Convention led to certain individuals coming
to act as regular representatives of their localities.  Detailed lists
of these delegates for the period under review are only readily
available for 1909 to 1913, and 1917.  Out of 132 individuals who
were appointed delegates during the five-year period 1909–1913,
5 never attended any of these conventions.  Of the remaining
127, 90 only attended one; 22 attended two; 7 attended three; 3
attended four; and 5 attended five (in all cases as delegates).  The
small group of 15 who attended for three or more years, not sur-
prisingly, tended to dominate the convention proceedings, as
well as the membership of the Executive Board, supplying half
(9 out of 17) of its members, including all of those who served
on it for three years or more.  While the total of delegates was

only 43 percent male, the 15 regular attendees comprised 9 men
a 6 women, that is 60 percent male.  This predominance of men
in positions of leadership was also found in the membership of
the Executive Board:  of the 25 individuals who served on it dur-
ing the 1909–1917 period, 6 were women and 19 men.

The Executive Board, while remaining subordinate to the an-
nual convention, undoubtedly developed something of the
ethos of a leadership group.  By its regular meetings throughout
the year the members doubtless gained a sense of cohesion and
common purpose as well as a broader conception of the na-
tional activities of the community.  At the conventions they
were most likely to know what was going on, and therefore
more able to influence consultations.  The composition of this
group suggests a considerable break with the previous list of
prominent Bahá’ís.156  Of those Bahá’ís who had previously been
well known nationally, or had been local leaders, only Corinne
True, Mountfort Mills, Arthur Agnew, Joseph Hannen, Mason
Remey, William Hoar, Helen Goodall, and Hooper Harris were
elected to the Executive Board (and only True, Mills, Agnew,
and Hannen for three years or more).  In part this may have
been a matter of age.  Leaders like Chase or Dodge who had
been especially prominent were older than the members of the
Board.  The average age of the original members of the Board
was forty-two.157  More significantly the transition seems to
have represented a change in style.  The authority and function
of the Chicago House of Spirituality and New York Board of
Counsel had rested on various Tablets from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  That
of the Executive Board and Temple Unity rested on a legal
document, a formal constitution with articles and by-laws.  This
change of style was also reflected in the occupational back-
ground of the twenty-five:  of the nineteen men, five were
lawyers.

To a considerable extent the twenty-five typified the general-
izations which have been made above about the early American
Bahá’ís.  Occupationally, most of the men were in business or
the professions (they included the five lawyers, a court reporter,
an architect, a printing worker, two doctors, a diplomat, pos-
sibly as many as five businessmen, and a Unitarian clergyman—

the latter an indication of the Bahá’í universality at this time).  All
of the women would appear to have been in fairly comfortable
circumstances, and they were either married or widowed.
Ethnically, all but three of the twenty-five were “old stock”
white Americans, the exceptions being a black lawyer and two
Persians.  The membership of the latter is an indication of the
esteem in which the few oriental Bahá’ís then resident in
America were held.  Religiously, most of the group appear to
have come from Protestant backgrounds, albeit in a few cases
by way of the metaphysical milieu.  In only one case (Percy
Woodcock, who was only a member of the Board for a matter
of months) do any of these members appear to have retained
metaphysical interests after they had become convinced Bahá’ís.

Geographically, the membership did not reflect the distribu-
tion of Bahá’ís in America, beyond being urban rather than
rural in location.  The largest concentration of members, four-
teen in all, came from the East Coast centers of Boston (three),
New York (six), and Washington, D.C. (five).  Although re-
maining by far the largest community numerically, Chicago
only supplied three members to the Executive Board, an indica-
tion of its declining importance in Bahá’í affairs, and perhaps, of
a general malaise in its community life.  The other eight
members came from other parts of the Midwest (five), and from
California (three).  Almost as a symbolic indication of the trans-
fer of responsibility for the Temple project from the Chicago
House of Spirituality, only one member (Agnew) of the
pre-1900 membership of that body was ever elected to the Ex-
ecutive Board.

Of the new leadership of the Executive Board, several were to
be important in the difficult period of transition to the National
Spiritual Assembly:  most outstandingly Roy Wilhelm, who was
to serve for thirty-three years on the Executive Board and the
National Assembly; Alfred Lunt for twenty-two; Corinne True
and Louis Gregory for fifteen; Mountfort Mills for thirteen;
Harry Randall for ten; and Harlan Ober for nine.

Besides the Temple Unity, the other major basis for national
prominence remained the teaching work.  The close correlation
between individuals prominent in this work—such as Bagdadi,

Gregory, Hannen, Khan, Lunt, Mills, Randall, Remey, True,
Vail, Wilhelm, and Woodcock—and the membership of the Ex-
ecutive Board suggests that there may well have been a recipro-
cal relationship between the two.  Prominence in teaching work
was almost certainly a major factor in the consideration dele-
gates gave to who should be elected to the Executive Board,
while membership on that body, in turn, made it more likely
that a particular individual might be used as a teacher and lec-
turer by the Bahá’í community.  Only a few very well-known
teachers—such as Lua Getsinger and Ameen Fareed—were
never elected to the Executive Board.  Apart from teaching, ac-
tivities such as the Star of the West and the Orient-Occident
Unity provided a measure of national prominence, although
Albert Windust and Gertrude Buikema (the editors of the
former) and Ahmad Sohrab (the main figure in the latter) were
not elected to the Executive Board.

DOMINANT RELIGIOUS CONCERNS

At this early stage of research into American Bahá’í history any
portrayal of the dominant religious concerns which animated
the community must be tentative.  Nevertheless, the main motifs
(the dominant religious themes) that underlay the Bahá’ís’ ex-
pression and presentation of their religion can be readily dis-
cerned.  Five such motifs can be identified:  (1) millenarianism,
(2) metaphysical esotericism and concern with the religious
quest, (3) religious liberalism, (4) social reconstructionism, and
(5) personal devotion and obedience to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  These
motifs were not equally represented in formal statements of
Bahá’í belief.  As the period progressed, the importance of these
various themes changed.


Bahá’í Millenarianism.  The millenarian motif, which figured so
prominently in the history of the Bahá’í Faith in the Middle
East, was also an essential element in the American Bahá’í com-
munity, despite the change from an Islamic to a Christian
milieu.  The American Bahá’ís might give different theological
values to the various elements of their belief, but like their

Oriental coreligionists they gave particular emphasis to the ful-
fillment of messianic expectation.  Bahá’u’lláh himself, the “Lord
of the Vineyard,” fulfilled Christian prophecy concerning “the
latter days”; the Báb had made his declaration in 1844, the
Millerites’ second choice (after 1843) for the year of the Advent;
‘Abdu’l-Bahá was seen as a Christ-like figure; and, for some
Bahá’ís at least, there was expectation that the millennium
would commence in 1917.


Adventism.  Given such strong millenarian ideas, it might be ex-
pected that Bahá’ís would make particular appeal to the already
established Christian tradition of millenarian expectation which
formed an important element in the religious history of nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century America.  Certainly Bahá’ís
consciously appealed to this tradition.  Bahá’í writers such as
Isabella Brittingham, Paul K. Dealy, and Thornton Chase an-
nounced Bahá’í fulfillment of Adventist expectation.  Leaflets
were produced with titles such as Prophecies and Warnings.
Can ye not discern the signs of the times? and Prophecies—
Signs of the Coming of the “Son of Man.”  The redoubtable Col.
FitzGerald even proclaimed the second coming to well attended
meetings in the Northwest.

Despite these efforts there is almost no evidence of any
response from the mainstream of the Adventist tradition.  Fitz-
Gerald, a former Christadelphian minister, is the only example
at present known to me.  Presumably the Bahá’í Movement’s
doctrinal liberalism, the esoteric and metaphorical nature of its
Biblical exegesis, and the fact that it centered its belief on an in-
dividual who had been subject to the normal restraints of a
human birth and death, combined to make the Bahá’í claims
unacceptable to American Adventists.

Nevertheless, ideas of messianic fulfilment and millenarian
expectation were of vital importance to many American
Bahá’ís.  No matter how esoteric a rendering of the Adventist
tradition the Bahá’ís gave, it was still an essential part of their
religious concern.  What seems likely is that Bahá’í teachings
made their appeal to those Americans who accepted the promise
of Christian fulfilment, and perhaps hankered after a new era of

human perfection, but had rejected Biblical literalism and fun-
damentalist concerns.  Christian millerarian ideas were not
confined to fundamentalists and conservatives.  At an ex-
treme, the metaphysical movement, through which so many
early American Bahá’ís had passed, provided examples (such as
Swedenborgians and Christian Science) of an esoteric version of
the Adventist tradition combined with metaphysical concerns.
It seems likely that in a somewhat analogous manner the Bahá’í
Movement managed to appeal to those who sought a combina-
tion of traditional Christian concerns and new doctrinal dimen-
sions beyond the scope of the churches.  The account given by
Stanwood Cobb (then in training for a ministry in Unitarianism)
of his first encounter with the Bahá’í Revelation—the announce-
ment in the midst of the metaphysical bastion of Greenacre that
“Our Lord has come!”—is perhaps indicative of the peculiar
combination of factors which accounted for the appeal of the
Bahá’í Movement in America.  Millenarianism was a vital part
of that appeal, but it was only part of a complex of factors
which may be regarded as “accounting for” acceptance of the
Bahá’í message by the early generation of American Bahá’ís.


The Nature of Bahá’í Millenarianism.  The precise nature of
early American Bahá’í millenarianism is not easy to determine.
Certainly, like their present-day successors, the early Western
Bahá’ís believed that Bahá’u’lláh had fulfilled Biblical prophecy:
he was the “Glory of the Lord,” the “Everlasting Father,” the
“Prince of Peace,” the “Comforter,” the “Spirit of Truth,” and
the “Lord of the Vineyard,” who came to establish the Kingdom
of God on Earth.  However, to a much greater extent than
modern Bahá’ís, they seem to have envisaged the near advent of
God’s earthly kingdom.  With ‘Abdu’l-Bahá still alive, they felt
that they lived in a special time in which God’s promises could
be easily and speedily fulfilled.  This belief in the near advent of
the Kingdom seems to have been given a date by some
Bahá’ís—the years 1914 and 1917 receiving special attention—
and to have been linked with some kind of apocalyptic expec-
tation.  The absence of these latter beliefs from any formal state-
ment of the teachings, and their seemingly somewhat secret

nature, makes it difficult as yet to describe them with much
precision.

In public statements, at least, leading Bahá’ís presented a
decidedly non-apocalyptic picture of the means by which the
divine kingdom would be established on earth.  Thus although
Dodge wrote that the Báb had “come to prepare the way for the
coming of the ‘Great and dreadful day of the Lord’ on earth”
(Mal. 4:5), he also explained that the “New Heaven and new
earth” (Rev. 21:1) had in fact commenced in 1844:  the inven-
tion of the telegraph and the other wonders of modern technol-
ogy having created a new earth, and the new heaven “rapidly
becoming a reality, for the truth of religion is already supplant-
ing the colossal error of past superstition and imagination.”  For
Christ’s words, “Behold, the Kingdom of God is within you!”
(Luke 17:21) showed that “Heaven” indicated “the religion or
truth of God.”158  Remey offered a similarly allegorical inter-
pretation of Christ’s parable of the coming of the Lord of the
Vineyard (identified as Bahá’u’lláh) who would “miserably
destroy those wicked men, and will let out his vineyard unto
other husbandmen” (Matt. 21:41).  This indicated, explained
Remey, “the great out-pouring of divine grace through this new
revelation, which will be so great as to overcome and dispel the
great power of evil (spiritual ignorance) which is dominating
humanity.  This day is the time of the world’s turning from
humanity to divinity.”159  Again, a vision far removed from
apocalyptic terrors.

Yet, underlying these bland assurances (or perhaps awakened
by the worsening international situation pinpointed by
‘Abdu’l-Bahá during his American visit) was a more apocalyptic
vision of world events.  Thus the Star of the West editorial of 21
March 1914 pondered whether “the culmination of the old order
of things” was at hand.  It linked the year 1914, the Bahá’í Year
70—“the seventieth year of the Millennium”—with the Chris-
tian year 70, which marked the destruction of Jerusalem and the
Temple, and the dispersion of the Jewish people.160

On the whole, however, it was a mild apocalypticism.  The
anticipated war was a reflection of man’s inability to order the
world without divine assistance.  After the war, the Peace would

come as mankind came to its senses.  This optimistic view was
reflected in the report by a non-Bahá’í who seems to have at-
tended the 1917 Bahá’í Convention held shortly after America’s
entry into World War I.  In contrast to the official convention
report which concentrated on administrative matters and the in-
formal “Potpourri of Convention Fragrancies” which dealt
mostly with teaching, the observer, Eric Dime, noted that “the
war proved the leading topic of discussion.”  He added that the
Bahá’ís were confident that the war would end within the year
and “the foundations of peace laid,” although there would be an
inevitable period of readjustment and social upheaval before
“perfect peace” could be finally established.  One support for
this belief was that 1917 was held to be the last year mentioned
in prophecy, since Daniel had written:  “Blessed is he that waiteth
and cometh to the thousand three hundred and five and thirty
days” (the year 1335 in the Muslim calendar being equivalent to
1916–1917).161

A starker characterization of the continuing war was given in
1918 by Remey in a confidential essay:

We are living in the day of the great Armageddon.  The ideals and
institutions of the past ages are dying, and the divine ideals and in-
stitutions of God’s Kingdom have been born into the world of
humanity; therefore, this great struggle now in progress, is essen-
tially and fundamentally one of the spiritual forces—a struggle be-
tween the powers of Light and Darkness … and this great war
… is but one of the manifestations of this great conflict.162

According to Remey, this was the time of terror attendant upon
the “latter-Day Revelation of God” during which evil forces
were rampant “in the awful agony of their death struggle.”  In
this struggle between heavenly and satanic powers, it was
necessary for the Bahá’ís to enter the lists to ensure the speedy
establishment of the Most Great Peace.

‘Abdu’l-Bahá reminded the Bahá’ís of the Western States in
1916 that he had warned the world of the nearness of war and
had spoken of the fulfilment of the prophecies of Daniel and
Revelation:  this then was the time to teach!  For some American

Bahá’ís the American government was also an important factor
in the establishment of the foundations of peace.  Woodrow
Wilson in particular was regarded as an agent in the practical
implementation of the Bahá’í principles.163

After the war, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá encouraged the Bahá’ís in
numerous letters to teach:  “The whole world is prepared for the
call of the Kingdom.  The past war has given rise to a wonderful
capacity among men.”  He warned that real peace would not be
established at Versailles where self-interest prevailed, but only
through the word of God; and, to some of his followers he inti-
mated that further conflict would ensue.  Hope that the Millen-
nium would soon be established was voiced—Martha Root, for
example, told the 1922 Convention that:  “People are now ad-
vancing so far in the path that we are soon to realize the millen-
nium”—but it would seem that in general Bahá’ís settled down
to patiently work for the Most Great Peace which they believed
would be established in God’s own time.164

It is not possible to fit the early American Bahá’í community
neatly into the traditional dichotomy between pre- and post-
millenarianism.  However, they had far more in common with
the latter, who believed that the millennium would arrive by a
process of social and religious evolution which human effort
could perhaps accelerate, than with the pre-millenarians, who
expected a sudden and revolutionary intervention by God.  This
does not mean that there were not some tendencies towards a
pre-millenarian position.  But generally speaking, for most of the
period, the Bahá’ís concentrated their attention on the millen-
nial peace of the future which they by their teaching efforts
could help to establish more quickly, and not on supernaturally
induced apocalpyses.  To a considerable extent too, many felt
that they might already be living in that divine Kingdom by
their association with the messianic figure of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  The
central concern remained the new era which the Bahá’ís were
helping to accomplish.  Like the Seventh Day Adventists, who
also retained a strong millenarian expectation, Bahá’ís were fun-
damentally interested in the reform and reconstruction of the
world according to divine principles and not with rejection of
the world in expectation of an apocalpyse.  This was shown in

greater endeavor toward teaching activity, which was regarded
as the means of more speedily accomplishing the spiritualization
of the world.

This Bahá’í post-millenarianism differed both from pre-mil-
lenarianism and from the allegorization of Augustine (i.e., the
Kingdom of God as the Church).  It may have accepted that in
part the “Kingdom is within,” but it also worked actively for its
establishment on earth.  Unlike the kind of post-millenarianism
in which the millennium is postponed to a distant indefinite
future, as a result becoming “colourless and dim,”165 the early
Bahá’ís had a vivid image of the Kingdom.  Although reinforced
by a sense of its imminence, that image was not reliant on that
sense.  We may speculate that the vividness of the image was re-
tained as a result of the historical nearness of the prophetic
fulfilment claimed by the religion’s founders, the personal im-
mediacy of contact with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and the sense of a collec-
tive responsibility and mission to spread the Bahá’í Cause.  We
may suppose that for Bahá’ís their own millenarianism was at
once an expression of their identity with the Christian tradition,
a factor in the definition of their specific identity as followers of
one regarded as the fulfilment of that tradition, and a source of
their sense of purpose.


The Religious Search and the Metaphysical Movement.  For
many Bahá’ís, acceptance of the Bahá’í teachings had been
preceded by a religious search.  Conversion accounts by early
American Bahá’ís frequently described a pattern of initial dis-
illusionment or dissatisfaction with their religion, followed by
some sort of search which, in quite a number of cases, took the
form of a safari through the wide range of new religious move-
ments which had sprung up in the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries.  This was followed in turn by encounter with, and
acceptance of, the Bahá’í teachings.  Naturally, such conversion
accounts reflect the views of those who remained Bahá’ís.

At its extreme, the religious search could be extremely
lengthy.  For example, James Oakshette was in turn a Congrega-
tionalist minister, a psychic researcher, a Rosicrucian master, a
Theosophist, and then a Bahá’í.  He retained his metaphysical

interest, however, and at the time of his death in 1937, after
more than thirty years as an active Bahá’í, was still a priest in
the (Theosophical) Liberal Catholic Church.  Or again, the
woman described by Jessup who had been an agnostic, a
Theosophist, and a Christian Science healer, only to find each
unsatisfactory.  She was thus “on her way to see what Abbas Ef-
fendi had to offer.”  The prolonged search could also take a
more literary form, as with the man described by Chase who
had studied the writings of Vivekananda, Mme.  Blavatsky,
Buddha, Lao Tse, Emerson, Confucius, and Marcus Aurelius
before finally becoming a Bahá’í after reading Bahá’u’lláh’s
Hidden Words.


The Bahá’í Movement and the Cultic Milieu.  The prevalence of
search as an experience among the American Bahá’ís suggests an
intellectual independence and an intense religious motivation.
For those who found traditional religion unacceptable, the
search for religious alternatives very frequently led them to that
vague collection of groups which have been described as the
Metaphysical Movement or the metaphysical tradition.  These
are convenient general terms for a congeries of late nineteenth-
century American religious groups that sought new frontiers in
religious knowledge, enlightenment in occult wisdom or the
religious traditions of the East (as in Theosophy and Vedanta),
spiritual composure and physical health in the “harmonial reli-
gion” of Christian Science and New Thought, or evidence for
the continuance of life beyond the grave in Spiritualism or the
philosophy of reincarnation.  Ahlstrom’s characterization of
harmonial religion as “a vast and highly diffuse religious impuse
that cuts across all the normal lines of religious division”167
could well be applied to the metaphysical movement as a whole.
For while there were many who played an active part in various
specific groups, there were also others who sympathized or be-
came influenced by the movement’s ideas but remained
members of their churches.  From such groups a large number
(perhaps initially, even the majority) of the Bahá’ís came.

The major contacts between Bahá’ís and the metaphysical
groups were with Christian Science, New Thought and Theoso-
phy.  Of these, formal contacts were most often made with New

Thought and Theosophical groups, whose liberalism and eclec-
ticism allowed them to look with favor on the Bahá’í message
and to invite Bahá’í speakers to their meetings.  The Bahá’ís seem
to have made special efforts to contact these groups.  Even dur-
ing ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s tour, when much wider contacts had been
made, these groups supplied a disproportionate number (eleven
out of forty-eight) of the religious audiences which ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá addressed.  Other contacts were afforded by the Bahá’í
presence at the New Thought and Vedanta stronghold of
Greenacre, and in Chicago by the inclusion of five Bahá’ís on
that city’s Executive Committee of New Thought Groups.
Christian Science differed from the other two groups in that its
authoritarian exclusivism precluded formal contact.  However,
the Bahá’í Movement, along with the New Thought groups,
seems to have received a steady stream of former Christian
Scientists who were attracted by the ideas of Christian Science,
but repelled by its tight control.

In addition to formal contacts, we may assume that there
were also informal contacts between Bahá’ís and those in the
groups from which they had come.  Acceptance of the Bahá’í
Message did not necessarily entail any break of relationships
with these former groups.  In many cases some degree of
membership may have been maintained.  Through most of this
period the Bahá’ís, like Theosophy and New Thought, main-
tained an individualist policy:  all were welcome under its ban-
ner, membership was on a society rather than a church basis,
and members were not required to disassociate themselves from
their previous religion.

The various metaphysical movements of the late nineteenth
century possessed a certain doctrinal kinship.  They shared a
common concern for “the deeper realities of the universe,” ad-
vocated a scientific-religious approach to life, regarded religion
as an “experience of reality … which gives meaning to life,”
and rejected the traditional Christian conceptions of God and
man.  They interpreted the Bible intuitively for its esoteric and
allegorical meanings, rejected evil as unreal, repudiated the
creedal authority of organized Protestantism, and found solace
instead in the freedom of individualism and self-reliance.168
Associated with these movements was a ragbag of ideas and

theories, ranging from vegetarianism and food reform to at-
tempts to make contact with the psychic world.

When the Bahá’í teachings were first expounded in America,
it was not surprising that the greatest response was shown by
members of this “cultic milieu,” who had already rejected much
of traditional Protestant orthodoxy, were usually engaged in a
search for new religious realities, and some of whom had
already developed an interest in Eastern religious thought.
Bahá’í teachings, such as the brotherhood of humanity; the
non-existence of evil as a positive force; the need for a spiritual
solution to the problems of the world and the individual; the
universality of true religion; the progressive revelation of truth;
the need for religion to be positive and reasonable in its ap-
proach, and to be reconciled with science; the rejection of “man-
made creeds,” including the doctrine of the Trinity and Biblical
literalism; and the stress on the individual’s own search after
truth unconstrained by any clerical controls, had a natural af-
finity with the ideas of the cultic milieu.  Drawing much of its
membership from the metaphysical movements and encounter-
ing the most serious responses to its message from those
movements, the Bahá’í Cause in America, like Vedanta, its
fellow Eastern export and liberal missionary movement, became
in fact part of the cultic milieu.  Unlike Vedanta, however, it did
not remain part of that milieu.

From a theological standpoint we could say that the presence
of the Bahá’ís in the cultic milieu was always problematic.  Fun-
damentally, the Bahá’í Faith is a revealed religion, with its own
orthodoxy and with laws and principles which are regarded as
divinely ordained.  Ultimately, absolute obedience to Bahá-
‘u’lláh as the Manifestation of God, and to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as the
Center of the Covenant was demanded.  Human foibles and fan-
cies were as nothing in the face of the might and splendor of an
all-powerful deity.  These were not beliefs which might find a
ready response in the cultic milieu.  What provided the main link
between the Bahá’ís and the metaphysical movements was not
the Bahá’í revelation, but the Bahá’í teachings.  For accompany-
ing this essentially dogmatic theology was a set of beliefs which
in many respects bore an affinity to the ideas of the cultic
milieu, and which were couched in the most liberal terms.  While

both “dogmatic” and “liberal” elements of Bahá’í belief formed
essential parts of the religious corpus as a whole, the more
dogmatic elements were not so readily evident to the casual in-
vestigator or to those at the periphery of the movement.  The
relationship between the Bahá’í Faith, and the cultic milieu was
essentially ambivalent.  Ultimately, the co-existence of these
elements was to engender tensions within the American Bahá’í
community.  In the course of resolving those tensions, the Bahá’í
Movement in America was to move away from the cultic milieu
which had initially provided it with such a fertile soil for its
operations.


The Impact of the Metaphysical Element on the Bahá’í Com-
munity.  Before the separation between the Bahá’ís and the cultic
milieu was effected, the latter exercised considerable influence
upon the American Bahá’í community.  In part, this consisted of
metaphysical beliefs and practices which certain Bahá’ís brought
with them into the Bahá’í community.  More significantly it in-
cluded special claims to authority and a pervasive rejection of
external religious authority.

In itself, the fact that many Bahá’ís would seem to have held
religiously unconventional ideas would not necessarily have
had much impact on the community.  If some Bahá’ís indulged
in astrology, or psychometry, or read tea leaves and palms as
well as Tablets of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá at their meetings, then doubtless
the Bahá’í community could have tolerated such practices and
beliefs, scripturally unsanctioned as they were.  To an even
greater extent was this true of those fringe beliefs which, if not
actually metaphysical in themselves, were in some way vaguely
connected with the cultic milieu, such as vegetarianism and
food reform (even a “Bahá’í Dietest” at one point).  Similarly,
the practice of spiritual healing—for which a certain scriptural
warrent could be found—was acceptable.169

What was questionable were ideas such as reincarnation,
cosmic consciousness, and the ability of man to become “cosmic
man,” or beliefs in (and claims to be in receipt of) psychic com-
munication and revelation by means of automatic writing,
visions and the like.  Such ideas were decidedly against Bahá’í
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orthodoxy, and in the case of attempts to “tamper with the
psychic forces” were specifically opposed by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.170
They continued to enjoy some currency amongst the Bahá’ís,
however.  Rev. James T. Bixby stated in 1912 that, although
denied by Bahá’í scholars and teachers, the Bahá’í doctrine of
return was popularly understood as a doctrine of reincarnation,
and Anna Mason Hall wrote to Star of the West in 1920 to say
that she had met “so many people” who were interested in the
psychic and who had been erroneously taught “along with the
Revelation” that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá sanctioned it.171  On many of
these issues we may assume that the large number of Bahá’ís
with metaphysical sympathies combined with the absence of
clear rules of entry or a formal creed to enable such beliefs to
continue in the face of opposition from those who adhered to
more orthodox beliefs.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s method of leadership
must also have contributed to the lack of any imposition of
categorical restraints on the more extreme heterodox beliefs.

Far more serious problems than mere heterodoxy resulted
from the attitudes of many “metaphysical” Bahá’ís toward
authority.  These problems were of two kinds:  (1) the prevalence
of that attitude, termed by Roy Wallis as epistemological indi-
vidualism, which regards religious authority as essentially cen-
tering on the individual, and (2) claims to authority made in
specific instances by individuals on the basis of psychic or other
special powers.

According to Wallis, in the religious grouping where episte-
mological individualism predominates—what he calls the cult
authority rests with the individual member, the seeker, who
“determines what components of the belief system offered to
him he will accept.’’172  The individual regards himself, and not
any external orthodoxy, as the final arbiter of truth.  This
description readily accords with Thornton Chase’s account of
the early American community.  According to Chase the major-
ity of American Bahá’ís had abandoned the churches and fol-
lowed after “devises of modern minds and old and new forms of
‘occultism’ before they “at last found a resting place in
Bahaism.”  Consistently opposed to occultism in a Bahá’í guise,
Chase argued that most of the occultist Bahá’ís did not abandon

their previous ideas when they became Bahá’ís, rather they had
just added “the fact of the Manifestation [ of God],” creating an
unnatural mixture.  They were “faddists,” who had become
Bahá’ís merely in search of endorsement of their own views,
rather than with any acceptance of the need for personal trans-
formation; their “occultist attitude” exalted the individual in in-
tellectual or psychic terms so that even the authority of the
Supreme Being could not be accepted.  If Chase’s account is gen-
erally correct, then this would certainly help account for the
looseness of Bahá’í belief in the early period as well as the oppo-
sition toward organization and formal external authority.  The
preference which many Chicago Bahá’ís showed for Asadu’lláh’s
interpretations of their dreams, rather than the presumably or-
thodox classes on the Bahá’í teachings given by Abu’l-Fadl
(whom they disdained as cold and intellectual) provides a good
example of the operation of these attitudes, personal selection of
congenial beliefs predominating over any acceptance of the
belief system as a whole.173

In a community in which an interest in the occult was com-
bined with a general weakness of formal authority, and the ab-
sence of a formal creed, it is small wonder that claims of special
authority on the basis of “wonderful powers” or “visions and
voices” were occasionally made.  As far as can be discerned, no
blatant attempt to gain authority by such means ever succeeded
for long.  Instead, what may have occurred was acceptance of
certain individuals as possessing a special correctness in
teaching by some sections of the Bahá’í community.  Only in the
rarest instances did such individuals achieve either lasting or
widespread recognition, but the presence of such claimants was
a factor producing disunity, cliques, jealousies, and consider-
able confusion over what the Bahá’í Cause represented.  The
most spectacular instances involved claims of astral communi-
cation with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  Thus, the woman reported by Remey
who regarded herself as the transmitter of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
messages by means of astral connection, and who sent cables
and other messages in his name to such dignitaries as the Pres-

idents of the United States and Mexico.  And the man described
by Chase, whose public teaching among the Bahá’ís ranged
(presumably depending on the audience) from the hint that “all
the word is not written in the Books,” to the forthright state-
ment that he himself was a giver of the non-written Word, being
in constant communication with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and receiving in-
struction from him—all without the inconvenience of having to
exchange letters!  Although the woman seems to have been dis-
missed as an embarrassing eccentric, the individual described by
Chase had wide-spread support, even serving briefly as Presi-
dent of the Executive Board of the Bahai Temple Unity.174

The belief, clearly illustrated in this last example, that there
was an esoteric meaning which lay behind the Bahá’í scripture,
also led to the formation of “concentration circles” in various
cities in order to secure “spirit revelations” to develop a better
understanding of the teachings.  Generally kept secret within a
limited circle of individuals, such activities had a potentially
divisive effect within the community.  Not only were there clear
overtones of establishing a gnostic elite, but a radically different
conceptualization of the Bahá’í Cause was exposed.

The cause celebre which finally crystalized the opposition of
those Bahá’ís who were more “orthodox,” concerned the teach-
ings of the Boston metaphysician W. W. Harmon.  Harmon
himself is as yet a fairly shadowy figure.  He seems to have been
one of a number of individuals who, while not really Bahá’ís,
revered ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, supported the Bahá’í teachings, and
associated with the Bahá’í community.  Occupying a marginal
position in relationship to that community at a time when clear
distinctions between believers and non-believers were not often
made, he retained an ambivalent identification with the fol-
lowers of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  The philosophy which he developed,
combining elements of metaphysical and Eastern religious
thought with Bahá’í teachings, proved to be very popular with a
certain section of the Bahá’í community, who believed that by
study of Harmon’s interpretations of Bahá’u’lláh’s revelation,
they would receive divine illumination.  To that end, they estab-

lished circles for the study of Harmon’s ideas in various cities, a
development which sparked off the events relating to the Com-
mittee of Inquiry of 1917–1918, and discussed below.176


Religious Liberalism.  In the half-century between the end of the
Civil War and America’s entry into the First World War, Amer-
ican churches underwent a profound transformation.  Among
the Protestant churches, the development of theological liberal-
ism and social Christianity represented a major and innovatory
response to new social and theological challenges.  The rise of
fundamentalism in turn represented a reaction to these radical
tendencies.

The general feeling that society must change, that “the new
wine” was “beginning to ferment in old bottles,” and that
creeds, beliefs, social and political organizations must either res-
pond to the new social forces or shatter under their strain had
come, by the turn of the century, to represent a vital part of the
American mood.  Theological liberalism and social Christianity
represented this mood within the Protestant churches.  Outside
of the traditional churches, the mood was strongly expressed in
new religious movements, such as Theosophy and New
Thought, which combined on occasion the demand for “scien-
tific religion” with a concern for social reconstruction.  In such a
milieu, the Bahá’í teachings, especially after the formulation of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s “universal principles,” appeared as an attractive
program of religious liberalism and social reconstruction.  There
seems every indication that the Bahá’í expression of such
religious concerns was a major factor in its appeal, not only to
those who formally professed themselves as believers, but also
to that much wider circle of sympathizers who came to sur-
round the Bahá’í community after ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit in 1912.
It may well be that there was also some resonance between the
Bahá’í vision of the millennium and the secularized millenarian-
ism which developed in social Christianity.

The Bahá’í Faith as promulgated in North America, with its
emphasis on human brotherhood, transcending race, creed and
class; on the primacy of moral behavior over creedal affirma-
tion; on its own purpose as a non-sectarian, inclusive move-

ment of unity, untrammelled by dogma and organization, and
free from a priestly class; on the necessity for freedom from
prejudices; and on the individual search after truth; on the
evolutionary nature of religion; on the rejection of Biblical liter-
alism; and on the essential harmony between science and reli-
gion, was pre-eminently liberal in theological terms.  The
existence of unliberal elements, in particular the insistence on
obedience to the Center of the Covenant, did not detract from
the predominant image of liberalism which the Faith enjoyed at
this time.


An Inclusive Spirit of the Age?  The primary vision of the Bahá’í
Cause which ‘Abdu’l-Bahá gave to his followers was that of a
broad inclusive movement:

The Bahá’í Movement is not an organisation.  You can never orga-
nise the Bahai Cause.  The Bahá’í Movement is the spirit of this age.
It is the essence of all the highest ideals of this century.  The Bahai
Cause is an inclusive Movement:  The teachings of all the religions
and societies are found here; the Christians, Jews, Buddhists,
Mohammedans, Zoroastrians, Theosophists, Freemasons, Spiritu-
alists, et. al., find their highest aims in this Cause.  Even the
Socialists and philosophers find their theories fully developed in
this Movement.177

To be a Bahá’í was simply “to love humanity and try to serve
it; to work for universal peace and universal brotherhood,” it
made no difference “whether you have ever heard of Bahá’u’lláh
or not, … the man who lives the life according to the teach-
ings of Bahá’u’lláh is already a Bahá’í.  On the other hand a man
may call himself a Bahá’í for fifty years and if he does not live
the life he is not a Bahá’í.”  To a questioner who asked if it was
possible to become a Bahá’í while retaining a faith in Christian-
ity, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá is reported to have replied:  “Of course you
may keep it.  If you become a Bahá’í you will apply it.”  As an
indication of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s generous and tolerant liberalism,
Myron Phelps related two anecdotes which he had been told
when he visited ‘Akká:  To a man who wanted to give him his
qualified allegiance ‘Abdu’l-Bahá replied, “that he asked him to

give up nothing; that he approved of his continuing to adhere to
any religious faith with which he might be associated, and that
the one thing necessary was to love God above all things and
seek him”; and to a lady who feared that her orthodox friends
would be repelled if they knew that she had joined a new
religion, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá advised that she remain in the Church,
sharing what she had learned as Christ’s true teaching.178

This broad, liberal vision of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was taken up by
his followers.  Albert Vail wrote that the “great spiritual awak-
ening” which was the Bahá’í gospel was “not so much an organi-
zation as a spiritual attitude, not so much a new religion as
religion renewed.”  Montfort Mills spoke of it as a quickening of
the spiritual consciousness of the world.”  Specifically, to
become a Bahá’í was not to abandon one’s previous religion,
but to add to it:  the Bahá’í might remain “a Buddhist, or Hindu
Braman [sic], a Parsee, a Mohammedan, or a Christian.  He
becomes one of the Bahai Movement when he catches the Bahai
Spirit.”  “For Abdu’l Bahá asks none to leave their own religion
but to love it—to look back through the mists of ages and dis-
cern the true spirit of its founder—to cast off dogma and seek
reality.”  One could remain an active member of one’s church,
but only live up to its ideals, “setting aside man-made creeds
and interpretations, forms, and ceremonies,” for “it is found
that to the degree that men see God aright, they will see Him
alike.”179

The liberalism and inclusivity portrayed by these quotations
have remained the dominant image of the early American Bahá’í
community.  A recent analyst’s description of a “loosely knit, in-
clusive spiritual philosophy infiltrating the existing religions”
merely echoes earlier accounts.  Atkins, a writer on cults, de-
scribed the Bahá’í Faith in 1923 as “a leaven rather than a cult,”
an attempt to reduce religion to “very simple and inclusive
forms,” challenging the followers of widely separated religions
“to be more true to what is deepest in their [ own] faith.”  And
Speer’s critical dismissal (1904) of its “loose eclecticism” and “in-
definite mobility.”  Indeed, it seems likely that to many Bahá’ís
their Faith appeared the epitome of liberalism.180

Not that this was the whole picture, however.  For at the
center of the Faith were claims to absolute authority, made not
only by Bahá’u’lláh as founder of the Faith, but also by
‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  To ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s closest followers at least, he
was not only a charismatic, almost messianic, leader but also
the Center of his father’s Covenant to whom obedience was
due.  He might not rigorously exercise his authority, he might
encourage his followers to adopt a liberal attitude toward many
aspects of religion, but ultimately, as he himself explained:
“Any opinion expressed by the Center of the Covenant is cor-
rect and there is no reason for disobedience by anyone.”181  In
the midst of a general religious liberalism there was a firm
strand of authoritarianism.

Bahá’ís claimed that their Faith was a broad and inclusive
movement, membership in which did not require the adherent
to break his ties with his former religion, but such inclusivity
was clearly on Bahá’í terms and continued church membership
could be double-edged.  The Bahá’ís might only desire “to
diffuse in existing churches and societies the spirit of universal
love,” but “when this love bears its fruits the denominations will
want to unite in one universal church”—that is, the Bahá’í Cause
itself .  Behind the universal teachings which were “the spirit of
this century and the light of this age,” the belief in Bahá’u’lláh’s
claims and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s station remained.  The Bahá’ís might
recognize other religions as being divine in origin and assert the
essential unity of all religions; they might feel themselves bound
to “consort ye with [ the people of] all religions with joy and
fragrance”; and their teaching methods might incline them to
“moderation,” presenting the most acceptable aspects of their
religion to the potential convert, gently winning him to their
point of view, but this did not mean that they regarded their
Faith only as a “spiritual attitude.”  As Remey pointed out, those
Bahá’ís who retained their church connections used them as a
means for giving the message, giving “the glad tiding of the
coming of the Lord in His Kingdom” to such “prepared souls” as
they might find.  The attitude toward the world’s major reli-
gions was one of tolerance and acceptance of their validity as

precursors of the Bahá’í religion in which they were all fulfilled.
Contemporary religions and humanitarian movements—from
Christian Science to women’s suffrage—were not only part of
the same spirit of the age which was most perfectly manifested
in the Bahá’í Faith, they were also “rays of the glorious Sun of
Truth which is shining upon the world today through the Reve-
lation of BAHA’O’LLAH.”182

The broad appeal of Bahá’í liberalism contrasted with what
many early Bahá’ís seem to have perceived as the narrow, sec-
tarian outlook of the churches.  This perception prompted the
religious quest which they had undertaken for some more con-
genial system of belief.  In some cases, disenchantment with the
churches and with clerical authority had led individuals to
become free-thinkers or agnostics.  For some of these, Bahá’í
liberalism with its ethos of inclusivity, its stated opposition to
dogmatism, and the principle of the agreement of science and
religion, offered an attractive route by which they might return
to some kind of religious belief and still maintain much of the
autonomy of free thought.183  The implicit authoritarianism of
the Bahá’í religion was not immediately apparent to all of those
who became adherents, or to those who became sympathizers.
In the long run the essential ambiguity of Bahá’í liberalism was
to engender severe strains in the  American Bahá’í community,
producing a division between those who perceived the Bahá’í
Movement as only a benign and inclusive spirit of the age or a
set of advanced principles geared to the needs of a scientific and
rational world and those who perceived it as a religion firmly
rooted in revelation and centered upon a Covenant toward
which obedience was due.

What Peter Berger has described as doctrinal liberalism, as
opposed to religious liberalism in general, seems to have been a
vital element in the faith of the majority of Bahá’ís, including
those who insisted most strongly on the prerogatives of religious
authority.  Richardson’s critical dismissal of the Bahá’í teachings
of freedom from dogmatism and the brotherhood of man as
simply a superficial veneer over what was essentially dogmatic
sectarianism would seem unnecessarily harsh.  There is little to
suggest that Bahá’ís were insincere in their beliefs or that they

did not genuinely perceive their faith to be undogmatic.  Rather,
it seems that the coexistence of doctrinal liberalism with
religious authoritarianism was an essential feature of Bahá’í
belief:  an example of the union of opposites which devout
religionists are able to accomplish.


Social Reconstructionism.  Stemming largely from ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá’s annunciation of universal principles, the Bahá’í concern
with the reconstruction of society on the basis of religious im-
peratives came to form one of the most distinctive features of
the Bahá’í Message, leading perhaps to the criticism quoted by
Alter that “Bahaism is not a religion but a society for social
welfare.”185

For a number of Bahá’ís, good works of one kind or another
were regarded as an integral part of their religiousity.  As early
as 1903 or 1904, Dodge had written that the Bahá’ís held “to the
Positive Reality of actual Christianity,” “striving to LIVE THE
LIFE,” in the knowledge that love and service toward God were
not possible without love and service to one’s fellow men.  Gen-
erally such charitable works as were performed seem to have
been initiated by individuals, for example Francis Roe’s work
for neglected children in Chicago.  But occasionally a whole
community became involved in some project:  the Honolulu
assembly initiated monthly prison visits during which they held
a Sunday Bahá’í service with prayers and Christian and Bahá’í
hymns, and the Seattle Bahá’ís expended almost a fifth of their
income for 1910 on charitable works, notably for the local poor
and needy but also for two scholarships for children at the
Tihrán Bahá’í School.186

Overall, however, such works of charity did not form a ma-
jor part of Bahá’í activity.  The Survey comment that the Bahá’ís
were “back of or within every progressive movement” and that
thousands of them were “pushing the various peace organiza-
tions of different countries,” was a gross exaggeration, although
not impossibly believed by many Bahá’ís.187  Apart from the
very real example given by the Bahá’ís with regard to racial prej-
udice, there seems little evidence that the Bahá’ís contributed

much in practical terms to the solution of the social and
economic problems which confronted America.

What the Bahá’ís did offer was advocacy of an overall solu-
tion.  The economic and social problems of industrial society
would be solved if mankind would but spiritualize its collective
life and recognize that religion and justice represented the only
viable basis for society.  Extremes of wealth and poverty needed
to be abolished; the public fund, financed by a graduated in-
come tax, intestate estates, treasure-troves and the like, should
be used to support those in need; a system of industrial profit-
sharing should be instituted; the rights of both capital and labor
should be protected; and work itself was exalted to the rank of
worship when performed in a spirit of service.  Narrow nation-
alisms and divisive prejudices must be abandoned, to be re-
placed by a conceptualization of the earth as one country.
Thoughts of war and hatred should be replaced by thoughts of
peace and love.  World peace could be achieved, given sufficient
desire on the part of mankind.  On the road to world peace an
international court of arbitration should be established, arma-
ment reductions should be accomplished by international
treaty, and international security maintained by the threat of
collective action on the part of all nations against any aggressor
nation.  International understanding should be fostered by the
adoption of an international language.  Women should be given
the same rights as men—if anything it was more important for
girls (as future mothers) to receive education than for boys.
Women should advance in all departments of life, not only for
their own sakes, but also because in the new civilization female
qualities (intuition, love, service) needed to counterbalance the
traditional male qualities of force and aggression.  Racial equal-
ity had to be achieved; fellowship between the races had to be
fostered; if men would but concentrate on spiritual qualities
rather than physical qualities then racial prejudice would be dis-
carded.  Mankind was one and should unite.

Such advocacy gained the Bahá’ís an audience of sympa-
thizers beyond the circle of committed believers.  Many of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s audiences in North America reflected this broad
appeal:  educational establishments, peace groups, women’s

societies, a session of the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People, meetings held in the Bowery Mission
and at Jane Addams’ Hull House settlement.  Contacts with
many such groups were maintained by the American Bahá’ís
after ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s return to the East and on occasion jointly
sponsored meetings were held.  Contacts with peace groups and
Esperantists were particularly common.

Bahá’ís advocated peace, but they were not pacifists.
Although in 1916 the Bahai Temple Unity had sent delegates to
the League to Enforce Peace, by 1918 several Bahá’ís were in the
forces as volunteer combatants.  The Executive Board of the
Temple Unity addressed an extremely controversial letter to the
Department of State, with a copy to the Provost Marshal
General, emphasizing the Bahá’í obligation to be obedient to
government, denying anyone the right to claim to be a consci-
entious objector on Bahá’í grounds, and stating that they were
ready to enlist if need be in “our country’s marching hosts
through the wise behests of our government.”  Not all Bahá’ís
shared such feelings.  One at least, found herself under inves-
tigation by Federal agents on account of her ardent advocacy
for peace.188

Contacts with Esperantists, by contrast, were far more
straightforward.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá had suggested that Bahá’ís
should learn Esperanto, and from 1912 onwards the American
Bahá’ís began to pay the would-be international language much
attention.  They found that Esperantist groups offered congenial
locales for Bahá’í teaching work.189

In terms of American society at this time, the most distinctive
element in the Bahá’í social message was its advocacy of racial
equality.  By 1900, the myth of black Americans’ “separate but
equal” status in American society had been proclaimed by the
Supreme Court and mocked by Jim Crow laws which, from
1890 onwards, effectively disenfranchised Southern blacks.
Segregation between the races extended to almost all aspects of
life, including religion.  The constant threat of lynching gave
physical support to black subjugation.

With most early Bahá’í teaching work based on personal con-
tracts, the predominantly Northern, urban, middle-class, white

composition of the American Bahá’í community effectively
limited the early spread of the Faith to blacks who were city-
dwelling Northerners, and quite probably to those who were
either independent professionals or whose work (e.g., as
domestics) brought them into contact with white Bahá’ís.
Whether black Bahá’ís were completely integrated into the
Bahá’í community straightaway is unknown.  Despite
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s insistence that there should be no compromise
on the racial issue, some Bahá’ís doubtless found it difficult to
escape the traditional suspicion and social pressure of the time.
In Washington, D.C., for example, where the Bahá’í community
was markedly multiracial, one Bahá’í seems to have had some
success for a time in her attempts to divide the black and white
Bahá’ís.190  In general, however, the Bahá’í community was
distinguished by the interracial nature of its meetings—both
devotional and social.

Only after the First World War, however, and after the race
riots in Northern cities in 1919, did the Bahá’ís go beyond the
example of interracial meetings and the general advocacy of
interracialism as one Bahá’í principle among others.  From 1921
onward, with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s encouragement, and in coopera-
tion of sympathetic non-Bahá’ís, the Bahá’ís began to organize
Race Amity Conferences at which panels of speakers, Bahá’í
and non-Bahá’í, white and black, conducted a more specific ad-
vocacy of the need to solve the “racial question.”  The predomi-
nantly Northern base for these meetings indicates the continued
failure of the Bahá’ís to secure any firm foothold south of
Washington, D.C.191

This development of more specific action after the First
World War also seems to have occurred with regard to other
social questions:  thus the various post-war activities in New
York ranging from a vegetarian restaurant for the poor to the
interracial activities of the Rainbow Circle, Victoria Bedkian’s
work with orphans, and Shahnaz Waite’s Bahá’í Fellowship
Group at San Quentin prison.192

DEVOTION AND OBEDIENCE


Personal Devotion.  Many members of the early American
Bahá’í community laid great stress on liberty and liberalism.
The attitude of epistemological individualism, the conviction
that ultimately the locus of religious authority lay with the indi-
vidual, was characteristic, not only of many members of meta-
physical movements, but also of many of those who might be
identified as religious liberals, as well as those who had broken
with traditional religion completely to become freethinkers of
one kind or another.  The prevalence within the Bahá’í commu-
nity of individuals coming from such backgrounds has been
noted.  The whole process of religious search, which many had
undertaken, was in itself often an embodiment of the desire for
a religious belief that would not only answer the urgent ques-
tions of the day, but would also fulfill the need felt for greater
freedom in religious belief than the main churches would tradi-
tionally allow.  Despite the liberalism characteristic of many
aspects of the Bahá’í Movement, the essential claims of its cen-
tral figures were definitely authoritarian.  Bahá’u’lláh’s writings
were regarded as the unerring Word of God, and as
Abdu’l-Bahá himself stated:  “Any opinion expressed by the
Center of the Covenant is correct and there is no reason for
disobedience by anyone.”193  A proper examination of the im-
plicit tension between Bahá’í liberalism and Bahá’í authoritar-
ianism—a tension which remains a fundamental part of mod-
ern Bahá’í life—is beyond the scope of the present paper.  For
the present it will suffice to investigate what I would suggest
was one of the main factors binding together these contrary im-
pulses, namely personal devotion to the central figures of the
Bahá’í Faith.

Although in the Bahá’í context the personal devotion many
American Bahá’ís initially gave to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was theolog-
ically questionable (in that it drew its strength from a belief that
‘Abdu’l-Bahá was, if not the return of Christ, then at least the
return of the same Christ-spirit), and although ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
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own denials of “Christ-hood,” and his theological emphasis on
Bahá’u’lláh may have brought in an element of control, per-
sonal attachment and devotion to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá remained of im-
mense importance within the community as a whole.  For some
Bahá’ís, at least, it constituted one of the most basic elements of
their faith.  The devotion to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as “Lord” and
“Master” went beyond purely theological considerations:  In
“His Presence” reality seemed transformed; the material world
faded before the world of the spirit; and the devotee prepared to
enter “undreamed of worlds,” “a new, a boundless, and eternal
life.’’194  Whatever his theological status, devotion to him
brought his followers into contact with what they regarded as
the numinous.

From such a figure, claims to authority were acceptable and
its exercise might not seem an imposition.  His commands were
as those of a loving, almost divine father; they were not those of
some religious functionary.  The simultaneous devotion to
Abdu’l-Bahá and opposition to any form of “organization,”
which many Bahá’ís combined, is an indication of this attitude
in which acceptance of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s charismatic authority
was combined with vehement opposition toward any purely
human authority as might be developed in some form of
organization or direction within the community.  This attitude
toward ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s authority also reflected the way in which
it was exercised:  his sympathetic encouragement, combined
with only occasional reproof, was doubtless a fairly easy form
of authority to bear among the often fiercely independent
Bahá’ís.  For individual, religiously highly liberal, Bahá’ís, devo-
tion to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá provided the link between their continued
theological liberalism and their obedience to the commands of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá and the divine laws of Bahá’u’lláh.  This link was
reinforced by the characteristically liberal nature of many of
those commands and laws.

Devotion to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was not invariant among Western
Bahá’ís, however.  S. N. Alter, after visiting both American and
English Bahá’í groups, wrote that it seemed that the London
Bahá’ís “were quite content to accept ‘Abdu’l-Bahá merely as a

medium of interpretation,” but that the American Bahá’ís “were
not satisfied with less than ascribing divinity to him,” this atti-
tude offended the Londoners, “in fact it seemed that Abdu’l Bahá
held an even more prominent place in the minds of some of the
American Bahais than Baha Ullah himself.”195  Although some-
thing of this range of belief also existed among the American
Bahá’ís themselves, it is clear that the prevailing ethos was of
devotion to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  Whether or not this general differ-
ence between America and London was also a factor in the com-
parative lack of success which the British Bahá’ís experienced in
their attempts to enlarge their minute community, it is clear that
devotion to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá provided an important aspect in the
unity, the appeal, and the dynamism of the Bahá’í Movement in
America.  The most active American Bahá’ís felt that they were
not only working to promulgate a set of universal teachings, but
were also complying with the requests of their Lord.  The com-
plex appeal of universal principles, Christian fulfillment, and
the rest, when combined with the existence of a living messianic
figure, made far more religious impact than, say, the existence
of a set of universal teachings by themselves.

Common devotion to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was also important in
maintaining cohesion within the American Bahá’í community.
This allegiance united a community in which profound differ-
ences of opinion existed, not only as to matters of organization
and belief, but also concerning the nature of the religion itself.
Similarly, differences of theological understanding regarding
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s “station” (was he Christ returned, the Perfect
Master of the age, or the Center of the Covenant, or perhaps all
of these?) became less significant in the face of a common devo-
tion.  Given that a variety and complex of factors attracted
people to the Bahá’í Movement, the ethos of devotion acted as a
cement between what might otherwise have been disparate
groups or factions.


Obedience and the Doctrine of the Covenant.  The relationship
of the American Bahá’ís to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was not only based on
devotion.  Of particular importance in 1900, and increasingly
after 1912, the distinctive Bahá’í doctrine of the Covenant pro-

vided the basis for a relationship of obedience.  The growing im-
portance of this doctrine, at the same time as certain elements
within the American Bahá’í community were pressing for a
greater degree of organization and for some control over what
might be taught as Bahá’í belief, had profound implications for
the evolving nature of the American Bahá’í community.

The Bahá’í doctrine of the Covenant is a multilayered concept
effectively consisting of two aspects:  (1) a theological descrip-
tion of a series of spiritual agreements which are believed to
exist between God, the Manifestations of God, and mankind;
and (2) the specific appointment by Bahá’u’lláh of a successor.196
It is to this latter aspect that Bahá’ís generally refer when they
speak of the Covenant, and it was this aspect which received
most attention in the early American Bahá’í community.  In sev-
eral of this writings Bahá’u’lláh had referred to his eldest son,
‘Abbás Effendi, the Most Great Branch, as the one to succeed
him and act as the shepherd of his Faith.  ‘Abbás Effendi’s half
brother Mírzá Muhammad-‘Alí and various other members of
his family accepted this appointment but charged ‘Abbás with
exceeding his authority and laying claim to the rank and pre-
rogatives of a Manifestation of God.  The resulting dissension
divided the Bahá’ís into two groups:  one group who regarded
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, ‘Abbás Effendi, as the Center of his father’s
Covenant and themselves as “steadfast and firm” (thábitín)
Bahá’ís, in distinction to the followers of Muhammad-‘Alí
whom they termed náqidín (violators of the Covenant,
Covenant-breakers); and the other group who supported
Muhammad-‘Alí and termed themselves Ahlu’t-Tawhíd or
Muwahhidín (Unitarians).

The partisans of Muhammad-‘Alí constituted a significant
group among the Bahá’ís in Syria, but in Iran, and later in
America, they made little headway, and followers of ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá predominated.

This doctrine of the Covenant was a central issue in the
American community in the period immediately following
Kheiralla’s defection.  The first of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s emissaries,
‘Abdu’l-Karím-i Tihrání, spoke in uncompromising terms con-
cerning ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s authority; outlined the main arguments

in support of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s position; stated that he who turned
away from the Center of the Covenant turned away from God;
denounced the náqidín as “idols,” “devils,” and “spotted
snakes” who would receive torture and punishment from God;
called upon the Covenant-breakers to repent; and instructed the
firm believers to shun the false teachings of Satan which were
being promulgated in their midst.197  The account Kheiralla gives
of his confrontation with Hasan-i Khurásání suggests that the
second of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s emissaries was no less vehement in his
call to firmness in the Covenant and his denunciation of the
naqidin.198

As the threat posed by the Behaists lessened, so the doctrine
of the Covenant seems to have received less emphasis.
Doubtless Asadu’lláh and Abu’l-Fadl taught the believers the
importance of the Covenant, but in their books the doctrine was
not given excessive attention and was presented in terms of its
positive aspect (that is, that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was Bahá’u’lláh’s suc-
cessor) rather than its negative aspect (that is, the dangers of
Covenant-breaking).  This approach to the Covenant is reflected
in a talk Howard MacNutt delivered to the New York Bahá’ís
after his return from a visit to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in 1905, in which he
referred to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as the “Center” and “Expression” of
Bahá’u’lláh’s Covenant of “Love and Life” through unity.199

Of course, this presentation of the Covenant might simply
have been made to present the Faith in as favorable a light as
possible to the general public, who might be expected to react
unfavorably to vehement attacks on Covenant-breaking of the
type mounted by ‘Abdu’l-Karím, but the general impression
given by Bahá’í literature and letters from about 1901 to 1912 is
one of little overt concern with the Covenant.  It is possible that
those who wished to become Bahá’ís were taught about the
Covenant and Covenant-breaking, but we have no evidence for
this.200  Even in Chicago, where an active group of Behaists sur-
vived until at least 1906, there seems to have been little empha-
sis on the Covenant after the initial rejection of Kheiralla.201  In
part, this seeming de-emphasis on the Covenant doctrine might
be attributable to the background of liberal Christianity and
metaphysical thought from which the majority of the Bahá’ís

came.  The exclusivism of this doctrine was simply not to their
taste.

One of the effects of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit to North America in
1912 was to resensitize many Bahá’ís to the importance of this
doctrine.  On several occasions he spoke publicly to the Bahá’ís
of his station as Center of the Covenant and referred to his
father’s written appointment of him as successor, of the dangers
posed by Covenant-breakers, and of the need to shun them.202
Privately he seems to have been even more explicit, warning
several leading Bahá’ís of the need to be vigilant against attacks
on the Covenant.203  This concern was no doubt partly the result
of some renewal of activity on the part of Dr. Kheiralla which
seems to have taken place at this time.204

One of the responses to this concern expressed by
‘Abdu’l-Bahá was the introduction of a yearly “Center of the
Covenant” issue of Star of the West, the first appearing in the 23
November 1912 issue, in which it was declared in unequivocal
language that this was the “Day of God,” and that Bahá’u’lláh
was the Manifestation of God, “The Father.”  That these were
radical departures in the way the Bahá’í teachings were pre-
sented in America is evidenced by the editorial, which stated
that while the contents might startle those who were only
slightly familiar with the movement, they were not “the ravings
of diseased minds, nor the fanatical outbursts of the unbal-
anced.”  Rather, they were the considered statements of those
who were recognized authorities on the Bahá’í Revelation.  The
statements might be ridiculed by many, “but the burden is upon
the sceptic to disprove these statements.’’205  The rest of the issue
included Bahá’u’lláh’s Kitáb-i ‘Ahd (Book of the Covenant), in
which ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was named as his successor, and extracts
from the addresses and writings of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, ‘Abdu’l-
Karím, and Abu’l-Fadl dealing with the Covenant.

Over the years, there developed what might be termed a phi-
losophy of the Covenant, as its implications were discussed and
the topic looked at from new points of view.  The 1912 issue of
Star of the West had presented the need for “firmness in the
Covenant” primarily in terms of the preservation of Bahá’í
unity.  In the 1913 “Center of the Covenant” issue (no. 14, 23

November), a new aspect was introduced in an article by
Charles Mason Remey dated January 1906, and approved by
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, in which Remey compared ‘Abdu’l-Bahá to the
heart in a body—if a Bahá’í severed his connection with the
center, he was cut off from the supply of spiritual sustenance.
Remey also introduced an apocalyptic note into his discussion,
emphasizing the need for obedience to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s instruc-
tions at the present time, as tests and calamities might of a sud-
den afflict the world so that there would no longer be any time
“to consider ways and means for carrying out his
commands.”206

Remey must be regarded as the major exponent of the Cove-
nant in the early Western community:  the articles and letters
that appeared on the subject were predominantly his; his assem-
bly (Washington, D.C.) took a lead in publishing ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá’s Tablets on the Covenant; and he was the driving
spirit in the Committee of Investigation of 1917–18.207  In a letter
dated 19 July 1913 Remey underlined the gravity of Covenant-
breaking, comparing the Covenant-breaker to the gangrenous
limb that the surgeon removed for the safety of the rest of the
body and quoting ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as instructing the Bahá’ís to
“hold aloof from violators.”208  In a supporting statement the
editors explained that, in addition to Remey’s letter, they had
reprinted Tablets of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá “which were spread
throughout America many years ago, wherein is plainly stated
that which is now becoming clearly understood,” in case “some
of the friends [the Bahá’ís] may think, when reading Mr.
Remey’s excellent presentation of this vital subject … that
Abdu’l-Bahá is now teaching something new regarding ‘The
Covenant of God.’”  They added:  “Abdu’l-Bahá has always
maintained this position as The Center although for some years
this Centership has been veiled from the people because of their
spiritual blindness.’’209

The interesting features of the treatment given to the Cove-
nant doctrine in the 1912 and 1913 issues of the Star of the West
and continued in later years are as follows:  first, the obviously
apologetic nature of the presentation.  It was assumed that a
large proportion of the readership would be taken aback by
what would appear to them as a strange innovation in the

Bahá’í teachings, and pains were taken to convince them of both
the authenticity and the time-honored nature of the doctrine.
Second, the need to present a rationale for the Covenant, partic-
ularly what might be perceived as the more “negative” elements
of the doctrine, such as the instruction to shun Covenant-
breakers—a marked contrast to the vehement denunciations of
‘Abdu’l-Karím who said in effect:  This is the law.  Obey it!.
Finally, the prominence of an individual ideologue in articu-
lating the response which was then taken up by other members
of the community—an indication of the role played by leading
individuals in the development of the early American commu-
nity (and paralleled by the role taken by Corinne True in the
Temple project).210

The excommunication of unrepentant dissidents was only one
aspect of the “protection of the Covenant.”  Another was the
system of credentials which ‘Abdu’l-Bahá required of his
Eastern followers if they journeyed to the West.  The majority of
Bahá’í Covenant-breakers, Azalí Bábís, and Muslim opponents
of the Faith came from the Middle East, and it was feared that
members of such groups might journey westward to disrupt the
Occidental Bahá’í communities.  In order to prevent this, Bahá’í
travelers from the East were required to carry a letter in the
handwriting of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá with his signature and seal, as evi-
dence of their good standing.  After leaving America,
‘Abdu’l-Bahá addressed a series cables and Tablets on this sub-
ject to various American Bahá’ís, including several to Remey
and Roy Wilhelm, which he directed should be circulated
among the Bahá’ís, and in which he emphasized the importance
of checking the credentials of any Bahá’í coming from the East,
including members of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s own family.  Furthermore,
he directed that any individual without a letter of permission
from him should be shunned, and warned that wolves would
come from the East to attack “the sheep of God.”  A compilation
of these messages was printed in the 16 October 1915 issue of
Star of the West.  The messages, mostly written in 1913, pre-
saged some of the events of the following year.

Emphasis on the Covenant was underlined by the course of
events.  On an international level, increasing tension culminated
in the outbreak of the “European War” in the summer of 1914.

Although not at first directly involved, the United States was
not unaffected by the calamitous events taking place.  For the
Bahá’í community, the War assumed particular significance as a
vindication of the need for their teachings and of the prophetic
truth of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s warnings of a coming world conflict
uttered during his Western tour.  A large proportion of the pages
of Star of the West at this time were devoted to the issue of war,
and an equation made between the needs of the Bahá’ís to prop-
agate their Faith, serve humanity, and be firm in the Covenant;
and the abolition of war and the establishment of “the Most
Great Peace.”

Coincidental with these events on the world stage, the Bahá’í
community experienced a renewal of activity on the part of
various dissident individuals in both the East and the West.  In
the West the central figure was Dr. Ameenu’llah Fareed, son of
Mírzá Asadu’lláh and nephew of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s wife.  He had
spent several years in America and had accompanied
‘Abdu’l-Bahá on his Western tour as one of his interpreters, dur-
ing which time relations became strained.  The climax to a de-
teriorating relationship occurred in 1914, when in disregard of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s instructions, Fareed traveled to Europe, appar-
ently expecting meetings to be organized for him.  This act was
regarded by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as openly defiant and led to Fareed’s
excommunication.  Sydney Sprague, a prominent American
Bahá’í who was married to Fareed’s sister and who was traveling
with him in Europe, together with the wives of both men, and
later Mírzá Asadu’lláh himself, were also declared Covenant-
breakers.211  The direct effect of this episode on the American
community does not seem to have been very great.  Fareed had
at least one propagandist in America—a Mrs. Chevalier—but
overall gained little support.  Nevertheless, the event was sig-
nificant in reinforcing the realization that the doctrine of the
Covenant was of central importance in the Bahá’í Revelation.
The events had taken place in Europe, but Fareed and Sprague
and Asadu’lláh were well known to the American Bahá’ís.  Also
noteworthy was the involvement of Mason Remey and George
Latimer, who were also traveling in Europe at that time.  They
helped combat Fareed’s influence in England and then traveled to
Syria at ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s request, presumably for briefing con-

cerning the situation.  One of Remey’s essays on the Covenant,
which was later widely circulated, was first composed at this
time.  The year 1914 also saw the publication of a couple of
pamphlets by Ibrahim Kheiralla but their impact on the Bahá’í
community is unknown.


The Chicago Reading Room Affair.  Of far more significance for
the American Bahá’ís than the Fareed episode was the Chicago
Reading Room affair of 1917–18.  Centering on the Bahá’í
Reading Room established in Chicago by Luella Kirchner, the
events of 1917–18 served not only to make the American Bahá’í
community acutely aware of the Covenant doctrine and its con-
sequences, but also to unloose pent-up frustrations which many
Bahá’ís felt concerning what they regarded as the unwarranted
intrusions of metaphysical ideas into the presentation of Bahá’í
beliefs.

The teachings of W. W. Harmon, the Boston metaphysician,
were controversial, not only because they mixed metaphysical
and occult elements with Bahá’í belief, but because the groups
of Bahá’ís in various cities who espoused Harmon’s ideas
claimed that by studying his interpretations of Bahá’u’lláh’s
writings, divine illumination could be received.  In Chicago,
where the Reading Room seems to have become a center for
“Harmonite Bahá’ís,” the antipathy many “older and firmer”,
Bahá’ís felt toward such ideas was compounded with Chicago’s
unhappy history of dissension.  Mrs. Kirchner had not only
been a former associate of Dr. Nutt, but she came into conflict
with the Chicago House of Spirituality.  In Boston and
elsewhere, Harmon’s teachings might have only led to tensions;
in Chicago they were to precipitate a national dispute.  It seems
likely that the inability of the American Bahá’ís to communicate
with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá because of the war, and the apocalyptic ideas
attendant upon that war, made the dispute, when it came, all
the more harsh and bitter.

The local conflict came to a head in April 1917 at the Boston
convention, to which both the House of Spirituality and the
Reading Room sent delegates.  In the summer the newly elected
House of Spirituality determined to expunge the by now rebel
Reading Room; and in November, during the Chicago-held

Centenary celebrations of Bahá’u’lláh’s birth, representatives of
the national community took up the affair and appointed an in-
vestigative committee.  This committee, consisting of Mason
Remey as chairman, Emogene Hoagg, George Latimer, and
Louis Gregory, reported in favor of the House of Spirituality to
a special meeting held at Corinne True’s home on 9 December,
charging that the Reading Room Bahá’ís—now calling them-
selves the Chicago Bahá’í Assembly—were violators, creating
disunity and spreading false teachings, “mingling human ideas
with the Word of God.”  The committee also rejected the Read-
ing Room Bahá’ís’ counter-allegations that the House of Spir-
ituality had lost its authority and had acted unfairly toward
them; that the Temple Unity was too powerful; and that two of
the leading members of the House of Spirituality, Zia Bagdadi
and Corinne True, were attempting to dominate the Chicago
community.  The committee praised the good qualities of those
thus attacked, credited Dr. Bagdadi with having been placed by
‘Abdu’l-Bahá as a “conservator” against violation in Chicago,
and supported the authority of the House of Spirituality.  Sup-
port for these findings was given by the forty-eight (from nine-
teen communities) in attendance at the December meeting, who
ratified the report and authorized the Committee members to
tour the country to explain the situation.

This victory against the “dissenters” was not unopposed,
however.  In addition to those attracted by Harmon’s teachings,
there were others, including leading Bahá’ís such as Agnes
Parsons and Joseph Hannen, who objected to the manner in
which the inquiry had been conducted, in particular arguing
that the violators should have had the chance to defend
themselves at the special meeting, which should in any case
have been held on some “neutral ground” rather than at the
home of one of the leading participants.212  In response to the
various criticisms that had been made, Remey, the committee
chairman, circulated several essays explaining and defending
the committee’s position.213  From these documents it is clear
that there had never been any question of allowing the violators
to state their case.  Having determined their guilt, the committee
was concerned that the “firm” Bahá’ís should be protected, and

that “the necessary division between the firm and the wavering
souls” should be accomplished.214  Those who sympathized with
the violators were in danger of themselves becoming violators.

Remey’s defenses of the committee’s actions reveal a further
development of his philosophy of the Covenant.  They also re-
flect his understanding of the Bahá’í Faith as a whole.  For
Remey the Covenant-breakers were carriers of spiritual poison,
of a loathsome and contagious disease against which the com-
munity had to be protected by shunning them.  There was a
“psychology of violation” which was represented not only by
“the actual spoken denial of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as the Center of the
Covenant,” but also by “the spread of superstition and false
teachings, the circulation of falsehoods and calumnies, causing
division and enmity between the friends, and disregard for the
laws of the Holy Book.”  Within this wide definition all sorts of
unacceptable behavior and belief could be seen as violation:
from the contamination of religious truth by “psycho-occult
flights of imagination” to illegitimate occult-based claims to
authority; from backbiting to soliciting money or financial ad-
vantage in the name of the Cause.215

Firmness in the Covenant had to be placed in a wider context.
In the midst of the World War, “the great Armageddon,” evil
forces were rampant “in the awful agony of their death
struggle.”  At this time of cosmic struggle between the powers of
light and darkness, of which the war and tribulations were only
manifestations, the Bahá’ís were being tested.  In their struggle,
the Bahá’ís had to ensure contact with the Center of the Cove-
nant.  Even unintentional violation cut them off from this source
of their spiritual health.  The spiritual poison which the
American Bahá’í community had tolerated in the past now had
to be cast out “or else the work thus far accomplished will go for
nothing, and the vital spark of the Movement on our continent
will die.”216  Firm vigorous action, rather than the naive hope
that the “spirit of love and unity” would lead to a change of
heart in the violators, was required.  The Bahá’í Cause itself was
not a “democratic institution” in which human will could deter-
mine membership or practice, rather it had divine laws which
had to be obeyed by its adherents or they would suffer the con-

sequences of disobedience.  It was not human reasoning but
study and obedience to the Holy Words which were the means
of attaining firmness in the Covenant.217

Whether or not this articulation of the wider significance of
Covenant-breaking was widely accepted, a substantial number
of leading Bahá’ís seem to have accepted the findings of the
report, even though they may have had reservations about the
means by which the committee had conducted the affair.  At the
April 1918 convention held in Chicago, the committee’s report
was unanimously approved by the assembled delegates.  Those
delegates present, however, represented less than half of the
normal convention attendance (thirty-five, as compared with
eighty in 1917 and eighty-four in 1919).  Forty accredited dele-
gates did not attend; and many of them presumably boycotted
the meeting.218

The convention itself seems to have been dominated by the
effects of the year’s struggle.  Extreme care was taken to ensure
that only correctly accredited delegates were admitted to the
convention.  The afternoon session of the first day, which was
held at Mrs. True’s home with an aura of secrecy surrounding
its deliberations, was devoted entirely to this question.  As well
as rejecting the credentials of several delegates whose assemblies
had failed to follow the detailed regulations laid down at the
previous convention, the assembled delegates refused to admit
Major Honore J. Jaxon and Frank H. Hoffman, representatives
of the self-named “Chicago Bahai Assembly,” and also rejected
another group named “the Assembled Bahais of Chicago.”
Great attention was also paid to the matter of authenticity of
publications, and a decision was made to interdict W. W.
Harmon’s books as having been the cause of the trouble.  The
shadow of possible violation also fell across the selection of
committee members.  It was even felt necessary to telephone one
leading Bahá’í to check on her attitude to the investigators’
report before appointing her to a committee.  Another reflec-
tion of the convention’s approval of the committee’s stand was
their election to the Executive Board of five of the main partici-
pants:  True and Bagdadi of the Chicago House of Spirituality,

and Remey, Gregory, and Hoagg of the Committee of Investi-
gation.  The Executive Board itself elected Remey as its presi-
dent.219  In the case of Bagdadi, Remey, and Gregory, this was
re-election after several years in which they had not been elected
to that body.  Agnes Parsons, a known opponent of the means
by which the committee had achieved its results, was not re-
elected although she had been the Board’s vice-president for the
previous year.

The effects of this remarkable and traumatic incident in
American Bahá’í history are difficult to evaluate.  The concern
with the Covenant expressed in such covertly circulated litera-
ture as the committee’s report and Remey’s essays generally
found little expression in readily available literature, such as
Star of the West.  In the absence of similar confidential material
after 1918, it is not possible to be certain about the aftermath.
We may assume that many of those who had been called viola-
tors left the Bahá’í community completely.  It is not yet possible
to estimate the number of individuals involved, but it presum-
ably included such leading Chicago Bahá’ís as Jaxon and Hoff-
man.  Some others who disagreed with the methods the com-
mittee had employed, regarding them as harsh and preemptory,
may also have left, as may have “metaphysical Bahá’ís” who
found sections of the Bahá’í community more inclined to oppose
their beliefs following Remey’s outspoken attacks.  The Reading
Room affair may well have been the first main factor—to be fol-
lowed by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s death in 1921, opposition to Shoghi
Effendi’s leadership, the increasing importance of administra-
tion after 1922, and the actual form of that administration220
which contributed to the overall decline in membership from
2,884 in 1916, to 1,247 in 1926.221

‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s own reaction, after communications were
restored in October 1918 (on the evidence of the readily acces-
sible letters printed in Star of the West only), seems to have
been to emphasize unity and the need to teach, and to praise the
Bahá’ís for passing through the years of tests unscathed.  He
made no overt reference to the events of 1917–18, in these
letters.

If we may speculate on the effect of the events of 1917–18 on
the general ethos of the Bahá’í community, it would seem prob-
able that the successful expulsion of the Reading Room group
from the Bahá’í community changed the balance between the
elements of liberalism and authoritarianism in favor of the
latter.  Again, the close involvement of the convention with the
events may have contributed to the development of the feelings
of general responsibility which the Temple Unity was increas-
ingly displaying.  As Harlan Ober commented at the 1918 con-
vention, the yearly meeting had become the time “to consult on
every matter that affects the welfare and the growth of the
Cause.”222  More clearly, there were evidently moves in the
direction of bringing some measure of control over what was
taught as Bahá’í doctrine.  As early as 1913 Albert Hall had told
the convention that while some years previously no one had
dared to raise the question of a test of doctrine, they now had
such a test in the idea of firmness in the Covenant.223  In 1918
this idea found formal expression in the proposals to establish
reviewing procedures for Bahá’í books, both old and new; for
the words “approved by the Publications Committee” to be
printed in the front of all new American Bahá’í books; in the
need expressed for a “correct list” of Bahá’í teachings; and in
Remey’s appeals to ensure doctrinal control at Green Acre.
Much of the old liberalism still remained, but it is clear that the
post-1918 American community was already displaying signs of
the greater control which was to characterize it in the period of
Shoghi Effendi’s leadership.  The actual events of 1917–18 might
fade into historical obscurity, but the change in ethos which
they presaged remained as part of the wider transformation of
the Bahá’í community which continued until the 1930s.

THE BAHÁ’Í COMMUNITY AND ITS EVOLUTION

From the foregoing discussions it might appear that the early
American Bahá’í community was beset with divisions and inter-
nal tensions:  there were profound differences of opinion regard-
ing whether to organize or not, and if there had to be organiza-
tion, then to what extent it could be developed and what its
status within the community was.  There was the question of

whether Bahá’í doctrinal tolerance should extend to allowing
Bahá’ís to maintain occult and metaphysical beliefs which were
at best unsupported by Bahá’í scripture and teachings and at
worst in conflict with them, or more significantly whether there
should be some kind of control to prevent such heterodox
beliefs from being taught as if they were supported by the Bahá’í
teachings, or even as if they were an integral part of them.
Again, how was the Bahá’í Movement to be understood:  was it
just the liberal and inclusive spirit of the age, or were the more
authoritarian truth claims implicit within it the true heart of the
movement?  Then again, how could the belief in Bahá’í
liberalism be reconciled with the doctrine of the Covenant, in
particular with the practical application of that doctrine in
labeling certain individuals as violators of the Covenant?

To a considerable extent the maintenance of a unified Bahá’í
community in the face of such internal tensions might be ex-
plained by the common allegiance, which nearly all Bahá’ís
seem to have borne, to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, who as the center of the
believers’ emotional attachments to the Faith, was able to tran-
scend the differences of belief and the variant conceptualiza-
tions of religion which existed within the Bahá’í community as a
whole.  Moreover, at a doctrinal level, it was ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
himself who both preached liberalism and demanded obedience,
who taught tolerance and was himself tolerant of milder
heterodoxies.  Again, while ‘Abdu’l-Bahá ultimately demanded
obedience, he did not generally exercise an authoritarian con-
trol over his followers.  Instead, he stressed that he only wished
to be known as ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the “servant of Bahá,” and to
serve as the servant of the Bahá’í community.  That this complex
role was generally accepted by the American Bahá’ís is sug-
gested by the nature of such disputes as arose within the com-
munity.  After the Kheiralla episode, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s authority
was not questioned by most American Bahá’ís—Fareed’s sup-
porter, Mrs. Chevalier, and those who later subscribed to both
Harrison Dyar’s defense of Fareed and to Dyar’s general thesis
that it was entirely the Bahá’í principles and not any attachment
to its central figures which constituted the heart of the move-
ment, seem to have been very much in a minority position.225
Rather, disputation seems to have consisted of rival claims to

the possession of a correct understanding of the Bahá’í teach-
ings, often supported by references to various writings, sayings,
or reported sayings of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá

In addition to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s role, two underlying factors in
the apparent unity of the American community in the face of
fundamental and implicit tensions may well have been the
vagueness of membership within that community and a
vagueness in the way fundamental Bahá’í concerns were under-
stood.  Together these allowed the coexistence of varying ap-
proaches to belief within the community.

Under Kheiralla there seems to have been a formal procedure
whereby a potential Bahá’í was admitted into the community:  a
letter of supplication was sent to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and the neophyte
was given the Greatest Name.  Detailed lists of adherents also
appear to have been kept.  To what extent any of these pro-
cedures continued after 1900 is at present unclear:  the practice
of writing a letter to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, at least, appears to have been
continued, albeit with less formality surrounding it.  In general
however, after 1900, membership in the Bahá’í community
seems to have involved little in terms of formal commitment.
There was no credo to affirm, no particular ritual associated
with joining, no demand to dissociate from former church
membership, no religious obligations which were enforced, or
any very distinctive religious practices which were generally
observed.  Membership was, as the 1906 census affirmed, on “a
society basis.”226  At a minimal level, an individual could
become a Bahá’í on the basis of some degree of attraction to
either the Bahá’í teachings, or to the central figures of the Bahá’í
Faith, in much the same way any voluntary interest group could
be joined.  While for a good many Bahá’ís, the Bahá’í Revelation
became the dominating fact of their lives, the whole basis of
their existence, this did not mean that all of their coreligionists
were under the compulsion to emulate them.

The varying range of commitment to the Faith found expres-
sion in the distinction between enrolled and unenrolled Bahá’ís.
As the anonymous, presumably Bahá’í informant who supplied
the information for the 1906 and 1916 censuses pointed out, the
fact that the Bahá’í Movement did not demand exclusive mem-
bership meant that although figures could be given for “those

distinctly enrolled and not identified with any other religious
body,” there were in addition “large numbers all over the coun-
try who attend the Bahai meetings and are closely identified
with the movement, but have not discontinued their connection
with churches.”  This statement suggests a two-tiered structure
of membership:  a central core of enrolled believers, and a wider
circle of close sympathizers and unenrolled Bahá’ís.

A much more informal division in membership resulted from
the varying amount of instruction a new Bahá’í might receive.
To R. P. Richardson, there seemed to be a real distinction be-
tween the neophytes and sympathizers who were only aware of
the broad humanitarian teachings of the movement, and of an
“inner circle” who had accepted the “esoteric doctrine” of
“Bahá’u’lláh as the Messiah and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as the Center of
the Covenant.”227  It would be untrue to regard these latter
beliefs as esoteric ideas confined to an inner circle they were
after all presented in a basic Bahá’í text such as Remey’s The
Bahai Movement (1913)—but it seems that there were substan-
tial differences in the extent of adherents’ knowledge of Bahá’í
beliefs, and also that some beliefs were more openly taught than
others.  There was thus a continuum in knowledge and commit-
ment from the periphery of sympathizers and less committed
Bahá’ís, who were more likely to regard Bahá’í as a very open
religious movement advocating a number of liberal principles
and led by a saintly teacher, to a central core of “confirmed
believers,” who accepted both the Bahá’í teachings and the more
controversial claims advanced by Bahá’u’lláh and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.

Within the Bahá’í community, the lack of any creedal formu-
lation beyond the statement of universal principles; the stress on
tolerance; the opposition toward the idea of dogma; the belief
that the Bahá’í message came not “as a new religion, challenging
competition, but as a new light and a quickening of the spiritual
consciousness of the world”;228 and the emphasis on the volun-
tary nature of belief, the Bahá’í teacher having “no authority
over the conscience of any member of the Cause,”229 combined
to make the task of securing any more than a very superficial
consensus of belief very difficult.  Indeed, this lack of consen-
sus may well have been regarded by many as an expression of
the much vaunted principle of Bahá’í liberalism, and therefore a

perfectly acceptable state of affairs anyway.  The vagueness of
what actually was Bahá’í doctrine could be interpreted as em-
bodying the spirit of universality and tolerance.

Such an approach, of course, did not actually resolve the im-
plicit tensions which have been described.  Nor was it very satis-
fying to some of the most active and committed Bahá’ís, who
clearly believed that to be a Bahá’í involved far more than the
mere acceptance of a set of liberal religious and social principles,
but rather demanded a personal dedication and commitment to
the Bahá’í Faith as a complete religious system.  Over the period
as a whole, the demands for a more structured religious entity
grew more insistent, finding expression in demands for more
organization, the introduction of some doctrinal standards, and
the safeguarding of the Covenant.  Not that these demands were
uniform—those Bahá’ís who advocated greater structure and
recognition of authority were not necessarily agreed on the
nature and extent of the changes they wished to see—but the
demands were persistent, and were eventually taken up by a
wider circle of Bahá’ís and increasingly found formal expression
from 1917 onward.

At the beginning of the period, demands for more structure
were largely unheeded.  Such authority as the Chicago House of
Spirituality and the New York Board of Counsel enjoyed was
being eroded; the system of formal teachers utilized by Kheiralla
had been abandoned; and the unimpeded rights of the individ-
ual believer were asserted.  For an individual like Thornton
Chase—a staunch defender of the prerogatives of the House of
Spirituality who supported the idea of organization in general,
believed that “sane and practical” teachings of righteousness
and right living were the essentials of religion, looked askance at
occult “imaginations,” despaired of the personal jealousies that
held back the teaching work, and was involved with other
members of the House of Spirituality in the production of a
Bahá’í catechism as early as 1902, and in general advocated the
need for more structure—the actual state of the American
Bahá’í community was an unhappy parody of what it should
be.230

Despite the introduction of a greater amount of organization
from 1909 onward, the years immediately surrounding
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit seem to have been the period during which
the stress on liberalism and lack of structure was greatest.  In
large part this seems to have been the direct result of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s influence.  It was during his Western journey that
the universal teachings first assumed the form of a statement of
principles.  In his general dealings with Bahá’ís and non-Bahá’ís
alike, he emphasized the universality and non-sectarian nature
of the new religion and stressed the need for a broad and loving
humanitarianism.  Many Bahá’ís clearly found themselves gain-
ing a broader and more inclusive vision of their religion.  Shortly
before ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s arrival in America, the editors of Star of
the West were appealing to the Bahá’ís to “avoid all appearance
of being a new religious sect by separating themselves from
others in work or worship, for the cause has seemingly, yet
unintentionally, developed in the West a condition akin to a
sect—that which the Bahai Reformation does not represent.”
Answering criticisms that Star of the West was itself too sec-
tarian, the editors pledged themselves to change the magazine
so as to “more fully represent the Bahai Movement, and attract
and hold the attention of all those interested in the brotherhood
of man and the Fatherhood of God—whatever or wherever
their religious, ethical, educational or humanitarian affiliations
may be.”  In the same issue a leading London Bahá’í reported
that:  “The Spirit poured out through ‘Abdu’l-Bahá during his re-
cent visit” (in 1911) had affected many groups and caused the
Bahá’ís to feel an “increased freedom” in mixing with other
groups “and co-operating with them in whatever efforts one
finds them making, for any good purpose—not to trouble them
about a new name nor disturb them in the position where they
are, but rather to encourage and inspire them to greater
humanitarian efforts; not to make a new sect and add to sec-
tarian strife, but to leven and raise the spirituality of all religious
bodies and assisting all whom we find to be doing this.  Is not
this most truly the Bahai Mission of Unity?”  Again, the Boston
Assembly reported that they had changed the time of their main

meeting from Sunday morning as they did not want to exclude
churchgoing people or to appear to be “a new religious sect,
separating ourselves from others in worship.  Constantly the
message comes to us from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá to universalize our
efforts … and we feel that this is a step in that direction.”231

After ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s return to the East, two factors combined
to facilitate the development of more structure:  the increasing
concern with teaching which necessitated a greater degree of
organization, and the increasing concern with the Covenant.
The trauma of war, involving for the Bahá’ís not only a separa-
tion from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, but also the intensification of such
apocalyptic feelings as some appear to have had, underlined the
importance of teaching.  At a time when the wider American
society was increasingly turning in on itself, and suspected
dissidents were being persecuted in the infamous Red Scare, the
Bahá’í community, in an act of parallel harshness, expunged
what for the first time had been clearly identified as its own dis-
sident element, and, also for the first time, began to establish
mechanisms by which certain standards of doctrinal orthodoxy
might be ensured.

From 1917 onward, the early American Bahá’í community
began to lose those features which led Vernon Johnson to char-
acterize it as “a loosely knit, inclusive, spiritual philosophy
infiltrating the existing religions.”232  The importance of organi-
zation continued to increase until, from 1922 onward, the
modern system of Local and National Spiritual Assemblies,
component parts of an Administrative Order, developed.  The
National Assembly quickly assumed a legislative role and was
no longer answerable to the convention; the Temple project,
Green Acre, and Star of the West came under its direct author-
ity; and between 1926 and 1929 the legal establishment of decla-
ration of trust, by-laws, and incorporation was completed.  The
organization of teaching also continued apace, at first under the
National Teaching Committee by itself, and then under the
overall control of the National Spiritual Assembly, which in
1925 launched “A plan of unified action to spread the Bahá’í
Cause, throughout the United States and Canada.”  The empha-
sis on the Covenant, which had been expressed with such inten-

sity in 1917, continued to occupy a central role in American
Bahá’í concerns.  In the aftermath of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s death,
Emogene Hoagg wrote from Haifa that although ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
had been kind to the violators no one else could do as he had
done:  “Our duty is to obey his commands … and no longer
play with fire.”233  This attitude was reinforced by the printing of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s “Last Tablet” to the American Bahá’ís, in which
they were called upon to be vigilant in their guard against Cov-
enant-breakers, and later by the circulation of a translation of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s Will and Testament in 1925, and the expulsion of
Ruth White after she had attempted to prove that the Will, with
its appointment of Shoghi Effendi as Guardian, its delineation
of an administrative system, and its vehement denunciations of
Covenant-breakers, was a forgery.  Though Bahá’ís were al-
lowed to continue their church memberships until 1936, it
would seem likely that well before that date Mason Remey’s cir-
culated statement (in 1919) about Green Acre (“We all realise
that the Bahai Religion stands unique in its purity amongst
religions.  My own observations have shown me that all other
religious teachings as they are now interpreted in one way or
another are more or less opposed to the Bahai Religion,”) had
become just as representative of Bahá’í attitudes as the tradi-
tional ideas of a vague inclusivity.234  Certainly the argument
that Green Acre should be a medium only for the presentation
of the Bahá’í Message, unconstrained by any teachings contrary
to the Faith, had long since been implemented.

By the 1930s the transformation described by Johnson “from
a loosely knit, inclusive, spiritual philosophy infiltrating the ex-
isting religions to an exclusive, tightly run organization existing
outside of and alongside the religious bodies of the day” had
been completed, at least for America.235  That process of trans-
formation originated not, as Johnson has suggested, with the ac-
cession of Shoghi Effendi, but with the tensions which existed
within the American community from the early 1900s.  The im-
position of a structure of organization and belief can be dated
from around 1917.  Thereafter, the process of change gained
increasing momentum:  Shoghi Effendi’s accession to the Guard-
ianship greatly accelerated rather than initiated this process.

The early years of the Guardianship and the last years of
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s leadership together constituted a period of tran-
sition of vital importance, not only in American Bahá’í history,
but also in the general history of the Bahá’í Faith as a religion.

NOTES

The research on which this paper is based could not have been carried
out without a travel grant from the Social Science Research Council
and the facilities provided by the American, British, and Canadian
Bahá’í National Spiritual Assemblies in enabling me to consult the
library and archival materials in their possession.  To all of these
bodies I must express my gratitude.  I should also like to record my
thanks to Mr.  Roger Dahl, the archivist at the National Bahá’í Ar-
chives, Wilmette, Ill.

1.  The reference was by Rev. Henry H. Jessup, Director of Pres-
byterian missionary operations in North Syria, in his paper “The Reli-
gious Mission of the English Speaking Nations,” read in his absence by
a fellow missionary, Rev. George A. Ford.  See Barrows, World’s Par-
liament of Religions, vol. 2, pp. 1125–26.  Balyuzi (‘Abdu’l-Bahá, p.
64) quotes the relevant passage.
2.  Unless more correspondence comes to light, the main sources
of information for this period will remain the accounts of Ibrahim
Kheiralla himself (O Christians, pp. 165–92; and as relayed by Mírzá
Jawad in Browne, Materials, pp. 93–112).  The most complete account
of Kheiralla’s classes is given by a “Miss A. A. H.” of Brooklyn, N.Y.,
in a series of letters and notes sent to E. G. Browne in 1898 (See
Browne, Materials, pp. 116–42).  Kheiralla’s books give the substance
of his teachings.
Following Kheiralla’s defection in 1900, the American Bahá’ís be-
came reticent about describing these earliest years so that there are few
orthodox Bahá’í accounts of it.  The Bahá’í Centenary compilation
manages not even to mention Kheiralla, apart from a list of early
pilgrims.
3.  The extent of the involvement of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and ‘Abdu’l-
Karím in this venture is unclear.  ‘Abdu’l-Karím, “who stood in place
of a spiritual guide” to Kheiralla, was consulted (Balyuzi, ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá, p. 65) and possibly agreed to defray his expenses (Dr. Mírzá
Muhammad Mihdí Khán, quoted in Browne, Materials, p. 144).
Berger suggests (“From Sect to Church,” p. 86) that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá

also contributed to the finance of the trip, but I have found no support
for this.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s permission was certainly obtained for the ven-
ture, and Shoghi Effendi states that it was ‘Abdu’l-Bahá who “con-
ceived the idea of inaugurating His mission by enlisting the in-
habitants of [America] under the banner of Bahá’u’lláh (World Order
of Bahá’u’lláh, p. 76).
4.  Ross (“Babism”) reports that Kheiralla lectured on Islam, giv-
ing particular emphasis to the teachings of the Báb, while he was in
Chicago at the time of the World Fair in 1893, but I have found no
supporting evidence for this, although Kheiralla was certainly at the
World Fair on business (Jessup, “The Babites,” p. 453).
5.  The account given by Miss A. A. H. (who did not herself
become a believer) of the classes is supported by the reminiscences of
Elizabeth Greenleaf, one of the early converts (Sala, “The Greenleafs”)
and some undated notes of “Lessons given in [the] Bahai Movement or
Truthseekers or Truthknowers as we were called at that time about 33
years ago” (Kenosha Papers, National Bahá’í Archives, Wilmette,
Ill.).  See also Collins (“Kenosha I”) and Vatralsky, (“Mohammedan
Gnosticism”).  Reference to “the Christ” at “the Headquarters” and to
the private nature of the teachings is given in a letter from Thornton
Chase to John J. Abramson, 13 April 1898 (Chase Papers, National
Bahá’í Archives, Wilmette, Ill.).
The Islamic tradition that there is a “Greatest Name” of God was
taken up by the Bahá’ís, who believe that name is Bahá (glory, splen-
dor), as in the title Bahá’u’lláh (the Glory of God).  The form of one of
these “confessions of belief” written to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá is given in
Browne (Materials, p. 121).
6.  Kheiralla, Bab-ed-Din, pp. 8–9.
7.  A set of “Books of Supplications from students,” mostly com-
piled in 1899, lists some 1,488 names, the majority of whom had re-
ceived the “G.N.,” that is, the Greatest Name (National Bahá’í
Archives, Wilmette, Ill.).  Valtralsky (“Mohammedan Gnosticism,”
pp. 58, 69) reports Kheiralla claimed to have converted two thousand
Americans in his first two years of effort; an estimate by the Behaist
leader, F. O. Pease, would place the peak number at about twenty-
four hundred (Wilson, Bahaism, p. 271); and A. P. Dodge, a New
York Bahá’í leader, estimated that there were three thousand Bahá’ís
by 1900 (Browne, Materials, p 148), a figure later supported by
Kheiralla (Reality, vol. 10, no. 4 [1925] p. 32.), and cited by Ross
(“Babism,” p. 622).  It is probable that there was a wider circle of
people associated with the Truth-knowers who had not yet received

the Greatest Name or been admitted into the central core of believers.
The existence of such a group might account for the varied estimates
of numbers.  We need not give any credence to several contemporary
newspaper accounts which gave estimates of ten thousand or more
(Browne, Materials, pp. 150–52).
The largest community was Chicago with perhaps as many as one
thousand Bahá’ís (Browne, Materials, p. 148; Ross, “Babism,” p. 622);
the New York and Kenosha areas each had several hundred; Cincin-
nati, had more than fifty; while smaller communities existed in Balti-
more, Boston, Brooklyn, Detroit, Milwaukee, Newark, Philadelphia,
San Francisco, Washington, D.C., and in Enterprise, Kans., Hoboken,
N.J., Ithaca, N.Y., and Racine, Wisc. (Browne, Materials, pp. 148–49;
Ross, “Babism,” p. 622; “Books of Supplications”).
8.  Chase to Abramson, 13 April 1898, Chase Papers.
9.  Browne, Materials, p. x.
10.  Balyuzi, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, p. 116.
11.  One account claims that Kheiralla took money for classes, but
as this was composed in 1940, reporting at third- or fourth-hand, it is
quite possible that this has been confused with payment for healing
(Boston History, p. 1, National Bahá’í Archives, Wilmette, Ill.).
Kheiralla himself declared that the true teacher of spiritual truth could
not be rewarded for his labor (Bab-ed-Din, p. 12).
Whether Kheiralla actually had any qualifications beyond the B.A.
which he gained at the Syrian-American College in Beirut is doubtful,
but he was commonly referred to as “Doctor,” while he himself added
the letters “D.D.” after his name.  S. G. Wilson, who knew Kheiralla
personally, recorded that the doctorate was awarded by a Chicago
night school (Bahaism, p. 266).
12.  Browne, Materials, p. 122.  At this period a large number of
secret societies existed in America, many of them catering to the
business community.  In addition to Freemasonry, these included such
pseudo-oriental groups as “The Ancient Arabic Order of Nobles of the
Mystic Shrine.”  The possibility that some individuals regarded the
Truth-seekers as a secret society is also suggested in an article by
Collins (“Kenosha I,” p. 3) in which he states that according to one ac-
count “nearly all the prominent business men and women … became
believers.”  Whether the mysterious Oriental Order of the Magi to
which many of the leading Chicago Bahá’ís are said to have belonged
was a secret society or a religious group is unknown.
13.  Star of the West, vol. 6, p. 193.  In Chicago, several members
of the Oriental Order of the Magi became converted, learning of the
new religion from fellow members of the order.  This group, mainly

doctors and businessmen, included Dr. Chester Ira Thatcher and Dr.
Rufus H. Bartlett, successively the leaders of the Chicago Bahá’ís in
the 1899 to 1900 period, and at least one woman, Lua Moore
(Getsinger), one of the most prominent of the early Bahá’ís (Bahá’í
Historical Record Cards:  John Osenbaugh, M.D.).  3ee note 12,
above.
14.  Browne, Materials, pp. 96–98; Kheiralla, O Christians, pp.
169–70.
15.  Collins, “Kenosha I”, pp. 2–3.  In the early period the term
“assembly” (sometimes with a capital A) was loosely used to refer to
the group of Bahá’ís who lived in a particular community.  Only with
the development of the Administrative Order of the Bahá’í Faith under
Shoghi Effendi did the term “Assembly” (always capitalized) come to
refer to the elected administering body of a community, the Local (or
National) Spiritual Assembly.
16.  The system seems to have varied among communities.  In the
largest community, Chicago, no Board of Counsel was formed until
1900; instead there was an overall “leader” from about 1899 until
1901, and twenty or more “teachers” (Chase to Blake, 21 March 1900,
Chase Papers; Bahá’í Historical Record Cards:  John Osenbaugh,
M.D.).  The appointed teachers are possibly the same as the “guides”
refered to in Haddad (Messages from Acca, pp. 4, 10, 15, 16) and the
rank later claimed by F. A. Slack of “Spiritual Guide of the Behaist
Assembly of Kenosha” (Wilson, Bahaism, p. 272).
17.  Kheiralla had a succession of five wives:  three when he lived in
Egypt (one died after bearing him three children and the other two he
divorced); and two in America, the first an Englishwoman, Marian
Miller, who was one of his first converts and who left him after the
pilgrimage, the other an American lady who died in 1912.  His matri-
monial history was apparently used to discredit him in America
(Berger, “From Sect To Church,” p. 100).
18.  See the accounts by May Maxwell (Early Pilgrimage); Miriam
Thornburgh-Cropper (Blomfield, Chosen Highway, pp. 234–36); Lua
Getsinger, Marian Kheiralla, and Phoebe Hearst (Adams, Persia, pp.
478–89).  See also the account of Mírzá Jawád-i Qazvíní, one of the
partisans of Muhammad-‘Alí (Browne, Materials, pp. 97–110).
19.  Kheiralla, O Christians; Browne, Materials, pp. 101–12.
Muhammad-‘Alí and his supporters, while accepting that Bahá’u’lláh
had appointed ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as his successor, charged the latter with
exceeding his authority.  Non-partisan accounts of the lengthy and bit-
ter dispute are rare.  In English there are accounts written by followers
of both Muhammad-‘Alí (Kheiralla, Facts; and Mírzá Jawád, quoted

in Browne, Materials, pp. 74–93) and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá (Shoghi Effendi,
God Passes By, pp. 246–49; Balyuzi, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá???, pp. 50–61; 91–95; 111–12).  See
also the testimony of Muhammad-‘Alí’s brother, Badí‘u’lláh (Epistle),
who vacillated between the two, and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s Will and Testa-
ment.  Some of the wider issues are discussed by Richards (Religion of
the Bahá’ís, pp. 90–99); Berger (“From Sect to Church,” p. 163; “Motif
Messianique,” p. 102); and Johnson, (“Critical Transformations,” pp.
235–36; 241–54).
20.  Shoghi Effendi, World Order of Bahá’u’lláh, p. 82.
21.  Balyuzi, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, pp. 85–86.  Support for this statement
comes in an anecdote related by Elizabeth Greenleaf, according to
whom Kheiralla asked his class to write to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá suggesting
that in view of the difficulties of communication, infallibility should
be conferred on Kheiralla for the Western Bahá’ís while ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
retained his infallibility for the Bahá’ís of the East (Sala, “The Green-
leafs,” p. 8).
22.  Wilson, Bahaism, p. 268.
23.  Kheiralla, Facts, p. 10; idem, Three Questions, p. 23.
24.  Browne, Materials, p. 99; Shoghi Effendi, World Order of
Bahá’u’lláh, p. 82; God Passes By, p. 275.
25.  Wilson, Bahaism, p. 269.
26.  De Mille, “Lua Getsinger,” p. 7.
27.  Voelz, “History 1897–1933,” Kenosha Papers.  This detail is
omitted from the 1947 (revised) “History.”  On the Kenosha commu-
nity see also Collins (“Kenosha”) and the “Notebook with press clip-
pings,” Kenosha Papers.
28.  Kenosha Kicker, 19 October 1899.  More colorfully, the Chi-
cago Journal pondered whether this “epidemic of Mohammedanism”
might lead to the Kenosha people “running amuck to show their
hatred of the infidel dogs about them,” asking “who would care to
face a large and determined Kenosha juramentado dressed in his white
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These are the first eighteen Bahá’ís of Kenosha.  Mr. and Mrs. Byron Lane are seated in the center.

KENOSHA, 1893–1912:  HISTORY OF
AN EARLY BAHÁ’Í COMMUNITY IN
THE UNITED STATES

by William P. Collins

During the final years of the last century, the Bahá’í Faith was
introduced into the United States, with few exceptions, in large
cities such as New York and Chicago.1  One of the exceptions
was Kenosha, Wisconsin.  It was the second city in America to
have Bahá’ís in residence; it had either the first or the second
elected Bahá’í institution—a forerunner of the present Local
Spiritual Assemblies—in the United States; and it was the only
city in Wisconsin visited by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  Until the 1920s,
Kenosha was the only sizable Bahá’í community in Wisconsin,
and for many years it was the third largest community in the
United States.  Therefore, the history of the Kenosha Bahá’í
community is an important part of the early history of the
American Bahá’í community and sheds light on the develop-
ment and diffusion of the Bahá’í Faith in North America.

KHEIRALLA’S TEACHINGS ESTABLISH A COMMUNITY

Although the Bahá’í religion had been frequently mentioned in
the West, and particularly at the World’s Parliament of
Religions in Chicago in 1893, systematic teaching of the Faith
did not begin until 1894, when Dr. Ibrahim George Kheiralla
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(Khayru’llah), a Syrian convert, actively began to promulgate it
in Chicago.  Shoghi Effendi states in God Passes By that
Kheiralla visited Kenosha as early as 1895 and that Byron S.
Lane, a Kenosha engineer, was converted between 1895 and
1897, having learned of the new Faith through Paul Kingston
Dealy (d. 1937) of Chicago, one of the first Bahá’ís in America.2
Lane wrote of his conversion:

We were living in Kenosha at the time and on visiting a friend in
Chicago, by the name of Paul Kingston Dealy, I heard of a great
Wise Man who came from the Holy Land, who had a true Message
of God, the Truth.  We investigated and found that he [Dealy]
surely had the Truth and we got him to come to Kenosha and give
the Message to all who were ready to receive it.3

After satisfying Lane’s inquiries into the nature of the Faith,
Dealy began making regular visits to Kenosha along with
Kheiralla, who seems to have been in charge of the lessons
received by those who were studying the new religion.4
Meetings were held regularly at the home of Mr. and Mrs. Lane,
at 566 West Street (now 6317 Eleventh Avenue) where large
numbers investigated the Bahá’í teachings.  There was a fixed
course of study which usually consisted of twelve lessons and
began with teachings on the soul and mind, progressed through
various subjects, and culminated with the last lesson, during
which those who had accepted all they had been taught were
given the knowledge of the Greatest Name.  That is, they were
told about Bahá’u’lláh.5  It is this knowledge of Bahá’u’lláh
which was the truth referred to in the first of the Bahá’í lessons:

It is your desire Mr. Truthseeker, to take these teachings, is it
not?  What is your object?  To know the truth?  Well, Mr. _____
the truth is and has always been for the truth seeker and for no one
else.  As Jesus taught.  We follow the example of Jesus.  He said:
“Knock and it shall be opened, ask and thou shalt receive, he that
seeketh, findeth,” showing that you have only to ask for it.  It costs
nothing, only the asking for it.

But when you get it you will prize it higher than anything on this
earth for it is the greatest thing that man can get in this world.6

Although the knowledge of the teachings and recognition of
the station of Bahá’u’lláh was a great prize, one requirement of
those taking the Bahá’í lessons was that:

these teachings are private and you are not to mention them to any-
one; they are not secret but private, and we trust to your honor.  We
do not ask you to take any obligation or oath.  These teachings are
private for many reasons.  You will remember that Jesus talked to
the masses in parables.  When He was alone with His [apostles] they
asked Him why He talked to the masses in parables.  He said:  “to
them I talk in parables but to you only is given to understand the
mysteries of the Kingdom of God. …”

When they attempted to expound the teachings He rebuked them
and told them that they must not cast their pearls before swine.
This was to show them that the truth was only for truth seekers.

…  So you are not to mention the teachings until you are given
permission.7

Since Kheiralla was giving similar series of lessons in various
localities, and one needed to have his permission to speak of the
teachings, it is evident that he exercised a strong control over
the dissemination of the Faith, and over the early believers.  The
effect of this control would be recognized a few years later.  In
any case, the silence observed by the Bahá’ís was so nearly com-
plete that from 1897 to 1900, both in public and among
themselves, the Bahá’ís were known as “Truthseekers” or, more
often, as “Truth-knowers.”  This led to considerable confusion
and speculation about the true nature of Bahá’í beliefs.

The Truth-knower lessons in Kenosha were quite successful,
resulting in the enrollment of eighteen believers in 1897.8  In that
same year, an embossing seal for stamping documents and
papers was purchased by those Bahá’ís in Kenosha who had
charge of such matters.  The inscription on the seal read:  “The
Assembly of Behaists in Kenosha, Wis. *1897*” and in its center
was an imprint of the Greatest Name symbol.9  The Bahá’ís in
the United States referred to themselves as Behaists until about
1900.

The use of the term “assembly” requires some clarification.  In
the first years of the Faith’s development in America, the term

usually referred to the entire Bahá’í membership in a given
locality.  Thus, “Assembly of Behaists in Kenosha” may refer to
the whole Kenosha Bahá’í community, and not to the elected
body later referred to as the Local Spiritual Assembly.

It would be of some interest to establish a definite date for the
formation of Kenosha’s first elected instituion, since this would
decide the question of whether Kenosha was the first or the sec-
ond such body to be formed in the country.  In God Passes By
Shoghi Effendi indicates that “as far back as the year 1899 a
council board of seven officers, the forerunners of a series of
assemblies which, ere the close of the first Bahá’í century, were
to cover the North American Continent from coast to coast,
was established in the city of Kenosha.”10  The Kenosha records
still in existence include a minute book for 1899, showing the
election of a “Board of Counsel” on 26 May of that year.
However, a treasurer’s record book dated January 1898, also in
the Kenosha archives, indicates the possibility, though not
directly documented, of an Assembly in 1898 or 1897.  A manu-
script “History of the Kenosha Bahá’í Community” compiled in
1933 by Louis J. Voelz, then secretary of the Spiritual Assembly
of the Bahá’ís of Kenosha, tends to confirm the view of early
Kenosha believers that 1897 was the year in which an elected
body was formed.11

The National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of the United
States and Canada addressed this problem in a letter to Shoghi
Effendi dated 6 January 1944.  In its attempt to compile signi-
ficant historical facts for God Passes By, the National Spiritual
Assembly recorded the following reports from Kenosha and
New York City:

Kenosha Assembly:  “We report that we have the original emboss-
ing seal used by the Bahá’ís here in 1897.  This seal reads as
follows—The Assembly of the Behaists in Kenosha, Wis. *1897*
The minutes of a meeting held on May 26th, 1899 reports the elec-
tion of seven officers … but states nothing regarding the election
of a Board.  However, in the Minute [sic] of the meeting of June 23rd,
1899, it reports that the President appointed two other members as
watchmen.  That would make a total of nine officers.  But they were

apparently officers of the entire Bah’i community and not of a
separately [sic] elected Board.  It seems that in those days the name
Assembly applied to the entire community and that the business
meetings included the community in general. …  The only
Minutes we have of that early period are from May, 1899 to May,
1900.  The start of the present Spiritual Assembly had its inception
… June 8th, 1904.”

New York Assembly:  “The records show that a ‘Board of Counsel’
was elected on December 7, 1900, at the old home of Mr.  Arthur P.
Dodge, room 601, Carnegie Building. …  But incorporation took
place earlier for the old seal is dated 1898—’The Assembly of the
Beha’ists New York City’.  Also William Dodge remembers that
there was a body of nine in 1898.  I find no written account of such a
body.”12

Without direct and clearly documented evidence, however, the
issue of whether Kenosha had an elected local body before or
after New York City will continue to remain in doubt.

The year 1898 brought continued successful meetings in the
home of Byron Lane,13 where he witnessed the conversions of
many prominent Kenosha businessmen and women.14  The new
Bahá’ís suffered much criticism from relatives and friends, but
such opposition did not prevent the Bahá’í community from
growing to seventy-seven believers during that year.

There may be several possible explanations for the ready ac-
ceptance of the Bahá’í teachings among Kenoshans.  First, the
popularity of spiritualism, mesmerism, Christian Science, and
various reform movements may have opened the way for inves-
tigation of other unorthodox or non-Christian religious ideas.15
Second, many Kenoshans were descendants of immigrants from
upper New York State, which in the nineteenth-century had a
tradition of religious ferment, as exemplified by Millerites and
Mormons.16  Third, the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions
had an effect on educated Americans, and the Kenoshans may
have been particularly affected because of their proximity to
Chicago.  Fourth, Kenosha was a city with great social change,
beaing a port on Lake Michigan used by large numbers of im-
migrants to the Midwest.  It nearly doubled in population, from

6,532 in 1890, to 11,606 in 1900.17  Fifth, the “private” nature of
the Truth-knower lessons may have drawn those who might
tend to be attracted to secret movements, such as Freemasonry.
Ibrahim Kheiralla’s successes in teaching brought great com-
mendation from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and the designations of “Bahá’s
Peter,” “Conquerer of America,” “The Second Columbus.”18  He
left in July 1898, with the first group of Western Bahá’ís to make
a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.  The central feature of their visit
was the opportunity of meet ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  It was during this
period in ‘Akká that Kheiralla began to develop a mistrust and
antagonism which would result in a total break with
‘Abdu’l-Bahá in 1900.

Even a cursory glance at the content of the Truth-knower
lessons or at Kheiralla’s books, Bab-ed-Din and Behá ‘U’lláh,
provides ample evidence that Kheiralla’s highly personal exposi-
tion of Bahá’í beliefs diverged considerably from the doctrines
expounded by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  We might cite as examples, his
teachings concerning the personality of God, the incarnation of
God in Bahá’u’lláh, the station of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as the return of
Jesus Christ, the pre-existence of the soul, reincarnation, and the
significance of personal revelations.  It is not surprising that
Kheiralla’s pilgrimage should reveal to him the discrepancy be-
tween his own version of the Bahá’í teachings and that offered
by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and the other Persian teachers.  In a 1917 auto-
biographical sketch,19 Kheiralla hints at the importance he at-
tached to his own view of his personal version of Bahá’í tenets.
Referring to the publication of his book Behá ‘U’lláh, Kheiralla
wrote:  “To safeguard and protect my teachings from changes
and misrepresentations by the teachers whom I appointed to
teach, and also by others who studied them, I made up my mind
to put them in black and white in the form of a book.’’20
(Emphasis added.)

Kheiralla’s attachment to his own teachings, and his unwill-
ingness to accept the authority of teachings which were easily
verifiable from the Arabic texts of Bahá’í scriptures, or from the
person of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, is illustrated by two further incidents
which took place on his pilgrimage.  Kheiralla reports that ‘Ab-
du’l-Bahá was asked the symbolic meaning of the two unclean

animals which entered Noah’s Ark.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s answer was
that “they were ungodly people who pretended to be believers
and deceitfully joined the Assembly of the faithful.”  Kheiralla’s
reply to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was that the ark was symbolic of God and
that, therefore, those who pretended to be believers “cannot
enter nor be allowed to come into it.”  After Kheiralla had ex-
pounded an explanation of his own, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá said, “Every
subject has two meanings, one spiritual, the other material;
what I explained to you is right and what Kheiralla explained, is
also right.”21  Kheiralla wrote that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá avoided his fur-
ther questions so that he had to seek answers from the Persian
Bahá’ís present in ‘Akka.

When it became apparent that Kheiralla and the other Bahá’ís
disagreed over various doctrinal matters, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá called
everyone before him to discuss the matter.  He pointed out to
Kheiralla that, though his logic was good, he should not limit
God.  Kheiralla answered, “Everything known is limited and as
by the Infinite Knowledge of God He knows Himself, therefore
God is limited Himself to Himself.”  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s reply was
succinct:  “This is an error, you should not limit God, say He is
independent and sanctified from His creatures.”  Kheiralla
retorted:  “Is not the saying ‘God is independent from His crea-
tures’ a kind of limitation also?”  At this point, Kheiralla relates
that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s face turned white, he frowned, and abruptly
ended the meeting.22

It is not difficult to see in these incidents, set down by
Kheiralla himself, both the motivation for and the outer expres-
sion of his smoldering antagonism toward ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the ap-
pointed successor of Bahá’u’lláh and interpreter of his teachings.
Kheiralla’s attachment to his own understanding of Bahá’í
precepts, and his unwillingness to accept ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s expla-
nations, were the seed of the opposition to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s au-
thority he was to exhibit several months later in Kenosha,
Chicago, and New York.

THE CHURCHES RESPONDAs already mentioned, a Board of Counsel was elected by the
Kenosha believers on 26 May 1899, with Lane as president and
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Mrs. Minnie Lane, his wife, as vice-president.  The effectiveness
of the Truth-knower lessons resulted in a total enrollment of 212
Bahá’ís by the end of the year, which made the Bahá’í commu-
nity a small but significant minority in a city of Kenosha’s size.

Such vitality could not long go unchallenged by the estab-
lished Kenosha churches.  Alarmed at the rapid spread of the
Truth-knowers, the Baptist, Methodist, and Congregational
churches secured the services of a Bulgarian Christian, Stoyan
Krstoff Vatralsky (1860–1935), who took some of the Bahá’í
lessons for his future use and then embarked on a lecture cam-
paign against the Truth-knowers.  Vatralsky was educated in
Bulgaria by Protestant missionaries.  In 1884, he had come to the
United States to study, taking a bachelor’s degree from Harvard
in 1894.  A writer, lecturer, and farmer, Vatralsky’s published
works included hymns and eighteen volumes of prose and
poetry on philosophical, ethical, and religious subjects.23
Vatralsky spent six years in the United States after his gradua-
tion from Harvard, and was in Chicago just when the Kenosha
Protestant churches were in need of aid to combat the Truth-
knowers.

The first hint that Vatralsky’s visit to Kenosha was to be di-
rected against the Bahá’ís came in an article published on 19 Oc-
tober in the Kenosha Kicker entitled “Kenosha’s Future Glory”:

Is it in envy of Milwaukee “made famous” by beer, that our
Kenosha town is harboring another, although quite different,
“spirit,” which promises to make us even more infamously noto-
rious?  I refer to our blooming “Truth-knowers.”  Mr. Vatralsky …
has lately been studying this cult by taking their secret lessons.  He
says that it is an Oriental sect, called Babi, from Bab, its founder, a
Mohammedan fanatic.  Mr. Vatralsky seems disinclined to talk
about them; but in answer to my question he said:  “Your self-styled
Truth-knowers are an esoteric Mohammedan sect, more pantheistic
than Christian Science, more absurd than Mormonism and by far
the most dangerous cult that has as yet made its appearance on this
continent.  And your city has the unenviable distinction of being the
first to give its doctrine harbor in America.24

The article concluded by urging Vatralsky to deliver an address
on the subject of the dangers of the Truth-knowers.

The week following the appearance of this article brought re-
buttals by several believers, including Mrs. Lane and Mr.
Frederick A. Slack.  Several points become clear in view of the
first article and the letters from believers addressed to the
charges raised by Vatralsky.  First, the secret nature of the
Truth-knower lessons aroused suspicion toward the Faith.  Sec-
ond, many of the believers themselves were either poorly in-
formed as to the true nature of the Faith and its teachings, or
they were unwilling to tell.  For instance, note the following ref-
erence to the Qur’án, a Holy Book whose divine origin is recog-
nized by Bahá’ís:

He says we are teaching Mohammedanism.  I will say right here,
we are teaching God’s truth and teaching it from the Bible.  If this is
so how can we be teaching Mohammedanism?  Mohammedanism is
not taught from the Bible, but from the Koran, which is the most
corrupt of all bibles and the most corrupt of all religions.25

Here we must remember that, at the time, the Bahá’ís had
almost no publications, only a few typed extracts of Bahá’í
Scriptures, and some short Tablets (letters) from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.
Third, Vatralsky had taken some, though not all, of the lessons.
He had placed the Bahá’ís in an awkward position, for although
the believers had in good faith followed Kheiralla’s instructions
of silence about the teachings, they were now forced to defend
what appeared to be duplicity on their part.

The blow came in an open letter from Vatralsky to Lane in
the Kenosha Daily Gazette:

I have often heard you declare your certainty that you teach the
truth, and once or twice you personally invited me to prove
wherein you are wrong. …  This I purpose to fulfill next Sunday
evening at Park Avenue Church. …  It is needless to add that I do
not intend to denounce you—as you know I have no personal griev-
ance against you—but merely to point out where and why I believe
you are awfully mistaken, hence grievously misleading others, and
sowing dangerous seeds.  Believing you, however, to be as sincere as
you are mistaken, I both invite you and expect you to be present.26

Vatraisky’s talk, delivered on 29 October at the Park Avenue
Methodist Episcopal Church, was entitled “The Kenosha Truth

Knowers:  the Few Truths They Know and the Many Errors
They Teach.”  A dramatic account of the event was printed in
the Daily Gazette of 31 October under the headline Was Almost
a Riot .  The Congregational, Methodist, and Baptist churches
had all given up their Sunday evening services so that their con-
gregations might attend.  By 6:30, one half hour before the ser-
vice, the building was packed to the doors.  Vatralsky’s sermon
played on Protestant dislike of “Mohammedanism.”  There was
little indication of the storm brewing in the audience until the
talk was finished.  At that point, the Reverend Mr. Naylor of the
Park Avenue Church announced that all those who would like
to receive the Truth-knower lessons could get them from
Vatralsky.  This was the trigger for a general uproar as the
Bahá’ís took exception to this statement.

Thornton Chase, the first American Bahá’í, was in the audi-
ence.  He got up, pointed to Vatralsky, and said, “That man can-
not give the teachings to anyone because he does not know
them himself.  Anyone can get them by applying to those who
are qualified to give them, but that man does not know the first
principles about them.”27  This resulted in a general hubbub
throughout the church with cries of “Imposter!” being heard
from several parts of the audience, apparently directed at
Vatralsky.  It seemed that some trouble was likely to occur
unless someone intervened.

At this point the cries of the “Truth-knowers” reached Mr.
Naylor and he appeared at the front of the platform and said that in
the light of the statements made by the speaker during the evening it
was evident that Dr. Khrella [Kheiralla] (the leading man of the
sect), was a liar.  This statement on the part of the minister added
fuel to the flame and members of the sect in all parts of the house
arose and declared their allegiance to the principles of the sect and
denounced the speaker. …  In order to put an end to the disagree-
able wrangling Mr. Naylor signaled the organist to go on with the
hymn.  At this time Mrs. Frank Lane, one of the local leaders in the
sect, arose and asked the people to disperse, as they were in the
house of God and the wrangling was disrespectful.

Mr. Vatralsky seems willing and ready to continue the fight. …
The matter has aroused a great deal of interest and the debate

would undoubtedly be the greatest religious event ever held in the city.28

The remark directed by the minister toward Kheiralla prob-
ably indicates that Vatralsky and many of the Christian
ministers believed that Kheiralla had used subterfuge to teach
the Faith in Kenosha.  Nevertheless, an apology for having used
the term liar appeared in the following day’s papers over
Naylor’s signature.  He did not, however, apologize directly for
having called Kheiralla a liar, but rather for having offended
those who were present at the lecture.

The address by Vatralsky was only the first round in a very
tense struggle over a period of several weeks, a struggle which
aroused the populace and the newspapers to take sides, many
asking why the Christian churches should embark upon such a
vendetta:

Can it be that Kenosha is to go through another religious
crusade?  Is it possible that the supposed liberal churches of this city
are to make war on another supposed religious sect?  Has it come to
this that the houses of worship are to be made the rendezvous from
which assaults are to be made on other religious beliefs?

It is a fact, old as the world itself, that religion grows by persecu-
tion.  Nothing so increases religious influence with impressionable
people as the notion that its votaries are ready to suffer for their
faith.  Persecute a religious belief and you attract to it.29

Only two days after the lecture in the Park Avenue Church,
Vatralsky issued an open challenge to Thornton Chase and
Byron Lane to meet him in public debate in order to prove:
“first, that the chief points of my address consisted of false-
hoods.  Secondly, that, in regards to character, I am an im-
poster.”30  The debate between Chase and Vatralsky never took
place, but Chase did send a lengthy reply to the major Kenosha
newspapers.  In this apologia for the Faith, he showed the high-
est respect for Vatralsky’s learning, while denying the charges
he had made in his talk:  that the Truth-knowers taught that im-
mortality ended in a sort of Nirvana; that the Fatherhood of

God was denied, and hence the brotherhood of man also; that
the Truth-knowers had no use for the Apostle Paul; that they
considered Muhammad to be greater than Jesus; that God could
not do what He willed; that after the promulgation of the Bábí
teachings, the believers propagated them by the sword; and that
their teachings were opposed to Jesus Christ.”  Chase vehe-
mently asserted the falsity of such statements.

Less than a month later, the Bahá’í community responded to
the attacks of Vatralsky by bringing Kheiralla himself to
Kenosha.  Some of the local newspapers erroneously called him
a “native prince from India and leader of the religious sect
known as Truth Knowers.”  On 28 November 1899 Kheiralla
gave a talk at the Rhode Opera House in Kenosha, during which
he discussed the search for truth, the unknowableness of God,
the reality of the prophets “bearing the same wine in different
colored cups,” the sacrifice of Christ, and the spiritual inter-
pretation of Biblical parables.  This exposition of the Truth-
knower beliefs was greeted with warm applause by the packed
house.  The newspapers, which had possibly been hoping for a
harangue or for some sort of Islamic call to holy war, an-
nounced that the “lecture proved considerable of a disappoint-
ment.”32  Kheiralla did not mention Muhammad, the Báb,
Bahá’u’lláh, or ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in the lecture, but confined himself
to a more or less orthodox presentation of the Bahá’í view of
some Bible teachings.

If Kheiralla’s talk was a disappointment for the reporters, it
was not so for Vatralsky.  The 13 December Kenosha Evening
News carried this announcement:

On next Monday evening, December 18, 1899.
In reply to Ibrahim Kheiralla, the speaker will touch on:
1.  The leading and misleading points of his lecture.  The differ-
ence between “secret” and “private”, “Truth-Knowers” and “truth-
tellers”, Persia and America, Constantinople and Kenosha, perse-
cution and discussion, words and swords.
2.  The words used before outsiders to conceal their thoughts.
3.  How the name Christ … has, for the initiated, two mean-
ings, neither of which is a conceivable conception in Christendom.

4.  Why the speaker is against this double-faced Moslem
monstrosity …
5.  Why he regards it worse, more pernicious than Mormonism.
6.  Why he calls it a Mohammedan sect, and why no student can
call it anything else.33

Vatraisky’s attack on 18 December turned out to be the great-
est failure in the whole controversy.  The Kenoshans were be-
coming tired of the question, as witnessed by several editorial
statements in the newspapers.  This final round of the Truth-
knower versus Vatralsky bout was summed up in colorful lan-
guage in the Kenosha Daily Gazette of 19 December:

VATRALSKY DEFEATED:  GOES DOWN IN DEFEAT BEFORE A VAST
CONCOURSE OF FIFTY-FIVE PEOPLE.

Vatralski [sic], the great, the only exposer of the Truth Knowers,
gave a lecture at the Rhode Opera House last night and at the end
went down to defeat before the debating prowess of an unknown
follower of Báb, a sect akin to the Truth Knowers.  And this before
a mighty audience of fifty-five persons who crowded and jammed
their way into the auditorium, to list enchanted to the discourse of
this noted exponder [sic] of the truth, revealer of the fallacies of the
new sect, the “Truth Knowers.” …

The audience … listened with what patience they could to his
pot-pourri of statements containing neither rhyme nor reason.

And when he finally concluded and invited questions there arose,
in all his glory, from his seat in the parquette, a mighty follower of
the faith of Báb, who proceeded to smite him, hip and thigh.  Poor
Vatralsky’s specious arguments were dissected, torn assunder [sic],
and thrown tauntingly back in his face by this believer of a kindred
faith to the Truth Knowers, while the Bulgarian squirmed and ex-
postulated, and at last revolted openly.

And then pandemonium broke loose—both men talking at once
at the highest pitch of their voices, while Vatralsky gestured wildly
in impotent wrath at his inability to make himself understood. …

Little more can be said.  Vatralsky’s arguments were refuted in
toto; but little to enlighten the uninitiated as to the religion of the
Truth Knowers, or their brothers, the Babites was offered, and
when finally the meeting broke up … we were no wiser than
when we first took our seats.34

Despite the reporter’s final statement, it was at this meeting
that George Kheiralla (the son of Ibrahim Kheiralla), the “Bábí”
mentioned in the above excerpt, finally admitted that in
America the Truth-knowers and Babists were one and the same
(i.e., Bahá’ís).35  Following this defeat, Vatralsky returned to
Bulgaria.  He made a final attempt to discredit the Bahá’ís by
writing an essay for the American Journal of Theology entitled
“Mohammedan Gnosticism in America:  the Origin, History,
Character and Esoteric Doctrines of the Truth-Knowers.”

Ultimately, these attempts to attack the Faith brought only
ridicule upon the churches that had instigated them.  An illus-
tration of how farcical the whole situation seemed to those
observing it from a distance was afforded by an editorial com-
ment from the Chicago Journal:

THE KORAN IN KENOSHA

There is disquieting news from Kenosha.  According to rumors
that thrifty and erstwhile well behaved suburb is threatened with an
epidemic of Mohammedanism.  A sect known as Truth Knowers are
said to hold the tenets of the prophet.

What might result if Mohammedanism were to gain a foothold in
Kenosha it is awful to contemplate.  Kenosha is so close.  Possibly
we can stand a little of that sort of thing in the Sulu islands, if we
have to and we may even be able to endure a session of congress
with a Mormon in it, but the idea of polygamy at our back gate, so
to speak, is distressing.

Who would care to face a large and determined Kenosha
juramentado dressed in his white robe de nuit, armed with a case
knife, and sworn before a Wisconsin muezzin or cadi or a notary
public or something to die killing Christians …?

Before Mohammedanism gets beyond control, and Kenosha peo-
ple take to running amuck to show their hatred of the infidel dogs
about them, something ought to be dome [sic] to hold the thing in 
check.
The churches might send missionaries into Wisconsin, and perhaps
if the president’s attention were called to the matter he would
dispatch a commissioner to make a treaty of peace with the reigning
sultan.36

CRISIS OF COVENANT-BREAKING

But for the believers in Kenosha, now numbering over two
hundred, the humor in their situation was soon to be dissipated
before the most challenging test to face the nascent American
Bahá’í community.  Ibrahim Kheiralla had returned to the
United States from his pilgrimage perhaps as early as July 1898.
Rumors quickly circulated among the Bahá’ís that something
was amiss in his behavior.  After his departure from Palestine,
Kheiralla was abandoned by his American wife, and he soon
made several accusations against Dr. Edward and Mrs. Lua
Getsinger.37  It appears that several negative personal comments
made by Dr. Getsinger had been enlarged upon and finally
transmitted to Kheiralla in a distorted form.  And Kheiralla
seems to have become convinced that Mrs. Getsinger was teach-
ing Christian trinitarianism as a Bahá’í doctrine.38  In any case,
his already precarious relationship with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá combined
with these events in motivating Kheiralla to initiate contact with
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s half brother, Mírzá Muhammad-‘Alí, the head
of the party of Covenant-breakers opposed to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.
On 8 March 1900 the Board of Counsel of Kenosha arranged
a meeting for all the believers at the Knights of Pythias Hall to
hear Dr. Kheiralla.  Before the assembled believers, Kheiralla re-
nounced his allegiance to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, saying that
‘Abdu’l-Bahá was not the one appointed by Bahá’u’lláh, nor
was he the return of Christ (the latter a distortion which
Kheiralla himself had promulgated against ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
wishes).  Kheiralla offered no proof satisfactory to his audience,
however.  Another meeting was held on 9 March, at which
many questions were asked of Kheiralla.  At the end of the
gathering, Byron Lane “announced that he himself will still con-
tinue to teach that Abbas Effendi [‘Abdu’l-Bahá] is the Master
and he has found nothing to convince him otherwise.”39

‘Abdu’l-Bahá swiftly responded to this crisis by sending to
America Hájí ‘Abdu’l-Karím, the Bahá’í who had taught the
Bahá’í Faith to Kheiralla in Egypt.  His mission was to protect
the young American Bahá’í community and to convince
Kheiralla of the error of his ways.  At the same time,

Muhammad-‘Alí, having obtained Kheiralla’s support, sent his
son Shu‘a’u’lláh to Kenosha to try to spread opposition to
‘Abdu’l-Bahá.

Word arrived in April 1900 that ‘Abdul-Karím was coming to
Kenosha.  The newspapers, always quick to catch wind of
trouble, published confusing stories such as:  Reports That
Truth Seekers were breaking up not true; Khreilla to lead;
Abdul-karin finds failure.  The supporters of Kheiralla, seizing
upon local ignorance of the teachings, used the newspapers to
spread the erroneous report that Hájí ‘Abdu’l-Karím had been
the head of the Faith and was coming to Kenosha to create divi-
sion among the Truth-knowers by deposing their “true leader,”
Ibrahim Kheiralla.  The Chicago Inter-Ocean of 14 October 1900
even carried an article alleging that ‘Abdul-Karím had stolen
thousands of dollars from wealthy Truth-knowers.

The only transcript thus far discovered of meetings between
‘Abdu’l-Karím and Ibrahim Kheiralla brings to light the major
issue separating Kheiralla from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.40  Kheiralla
himself has stated that during his pilgrimage he had broached
the subject of publishing a book entitled Beha ‘u’llah containing
Kheirallah’s version of the Bahá’í teachings.  The manuscript had
been typed in 1898, and Kheiralla had it with him in the Holy
Land.  He writes in his autobiography that he had submitted
chapters of this book in Arabic translation to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and
that he had received approval of them.41  In the transcript of the
10 May 1900 meeting in New York, however, Howard MacNutt
(speaking on behalf of Kheiralla) is recorded to have said, “I can
give you my personal guarantee that it [ the book Behá ‘U’lláh]
has not been translated into Arabic and submitted [to
‘Abdu’l-Bahá].42  ‘Abdu’l-Karím himself had introduced the
topic of Kheiralla’s book into the consultation of the New York
Bahá’ís by stating the actual cause of division in the Bahá’í
ranks:  “that Dr. Kheiralla’s book and teaching should be the
authority of this truth.”43  Kheiralla’s opposition to ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá, his desire to have his book and teachings recognized
as authoritative, his establishment of Boards of Counsel with-

out ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s permission, all indicate his desire for au-
thority and power.

The sudden crisis caused the Kenosha Bahá’ís, and the entire
American Bahá’í community, great distress.44  Unaware of the
exact nature of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s appointment as the successor of
Bahá’u’lláh, “the Center of the Covenant,” a large number of
the Bahá’ís became confused.  Many returned to their old
churches or to spiritualism.  Possibly one-third of the Kenosha
Bahá’ís remained loyal to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, while a handful fol-
lowed Kheiralla.  This latter group formed an incorporated
society known as the Society of Behaists, with Frederick A.
Slack, the former corresponding secretary of the assembly, as its
head and “minister.”45

At this time the facts of the history of the Bahá’í Faith were
becoming better known.  Articles in newspapers were more
clearly identifying Truth-knowers, Bábís, and Bahá’ís as being
members of the same religion.  Kheiralla himself was now
openly speaking of the Báb, Bahá’u’lláh, and their teachings in
order to add impetus to his group, despite his earlier insistence
that these truths could not be given to everyone.  Kheiralla’s
statements of Truth-knower teachings, now being constantly
sent to the Kenosha press, always contained attacks on
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, his own version of Bahá’í principles, and a surfeit
of self-aggrandizing statements about how he had come from a
pure Christian background, rather than an Islamic one, which
in his view somehow entitled him to leadership of the Bahá’í
Faith in America.46

The continued activities of Kheiralla and his partisans caused
‘Abdu’l-Bahá to send two more Persian Bahá’ís, Hájí Mírzá
Hasan and Mírzá Asadu’lláh of Isfahan, to strengthen those
American Bahá’ís loyal to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  Both of them went to
Kenosha for a week in January 1901 to deepen the Bahá’ís and
to hold public lectures on the Faith.  Byron Lane, who had
moved to Chicago in late 1900, returned for a short time to
Kenosha to make arrangements for them.  The Daily Gazette of
16 January headlined the preparations as:  B. S. Lane comes to
Kenosha to unite the factions of the Kenosha Truth-Knowers.  It

reported that the visit of Mírzá Hasan and Mírzá Asadu’lláh “to
this country has resulted in the opening of the teaching of their
belief to all who may desire to learn them.  The old plans of
keeping their teachings secret will be abandoned, and an open
book of the teachings will be published.”47

The attempt to win some of Kheiralla’s followers back to the
fold was unsuccessful, and the publicity as quoted above, illus-
trates how difficult it was to rid Kenoshans of the idea that
secrecy was a teaching of the Bahá’í Faith, rather than an inno-
vation of Kheiralla.  Few of Kheiralla’s group ever returned to
the Faith, though many insincere professions of a desire to
return were made.  The so-called society of Behaists survived
through the late 1940s, even beginning a publication entitled
Behai Quarterly from 7543 Twenty-sixth Avenue, Kenosha.  It
then disappeared leaving no trace.48

From 1901 through 1911, approximately sixty to one hundred
Bahá’ís in Kenosha labored to spread their Faith, but the Bahá’í
community experienced little growth.  The Kheiralla episode
had badly damaged its strength and prestige in the eyes of the
Kenoshans.  No more fitting commentary on the despondency of
the Kenosha believers can be found than the following draft of a
letter to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá:

To the Center of the Covenant of God,
Abdul Baha Abbas.
Our beloved Master!

We are a little band of believers in Kenosha, who are trying to
hold together throught [sic] all difficulties caused by the Nakazeen
[Náqidín, Covenant-breakers] of this town.  This is their stronghold
in America.  We humble [sic] beg that Thou willt [sic] intercede for
us that we may be strenghened [sic] through the confirmations of the
Spirit, to keep our numbers together, to hold to the Center of the
Covenant, and be enabled to draw these deniers nearer to Thee.  We
also beg that we may grow more and more spiritually, and that we
may be characterized by Thy characteristics, and by our lives and
deed [sic] declare the Kingdom of God to our Fellow Man.  We
thank God that we were enabled to withstand the tests and to pass
through them victoriously.49

‘Abdu’l-Bahá continued to encourage the Kenosha Bahá’ís.
Among the ten Tablets50 that he sent them are the following
words:

A good fragrance is coming from the rose-garden of Kenosha and a
pleasing breeze is blowing from the orchard of the hearts of the
friends and maid-servants of the Merciful.

Praise be to God, that town, by the presence of the beloved ones
and the Maid-servants of the Merciful, hath become a veritable
paradise and its space, like unto the heavens, is illumined with
radiant lamps.  If this conflagration and attraction continue for a
period, Kenosha will soon attain great provisions, will travel with
speed through the degrees of existence and make great progress in
the orders of the Kingdom.51

‘ABDU L-BAHÁ VISITS KENOSHA

On his tour of the United States in 1912, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá trav-
eled to Kenosha.  Mrs. Henry L. Goodale had long cherished the
hope that he would come there and had sent him a letter of invi-
tation.  He took a day from his stay in Chicago in order to spend
time with the Kenosha believers.

In comparison with the attacks on the Faith in 1899, the visit
of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá received little publicity.  However, the news-
paper articles that did appear were generally quite favorable.
The Kenosha Union reported the forthcoming visit of ‘Abdul-
Bahá adding that it is not often that Kenosha people have the
opportunity to see and hear the head of any great religious
movement and it is expected that there will be a large crowd at
the services tomorrow evening.”52

Before leaving for Kenosha on 15 September 1912, ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá spoke several times to the Chicago Bahá’ís about the need
for firmness in the Covenant of Bahá’u’lláh, and stated that
violators of that Covenant must be shunned.  He spoke of this
because Kheiralla was then residing in Chicago and had at-
tempted to stir up discord over ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit.  One of the
Bahá’ís who knew Kheiralla, Dr. J. Frederick Nutt, was told by
‘Abdu’l-Bahá that if Kheiralla’s intention was pure, he would

come to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in all sincerity like everyone else.
‘Abdu’l-Bahá took Dr. Nutt with him to Kenosha to witness all
that transpired as evidence of the triumph of the Covenant.53

On the morning of 15 September, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and his
entourage54 arrived at the station of the Chicago North Shore
and Milwaukee Railroad (Electric Line) at Evanston.  When the
awaited train pulled into the station, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá paced the
platform unconcerned and never boarded his railroad car.  To
the dismay of his companions, the train for Kenosha left
without them.  After boarding the next train for Kenosha, they
came upon the wreckage of the first train near Waukegan.
‘Abdu’l-Bahá said, “the protection of the Blessed Beauty
[Bahá’u’lláh] was with us.”  He told how some of the Bahá’ís had
wished him to sail to America on the maiden voyage of the
Titanic, but Bahá’u’lláh had guided him to come direct via the
S. S. Cedric.55

‘Abdu’l-Bahá was met at the Kenosha train station by Bahá’ís
who transported him by automobile to the Bahá’í Center
located in Gronquist Hall (616 Fifty-seventh Street) where a
meal was awaiting him.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá stood at the head of the
stairs and shook hands with each person who came into the
hall.  Grace Anderson, who was nineteen years old at the time,
described the moment of meeting:

It’s something you can’t explain exactly.  It’s not for anybody to
describe unless they have themselves experienced it.  I don’t think I
can describe it, the moment when He shook my hand.  The only
thing I can liken it to at all would be an electric shock.  Not unpleas-
ant.  But, like something just kind of went through you.  It thrilled
you.  And he looked at you.  Right through you.  And the first thing
he did was to say to you in English, “Are you happy?”56

‘Abdu’l-Bahá then spoke to the gathering.  Since the text of his
talk has not been published previously, the following is a major
portion of it:57

I am very happy in meeting you.  I thank God that His Holiness
Bahá’u’lláh has such friends.  Their faces are illumined and their
nostrils are perfumed with the fragrances of the love of God.

The Cause of God has always appeared in the East, but it spreads
more widely in the West:  just as in the Cause of His Holiness Christ
His signs were greater in the West. …  Though He appeared in the
East, Bahá’u’lláh was neither an Oriental nor an Occidental.  He was
sanctified above all regions.  He is with those who are of the
Kingdom, who are heavenly, who are divine—be they of the East
or of the West. …

His Holiness Christ was the Word of God.  He was the Spirit of
God. …  Twelve persons believed in His Holiness Christ in His
lifetime.  One of them became an opponent.  Eleven remained.
Those also wavered in their faith after the death of Christ.  Even
Peter—although he was the greatest disciple—at one time denied
Christ thrice, but later repented and became firm and steadfast in
the Cause of His Holiness.  Indeed, the cause of the firmness of the
disciples after the crucifixion of Christ was Mary Magdalene.

But today the cause and name of the Blessed Beauty, Bahá’u’lláh,
is incomparable.  Twenty thousand people have sacrificed their
lives, and under the sword they used to dance.  Look how faithful
and self-sacrificing they were.  In truth, the people of the East have
demonstrated the utmost devotion.  They sacrificed their glory;
they sacrificed their very existence in the path of God. …  Indeed,
they have shown the utmost self-sacrifice, so that through the
power of His Holiness Bahá’u’lláh the hearts became united and the
souls became attracted.

Therefore I am hopeful that day by day this unity may be in-
creased, this love may become greater, the oneness of the world of
humanity may become resplendent, the heavenly light may illu-
mine the hearts so that all may be in the greatest love and unity—
that they may have spiritual bonds and become the cause of spread-
ing the oneness of humanity through the aid and favor of
Bahá’u’lláh—that all who are on the surface of the earth may
become united; all races become harmonized together; all religions
find unity and fellowship—so that through the power of His
holiness Bahá’u’lláh the banner of the oneness of the world of
humanity may be raised, and universal Peace may pitch its tent—
that the fragrances of holiness may be diffused; the breath of the
Holy Spirit revive the hearts; the nostrils become perfumed—and
that the eyes may be seeing, the ears be blessed with hearing—that
they may acquire eternal happiness and obtain everlasting life, and
become the cause of ideal and material attainments.  Through the
bestowal of Bahá’u’lláh this is easy. …  Therefore, in the utmost
humility render ye thanks unto the Divine Threshold that—Praise

be to God!—He has illumined the eyes, the ears He has made hear-
ing.  You have heard the divine call, become believers in God, and
under the shadow of the Blessed Beauty, Bahá’u’lláh, you have ad-
vanced.  Then be ye in the greatest happiness that such a blessing
has been granted and that such a bounty has surrounded you. …

Praise be to God!  Ye are all confirmed, full of cheer, and walking
in the divine path.  I was forty years in the prisons of two kings [of
Iran and the Ottoman Empire] who were in the direst enmity.  They
closed all the roads.  Not a single person was able to go out of the
fort of ‘Akká. …  They did not allow anyone to come near, nor
did they let me go out. …  No one thought that I could go on with
such hardships and severe persecution.  I trusted and in the Blessed
Beauty, Bahá’u’lláh, I had confidence, until suddenly God removed
the chain from my neck, and chained the neck of ‘Abdu’l-Hamíd,
the Sultan of Turkey.58  I came out of the fort.  He entered it.  I
became free.  He became a prisoner.  All that he did to me, all the
conditions of the past, have become reversed.  Praise be to God!
Through the favor of Bahá’u’lláh I have come to America.  I have
seen your faces.  It surpasses the imagination; but through the favor
of the Blessed Beauty, Bahá’u’lláh, all the doors were opened, the
divine banner was raised.  The fame of the Cause of God has
enveloped the East and the West.  The influence of the word of
Bahá’u’lláh has surrounded the world.59

After he finished speaking, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá went to a long table
laden with food and flowers.  It had long been a custom that two
empty chairs be placed in Kenosha’s Bahá’í meetings, one in
commemoration of Bahá’u’lláh, the other for ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
hoping for such a day as this when he would arrive.  Grace
Anderson recalled that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá went to the chair which had
always been set for him, saying:  “This is where I am to sit.”60  He
then thanked the Bahá’ís for the opportunity to visit them:

I too desired that matters be so arranged that I might come to
Kenosha to meet the friends.  God has upset heaven and earth that I
might come to America and Kenosha.  He has changed two king-
doms that I might see your faces.  I am hopeful, I am hopeful that
from this meeting great results may be obtained, a new motion may
appear in the souls, a new spirit may be acquired, and that the
Bahá’í activity here may become very great.61

Following this meeting, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá went to the home of
Mr. and Mrs. Henry Goodale (6108 Sheridan Road) where he
stayed through most of the day.  A contemporary narrative
records that:

After the arrival of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and His party at the Goodale
home, they visited in the first floor apartment and received the
many believers and friends who came to pay their respects to
‘Abdu’l-Bahá and hear His words and wisdom.  Later, He and His
party went for a short walk accompanied by myself, Louis Voelz.
We all walked at a respectful distance behind ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  While
walking through a small park I remarked to the interpreters that a
believer [Mrs. Frank Harmon] living across from the park intended
coming to our home to see ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, but due to sudden illness
could not come.  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá overheard me and asked the inter-
preters what I had said, and upon being informed of the believer’s
illness, He immediately left the sidewalk, crossed the grass and
crossed the street and walked up the steps of the ill one’s home
[6219 10th avenue], to visit her.  However, no one was home and I
was much embarrassed.  We went back home and there we found
that the ill one had recovered sufficiently to come over to see Him.
This incident illustrates how keen ‘Abdu’l-Bahá is in visiting the
ill.62

On the evening of 15 September ‘Abdu’l-Bahá spoke to a
capacity audience at the First Congregational Church (5934
Eighth Avenue).  His address concerned the oneness of the
messengers of God and the differences arising among their fol-
lowers.  “The Holy Manifestations,” he said, “were one in
essence.  But their followers differed owing to their attachment
to false dogmatic imitations.”63

‘Abdu’l-Bahá remained overnight in Kenosha, staying at the
Goodale apartment.  The Bahá’ís were able to speak further with
him in the evening.  He left by train for Chicago on the after-
noon of 16 September 1912.  The Kenosha Union of that date
reported:

An audience which filled the entire auditorium of the church
gathered at the Congregational church Sunday evening to listen to

an address by Abdul Baha, head of the Bahaist religion.  The
Bahaist Assembly in Kenosha was one of the first formed in this
country.  The speaker of the evening filled all the preconceived ideas
of what the leader of a religious movement should represent in his
own person, being a man of commanding presence and great per-
sonal magnetism.  Although he spoke in Persian and his remarks
had to be translated to the audience he held the closest attention of
his hearers to the end of his address and his exposition of the scrip-
tures was clear and concise from the standpoint of the believers in
the new religion.  Abdul Baha has been in this country since spring
and his lectures and address have greatly strengthened the Bahaists
of America.  The spread of Bahaism is one of the wonders of the
modern world and already the new faith or rule of living numbers it
[sic] converts by the tens of thousands in the Orient and is gaining
in numbers rapidly in the western world.64

The significance of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit to Kenosha was two-
fold.  First, he was able to overcome to a great extent the stigma
of the 1899 Vatralsky attack against the Bahá’ís.  He was even in-
vited to speak at one of the very churches which had taken the
initiative in inviting Vatralsky.  Although such a reversal of atti-
tude may have been due to the large amount of positive publicity
‘Abdu’l-Bahá had already received in other parts of the country,
and perhaps to the Bahá’ís dropping their secret practices, fur-
ther research will be necessary to discover the motives for such
a change of heart on the part of the local Christian clergy.

The second important aspect of ‘‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit to
Kenosha was its effect on the Bahá’ís themselves.  After receiv-
ing ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s Tablets of the Divine Plan65 just a few years
later during World War I, several Kenosha Bahá’ís moved or
traveled to other parts of the United States to spread the Bahá’í
teachings.  One of these, August Rudd, was the first American
Bahá’í to settle in Sweden.66  An interview with the son of an
early Kenosha believer indicates that this response was due in
large measure to the Bahá’ís having seen ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.67

CONCLUSION

Kenosha’s Bahá’í community presents the student of the
Bahá’í Faith with both a congregation of believers differing from
their coreligionists, and with a microcosm of the early American
following of the religion.

Kenosha, a small midwestern town, was characterized by ten-
sion between the traditional and the innovative members of the
population.  The mobility of the people and their short distance
from the “frontier” of the nineteenth century brought those of
independent mind into contact with the settled and conserva-
tive, and brought lower- and middle-class immigrants looking
for upward mobility into contact with the upper class settlers or
longtime residents.  These tensions appear to have assisted the
development of a group seeking spiritual guidance in the midst
of the unsettled and troubled atmosphere of a frontier in transi-
tion.  These tensions also confirmed in their conservative ways
those who sought to maintain the status quo.  The result was the
attraction to the Bahá’í Faith of a segment of the population
willing to accept the “Truth-knower” teachings, and the devel-
opment of another segment eager to publicly attack those same
teachings.  Kenosha’ small size, and its location as the gateway
to the Northwest Territories (Minnesota and Wisconsin), made
this town fundamentally different from the comparatively more
sedate and much larger cities where the Bahá’í Faith was first
established in America.  With this in mind, it is understandable
that Kenosha proved to be fertile ground for converts, as well as
the site of the first major public attack on the Bahá’ís in the
United States.

Kenosha is representative of the development of the early
American Bahá’í community in several ways.  The community
of Bahá’ís in Kenosha came into being through the same series of
lessons taught by Ibrahim Kheiralla in other American cities.
The Kenosha Bahá’ís exhibited the same desire to protect the
“privacy” of the teachings.  The drama enacted in Kenosha be-
tween Bahá’ís loyal to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and the partisans of Mírzá
Muhammad-‘Alí was similar to the tense struggle in other
American cities with large concentrations of Bahá’ís.  The town

also became the object of the same reverence which Bahá’ís have
directed toward other cities visited by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and his
visit has been commemorated each year there during September.

The ability of the Kenosha Bahá’ís to maintain a coherent
community in the face of the Vatralsky attacks and the defec-
tion of their erstwhile teacher can be attributed to their love for
‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  It was to this towering figure that the great ma-
jority of the Bahá’ís remained attached.  In one sense, Kheiralla
had indeed done his teaching well:  It was to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá that
the new converts remained loyal:  he was their “Master” and
their “Lord,” the point of unity in a community of new and
diverse believers.
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SOME ASPECTS OF THE DEVELOPMENT
OF THE BAHÁ’Í ADMINISTRATIVE
ORDER IN AMERICA, 1922–1936.
by Loni Bramson-Lerche

In 1944, Horace Holley, then secretary of the National
Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of the United States and
Canada, wrote that the American Bahá’í community had
evolved from “a small local group to a national unit of a world
society.”1  Before the ministry of Shoghi Effendi, the Guardian
of the Bahá’í Faith (1897–1957), that community had been
basically an informal network of groups.  Its members had been
attracted by the broad social and spiritual teachings in the
religion and remained together only through their attachment
to the personalities of the Báb, Bahá’u’lláh, and especially
‘Abdu’l-Bahá.

The development of the American Bahá’í community from
small pockets of ingrown and amorphous communities to a
vastly enlarged and well-organized religion with a national con-
sciousness occurred between 1922, when Shoghi Effendi effec-
tively assumed his position as the head of the Faith, and 1936,
when the American Bahá’í community had achieved enough
national unity to embark on an international missionary
campaign.

Based on an extract from the author’s doctoral dissertation, “The Bahá’í Faith
and Its Evolution in the United States and Canada from 1922 to 1926,” Univer-
sité Catholique de Louvain, Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium.

THE EMERGENCE OF BAHÁ’Í ADMINISTRATION

The first major phase in the evolution of the American Bahá’í
community in the period considered by this paper can be said to
extend from 1922 to 1929.  During this phase the American
Bahá’ís adopted the basic principles of Bahá’í Administration
which are still utilized today.  Before this time, the Bahá’ís were
filled with enthusiasm and with love for their religion, but did
not know how to use their energy to accomplish the basic goals
of the Bahá’í Faith as revealed by Bahá’u’lláh.  The purpose of
the Administrative Order was to create an efficient means to
channel and use this energy.

Encouraged and guided by Shoghi Effendi, the National
Spiritual Assembly played a leading role in the development of
the present structure of Bahá’í Administration and aided the
Bahá’ís to accept and respect organization within their religion.
This task was accomplished through various methods.  The
community was first developed through the use of itinerant
teachers (some sent by Shoghi Effendi himself) and through
regular correspondence.  As important were the projects that the
entire community undertook as collective actions.  The most im-
portant and most difficult of these was the construction of the
superstructure of the Bahá’í House of Worship in Wilmette, Illi-
nois.  The building of this temple “inspired and coordinated the
whole community” for many years.2  It provided a focal point
for the Bahá’ís, giving form to the national community and pro-
viding the impulse for the initial creation of local community
projects.  Other collective actions were the formation and con-
solidation of Bahá’í institutions, especially the Local Spiritual
Assembly, but also the intermediate regional institutions and
the National Spiritual Assembly itself.  Beyond these was the at-
tempt to propagate the Bahá’í Faith in different regions through
the development of an organized response to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s
Tablets of the Divine Plan which called on the American com-
munity to carry the Bahá’í message around the world.  It had
become apparent that without some sort of organization, these
Tablets would not be implemented.

Although the effort to develop the organization of the Bahá’í
community began essentially in 1922, it was not until 1924 that
real progress was made.  In its annual report to the National
Convention of 1934, the National Spiritual Assembly stated
that 1924 should be seen as the beginning of a conscientious and
active following of Bahá’í laws and teachings.  The convention
of 1924 stimulated a regular and frequent correspondence be-
tween the National Spiritual Assembly and the various Local
Spiritual Assemblies.  In December 1924, the Bahá’í News Letter
(later, Bahá’í News) began circulation and provided a means of
communication to all Bahá’ís.  The convention of 1925 received
the first written annual report by the National Spiritual Assem-
bly, and a few months after the convention the Plan of Unified
Action was adopted.

The second major phase in the evolution of the American
Bahá’í community was from 1929 to 1936.  It was during this
period that Shoghi Effendi wrote a series of letters now known
as the “World Order Letters”.  Having established a basic under-
standing in the American community of the principles of the
Bahá’í Administrative Order, he began to explain the principles
of the World Order of Bahá’u’lláh.  Before this, the Bahá’ís had
functioned as individuals working in small groups.  They had
more contact with each other than with the public, as most of
their efforts were directed toward the construction of the Bahá’í
Temple, rather than toward trying to propagate their religion.
In its 1934–35 annual report, the National Assembly expressed
its feeling that over the past year the community had been able
to emerge from dealing with “those minor problems of our own
Bahá’í relationships which have engaged our attention and
almost exhausted our powers in previous years.


During the lifetime of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá (1844–1921), emphasis
had been placed on teaching the Bahá’ís that their inner spiritual
lives needed to change, and on helping them understand the
broad principles of Bahá’í belief, such as world unity and
religious unity.  Formal administrative bodies were in their em-
bryonic stages.  The personality of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, who was ac-

cessible only through pilgrimage to Palestine, his tour of
America, and Tablets to individuals, was enough to keep the
Bahá’ís working together in relative harmony.  What there was
of an actual organization was more a reflection of American
culture and practice than a result of Bahá’í doctrine.

After the passing of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Shoghi Effendi, his desig-
nated successor, not wishing to replace his grandfather as the
charismatic center toward which all Bahá’ís could turn, set
about building an Administrative Order, which in fact had
already been established, in theory, in the writings of
Bahá’u’lláh and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.  This Administrative Order was
to serve principally to help the Bahá’ís propagate their religion
and unify the community.  Unification of the very diverse mem-
bership in America would come about through the experience of
working together to form institutions such as the Local Spiritual
Assembly and through service in these institutions, once
formed.

Shoghi Effendi’s task was not easy.  It took some time for the
concept of a hierarchy of authority and of working by adminis-
trative procedures and principles to take hold.  However, there
was never any doubt that the forces advocating organization
would eventually gain ascendancy over those individuals who
did not want organization introduced into the movement.
Those favoring organization naturally had control of the organs
of communication, such as Star of the West magazine, through
which they were able to spread their views.4

The transition from a loosely connected movement to a fu’ly
organized one can be said to have ended in 1925,5 for on 10
April of that year Shoghi Effendi wrote to the National Spiritual
Assembly instructing that the word “Assembly” was to be ap-
plied only to the elected body of nine in each locality.  In
general, after that letter was received, this practice was
adopted:  the Bahá’ís no longer referred to all the members in
one area as the assembly.6

The difficulties encountered in establishing this new organi-
zation in the Bahá’í community can be seen in the following ex-

ample of a disagreement between the members of the Publishing
Committee and the Editorial and Business Staffs of Star of the
West, on one hand, and four members of the National Spiritual
Assembly (Dr. Zia Bagdadi, Mrs. Corinne True, Mr. Alfred E.
Lunt, and Mr. Charles Mason Remey), on the other.

In the late summer of 1922, the Publishing Committee and the
Editorial and Business Staffs decided jointly to change the name
of Star of the West magazine (a name given it by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá),
replace its editors, and transfer its operations to another city.
These decisions may have been approved during an extraordi-
nary meeting of the National Spiritual Assembly which certain
members of that body (who could not easily be present) were
advised not to attend since nothing important would be
discussed.7

This decision was naturally controversial.  Only the National
Spiritual Assembly had the authority to change the editors of
the magazine or to make decisions of this kind.  The four mem-
bers of the National Assembly were dissatisfied with how things
had been handled.  One of them wrote that he felt the National
Assembly had been betrayed by one of its committees.  This
same member reminded Mountfort Mills that he had voted for
him and for Roy Wilhelm as members of the Publishing Com-
mittee (both were also members of the National Spiritual
Assembly).

The joint committee felt that the four members of the Na-
tional Assembly now distrusted the committee and wished its
membership to be reconsidered.  Therefore, all the members of
the joint committee resigned in order to allow the National
Spiritual Assembly complete liberty in its consultation on what
action to take.  In minutes of the meeting of 13 September, the
joint committee expressed its regret and apprehension that the
principle of full, uncritical acceptance by the minority of the
majority’s decision, whether right or wrong, had not been fol-
lowed and that certain members of the National Spiritual
Assembly were criticizing the actions of a national committee
and were attempting to influence the opinions of others before
the National Assembly had consulted on the controversial
action.8

This episode illustrates the political maneuvering which was
very much a part of the functioning of Bahá’í institutions at that
time.  Later, such open lobbying efforts, mass resignations, and
public criticism of majority decisions, committees, and indi-
viduals would be regarded almost universally as unacceptable
within the Bahá’í administration.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE NATIONAL SPIRITUAL ASSEMBLY, 1922–26

The development of the National Spiritual Assembly during
the period under consideration can be divided into two basic
stages.  Although no strict lines can be drawn, the first stage
might be seen as extending from 1922 to 1926.  This period saw
the development of the functions of the National Spiritual
Assembly, as well as the local and regional institutions and
committees.  The second stage can be seen to extend from 1927
to 1936.  This was a period of learning in the relationship of the
National Spiritual Assembly to other institutions, as well as
growing respect for the authority of the national body.  The
transition between the two stages is reflected in the membership
of the National Spiritual Assembly.  After the National Conven-
tion of 1927, there was a greater stability of membership on the
National Assembly.  Five members of that body remained in
office during the entire second stage, and several others were
members for most of the period.

In a letter written on 5 March 1922, Shoghi Effendi explained,
often using quotations from the writings of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the
responsibilities of the National Spiritual Assembly and the Local
Spiritual Assemblies.  These he characterized as the embryos of
future local and national Houses of Justice (a term which implies
their future establishment as institutions of government).  These
were to be the building blocks of a future world government.  A
Local Spiritual Assembly was to be elected in every city where
there were nine or more adult Bahá’ís.  The National Spiritual
Assembly should be elected by a National Convention.  He
described the duties and functions of a Spiritual Assembly and
the necessary elements for consultation, especially for the
members in session:  they must be detached from personal prob-
lems and desires while consulting on topics of particular interest
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to the Bahá’í community.  The Bahá’ís must obey and be sub-
missive to the decisions made by the Spiritual Assembly and not
engage in any activity relating to the Bahá’í Faith without hav-
ing consulted the Spiritual Assembly.  Shoghi Effendi empha-
sized the fact that no individual was to do anything public con-
cerning the Faith without the sanction of the Local Spiritual
Assembly (if it were of local interest) or of the National Spiritual
Assembly (if it were of national interest).  In this letter, he also
explained that national committees should be formed, and how
they should be used.9

On 23 December 1922 Shoghi Effendi wrote to the National
Assembly that he was pleased with the efforts that had been
undertaken to implement the suggestions he had given nine
months before.10  He especially approved of the way the work
had been centralized by the National Assembly and distributed
to various national committees.  He reiterated the necessity of
each individual cooperating with his National Spiritual Assem-
bly and Local Spiritual Assembly, if the Bahá’í Faith were to ad-
vance.  He also informed the National Assembly that the Local
Assemblies were to report directly to him, as well as to the na-
tional body:

I would be pleased and gratified if you could inform all the various
local spiritual assemblies of my wish and desire to receive as soon as
possible from every local assembly a detailed and official report on
their spiritual activities, the character and organization of their
respective assemblies, accounts of their public and private gather-
ings, of the actual position of the Cause in their province, and of
their plans and arrangements for the future.  Pray convey to all of
them my best wishes and the assurance of my hearty assistance in
their noble work of service to mankind.11

In 1923 Shoghi Effendi wrote two major letters continuing
this same process.  On 12 March he reiterated to the Western
Bahá’ís much that he had written the previous year, but in
greater detail.  On 9 April Shoghi Effendi addressed the Na-
tional Spiritual Assembly as the “supreme body” in the land.  It
was this institution which was to lead the national community.
National interests were not to be the concern of Local Spiritual
Assemblies.

We may, of course, assume that Shoghi Effendi wrote these
letters in response to certain needs in the community.  If he in-
sisted on a point, it was certainly because the American Bahá’ís
were having problems in this area.  The Guardian also asked to
receive copies of the minutes of the national committees’
meetings—once these had been approved by the National
Assembly.  He asked the national body to send him more fre-
quent reports and to describe “the inner and outward currents
of the Movement, the relations of the Assemblies to one
another, and the general standing and the various aspects of the
progress of the Cause throughout the land.’’12  He ended the
letter reminding the National Spiritual Assembly that it, aided
by its committees, had authority over regional and national
meetings and that it was their decision as to how to best imple-
ment in the community the general instructions which he gave.

It was clearly the policy of the Guardian not to rescind de-
cisions made by the National Spiritual Assembly, whenever
possible, in order to maintain its dignity and authority.  He did,
however, often advise it what to do in the future.

In 1924, Shoghi Effendi reminded the Bahá’ís that form was
not enough, that the original foundation of the Bahá’í Faith was
the spiritual relationship between the individual and the trans-
forming, revealed words of Bahá’u’lláh.13  Most of Shoghi
Effendi’s important letters that year emphasized that the lives of
the believers should reflect Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings, especially in
order to demonstrate the transforming potency of the Bahá’í
Faith and in order to successfully propagate its message.  He con-
tinued to expound on the importance of the Bahá’ís’ support of
the Spiritual Assemblies.  In his first major letter of the year (23
February 1924), he further detailed the duty of each individual
Bahá’í toward the Spiritual Assemblies, and the duty of the
members of the Assemblies toward their constituents.  He
always wrote in an encouraging tone, and he put what Bahá’ís
were trying to do into perspective with what appeared to the
Bahá’ís as the imminent collapse of the society.

Shoghi Effendi stated that until there were strong Spiritual
Assemblies, the Universal House of Justice could not be elected
and the period of transition they were experiencing could not
end.  He continued on to say that if the Bahá’ís wanted their

religion to be recognized internationally, they would have to
strengthen the Assemblies.  Certain administrative practices
which seemed to be unnecessarily restrictive, he said, were only
provisional since the Bahá’í Faith was still in a “state of
infancy.”  Unwitting actions of Bahá’ís, such as the publication
of inaccurate or undignified articles on the Faith, could damage
it.  But despite this, the basic principle of consultation was still
“the undoubted right of the individual to self-expression, his
freedom to declare his conscience and set forth his views.”14  The
duty of the members of the Spiritual Assemblies to their constit-
uents was as great as the duty of the Bahá’ís to their institutions.
Shoghi Effendi counseled the Assemblies to consult more with
their communities and to remember that the members of the
Assemblies were neither the only instruments to implement the
Bahá’í teachings, nor superior in any way to anyone else.  The
Spiritual Assemblies needed to win the confidence, support,
respect, esteem, and affection of the Bahá’ís under their jurisdic-
tion.  They were strictly to avoid exclusiveness, secrecy,
domineering attitudes, prejudices, and passions during the ses-
sions of consultation.  Shoghi Effendi suggested that, whenever
possible, Spiritual Assemblies be more open with the Bahá’ís as
to their projects and problems.  As for the Bahá’ís’ attitude
toward their institutions, Shoghi Effendi reiterated that once a
decision was made, everyone was to abide by it.

In January 1925 Shoghi Effendi wrote two important letters to
the National Spiritual Assembly.  One included a statement that
he was not going to expand on the administrative policies
already established; what he had given was sufficient until the
Universal House of Justice was elected.  He reiterated that only
the National Assembly was responsible for national affairs.  By
this time, however, it had become clear that the National Con-
vention was infringing on the authority of the National
Assembly.15  The second letter of that month insisted again that
the National Assembly alone held responsibility for national
affairs.

On 10 April 1925 the Guardian wrote to the National
Spiritual Assembly to congratulate it on the increased support it
was receiving.  In this letter he finalized the instruction that the

term “Assembly” was to refer only to the elected body and not
to the community at large.  Already the administration of the
American Bahá’í community was beginning to resemble the
form it has today, although the National Assembly found it
necessary to remind the local communities to form their Local
Spiritual Assemblies on 21 April.  On 9 April 1925, for example,
the Spiritual Assembly of New York had informed the National
Assembly that it was now holding the Nineteen-Day Feast once
every nineteen days, rather than on the nineteenth of every
month, as it had been doing.16

Shoghi Effendi continued to push the community in the direc-
tion of better organization and more unity in doctrinal matters.
In a letter dated 12 May 1925, he asked the National Assembly
to send him a list of all its members with the address of the
secretary, as well as a list of the members of all Local Spiritual
Assemblies, also with the addresses of their secretaries.  This re-
quired that the Assemblies improve the quality of their func-
tioning, just to be able to provide such a list.  He recommended,
in the same letter, that a complete list of all American Bahá’ís be
compiled as soon as feasible.

On 3 June 1925 Shoghi Effendi wrote to the National Conven-
tion stressing the importance of the National Spiritual Assembly
and the requisite qualities of its members.17  Probably because of
the various letters of the Guardian concerning the importance of
the National Assembly, and because it was not always easy for
all nine Assembly members to attend meetings (sometimes they
did not even achieve a quorum), the Assembly decided that nine
alternate members would be elected.  All eighteen would receive
the minutes of the meetings, and if one of the members of the
first National Assembly could not attend a meeting, an alternate
would replace him.18  On 6 November 1925 Shoghi Effendi in-
formed the Assembly that its alternate members could neither
vote nor be counted toward a quorum.  They could only have
consultative capacity (which actually anyone could have).19  As
usual, once Shoghi Effendi established the basic principle, the
National Assembly was allowed to implement the principle as it
saw fit.  On 24 October 1925 the Guardian wrote the National
Assembly that it would be best to hold the National Convention

during the Ridván Festival, 21 April to 2 May, but the final deci-
sion was left up to the National Assembly.  Before that time, the
convention had often been held during the summer, when more
people were free to come.20

In the September 1925 issue of Bahá’í News, the National
Spiritual Assembly informed its community that it was no
longer in debt from the Temple construction, and that it could
begin to take on more responsibilities as a national institution.  It
also noted that the Bahá’ís should not consider the National
Spiritual Assembly to be only a continuation of the Bahai
Temple Unity.21

In 1926 Shoghi Effendi began to emphasize the transition
from concentrating on developing the administrative institu-
tions to using them to further propagation efforts, as he con-
tinued to refine certain administrative principles.  In two letters
(10 January 1926 and 11 May 1926) he reminded the Bahá’ís that
they should not lose sight of the purpose of the Administrative
Order, that is, the propagation of the Bahá’í Faith, and that
Bahá’ís should not become so specialized in administrative work
that they could no longer participate in the propagation work,
which was more important.22

In the November 1926 issue of Bahá’í News, the National
Assembly wrote an open letter to the community explaining the
necessity and importance of supporting the Spiritual
Assemblies.  It urged that the Bahá’ís refrain from criticizing the
individuals who were members of the Assemblies.  The institu-
tions were weakened if the community felt that the members it
had elected to them were unworthy.23  In September of that
year, the National Assembly also published instructions from
Shoghi Effendi that the Nineteen-Day Feast was only for
Bahá’ís:  non-Bahá’ís could no longer attend.24

THE EVOLUTION OF THE NATIONAL SPIRITUAL ASSEMBLY, 1927–36

In response to a letter of Shoghi Effendi dated 20 February
1927,25 the National Spiritual Assembly decided to strengthen
communications between itself and the Local Spiritual Assem-
blies and groups in America.  This was in an effort to create a

closer bond of understanding and a spirit of cooperation be-
tween these institutions.26

The National Assembly also reduced the number of national
committees in an effort to make them more efficient.  Commit-
tees were used extensively to concentrate on three special prob-
lems:  the incorporation of the National Assembly, the establish-
ment of effective administration of the Green Acre Bahá’í
School in Maine, and the development of methods and politics
for the propagation of the Bahá’í Faith.  It also began establish-
ing a set of internal procedures so that efforts could eventually
be concentrated on firmly establishing the religion in America.27

On 18 October 1927 Shoghi Effendi warned the National
Spiritual Assembly of the danger of placing too much of its
work in the hands of committees.  He explained in depth the re-
lationship that should exist between the National Assembly and
its committees.  The role of a national committee was to study a
problem and make a report of its conclusions.  Such a committee
might also help the National Assembly with the execution of its
decisions, but not if the subject in question involved “vital
matters.”  The National Assembly was to maintain a balance be-
tween overcentralization and excessive decentralization.  It was
also recommended that in its efforts to be respected and recog-
nized, the National Assembly should not stress the fact that it
held authority over the community, or emphasize its rights,
privileges, and prerogatives.  Rather, the National Assembly
should place emphasis on the fact that it had a sacred responsi-
bility toward its constituents.  Shoghi Effendi reminded the
members of the Assembly that they should do everything possi-
ble to gain

the confidence and affection of those whom it is their privilege to
serve.  Theirs is the duty to investigate and acquaint themselves
with the considered views, the prevailing sentiments, the personal
convictions of those whose welfare it is their solemn obligation to
promote.  Theirs is the duty to purge once for all their deliberations
and the general conduct of their affairs from that air of self-
contained aloofness, from the suspicion of secrecy, the stifling at-
mosphere of dictatorial assertiveness, in short, from every word

and deed that might savor of partiality, self-centeredness and prej-
udice.  Theirs is the duty, while retaining the sacred and exclusive
right of final decision in their hands, to invite discussion, provide
information, ventilate grievances, welcome advice from even the
most humble and insignificant members of the Bahá’í family, ex-
pose their motives, set forth their plans, justify their actions, revise
if necessary their verdict, foster the sense of interdependence and
co-partnership, of understanding and mutual confidence between
them on one hand and all local Assemblies and individual believers
on the other.28

As planned, the National Spiritual Assembly increased its
correspondence with Local Spiritual Assemblies.  One point it
especially emphasized was the formation of the Nineteen-Day
Feast.  On 17 May 1928 the National Assembly asked the Local
Assemblies to hold the Feasts regularly and to implement their
three parts (devotional, administrative, and social) as Shoghi
Effendi had instructed.29  Further letters encouraged the Local
Assemblies to utilize the Nineteen-Day Feast for consultation
with the local community, and to use the devotional period as a
means of inspiring the Bahá’ís to continue their work with en-
thusiasm.  Letters were also written to the Local Assemblies ask-
ing them to encourage their constituents to attend and support
the Nineteen-Day Feast.

The National Spiritual Assembly also began to address the
problem of creating an atmosphere of confidence between itself,
the Local Assemblies, and the community in general.  By
mid-1928, the National Assembly had decided to make a special
effort in this area of development.  Such confidence was critical
to the effective leadership of the national body, especially as the
New History Society became important.30  However, an aura of
secrecy had come to surround the National Spiritual Assembly’s
consultations, which was not conducive to good relations with
the community.  To resolve this, the National Assembly, after
considering different communications from Shoghi Effendi,
agreed to publish a summary of the topics discussed at its
monthly meetings.  This was a positive step, but it did not solve
the problem.

On 27 February 1929 Shoghi Effendi wrote the first of his
major letters describing the evolution of the World Order of
Bahá’u’lláh.  This first World Order Letter emphasized the in-
dissoluble link between the Administrative Order of the Bahá’í
Faith and its spiritual and humanitarian teachings.  The letter ex-
plained that the machinery of Bahá’í organization was only a
means to an end:  the end he would later describe as the World
Order of Bahá’u’lláh.31

The National Spiritual Assembly understood that confidence
in any institution is built by the actions of the institution itself.
Whereas, in 1926, at the beginning of the Plan of Unified Ac-
tion, it realized that the administrative institutions had been
weak, by mid-1929 it felt that the national institutions at least
understood how they should act and react in various situations
and under various pressures.32  One manifestation of this new-
found strength was that all national committees were instructed
to submit their annual reports to the National Spiritual
Assembly, which would decide what was appropriate to present
to the National Convention.  This was an important step which
helped to establish a new relationship between these two institu-
tions.  Previously, the procedure had been for each national
committee to present its annual report to the convention
without having first consulted with the National Assembly.

The National Assembly asked that Shoghi Effendi establish
this same procedure for national committees when they had
questions to direct to him.  Whereas before national committees
had written directly to Shoghi Effendi, now the National
Assembly asked that these questions first be presented to itself.
The assembly would then consider the question and refer it, if
necessary, to the Guardian.

Shoghi Effendi wrote the second of his World Order letters on
21 March 1930.  He noted that some Bahá’ís had apprehensions
concerning the validity of the administrative institutions that
were developing.  He discussed the World Order of Bahá’u’lláh
as the goal toward which these administrative institutions were
aiming.  He counseled the Bahá’ís not to be drawn toward “the
prevailing notions and the fleeting fashions of the day.”33  They
would be able to maintain a balanced view only if they kept

their eyes on the institutions of the Administrative Order of the
Bahá’í Faith, which was being built to replace the present in-
stitutions of government and society when they collapsed.34

Just as Shoghi Effendi rarely countermanded a decision of the
National Spiritual Assembly, so this body was beginning to
realize the need to do the same with Local Spiritual Assemblies
if they were ever to develop into independent, self-sufficient in-
stitutions.  The concept of the authority of the National
Assembly and the power of the Local Spiritual Assembly to
have its decisions enforced was often emphasized in the early
1930s.

Individual Bahá’ís and Local Assemblies were often reluctant
to assume a subordinate relationship to the National Spiritual
Assembly, a difficulty which was partially the fault of the na-
tional institution.  Authority in the Bahá’í Faith is to be tem-
pered with love and compassion.  Often, in the early years, the
National Assembly was heavy-handed in the exercise of its
authority.  By the early 1930s, however, steps had been taken to
alleviate this problem.

In 1932 the National Assembly turned its attention to the pro-
cess of deliberation on Bahá’í institutions.  For example, it had
for some time followed the practice of recording the minority
opinion after a vote on any point.  Some of the members did not
feel that this practice was in accordance with the doctrine of
consultation as outlined by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and the point was
presented to Shoghi Effendi for his ruling.  In a letter written on
his behalf by his secretary, he replied that he “would prefer to
leave the question of recording the minority vote in the Minutes
of the Assembly, to the discretion of the Assembly itself.  Such
matters of minor importance have to evolve through experience
and therefore should be dealt with by that body, rather than
have the sanction that a pronouncement by Shoghi Effendi
generally possesses.”35  The National Assembly, unable to decide,
asked the same question again in 1933 and received the same
reply.36  Eventually, the Assembly decided that recording minor-
ity votes was not in accordance with the principle of consulta-
tion and abandoned the practice.

In its continuing effort to eliminate all feelings of secrecy from
its deliberations, the National Assembly went on publishing a
general list of matters on which it consulted.  From Ridván 1931
to Ridván 1932, it had consulted on 550 different matters.

The National Assembly requested monthly reports from all
Local Spiritual Assemblies and national committees in an effort
to force these institutions to study more closely their activities
and plan more efficiently.  The reports would also provide better
information to the national body.  Stimulating Local Assemblies
was not easy, however, for the National Assembly had already
accustomed them to a highly centralized organization.  The Na-
tional Assembly wrote to Shoghi Effendi on 11 July 1932:

The Cause in America appears at present to be passing through a
transitional period.  The National Assembly believes that activities
should as far as possible be carried on through the Local
Assemblies.  This attitude implies a degree of unity, spiritual power
and initiative which few Local Assemblies yet give evidence of pos-
sessing.  A certain amount of time will apparently be required
before the Local Assemblies can function according to the standards
laid down in one of your earliest letters.  However, the National
Assembly is convinced that the permanent welfare of the Faith
demands a steady development of Local Bahá’í Community life, to
the point where each community is fully active as a body charged
with certain inalienable powers and responsibilities.  We trust that
this conviction is correct and that the policy adopted this year has
your approval.  We deplore and regret the tendency on the part of
Local Assemblies, established in past years, to expect continuous
reinforcement from the National Assembly and its committees for
teaching and other activities which are primarily local and personal
in nature, and at the same time to feel unable to assume their
measure of responsibility for aims and activities advanced by the
National Assembly and truly national in scope.

The National Assembly will make every effort to assist the Local
Assemblies to progress toward that degree of independence and ef-
fective authority indicated in your general instructions.37

The key to this progress was in learning how to use the Bahá’í
method of consultation.  The National Assembly published

another article on this subject in the August 1932 issue of Bahá’í
News.38

By 1933 the National Assembly was doing its utmost to accel-
erate the maturation of the Local Spiritual Assemblies and na-
tional committees.  It pursued this goal along the lines of
explaining the importance of the Nineteen-Day Feast, emphasiz-
ing the functions of each of the three parts; outlining the impor-
tance of the Local Spiritual Assembly; and insisting on the
necessity of consultation in institutions, rather than informal
chats in smaller groups.  (In general, the institution of the Nine-
teen-Day Feast was well established by 1933.)

During this year, the National Assembly decided that its
members would visit as many local communities as possible.39
This important step demonstrated the willingness of those
members to sacrifice a great deal of their time.  The visits were
deemed necessary since a number of Bahá’ís held the opinion
that the administrative institutions of the Faith in America had
become “a hard and inflexible machine”40 which stifled indi-
vidual initiative and effort.  The National Assembly was con-
vinced that this attitude was simply due to a lack of adjustment
by these Bahá’ís to a new and more evolved period in Bahá’í
history and that they did not understand that administrative ef-
ficiency could be coupled with characteristics such as love and
mercy.  Indeed, certain Bahá’ís generally avoided functioning
within the Bahá’í organization.  The topics which the members
of the National Assembly were to discuss with the local commu-
nities were:  the distribution and use of Bahá’í News in the com-
munity, the Nineteen-Day Feast, the regular functioning of the
Local Assembly, levels of local activity, support for national
projects and activities, local propagation efforts, and contribu-
tions to the Bahá’í fund.

However, again at the end of 1933, Shoghi Effendi found it
necessary to remind the National Assembly, in a letter written
on his behalf, that:

Administrative efficiency and order should always be accompanied
by an equal degree of love, of devotion and of spiritual develop-
ment.  Both of them are essential and to attempt to dissociate one	Comment by .: See Lights of Guidance p. 35.

from the other is to deaden the body of the Cause.  In these days,
when the Faith is still in its infancy, great care must be taken lest
mere administrative routine stifles the spirit which must feed the
body of the Administration itself.  That spirit is its propelling force
and the motivating power of its very life.

But as already emphasized, both the spirit and the form, are
essential to the safe and speedy development of the Administration.
To maintain full balance between them is the main and unique
responsibility of the administrators of the Cause.41

Throughout this period, the National Assembly came into
conflict with certain individuals and Local Spiritual Assemblies,
generally the older and larger Assemblies, such as Los Angeles,
Washington, D.C., and Chicago.  One such episode with the
Chicago Assembly concerned a series of Bahá’í meetings to be
held at the Chicago World’s Fair of 1933.  A national committee
had inspected the fairgrounds and decided that the atmosphere
was not conducive to dignified meetings; therefore the National
Spiritual Assembly had decided not to hold any meetings there.

However, before the National Assembly had made its deci-
sion, the Chicago Assembly stated its wish to hold a series of
meetings.  The National Assembly replied that the Local
Assembly should not hold any meetings as the National Assem-
bly had not yet made a decision.  However, the letter of reply
was very strong and its tone shocked the members of the
Chicago Assembly.  The secretary of the National Assembly had
written that “the attitude of a local Assembly to the National
Assembly sets the example for the attitude of individual
believers to their local Assemblies.”42  He continued on to say
that separating teaching activities from the Administrative
Order was the reason that Ahmad Sohrab had been declared a
Covenant-breaker.  The letter was not intended to compare the
Chicago Bahá’ís to Ahmad Sohrab, but it was understandably
interpreted as such.

The Chicago Assembly sent an appeal, which also disagreed
with the report of the national committee, directly to Shoghi
Effendi.  It stressed that all meetings had been prohibited.  (This
was not true.  The National Assembly had said that the Chicago

Assembly could not hold any meetings until the body had made
a decision.)  The Guardian, as usual, referred the appeal back to
the National Assembly with a request that it be carefully con-
sidered.43  The situation was resolved by holding an exhibit
away from the fairgrounds.

In 1934 the National Assembly decided to institute a series of
conferences between itself and representatives of Local Spiritual
Assemblies in different parts of the country.  The purpose of
these conferences was to study in depth with the local institu-
tions the opportunities and problems which faced them.  The
meetings would also allow the National Assembly to obtain a
clearer picture of local conditions.  The first one was held in
Wilmette, Illinois, in October 1934.

By the end of 1934, it was generally accepted in the Bahá’í
community that the Administrative Order and the more ob-
viously spiritual teachings of the Bahá’í Faith were inseparably
linked.  This new attitude signaled a complete acceptance of the
concept of Bahá’í organization.  The National Assembly wrote
to Shoghi Effendi:

This new spirit of oneness between the religious and social teach-
ings of Bahá’u’lláh cannot but serve to benefit us all.  It has been
most difficult at times to uphold the administrative order when by
many believers and even by some influential teachers that order
was considered to be something quite apart from “spiritual”
realities.  The more that the concept “spiritual” was divorced from
the concept of World Order, the more the efforts of the Assembly
to promote that order were made to appear an example of “rigidity”
and lack of “spiritual” outlook or capacity.44

With the techniques of administration more or less in hand, the
Guardian encouraged the National Assembly not to concentrate
so much on the administrative principles themselves, but on the
development of the spirit with which the Administration should
be conducted.

Of course, there was not universal acceptance of the function-
ing of the Administrative Order.  Problems continued:  individ-
uals refusing to cooperate with local and national institutions,

Bahá’ís having articles published on the Faith without review by
an Assembly, certain persons willing to listen to and obey only
Shoghi Effendi.  For example, a member of the National Teach-
ing Committee insisted on appealing to Shoghi Effendi because
the National Assembly had instructed the committee to send its
annual report to the national body, rather than directly to the
Guardian.45  But by 1936 the National Assembly had become
stronger and understood the spiritual essence of the Administra-
tive Order; and the national committees and Local Spiritual
Assemblies were sufficiently strong to come together for the ex-
ecution of an international missionary program.

THE NATIONAL CONVENTION, 1922–26

The institution which the National Spiritual Assembly found
most difficult to subordinate to its authority was the National
Bahá’í Convention.  From 1922 to 1925, the first period in its
development, the convention was used to elect the National
Spiritual Assembly and to hold a teaching congress.  Speeches
were given on such topics as impressions of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and
the progress of the Temple construction.  Meetings were also
held for the public.  It is true that consultation was held on
messages from the Guardian and on such topics as the reorgani-
zation of Local Assemblies, the Bahá’í Temple, children’s educa-
tion, publications, the Bahá’í funds, the women’s movement in
Persia, the organization of national committees, and non-partic-
ipation in politics.  But these consultative periods were sec-
ondary to the election of the National Spiritual Assembly and to
the teaching congress.

The National Assembly continually encouraged all Bahá’í
communities to send delegates to the convention, often without
success.  The gathering lasted several days, and most Bahá’ís did
not have the means to leave their employment and travel for
this length of time.  In 1925, for example, the Bahá’í community
of Los Angeles did not send a delegate to the National Conven-
tion, which was held at Green Acre, Maine, because of the ex-
penses of maintaining Jináb-i Fádil-i Mázandarání while he

spent time in the community helping them with their propaga-
tion work.46  However, another factor was simple lack of in-
terest in the convention.47

The National Spiritual Assembly tried various means to in-
crease the interest of the Bahá’ís in the National Convention and
to facilitate attendance.  One plan was to hold the convention
during the summer months, rather than during the Ridván
period, so that more people could attend.  Another was to allow
Bahá’í communities to vote for the National Assembly by cor-
respondence.  For the National Convention of 1925, some
communities had requested to be allowed to send votes in by
correspondence.  The National Assembly refused since it felt
that if this practice developed, Local Assemblies would no
longer try their utmost to send delegates to the convention.
However, when Mountfort Mills, a member of the National
Assembly, returned from a pilgrimage to the World Center of
the Faith, he stated that Shoghi Effendi had informed him that
voting could be done by correspondence.

The National Assembly asked the Guardian whether this
meant at any time or only if the convention could not be held in
a particular year.  They also asked whether an election could be
held by mail during Ridván, with the convention being held in
the summer.48  Shoghi Effendi responded on 24 October 1925,
saying that although a convention did not need to be convened
annually, it would be “highly desirable, in view of the unique
functions it fulfills in promoting harmony and good-will, in re-
moving misunderstandings and in enhancing the prestige of the
Cause.49  He continued that it would also be “eminently
desirable,” but not obligatory, to hold the convention and elec-
tion of the National Assembly simultaneously, but even if they
were not, both events should be held during the period of
Ridván, “the foremost Bahá’í Festival.” Should the National
Assembly deem, after serious consideration, that conditions
were such that an annual convention should not be held, an
election could take place by mail, “provided it can be conducted
with sufficient thoroughness, efficiency and dispatch.’’50  Shoghi
Effendi recognized the reasoning behind the National
Assembly’s decision not to allow delegates to vote by absentee
ballot, but indicated that it was preferable that they be allowed

to vote in any case, and that they should, in fact, be encouraged
to vote by absentee ballot if it were impossible for them to at-
tend the convention in person.  Attendance in person was,
nevertheless, a “sacred responsibility,” and all delegates should
strive to participate actively in the proceedings of the conven-
tion and report back to their home communities.

This explanation effectively meant that a convention would
be held annually.  Whenever the National Spiritual Assembly re-
quested permission of Shoghi Effendi not to hold a particular
convention, he encouraged the Assembly to hold one.  He did
distinguish between the convention and the election of the Na-
tional Assembly, but his close identification of the two welded
them into one institution called the National Convention.

On 12 March 1923 Shoghi Effendi instructed the National
Assembly that the delegates to the National Convention were to
be only from communities where the number of adult believers
exceeded nine, and that a system of proportional representation
should be used.51  He later allowed the implementation of this
plan to be deferred for a couple of years, as the American
community was not financially capable of beginning such a pro-
gram.52  The National Assembly continued to allow commu-
nities of less than nine to send delegates so they would feel a
part of the national community.  But since these smaller com-
munities had fewer financial resources, they were often unable
to send anyone.  They then appointed someone who could af-
ford to attend (or, in some cases, the National Spiritual
Assembly appointed someone) as a proxy.  As a result, individ-
uals who were not elected as delegates from their home com-
munities, but who wished to be delegates and to vote for the
National Spiritual Assembly, actively sought to serve as
proxies.  In addition, certain individuals accumulated proxies, so
that they were able to cast several votes.  This led to the creation
of power bases and allowed individuals to gain enough in-
fluence to tip elections and sway votes on resolutions.

This situation led the National Spiritual Assembly to inquire
of Shoghi Effendi whether communities with less than nine
adults should be represented in any way at the National Con-
vention.  The Assembly had already arranged a system whereby
Bahá’ís not attached to either a Local Spiritual Assembly or a

group could be represented by the chairman of the Regional
Teaching Committee for their area, who was appointed by the
National Spiritual Assembly as a delegate-at-large.  The Na-
tional Assembly therefore suggested to the Guardian that these
chairmen might also represent the groups which had not yet
reached Local Assembly status (i.e., nine adults).  It suggested
that this arrangement could “inspire the smaller groups to in-
crease their numbers so as to enjoy the privilege of direct repre-
sentation at the National Convention”53 and in addition would
“serve to set a higher standard of dignity and responsibility for
all Bahá’í Assemblies.”54  The Assembly added that such a
system would not necessarily mean that isolated Bahá’ís and
groups would no longer feel an active part of the national com-
munity as all Bahá’ís now received copies of Bahá’í News and
other general communications.

The National Spiritual Assembly was, at this point, trying to
increase its power and authority, while other individuals were
trying to maintain theirs.  On 4 April 1925 the National
Assembly wrote Shoghi Effendi that it was also interested in
knowing whether Local Spiritual Assemblies could continue to
appoint their own proxies, or whether the National Assembly
should appoint them.55  The National Assembly noted that the
conventions tended to be unrepresentative, since Local
Assemblies which could not send delegates would usually ap-
point someone who lived near the convention site.  The National
Assembly wished to limit the appointment of proxies to people
from the region where the Local Assembly was located.  Such a
decision would have weakened certain individuals who were
trying to maintain their influence through the accumulation of
proxies.

Shoghi Effendi cabled the National Assembly on 1 April 1925
that groups which had not yet reached Assembly status could
not send representatives to the National Convention; the proxy
question was left entirely to the decision of the National
Assembly.56  On 10 April he reiterated his decision by letter, but
added that when the Bahá’í community had increased in size,
the whole system of choosing delegates would have to be
revised.57

As a result, the National Assembly appointed the chairman of
each Regional Teaching Committee to act as delegate-at-large
for all groups and individuals.  Sometimes, honorary delegates
were also appointed:  in 1925, Jináb-i Fádil-i Mázandarání, who
was visiting from Iran; Dr.  Susan Moody, also visiting from
Iran; and Hippolyte Dreyfus-Barney, visiting from France.

Although the National Assembly instructed Local Spiritual
Assemblies to send one delegate for every nine Bahá’ís, it was
not able to arrive at purely proportional representation.  Local
Assemblies did not use the same criteria in drawing up their lists
of members.  This was the beginning of the realization by the
National Assembly that it needed to adopt a uniform policy
concerning the qualifications of membership and the drawing
up of voting lists.  Previously, a great deal of liberty had been
allowed to the Local Assembly.  This had led to communities of
the same size sending widely disparate numbers of delegates.
One year, the Chicago community sent seventeen delegates and
the New York community sent ten.  Chicago wanted to please as
many people as possible; New York did not want to have to pay
for the travel expenses of too many delegates.59

On 29 January 1925 Shoghi Effendi wrote that whereas pre-
viously the National Convention had been assembled primarily
to deal with matters related to the election of the National
Assembly, now because the Administrative Order had ex-
panded and had grown in importance, because of the desires of
the general Bahá’í community, the growing interdependence.
among National Spiritual Assemblies around the world, and in
order to help and support the National Assembly, the National
Convention was to become a consultative body.59

This was interpreted to mean that the National Convention
was to become a standing institution with which the National
Spiritual Assembly was to consult throughout the year—either
as a body, or as individual delegates.  However, in 1933, Shoghi
Effendi wrote to clarify that the delegates could act as a con-
sultative body only during the annual convention.60

Before the firm establishment of Local Spiritual Assemblies,
the delegates to the National Convention had been the primary
point of contact between the National Spiritual Assembly and

local Bahá’í communities.  As Local Assemblies began to func-
tion, the primary link became the Assembly secretaries.  Again,
in order to maintain control over the National Convention, the
National Spiritual Assembly asked Shoghi Effendi if delegates
should not be appointed by the Local Assemblies, rather than
elected by the local communities.61  Shoghi Effendi did not ap-
prove of this, or of other similar suggestions, preferring to let
the Bahá’ís and the Bahá’í institutions learn through experience,
and through trial-and-error.

THE NATIONAL CONVENTION, 1926–33

By 1926 the National Convention had become an accepted part
of Bahá’í administrative life.  From 1926 to 1936, the second
period of administrative development, the convention com-
pleted its evolution to the form it has today.  The major devel-
opment of this period was the resolution of most procedural
problems, for example, pre-election nominations, election
methods, the role of non-delegates, and the relationship between
the National Spiritual Assembly and the delegates.

Up until the 1928 election, the members of the National
Spiritual Assembly had been elected by majority vote, rather
than by plurality.  The National Assembly had questioned
Shoghi Effendi several times on the correct procedure to follow
for the election, asking how the majority should be determined,
whether a plurality system would not be better, and so on.62
But, as always, Shoghi Effendi wished the National Assembly to
work out a solution itself.  But as a result of continuing to use
the majority system, a cumbersome electoral process developed.
Since only about fifty percent of the delegates ever attended the
convention, the National Assembly was obliged to telegraph the
absent delegates for their votes until a new National Assembly
was elected.  Often four or five ballots were required.  The Na-
tional Assembly held to this system because it felt that
‘Abdu’l-Bahá had expressed a preference for it in his Will and
Testament.63  However, the system was impractical and ineffi-
cient.  Shoghi Effendi wrote to the National Assembly that,
although the Universal House of Justice would have to make a

final decision about electoral procedure sometime in the future,
a plurality system could be used for the time being.64  The con-
vention held in 1928 was the first to use the new plurality
system.  This allowed more time for consultation.

Another source of controversy was the practice of nomina-
tions.  In the practice which had been used in one form or
another since the first convention of the Bahai Temple Unity
during the ministry of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, every delegate nominated
whomever he wished (and as many names as he wished) before
the election began.  These names were written on a blackboard,
and the members of the National Spiritual Assembly were
elected from among them.  The delegates could choose from as
many as seventy names.

Some Bahá’ís believed that this system was unfair because the
absent delegates could not make any nominations.  Others felt
that nominations did not accord with the prayerful and spiritual
atmosphere that should reign at a Bahá’í election.65  Although
the question was discussed for many years, Shoghi Effendi
refrained from establishing a firm rule, following his policy of
keeping the Administrative Order as flexible as possible, and
adding rules and regulations only when necessary.  On 27 May
1927, in the same letter in which he wrote about the plurality
election system, the Guardian recommended against the system
of nominations since it was “so detrimental to the atmosphere of
a silent and prayerful election” and unfairly “gives the right to
the majority of a body that, in itself under the present cir-
cumstances, often constitutes a minority of all the elected
delegates, to deny that God-given right of every elector to vote
only in favor of those who he is conscientiously convinced are
the most worthy candidates.”66  However, the final decision was
left to the National Spiritual Assembly.

As to the question of non-delegates participating in the con-
sultation of the convention, before 1928 the Bahá’í community
and the National Assembly were both split on this issue, but
non-delegates were allowed to participate.  In 1929 the National
Assembly ruled that they should not participate, but provided a
final session of open consultation at the convention.  Never-
theless, non-delegates insisted on being allowed a direct voice,67

a situation which continued into 1930.  The interventions by
non-delegates were generally extraneous to the topics of con-
sultation.  For example, at the 1929 convention a non-delegate in-
sisted on taking the floor to raise a topic that should have been
handled through direct consultation with the National
Assembly, and an entire morning was spent with the interven-
tion.  Because she was displeased with how she was treated, she
wrote to Shoghi Effendi.  He replied on 19 June 1929:  “Non-
delegates are welcome to express their views and make inquiries
on doubtful points at the annual Convention but cannot par-
ticipate in voting.”68  This seemed to be in direct contradiction to
what Shoghi Effendi had implied in earlier letters to the Na-
tional Assembly.  Later he clarified that non-delegates could par-
ticipate in the consultation at the convention only through
delegates.  The delegates were to be their “mouthpieces.”69

Nonetheless, it took several years for this pattern to become
accepted.  The convention was the last stronghold for in-
dividuals who could not quite accept the authority of the Na-
tional Spiritual Assembly over them.  This movement peaked
briefly when the convention was virtually considered an insti-
tution completely independent of the National Spiritual
Assembly.

A sign of this attempt for greater independence became ap-
parent at the convention in 1927.  Whereas the consultation at
the National Convention normally centered around the agenda
presented by the National Spiritual Assembly, at this conven-
tion the delegates adopted a new agenda.  They discussed at
length the procedure which should be used to elect the National
Spiritual Assembly, spending more time on this than on
anything else.  After this convention, the National Assembly
began working on a general procedure for the functioning of the
convention.70

At the same time, the National Assembly continued efforts to
make the delegates “more of a continuous consultative body
throughout the year.”71  The general letters of the National
Assembly in 1928 were sent to delegates, as well as to Local
Spiritual Assemblies, and delegates were asked to send their ad-
vice and suggestions throughout the year.  In January 1928 the

National Assembly organized a mid-year consultation with the
delegates to the 1927 convention.  The consultation was to
center around the actions taken on the recommendations made
during the convention and on other issues that had come up
since the last convention.  The National Spiritual Assembly
stated that “although this mid-year consultation is not an in-
stitution established in the letters of the Guardian, nevertheless
it corresponds to the nature of the spiritual relationship he
desires to obtain between the secondary electors and the Na-
tional Assembly.”72  This attitude by the national body helped
those “few believers of influence”73 to further their attempts to
make the National Convention an institution equal to the Na-
tional Assembly itself.

The Secretary of the National Assembly explained:74

They seem to feel that the body of delegates represents an element
in Bahá’í administration distinct from the functions of the National
Assembly, in the sense that the delegates should, for example, ap-
point their own permanent committee to take full charge of the
Convention Minutes and maintain a set of records apart from those
in the possession and under the control of the National Assembly.

I refer to this matter because to me the existence of such a duality
in Bahá’í administration is unthinkable.  I have always felt that the
formal organization of the Movement proceeded from the principle
of oneness newly revealed in this age, from which I have derived
the conviction that such a body as the National Assembly should
not only be considered in any way separate from any other Bahá’í
body, but in fact should be considered primarily responsible for
maintaining and cherishing the distinct privileges and respon-
sibilities which accrue to the delegates, the local Assemblies and the
individual believers.  The system of checks and balances
characteristic of existing governments, which so clearly contain the
elements of duality, undoubtedly developed from conditions when
the very thought of unity was impossible, but it is the analogy of
existing governments which has been taken in certain quarters to in-
terpret the functions of Bahá’í administration.75

This letter refers to the proposal by at least one member of the
National Assembly that the minutes of the National Convention

be placed in the archives of the Local Spiritual Assembly of
Chicago, rather than become a part of the National Assembly’s
archives, and that a committee be appointed to be responsible
for them, a committee which would be responsible to the
delegates to the convention, rather than to the National
Spiritual Assembly.76

In 1930 the National Assembly changed its policies.  It noted
that “experience, moreover, has indicated the fact that consul-
tation with delegates throughout the year is not only difficult
but has the tendency to give the local delegates a standing in
their community separate from and in a way superior to that of
the local Spiritual Assembly.”77

From 1930 to 1934, efforts continued in certain quarters to
evolve the National Convention into a kind of independent
parliament with its own executive committee.  Although Shoghi
Effendi had fully established the principle of the authority of the
National Assembly over the convention in 1933,78 some con-
tinued to attempt to increase the power of the convention
possibly in order to play one institution against the other to the
advantage of the individual.

THE LUNT AFFAIR, 1933–34

The relationship which developed between the National Assem-
bly and the National Convention as institutions was further
shaped by a series of events in 1933 and 1934, which centered
around Alfred Lunt, a longtime member of the National
Assembly.  At the 1933 convention, “a relatively small group of
delegates and non-delegates who had apparently made up their
minds to accomplish certain specific results”79 made a move to
gain control of the convention proceedings and influence the
election of the National Spiritual Assembly.

The agenda was either put aside or made the vehicle for carrying
out these plans for a period of two days.  During that time the ma-
jority of delegates, remained silent, and appeared uneasy and dis-
turbed by the existence of many cross currents of personal emotion
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and will.  The time of the election was changed, clearly to allow
more opportunity for influencing the result.  Delegates were ap-
proached and urged to voice certain complaints, and the inability of
Assembly members residing in the West to attend every meeting
was expounded at length.80

The National Spiritual Assembly met and decided that it
would be best not to try to control the situation, but to allow
the delegates to handle the problem themselves, which they
finally did.

By Saturday, the delegates had become tired of the insistence of
the few, and plainly disclosed their feelings that the Convention
should attend to its essential business.  They even voted that no one
should speak more than once to the same motion.  Judging only
from the surface, the result of the election was a distinct surprise.
At least it surprised those who had worked so hard to bring about a
different result.81

According to the report which the secretary of the National
Spiritual Assembly made to Shoghi Effendi, this was a “pre-
determined and deliberate political influence.”  The report
continued:

It was also the view of the majority [of the members of the Na-
tional Spiritual Assembly] that the present scheme of Convention
arrangements has carried over from past custom and not derived
directly from the spirit and principles of your plan of adminis-
tration.  For example, it developed very clearly that a large number
of delegates believe that the National Spiritual Assembly is the
responsible body until the Convention opens, when the Convention
has all responsibility and authority until the new Assembly is
elected.  This was previously the actual fact, but it now makes a
spiritual chasm in our affairs which invites disorder, injustice and
the exploitation of personality.  After attending ten consecutive
Conventions, I can state without reservation that all Bahá’í matters
in America have been brought into the circle of unity except the
Convention, which remains psychologically almost where it was in
the days of the Bahá’í Temple Unity.82

After this convention, the National Assembly decided to pre-
vent future incidents of this type by amending its by-laws
(which included the By-Laws of the National Convention) to
provide that the chairman and secretary of the National Assem-
bly would preside, rather than allowing the convention to elect
its own officers.  Along with the establishment of a general pro-
cedure for the conduct of the convention, the National Assem-
bly felt that this change in officers would be sufficient to resolve
the situation.

The election of Convention officers has always been the opportu-
nity for the expression of minority views, and the general condition
is such that a small, determined minority can exercise undue influ-
ence at that time.

It will also be necessary to make it clear that non-delegates	Comment by .: At last – hyphenated!
should not seek to intervene, and that the agenda should not be
radically changed or set aside.83

These decisions were made by a vote of eight to one.  The dis-
senter was almost certainly Alfred Lunt.84

Shoghi Effendi replied to this letter on 18 August 1933.  He
once again stated that the “surpeme body” in America was the
National Spiritual Assembly, not the National Convention.  But
he directed that the National Assembly should not in any way
restrict the freedom of the delegates to consult and make any
recommendations they wished.  He explained that the delegates
should elect the chairman and secretary of the convention, but
that the National Assembly “must at all times vigilantly uphold,
defend, justify and enforce the provisions of the Declaration of
Trust and By-laws which are binding on the Convention no less
than on themselves.”85  The letter reiterated that non-delegates
could participate in the convention only through the accredited
delegates.  The letter concluded:  “Shoghi Effendi has not de-
parted from any established administrative principle.  He feels
he has neither curtailed the legitimate authority of the N.S.A.,
nor invested the Convention with undue powers enabling it to
rival or supersede those whom it has to elect.”86
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of the Bahá’ís of the United States and Canada, 1933–34.  Standing
(l. to r.):  Carl Scheffler, George Latimer, Sigfried Schopflocker,
Horace Holley, Allen McDaniel, Roy Wilhelm, Alfred Lunt.  Seated:
Nellie French, Leroy Ioas.

This question of the relationship between the National
Assembly and the National Convention was the cause for the
split between Lunt and the other members of the Assembly
(Allen McDaniel, Horace Holley, Roy Wilhelm, Siegfried
Schopflocher, Leroy Ioas, Nellie French, Carl Scheffler, and
George Latimer).  An effort was made to resolve the problem
through correspondence between McDaniel, the chairman of
the Assembly, and Lunt.  In a letter to Shoghi Effendi, Horace
Holley gave his personal opinion of the source of the difficulty,
that is, the personality of Lunt, a lawyer:

My personal opinion is that the root of this difficulty lies in the
subjective nature of the personality of one of our members.  This
type of personality arrives at conclusions frequently based upon a
personal impression which fails to consider all facts.  This type
moreover once having arrived at a conclusion tends to retain it
against all proof and argument.  It is a type more frequently en-
countered among philosophers and artists than among people of af-
fairs.  While it might appear that the statement on responsibility of
members adopted at the July meeting was intended to create a
rather vigorous weapon of authority, its real purpose was far more
to remind each one of us of our responsibility to the institution of
the National Spiritual Assembly.  I cannot imagine in actual practice
any National Assembly being compelled to declare a vacancy.  On
the other hand, the National Assembly does require a discipline suf-
ficient to assure unity, and the existence of the power described in
the statement should suffice to meet almost any emergency.87

Besides corresponding with McDaniel, Lunt also wrote to the
Guardian with questions concerning the relationship between
the National Spiritual Assembly and the convention, the pos-
sibility of amending the Declaration of Trust and By-Laws, the
right of non-delegates to address the convention, and the prin-
ciple that the Bahá’í Faith should never be centered around a
personality.  Shoghi Effendi replied in exactly the same terms in
which he had written to the National Assembly.  Concerning the
status of well-known people within the Bahá’í community,
Shoghi Effendi explained that “well-qualified individual

teachers” should receive every assistance, both moral and mate-
rial, from the responsible Local Spiritual Assembly, but the
popularity and personality of the teacher

should never be allowed to eclipse the authority, or detract from
the influence of, the body of the elected representatives in every
local community.  Such an individual should not only seek the ap-
proval, advice and assistance of the body that represents the Cause
in his locality, but should strive to attribute any credit he may ob-
tain to the collective wisdom and capacity of the assembly under
whose jurisdiction he performs his services.  Assemblies and not in-
dividuals constitute the bedrock on which the Administration is
built.  Everything else must be subordinated to, and be made to
serve and advance the best interests of those elected custodians and
promoters of the Law of Bahá’u’lláh.88

To this letter was added the postscript:  “I trust that the answers
to your questions regarding these fundamental administrative
issues will resolve the difficulties and problems which have
caused you so much pain and anxiety, and will serve to re-
establish the relationships existing between the two leading
Bahá’í administrative institutions in that land on a sound and
enduring basis.”89

In February 1934, Bahá’í News carried an article entitled “The
Character of Bahá’í Elections.”90  It emphasized that electioneer-
ing was not conducive to a proper Bahá’í election and should be
avoided at all costs.  Although the article was ostensibly con-
cerned with local elections, one may assume that it was also
intended to avoid a repeat of the events of the National Conven-
tion of 1933.

At the 1934 convention, the National Spiritual Assembly pre-
sented a procedure for the convention which had been ap-
proved by Shoghi Effendi.  It also saw that a compilation of the
letters of Shoghi Effendi on this subject was presented to the
chairman of the convention.  However, this did not avert a
crisis.

Before the convention gathered, there were signs that the dif-
ficulties between Lunt and the other members of the National
Assembly would come to a head.  The National Assembly had

decided not to publish Shoghi Effendi’s letter to Lunt.  Lunt was
unhappy with this decision and convinced the Local Spiritual
Assembly of Boston (the area where he lived) that the National
Assembly was withholding important information.  The Boston
Assembly sent out a circular letter which was critical of the
members of the National Assembly.

At the convention itself, Lunt made an effort to convert the
delegates to his view of how the Administrative Order should
function.  The secretary of the National Assembly reported the
events to Shoghi Effendi:

There is no doubt but that the Annual Convention still stirs up a
great deal of self-consciousness among the friends.  Year after year it
serves as the stage for egoistic performance, directed in some cases
toward the end of electing certain believers and in others toward the
end of preventing certain believers from being reelected.  The Na-
tional Spiritual Assembly itself must bear the chief responsibility, in
that collectively it has failed to rise above the clamor and stand
firmly united for the true principles underlying the various personal
issues which are raised.  This year the situation appears to have
come to a climax, and I am convinced that the National Spiritual
Assembly by an overwhelming majority will assert and insist upon
correct procedure without the slightest regard for any personal con-
siderations.  In the days of Bahá’í Temple Unity the Conventions
were largely dominated by human politics operated behind the
screen of false piety.  That is the element which still lingers among
some of the old believers, and the jurisdiction advanced is that the
Convention, in some mysterious way, is a separate and superior
Bahá’í body, as it was perhaps at the time the Master instructed the
Convention, rather than Bahá’í Temple Unity, to select the Temple
design.91

Lunt informed the delegates that the Convention was worse than
any boss-ridden Convention ever held, praised them as a court of
pure and perfect justice which could remedy the injustice of the Na-
tional Assembly, and proceeded for one hour and a half to indulge
in a speech of a type only too familiar to Americans who have long
been accustomed to political demagogues.  He concluded by de-
scribing to the delegates exactly what kind of National Assembly
they should elect.92
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After the convention, although he was elected to the National
Assembly, Lunt continued to maintain personal contact with
the delegates.  His views on administrative procedure were gen-
erally the minority view in the National Assembly, and other
members of the Assembly felt his intent was to have his posi-
tions carried out by the delegates.93

The secretary of the National Spiritual Assembly reported to
Shoghi Effendi that the majority felt that Lunt had never acted
as an integral part of the national institution.  He had always fol-
lowed his own course of action, which was usually opposed to
decisions of the national body.  Previously, this had only caused
confusion.  At the 1934 convention, the problem had been much
more serious.  As a result, the National Assembly voted to expel
Lunt from membership on that body.  In a letter to Shoghi
Effendi, the secretary wrote:

The difficulty faced by the National Assembly is that any recital
of facts based upon our experience over a period of eight or ten
years would fail to describe the real reasons why the NSA felt it	Comment by .: Inconsistent – see below same paragraph.
imperative to terminate his membership.  The specific reasons
would be incomplete without an analysis of what appears to be an
abnormal mentality which makes it impossible for him to deal with
facts and general principles in any responsible way.  The NSA feels
that in view of the unusual nature of the case it is impossible to issue
to the friends any specific catalog of grievances but must stand
upon the general principle that he has failed in his loyalty to the
Assembly as an institution.

… when re-elected to the National Assembly he took the atti-
tude that the mere fact of election had given him a complete vin-
dication and proved that the National Assembly was wrong; the
members of the National Assembly accepted the fact of his reelec-
tion, but when we found that the agitation and rebellion was being
continued, the Assembly assumed full responsibility for his
expulsion.

His letter to the delegates can only be taken as evidence of the
fact that .even in appealing to you he is still unsatisfied and has felt
obliged to renew and continue his mis-representations to delegates
who cannot be in possession of the facts.  His letter to delegates is
one more appeal to the believers aginst [sic] the National Assembly.94

In his letter to the delegates after the convention, Lunt had at-
tempted to convince them that the National Assembly was pur-
posely ignoring the will of the convention as expressed in the
election.  The National Assembly concluded:

It is the view of the NSA that the real point at issue is a deep-
seated and prolonged attitude on the part of Mr. Lunt that he has a
special relationship to the believers which transcends his relation-
ship to the National Assembly, and the result of this attitude has
been that for many years he has constituted the focal point of all the
forces working aginst [sic] the development of the institutions es-
tablished in the Master’s Will and Testament and prompted in your
general letters.  It is the conviction of the NSA that the case is utterly
hopeless.  We do not regard his lack of truthfulness as lies or deceit
in the usual meaning of the word but as a deviation from normal
reality with which we are unable to deal as members of the N.A.95	Comment by .: I would replace with NSA

On 7 August 1934 Shoghi Effendi’s secretary replied to the
National Spiritual Assembly on his behalf:

Concerning Mr. Lunt and the action taken by the National
Assembly in depriving him of his membership in that body, Shoghi
Effendi wishes to express once more his deep regret at the
developments that have led your Assembly to take such a drastic
measure, and to renew his appeal that the N.S.A. should carefully
reconsider the whole situation and with the view of enabling Mr.
Lunt to regain his membership in that body.  He feels that at the
present juncture in the development of the Administration such an
action on the part of the N.S.A. would not only create misunder-
standings and misapprehensions as to its real nature and purpose,
but would in addition greatly depress and cause much spiritual
harm to one of its members who has already attained such a distinc-
tion both in the teaching and administrative fields of service.  An act
of magnanimity on the part of the N.S.A., particularly in these
days when the Administration is still in its infancy would not
detract from the prestige of that body, but would considerably add
to its power and influence by demonstrating the true spirit which
animates its deliberations and decisions.  Mr. Lunt himself, the
Guardian fervently hopes, will also do his utmost to henceforth
bring his ideas and his activities as well within the full scope of

jurisdiction of the N.S.A., restoring thereby his relations with that body upon firmer and more stable foundation.96

The National Assembly had not made its action publicly
known.  Upon receiving Shoghi Effendi’s letter, it consulted
again but upheld its former decision.  The Assembly received a
telegram from Shoghi Effendi dated 20 August 1934, which was
later printed in Bahá’í News along with an essay on the Spiritual
Assembly:

PRESENT CONTROVERSY AGITATING AMERICAN BELIEVERS IF UNCHECKED
WILL THROUGH ITS INEVITABLE WORLD-WIDE REPERCUSSIONS INFLICT
IRREPARABLE INJURY (UPON) CAUSE (OF) BAHA’U’LLAH.  NOTHING SHORT
(OF THE) FOLLOWING MEASURES CAN AVERT THREATENED DANGER:
RETENTION (OF) LUNT’S MEMBERSHIP, AND INFLEXIBLE RESOLVE BY
WHOMSOEVER DIRECTLY OR REMOTELY CONCERNED (TO) REFRAIN FROM
SLIGHTEST CRITICISM, EXPRESSED OR IMPLIED, THAT MUST NECESSARILY
IMPAIR (THE) UNDIVIDED AUTHORITY (OF THE) INSTITUTION (OF THE)
NATIONAL ASSEMBLY.  EVEN BAREST REFERENCE TO ISSUES INVOLVED
SHOULD BE INSTANTLY DROPPED (AND) FORGOTTEN.  CONCENTRATE
PRECIOUS ENERGIES (UPON) UNINTERRUPTED PROSECUTION (OF) DIVINELY
APPOINTED ENTERPRISE [building the Temple].  APPEAL ENTIRE COM-
MUNITY (TO) HEED (MY) PASSIONATE ENTREATY (AND) GRAVE WARNING.97

This crisis seems to have served as a purging.  After 1935, at
least it could be said that the National Convention recognized,
if only on an academic level, the proper procedures for its
functioning.

By 1936, all aspects of the American Bahá’í community, es-
pecially the development of the National Spiritual Assembly
and the National Convention, had evolved to the point where
Shoghi Effendi could feel confident to turn the energies of the
community toward the worldwide expansion of the Bahá’í
Faith, rather than on its internal consolidation.  With Shoghi
Effendi’s encouragement and guidance, the National Spiritual
Assembly of the Bahá’ís of the United States and Canada
adopted the first Seven Year Plan and, in 1937, embarked on its
first organized international missionary campaign.
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