
DII'IHE REYELATORS 

IlElIGION fOUNDED IY , 
SAIAEAN UNKNOWN 

5000 ' .C.· 

HINDU KIlISHNA 
2000 '.C.· 

JEWISH IAOSES 
IJJO '.C.· 

ZOIlOASTIlIAN ZOIlOASTU 
1000 I.C.· 

IUDDHIST GAUTAIAA IUDDHA 
UO I.C. 

CHIlISTIAN JESUS CHIlIST 
I A.D. 

ISLAIA IAUHAIAIAAD 
Ul A.D. 

wI I.b 
A.D. 

Wil.:( 

POPULAR CHART OF PROGRESSIVE REVELATION 
included in the well-known Bahll'{ pamphlet One Universal Faith 

I 



• 

THE BAHA'i PRINCIPLE OF RELIGIOUS 
UNITY: A DYNAMIC PERSPECTIVISM 

Dann J. May 

Every religion, according to 'Abelu'l-Baha, has a particular focus , 
a central theme or vision that both grounds and informs aU of its doc
trines, teachings, and laws. For the Baha'j Faith, this central theme 
"is the consciousness of the oneness of mankind." l The theological 
foundation and key prerequisite for the realization of the oneness of 
humanity is the Baba'f principle of the essential unity of the world's 
religions. According to 'Abdul-BaM, the BaM'i principle of religious 
unity is "the cornerstone" of the oneness of all people 'and the very 
foundation for its realization in the world of human affairs.2 
Bahll'ullah asserts, moreover, that the fundamental purpose of reli
gious faith /,jis to safeguard the interests and promote the unity of the 
human race, and to foster the spirit of love and fellowship amongst 
men,"3 The principal reason that the necessity of religious unity must 
lie at the heart of the oneness of humankind rests in the conviction 
that religious faith is the sole basis from which people will find the 
necessary motivation, devotion, and vision to accomplish truly global 
fellowship among the peoples of the world. Wilfred Cantwell Smith is 
typical of many religious thinkers around the world who have recog
nized the role of faith in such an undertaking: 

The task of constructing even that minimum degtee of world feUowship 
that wiU be necessary for man to survive at all is far too great to be 
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2 R eu isioning the Sacred 

accomplished on any other than a religious basis. From no other source 
than his faith,l believe, can man muster the energy, devotion, vision, res
oiution, capacity to survive di sappoi ntment, that will be necessary- that 
ar e necessary- for this chaUenge.4 

Since the Baha'i Faith would recognize its own aims and objectives in 
this line of reasoning, it should corne as no surprise when Shoghi 
Effendi asserts that: 

The fundamental principle enunciated by Bahli'u'Uah ... is that religious 
truth is not absolute but relative, that Divine Revelation is a continuous 
and progressive process , that all the great religions of the world are 
divine in origin, that their basic principles are in complete ha rmony, that 
their aims and purposes are one and the same, that their teachings are 
but facets of one truth, that their functions arc complementary, that they 
differ only in the nonessential aspects of their doctrines, and t.hat their 
missions represent successive stages in the spiritual development of 
h uman society.5 

Thus, while the oneness of humankind is the "pivotal principle" and 
central vision of the Baha'i Faith, its realization rests on the doctrine 
of religious unity. 

The Baba'i principle of religious unity may be unique in the his
tory of revealed religion. Unlike other post-revelational theologies, it 
is one of several foundational doctrines of the Baha'i Faith whose 
source is to be found within its own sacred writings rather than in 
interpretation and commentary.6 Indeed, there is no lack of clear 
scriptural references to this important principle in the Baha'i canon. 
In fact, an entire volume of Baha'u'llAh's sacred writings, the Kitdb·i 
iqan (The Book of Certitude), has the concept of religious unity as one 
of its central themes. 

One becomes aware, however, of a not iceable gap when one begins 
to review the theological li terature written by Baha'i scholars on the 
topic of religious unity. It seems that the principle of religious Wllty is 
so central to the Baha'i Faith, so obvious and compelling tha t lit tle 
serious writing has been done on the subject and the potential prob
lematic nature of the unity paradigm has been scarcely addressed by 
Baha'; scholars. Hatcher and Martin's The BaM '1 Fa ith: The Emerg
ing GlobaL Religion (1984), intended to serve as a textbook on the 
BahA'i Faith, devotes only three pages to the principle of religious 
unity.7 The welcome recent exception is Udo Schaefer's instructive 
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The Bahli:, Principle of Religious Unity 3 

essay "Baha'u1IAh's Einheitsparadigma und die Konkurrenz religios
er Wahrheitsanspruche" title translated as Beyond the Clash of 
Religions. T Iu! EmergenC€ of a New Paradigm (1995), which sets out 
the BaM'{ interpretation of religious unity as the new paradigm ofthe 
age, while at the same time accounting for religious diversity.8 

The Baha'i doctrine of religious unity raises a number of questions. 
In those writings where the principle of religious unity is mentioned it 
is often unclear what the Baha'i writings intend by such phrases as 
"the religions of God," "all religions," "the divine religions," or "all the 
Prophets." Do such phrases mean what Muslims intend by the term 
ahl al-hitlib, literally "the people of the Book" (i.e., J ews, Christians, 
Muslims, and perhaps Zoroastrians)? Most often, the only examples 
cited in the Baha'i corpus are from these traditions. In fact, in the 
sacred writings of the Bab and Baha'u'lh1h, these are the only religious 
traditions mentioned, although 'Abdu'I·Baha's authoritative interpre· 
tations ofBaha'u'Uah's writ ings state that the Buddha originaUy estab
lished the oneness of God and a new religion.9 Or do such phrases also 
include the religious traditions of Asia (e.g., Buddhism, Hinduism, 
Sikhism, Chinese religions, and so on) since these faiths are occasion· 
ally mentioned in the writings of 'Abdu'l-Baha, Shoghi Effendi, and the 
Universal House of Justice? Or does the Baha'i view also include the 
vast and varied so--called tribal or indigenous tradi tions of the world? 
In any case, such generic terms raise questions about the very real and 
profound differences that exist between the various religious tradi · 
tions, let alone those differences that exist within each one. 

Another possible henneneutic approach may be that what is 
intended by such phrases is not to be taken literally but symbalically. 
This raises the further question of whether the Baha'f view is a 
descriptive statement about the world's religions or a symbolic one 
lacking any cognitive content. Is the Baha'i view an assertion about 
the true nature of religion, or a symbolic or mythological statement, 
designed to provide a coherent worldview in order to foster better rela· 
tions between Baha'is and the people of other faiths? Despite the exis· 
tence of many capable Baha'i scholars around the world, answers to 
these questions have not been worked out in any detail. 

EXEGESIS OF IMPORTANT TERMS AND PHRASES 

A fuller understanding of the Baha'i principle of religious unity 
rests s ignificantly on the understanding and interpretation of key 
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4 R euisioni ng the Sacred 

Baha'i phrases. Since Baha'i scriptural terminology is in large part 
derived from Islamic theology, the exegesis that follows will depend 
heavily on Islamic sources. 

Initially we may ask how the phrases "all religions" and "all the 
Prophets," both of which ar e employed in the Baha'i scriptures to refer 
collectively to the world's religions and their founders, are to be inter
preted. These phrases, together with other similar ones such as "'the 
divine religions" or "the religions of God," are the usual English trans
lations of the corresponding Arabic or Persian terms. The phrase "all 
religions" is the English translation of the Arabic al-adyan kulliha 
and the Persian jami'·yi adyan ,lO Adyan is the plural of din, t he 
Arabic and Persian word for "religion," while kulliha and jami are the 
Arabic and Persian words for "all . "11 Islamic sources define din as 
"'religion' in the broadest sense," thus, it "may mean any religion" or 
even religious knowledge as opposed to intellectual knowledge; but it 
is primarily used in the Qur'an to refer to "the religion of Islam" (d!n 
al-lslam). 12 When other religions a re mentioned in the Qur'an, the 
Arabic word milIa (lit. , "religion" or "sect") is used. However, this 
meaning is now largely obsolete in the Arabic speaking world.I 3 

Nevertheless, the phrase "all religions" and its variants are still 
unclear, for it is not immediately obvious what religious traditions are 
intended by such phrases. 

As a partial clarification of the question, it may be said that the 
authoritative writings of 'Abdu'l-Baha and Shoghi Effendi do include 
the names of other religions. For example, in the letters written in 
English on behalf of Shoghi Effendi, there are references made to the 
"nine existing religions," those being the BahA'i Faith, the religion of 
the Bab (Babism), Hinduism, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, Judaism, 
Christianity, Islam, and the religion of the Sabians. While Shoghi 
Effendi recognizes the problematic and controversial nature of such a 
list , he does not consider these nine religions as "'the only true reli
gions that have appeared in the world."14 In fact, other religious 
groups (e.g., Confucians, Sikhs, and Native Americans) are positively 
mentioned in Baha'f canonical literature. 15 Furthennore, within the 
Baha'i scriptures, the number nine is symbolic for completeness or 
wholeness because it is seen as the completion or cuLmination of the 
single digit numbers. 16 Consequently, the use of the phrase "nine exist
ing religions" can be interpreted metaphorically to refer to all religions. 

The obscure reference to the Sabians as one of the "nine existing 
re ligions" is cryptic. However, an analysis of this term will shed some 
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light on what the Bab&'j writings intend by such phrases as "all the 
religions." The Sabians (Arabic: Sabi, pI. Sabi'un ) are first mentioned 
in the Qur'an (2:59, 5:73, and 22:17), but their identity has long been 
problematic.17 The Qur'an identifies the SabiaDs, along with the Jews 
and the Christians (and by implication, the Zoroastrians) as okl al
Kitdb, those who have received revealed scriptures. Islamic sources 
identify at least two distinct groups associated with the term Sabians: 

(1) the Marulaearl8 or Subbas , 8 Judeo-Christian sect practising the rites 
of baptism in Mesopotamia (i.e., Christian followers of John the Baptist); 
(2) The Sabaeans of Harron, a pagan sect which survived for a consider· 
able period under Is lam. IS 

A clear identification of the Sabians is further hampered by the 
fact that many groups, upon encountering Is lam, often claimed adher
ence to the Sabian religion mentioned in the Qur'an in order not to be 
put to the sword and to benefit from the quraruc privileges and the 
protection associated with the akl al-Kililb . Furthermore, sympathet
ic Muslims frequently employed the term upon encountering pooples 
of diverse reHgious faiths including Mazdaens in Mesopotamia and 
Iran, Samaritans in Palestine, Buddhists and Hindus in India, and 
followers of tribal religions in East Mrica.19 Despite the confusing use 
of the term, Christopher Buck, employing an historical methodology 
based on the use of both Muslim and Christian sources, persuasively 
argues that the original quranic Sabiaos were southern 
Mesopotamian peoples (Le., Mandaeans and Elchasaites) practising 
various purification rituals .20 In summing up the problems associated 
with the term, Buck concludes: 

Exactly bceause it was imprecise. the word $Obi'un functioned 8S a term 
of great legal importance by contributing to an attitude of toleration 
towards minority religions under Muslim rule. The term evolved from a 
once-specific des ignation to a classification which, adapted to ever new 
historical contexts, expanded its meaning to embrace peoples of otherwise 
uncertain standing, giving them a place of security within a Quranically 
sanctioned framework.21 

Accordingly, the designation "Sabians/' as it is used in the Is lamic 
world, appears to be inclusive in nature, and may thus be used by 
Baha'is as a reference to any religion not specifically mentioned in the 
Qur'an. Moreover, since the term Sabians was applied to so-calJed 
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"pagan " groups (i.e., religions other than Christianity, Judaism , or 
Islam; or religions that predate them) its use may best be interpreted 
as symbolically referring to all ancient, tribal, or indigenous religions. 
This in terpretation would ma ke via ble an a lte rnative in terpretation 
of the Baha'f listing of the "nine existing religions," since t ribal or 
indigenous religion s, which claim some 112 milHon people world wide, 
a re rar ely mentioned otherwise.22 

In the Baha'i scriptures, the phrases "all the Prophets" or "all the 
Prophets of 000" are often used to refer collectively to various 
prophets or , to use the Baha'i term, "Manifestations" (Arabic: mazhar, 
"manifesta tion" of the essence of God), those extraordinary individu
als who initiated and founded the various religious traditions.23 Such 
phrases are the English translations of the Persian jami' anbiyd. 
Anbiyd is the plural of the Arabic and Persian word nab!, meaning a 
prophet, that is, one "whose mission lies within the framework of an 
exist ing religion" (e.g., Ezekiel or Isaiah), as opposed to a rasul 
("Messenger" or "Envoy," pI. rusul), one "who brings a new reHgion or 
major new revelation," such as Christ or Muhammad.24 This distinc
tion between a rasul and a nab! has been recently challenged by 
Seena Fazel and Khazeh Fananapazir in their essay "A Baha'f 
Approach to the Claim of Finality in Islam,"'25 which contains a good 
analysis of these and other related terms. It should be noted, howev
er, tha t 'Abdu'I ~Baha uses a simi lar terminology to distinguish 
between what he terms the "independent" and "dependent" prophets. 
The independent prophets are those who bring new laws and claim a 
new revelation (e.g., Moses, Christ , Muhammad, and Baha'u1lah) 
while the dependent prophets are those who work within an existing 
religious tradition {e.g., Isaiah, J eremiah, Ezekiel, and Confucius).26 

According to the British scholar of religion, Geoffrey Parrinder. 
the Qur'an mentions twenty-eight prophets and messengers by 
name including many of those mentioned in the Hebrew Bible and 
Christian New Testament.27 The QUT'an, however, does not seem to 
limit their number to twenty-eight. In fact, it indicates tha t there 
have been countless prophets sent throughout the history of the 
human race. For many of these prophets, the details of their lives a re 
lost in the mists of ancient history and prehistory. Concerning these 
prophets, the Qur'an states: 

We did uforctime send Messengers [rusu/] before thee: of them there are 
some whose story we have related to thee, and some whose story we have 
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not re lated to thee. (Qur'an 40:78) 

And there never was a people without a warner {nadhirl having lived 
among them. (Qur'an 35:24)28 

No doubt, on this basis, la ter Islamic theologians and scholars 
increased the number of prophets well beyond twenty-eight. Indeed, 
even in the hadfth, the collected sayings of Muhammad, the number 
of prophets is symbolically said to be 124,000, a number so large as to 
both dazzle the imagination and prevent humanity from claiming that 
it was not adequately warned of universal judgment.29 

Like the Qur'an, the Baha'i scriptures contain the names of 
numerous prophets and messengers. To be precise, at least thirty-two 
prophets are mentioned by name in the Baha'i writings, twenty-three 
of which are identical to those mentioned in the Qur'an. A significant 
difference about the prophets named in the Baha'i writings is that, 
whereas the Qur'an names only prophets associated with Abrahamic 
heritage, the Baha'i scriptures include "prophets" or founders of reli· 
gion from Asian cultures, Zoroaster (Zarathustra), the Buddha, 
Confucius, and Krishna. 

Also, like the Qur'an, the Baha'i writings do not limit the number 
of these individuals to thirty-two. Thus, the Bab declares: "God hath 
raised up Prophets and revealed Books as numerous as the creatures 
of the world, and will continue to do so to everlasting."30 This would. 
theoretically at least, make the number of prophets practically infi· 
nite, or at the very least , even larger than the highest numbers men· 
tioned. in Islam. In fact, Shoghi Effendi , while quoting from the writ· 
ings of Bah,,'u'Uah, asserts that: 

From the "beginnillg that hath 110 begillni1lg," these Exponents of the 
Unity of God and Channels of His incessant utterance have shed the light 
of the invisible Beauty upon mankind, and will continue, to the "end that 
hath no end ," to vouchsafe fr esh revela tions of His might and additional 
experiences of His inconceivable glory. To contend that any particula r 
religion is final, that "all Revelation is elided, tha_t the portals of Divine 
mercy are closed, that from the daysprings of eternal holiness ' lO sun shall 
rise again, that the ocean of everlasting bounty is forever stilled, and that 
out of the Tabernacle of ancient glory the Messengers of God haue ceased to 
be made numifest" would indeed be nothing less than sheer blasphemy.31 
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Clearly then, the Baha'i writings recognize the existence of vast 
numbers of Manifesta tions who have appeared in all cultures 
throughout the history of the human race. Thus, given such refer
ences, the phrase "all the Prophets" is best in terpreted as broadly and 
as open-endedly as possible. Such an interpretation would include all 
known historical prophets, messengers, and founders of the world's 
religions, whether of the past, present , or fu ture, together with all 
those whose identity has now heen lost . Similarly, the phrase "all reli
gions" should also be interpreted in the widest possible context to 
include all known existing religions together with those that are no 
longer pract iced. 

TRANSCENDENT UNITY 

According to the Baha'i Writings, the nature of reality is ulti
mately a unity. in contrast to a view that would postulate a multiplic
ity of diffe ring or incommensurate realit ies. In other words, the 
nature of t ruth is unitary and not pluralistic. In a talk delivered in 
New York City in Decemher 1912, 'Abdu'I-Bahii stated that "oneness 
is truth and truth is oneness which does not admit of plurality."32 In 
a similar vein, during a ta lk in Paris in October 1911, 'Abdu'I-Baha 
stated that "Truth has many aspects, but it remains always and for
ever one."33 

The Baha'i principle of the unity of religions is grounded on this 
basic conception of the oneness of reality (al haqq ). This principle, so 
frequently discussed in the Baha'i sacred writings, asserts that a com
mon transcendent truth not only lies above the varying and divergent 
religious traditions but a lso is their ultimate source and inspiration. 
For example, the Bab claims in The Book of Names (Arabic: Kitab-i 
Asmd) that "every religion proceedeth from God, the Help in Peril , the 
Self-Subsisting," while Baha'u'lIah , in referring to the religions of the 
world , writes that "these principles and laws, these firmly-established 
and mighty systems, have proceeded from one Source, and are rays of 
one Light."34 In t he most direct and concise passage on the subject , 
Baha'u'Uah maintains that the revelation that each Manifesta tion or 
Messenger of God receives "is exalted above the veils of plurality and 
the exigencies ofnumher."35 Fina lly, in the KiUlb-i Aqdas, Baha'u1lah 
even refers to God as "the Lord of all Religions. "36 

It should be clear from the passages quoted above that the 
BahA'i principle of religious unity affirms the existence of a common 
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transcendent source from which the world's religious traditions origi
nate and receive their inspiration. As such, the Baha'i view is remark
ably similar to tbe thought of Frithjof Schuon, a Swiss metaphysician 
and Sufi mystic who persuasively argues for what he terms the "tran
scendent unity of religions," which he claims lies at the very heart of 
every religious tradition.37 Like the Baha'i Faith, Schuon holds that 
the religions of the world originate from the same ultimate sourte. 
"The Divine Will," writes Schuon, "has distributed the one Truth 
under different fonns OT, to express it in another way, between difTer
ent humanities."'38 Writing on the same subject and in similar lan
guage, BaM'u'U3h insists that: 

There can be no doubt whatever that the peoples of the world, of whatev
er race or religion, derive their inspiration from one heavenly Source, and 
are the subjects of one God. The difference between the ordinances under 
which they abide should be attributed to the varying requirements and 
exigencies of the age in which they were revealed.as 

It should be obvious from this reference that Baha'u'U3h, like 
Schuon, is not affirming that all religions are the same, for he alJudes 
to the differences among them. Indeed, be claims that the religions of 
the world only seem to he dissimilar due to "the varying requirements 
of the ages in which they where promulgated ."40 In other words, the 
apparent differences that exist among the various religious traditions 
are due to particular cultural and historical factors . 

While this scriptural explanation is a recurrent theme throughout 
the Baha'i writings, it is certainly not unique to the Baha'i Faith, 
although it significantly predates modern scholastic interpretations. 
Such cultural and historical factors have heen recognized and dis
cussed by several scholars of religion. For instance, the philosopher of 
religion, Patrick Burke, argues that: 

The principle by which religions resemble and differ from one another is 
not religious, but cultural. Similarities and differences between religions 
arc similarities and differences between cultures ... , It is these cultural 
elements that confer on any particular religion its distinctive identity .... 
What appear to be conflicts between religious faiths must be seen then, 
first and foremost as conflicts between cultural values.41 

Nevertheless, the Baha'i writings are quite explicit that such dif
ferences are not intrinsic nor innate to the ultimate source of these 
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religions. Thus, BaM'u'U"b's argument about the Prophets of God is 
as follows : 

It is clear and evident, therefore, that any apparent variation in the 
intensity of their light is not inherent in the light itself, but should rather 
be attributed to the varying receptivity of a n ever-changing world. Every 
Prophet Whom the Almighty and Peerless Creator hath purposed to send 
to the peoples of the earth hath been entrusted with a Message, and 
charged to act in a manner that would best meet the requirements of the 
age in which He appcarcd.42 

THE TWOFOLD NATURE OF EVERY RELIGION 

While the BaM'i principle of religious unity does not claim that all 
the religions are the same, it does claim tha t they all share certain fun
damental and essential features that are distinguished from otber 
nonessential aspects related to the historical , cultural , and linguistic 
context in which each religious tradition develops. Consequently, the 
Baha'i writings, while recognizing the existence of religious diversity, 
seek to explain it as secondary to an essential transcendental unity com· 
mon to aU religious traditions. For example, in a talk delivered at the 
Church of the Ascension, in New York City, on June 2, 1912, 'Ahdu'l
Baha presents an oft.en.repeated explanation of the Baha'i view of reli
gious unity, a view that is known as "the twofold nature of religion": 

The religions of God have the same foundation, but the dogmas appear
ing Inter have differed . Each of the divine religions has two aspects. The 
first is eSSI!ntial. It concerns morality and development of the virtues o(the 
humall world. This aspect is common to al l. It is fundamental; it is one; 
there is no difference, no variat ion in it. As regards the inculcation of 
mora lity and the development of human virtues, there is no difference 
whatsoever between the teachings of Zoroaster, J esus and Baha'u'Uah. In 
this they agree; they are one. The second aspect of the divine religions is 
nonessential. It concerns human needs and undergoes change in every 
cycle according to the exigency of the time.43 

'Abdu'l-Baha, both in his writings and in his public presentations, 
constantly elaborates these two aspects of religion. For instance, in a 
talk delivered at the Foyer de l'ame in Paris, 'Ahdu'I-BaM argues that: 
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All these divisions we see on all sides, all these disputes and opposition, 
are caused because men cling to ritual and. outward observances, and for· 
get the simple, underlying truth. It is the outward practices of religion 
that are 80 different, and it is they that cause disputes and enmity-while 
the reality is always the same, and one. The Reality is the Truth, and. 
truth has no division.« 

The Baha'( concept of the twofold nature of religion distinguishes 
between two basic aspects held to be characteristic of every religious 
tradition: the first is characterized 85 "essential" or "fundamental" 
and refers to spiritual matters, while the second is characterized as 
"nonessential" or "accidental" and refers to matters related to the 
material or physical world. The essential aspect consists of "funda
mental" and "universal truths" which are considered to be changeless 
and eternal and which constitute "the one foundation of all the reli
gions of God."45 These universal truths lie at the core of every reli
gious tradition and, according to the Baha'i writings , consist of faith 
in God (or , in nontheistic terms, ultimate reality), existential truths of 
life, the awakening of human potential, and the acquisition of spiritu
al attributes or virtues46 Similarly, the philosopher of religion John 
Hick underscores the importance of the acquisition of virtues when he 
states that "J.ove, compassion, generous concern for and commitment 
to the welfare of others is a central ideal" in each of the world's reli
gious traditions.47 

In contrast, the nonessential aspect of religion involves the out
ward form of religious practice and operates within the sphere of lin
guistic, cultural, and historical circumstances. 'Abdu'l-Baha argues 
that the "divine religions of the Holy Manifestations of God are in real
ity one though in name and nomenclature they djffer."48 In addition, 
the nonessential aspect further consists of the social laws and regula
tions governing human affairs as well as ritual practices and doctrinal 
beliefs, which vary in every age and culture and even within anyone 
religious tradition, as Wilfred Cantwell Smith has so persuasively 
argued.49 For example, most if not all religious traditions stress the 
importance of the institution of marriage and the role of the family life, 
but they all differ on the particulars of the marriage ceremony, the 
rights and obligations of the husband, wife, and children, and the ci r
cumstances under which divorce is granted. 

The distinction between the essential and nonessential aspects of 
religion is not unique to Baha'i theology. It resembles closely the "'form 

, " 



12 R euisio ning the Sa cred 
• 

versus content" or "accident versus essence" debate over the content of 
myth. In his comprehensive four-volume work on mythology, The 
Masks of God, Joseph Campbell makes the distinction between what 
he calls the local manifestation of myth and ritual within a particular 
culture (what the Baha'i writings call the nonessential or accidental 
aspects) and the universal aspects (what the Baha'i writings caU the 
essential OT fundamental aspects) which go beyond what is historical
ly and culturally determined.50 As with the Baha'i view, it is the local 
manifestations of the universal aspects that differ and seem at vari
ance with one another. This distinction between the essential and 
nonessential aspects of religion is also advanced by the historian 
Arnold Toynbee. Within every religious tradition, writes Toynbee, 
"there are essential counsels and truths, and there are nonessential 
practices and propositions,"Sl 

FAITH: A COMMON DENOMINATOR 

Besides the recognition of a transcendental unity of religions, the 
Baha'i writings also emphasize the process of personal transformation 
brought about through faith as another unifying factor in all religious 
traditions. For this reason, the BaM'r scriptures make a distinction 
between institutionalized religion, which involves ritual perfonnance, 
traditional practice, and accumulated doctrine, and faith-that deeply 
personal attitude, feeling, and inward response of an individual to the 
transcendent, a response that usually has a powerful transfonning effect 
on an individual and expresses itself in outward practice and belief.52 

In the Baha'i sacred writings, the Arabic word imcin is usually 
translated into English as the word fai th . According to the Islamic 
scholar Cyril Glasse, imdn refers to "those articles of belief which are 
part of Islam" such as "faith in God, His Angels, His books (revela
tions), His Prophets, and the Day of Judgement."53 / man is also under
stood as one of three aspects that make up Islam as religion (din), 
those other two being islam (the rites, practices, and laws) and ihsan 
(virtue). However, as with the corresponding English terms religion 
and faith; the words iman, islam, and din are often used ambiguously 
and interchangeably. Despite such ambiguity, philosophers, theolo
gians, and scholars of religion often distinguish between the concepts 
of faith on the one hand and religion or practice on the other. 

Shoghi Effendi, the Guardian of the Baha', Faith, often draws a 
distinction between faith and religion in his letters to individual 
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Baha'is. In such letters, he frequently contrasts those Baha'fs "whose 
religion is BahA'i," those who merely "accept and observe tbe teach
ings" or call themselves Bahs'fs, from those "who live for the Faith," 
whose lives are transformed, "ennobled and enlightened. "54 He fur
ther clarifies this difference by contrasting "spiritual awareness" (per
sonal faith) with "administrative procedure" and "adherence to rules" 
(institutionalized religion): 

The need is very great. everywhere in the world , in and outside the 
{Baha'O Faith, for a true spiritua l awareness to pervade and motivate 
people's lives. No amount of administrative procedure or adherence to 
rules can take the place of this soul-characteristic, this spiritua lity which 
is the essence of man. 55 

Indeed, Shoghi Effendi characterizes such spiritual awareness as 
"that mystical feeling which unites man with God," which, he 
declares, is at "the core of religious faith ." 

For the core of religious faith is that mystic feeling that unites man with 
God. 'This state of spiritua l communion can be brought about and main
tained by means of meditation and prayer. And this is the reason why 
Bahs'u'Uili has so much stressed the importance of worship. It is not suffi
cient for a believer to merely accept and observe the tenchings. He should, 
in addition, cultivate the sense of spirit uality, which he can acquire chiefly 
by the means of prayer. The Baha'i Faith, like all other Divine Religions. is 
thus fundamentally mystic in character. Its chief goal is the development of 
the individual and society, through the acquisition of spiritual virtues and 
powers. It is the soul of man which first has to be fed. And this spiritual 
nourishment prayer can best provide. Laws and institutions, as viewed by 
Bahs'u'llili, can become really effective only when our inner spiritua1 life 
has been perfected and transformed. Otherwise religion will degenerate 
into mere organization, and become a dead thing. 56 

He (Baha'u1IAbI further claims that the fundamental pU'1XJ8C of religions is to 
bring man nearer to God, and to change his character, which is of tile utmost 
importance. Too much emphasis is often laid on the social and economic 
aspects of the Teachings; but the moral aspect cannot be overemphasized.67 

It is tbe moral life and the personal response of the individual to 
divinity that is considered by Bahli'is to lie at the basis of the religious 
life, a life that must be transformed through the acquisition of virtues 
and the spiritual nourishment of prayer and meditation, and not the 
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mere adherence to various doctrines and teachings, nor the pious partic
ipation in ceremonies and rituals, holidays and commemorations. Thus, 
Shoghi Effendi, in a letter written on his behalf to an individual believ
er, distills the essence of the Baha'j view in the following statement: 

Every other Word of BahA'u'UAh's and 'Abdu'I-Baha's Writings is a 
preachment on moral and ethical conduct; all else is the form , the chalice, 
into which the pure spirit must be poured; without the spirit and the 
action which must demonstrate it, it is a lifeless form.58 

This distinction between the spirit and the form of religious faith 
is also echoed in the words of the great Hindu teacher Sri 
Ramakrishna when he pleads: 

Do not care for doctrines, do not care for dogmas, or sects, or churches, or 
temples; they count for little compared with the essence of existence in 
each, which is spirituality_ ... Earn that first, acquire that, criticise no 
one, for all doctrines and creeds have some good in them. 59 

Thus, it should be clear that when the BaM'j writings declare that 
the religious traditions shar e certain fundamental and essential 
aspects, it is primarily the transforming power of faith and its effects 
upon the individual and upon society as a whole that is meant. In 
other words, it is the religious life itself, the process of transformation 
that brings the individual nearer to God or ultimate reality, that is 
considered to be an essential feature of every religion. And while the 
particular path or outward expression may vary, it is the result or 
goal. and the process which leads to it, that are held to be the same. 
To take a commonplace analogy: there are many paths and approach
es that may be used to scale a difficult and challenging mountain (dif
ferences in technique, equipment used, and so on) but they all share a 
common goal: reaching the summit.60 Or, seen from a more philo
sophical perspective, Hick has effectively argued that 

the great world faiths embody different perceptions and conceptions of, 
and correspondingly different responses to, the Real or the Ultimate from 
within the major variant cultural ways of being human; and that within 
each of them the transformation of human existence from self-centred
ness to Reality-centredness is manifestly taking place and taking place, 
so far as human observation can tell, to much the same extent. Thus the 
great religious traditions are to be regarded as alternative soteriological 
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"spaces" within which, or "'ways" along which , mcn a nd women can find 
salvationlliberationl enlightenment/fulfillment.61 

Accordingly. for Hick, while the various religious traditions differ 
in terms of their outward expression or linguistic form , in their 
attempts to describe and approach "the Real" (al haqq, his general 
term for divinity or the absolute), yet they all are involved in a simi
lar process. No doubt this is what Ramakrishna is referring to when 
he suggests: 

As one and the same water, is called by differen t names in different lan
guages, one calling it "water," another "Vatri ," a third "aqua," and a 
fourth "Pani," so the onc Sachchidananda, Absolute Bcing- Intelligence
Bliss, is invoked by some as God, by some as Allah , by some as Hari, and 
by others as Brahman .. .. As onc can ascend to the roof of a house by 
means of a ladder or a bamboo, or a staircase or in various other ways, so 
diverse are the ways and means to approach God. Every religion in the 
world is one of the ways to reach Him.s2 

In all of the cases that have been considered thus far, it is termi
nology and outward practice that are different, while the process, the 
conscious and active life of faith and its effects on the individual, is 
declared to be common to the various religious traditions. Similarly, 
in his influential book The Meaning and End of Religion, W. C. Smith 
argues that "faith differs in form, but not in kind. This applies both 
within communities and from one community to another ."63 In this 
work, Smith further argues that while almost a ll cultures have a word 
for faith or its equivalents (Le., piety, religiosity, or reverence), very 
few have a term corresponding to the Western notion ofreHgion as an 
empirical phenomenon-an overt system of principles and practices 
separate from other aspects of life.64 In fact , Smith argues that when 
a culture coins a word for "religion" as an overt abstract system, it is 
well on its way to losing sight of the importance of faith . 

I have pointed out that the Baha'i writings contrast faith with 
religion, that system of practices and traditions, rites and beliefs, 
which, if followed only in an outward sense, often degenerates into a 
mere organization. It is religion as mere orga nization, devoid of the 
transforming power of faith, which the Baha') writings point to as the 
source of so much of the diversity, conflict, and dissension that have so 
often characterized the religious traditions of the world. Furthermore, 
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t he Baha'i concept of religious unity is not some isolated or obscure 
not ion, since it has its par allel expressions in such diverse thinkers as 
Ramakrishna, Hick, Schuon, and W. C. Smith. It is equally clear that 
the Baha'i concept is not so much about the existence of similar doc
t rines or beliefs, but rather about the t ransformation that religion is 
capable of effecting in the moral and religious life of an individual- a 
life transformed and animated by and through the power of faith . 

THE PROBLEM OF RELIGIOUS PLURALISM 

On strictly empirical grounds, asserts David Tracy. "diversity or 
plurality is a fact" of the world in which we live. Moreover , Tracy con
tinues, "in every discipline it is the sheer plurality of the subject matter 
that needs some explanation."65 This is no less true of philosophy, the
ology, or religious studies. Indeed, our modem awareness of the tremen
dous variety manifested by the world's religious traditions has spawned 
a wide-ranging interest in the general field of reHgious pluralism. 

The term "religious pluralism" so prevalent today in the writings 
of scholars of religion requires a brief explanation . "Pluralism" has at 
least two distinct meanings. A first meaning expresses the growing 
tendency toward openness, tolerance, and interreligious dialogue 
found among many modern religious communities, while a second 
meaning takes note of the tremendous diversity found both within 
and among the world's religious t raditions.66 It is especially within 
the context of this second meaning tha t one may speak of a theology 
or even a philosophy of religious pluralism. 

Over the centuries, several distinct theories have been propound
ed to explain the great variety observed in the world's religious tradi
tions, what Wilfred Cantwell Smith aptly describes as "the arresting 
diversi ty of mankind's fa ith ,"fi7 Such religious diversity is what many 
historians of re ligion call the problem of religious pluralism. 
According to Hick, "the te rm religious pluralism refer s simply to the 
fact tha t the history of religions shows a plurality of traditions and a 
plurali ty of varia tions within each. "68 

TYPOLOGY OF RESPONSES TO REUGIOUS PLURALISM 

In his essay, "Religious Pluralism: The Metaphysical Challenge," 
global theologian Raimundo Panikkar presents a typology of six pos
sible opt ions for coming to te rms wi th religious pluralism. Panikkar 
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divides these options into two broad categories: the fIrst five he groups 
under "monistic options" and the sixth he assigns to what he calls the 
~noD-dualistic option." 

(A) Monistic Options: All approaches to the problem of religious 
pluralism in which truth is said to be one, either one for aU or one 
for every single individual. 

(1) False Claims: All religions are false because of the falsity 
of their claim. There is no such ultimate destiny or Reality. 

(2) Subjectivism: Each religion is true because it is the best for 
its adherents . Truth is subjective. 

(3 ) Exclusivism: Only one religion is true. All the others are, 
at best, approximations. 

(4) Inclusivisml Primordial Tradition I Perennial Philosophy: 
Religions share a common essence or refer ultimately to the same 
truth although in approximations. They all point to Reality and 
may all be included in a single world view. 

(5) Historical Process/ Historical Relativism: Religions are the 
products of history and thus are both similar and different accord
ing to the historical factors that have shaped them. 

(B) Non-Dualistic Option . 
( 1) Radical pluralism / Post-Modernism: Each religion has 

unique features and presents mutually incommensurable 
insights . Each statement of a basic experience is to be evaluated 
on its proper terrain and merits because the very nature of truth 
is pluralistic.69 

The last four of Panikkar's options are those most often debated in 
discussions of religious pluralism. Whereas Panikkar finds fault with 
the first five options, he makes a strong case for option six, that ofrad· 
ical pluralism. While the BahA'i tradition accepts the existence of reli · 
giOllS diversity. it acknowledges a commOD source for the world's reli
gions and it recognizes certain underlying patterns and trends that 
historical and cultural factors both partially obscure and reveal. Thus, 
on the surface. the Baha'f principle of religious unity seems to be 
inclusivistic, although a more careful examination of this principle 
reveals that it incorporates elements of perspectivism and historial 
process. I will examine below the Baha'i concept of religious unity in 
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light of Panikkar's typology and some contemporary Western theories 
of religious pluralism that resemble the Baha'i concept. 

THE BAHA1 REPUDIATION OF REUGIOUS EXCLUSIVITY 

In using the Baha'i principle of religious unity as a criterium, 
three of Panikkar's options can be immediately ruled out. Obviously, 
the Baha'f conception of religious unity does not deny the existence of 
a divine or ultimate reality. On the contrary. the Baha'i view holds 
that the world's religious traditions originate from the same ultimate 
reality and, consequently. they a ll contain certain universal truths. It 
should a lso be obvious that the Baha'i view cannot be considered sub
jectivistic, s ince it holds that religious truths, especially those that 
concern the nature of ultimate reality, are not simply what I or any
one else make them out to be. Indeed, Baha'i theology is grounded in 
the conception that ultimate reality is completely beyond the compre
hension of human beings. In a wider discussion of Baha'i theology, 
8aha'i scholar J . A. McLean. as does Stephen N. Lambden in the 
essay found in this volume, borrows from the Sufi apophatic tradition 
to designate this conception of ultimate reality as "Baha'u'lIah's nega
t ive theology" of the unmanifested God (God-HahllO.70 Given such 
considerations, the Baha'i writings address the need for an intenne
diary or Manifestation of God who mediates between the unmanifest 
ed God and humankind and whose primary functions include the rev
elation of religious truth and the manifestation of divine attributes. 

Finally, and most significantly, the 8aha'i approach to other reli
gions is clearly not exclusivistic. Nowhere in the Baha'i corpus of 
sacred writings do we find the claim that one and only one religion is 
true or correct, to the exclusion of all the rest . Indeed, a central Baha'i 
principle related. to the oneness of religion is that "religious truth is not 
absolute but relat ive," that it is not static but dynamic and that the 
process of "Divine Revelation is progressive, not final."71 In fact, 
according to Shoghi Effendi , 8aha'u1hlh not only rejected the claim of 
any religion to be a final revelation, but he also disclaimed the finality 
of his own revelation: 

Repudiating the claim of a ny religion to be the final revelation of God to 
man, disclaiming finali ty for His own Revelation, Baha,'u'lhih inculcates 
the basic principle of the relativity of religious truth , the continuity of 
Divine Revelation , the progressiveness of religious experience .. .. 72 

Copyr I 
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The Baha'i repudiation of religious exclusivism is more fully elab
orated by Shoghi Effendi in his essay "The Dispensation of 
Baha'u11Ah." Near the end of this powerfully written essay. he 
unequivocally asserts: 

.. . great as is the power manifested by this Revelation and however vast 
the range of the Dispensation its Author has inaugurated, it emphatical
ly repudiates the claim to be regarded as the final revelation of God's will 
and purpose for mankind. To hold such a conception of its character and 
functions would be tantamount to a betrayal of its cause and a denial of 
its t ruth. It must necessarily conflict with the fundamental principle 
which constitutes the bedrock of Baha'! belief, the principle that religious 
truth is not absolute but relative, that Divine Revelation is orderly, con· 
tinuous and progressive and not spasmodic or final. Indeed, the calegori· 
cal rejection by the followers of the Faith of Baha'u'llah of the claim to 
finality which any religious system inaugurated by the Prophets of the 
past may advance is as clear and emphatic as their own refusal to claim 
that same finality for the Revelation with which they stand identified. 
"'To believe that all revelation is ended, that the portals of Diuine mercy are 
closed, that from the daysprings 0/ eternal holiness no sun shall rise 
again, that the ocean of eueriasting bounty is /oreuer stilled, and that out 
0/ the tabernacle 0/ ancient glory the Messengers a/God have ceased to be 
made manifest'" must constitute in the eyes of every follower of the Faith 
a grave, an inexcusable departure from one of its most cherished and fun
damental principles.73 

BAHA'i INCLUSIVISM: GUARDING AGAINST 
OVERSIMPLIFICATION 

Several writers of histories of religion have characterized the 
Baha'f view as inclusivist. For instance, in her textbook Liuing 
Religions. Mary Pat Fisher mentions the Baha'i Fai th as one of sever
a l examples ofinclusivism. While Huston Smith does not use the term 
in The World's Religions, a revised version of his popular textbook The 
Religions of Man, his discussion of the BahA'i Faith would clearly 
place it in this category.74 There is a lso what appears to be direct 
scriptural evidence within the Baha'i writings to support an inclu· 
sivist label. IAbdu'l·Baha has written: 

The Baha'i Cause is an inclusive movement; the teachings of all religions 
and societies are found here .... The BahA'f message is a call to religious 
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unity and not an invitation to a new religion, not a new path to immortal 
ity. God forbid! It is the anci'ent path cleared of the debris of imaginations 
and superstitions of men, of the debris of strife and misunderstanding.75 

'Abdu'l-BahA claims that the BahA'i Faith is not simply another 
religion, but "the ancient path," which his father, Baba'u'Uab, 
describes as "the changeless Faith of God lArabic: din Allah ), eternal 
in the past, eternal in the future. "76 

By reading these and other passages in isolation from the vast and 
overall context of the Baha'i sacred writings, one may find superficia l 
support for characterizing the Baha'i Faith as inclusivistic. However, 
the inclusivist label is fa r too simplistic_ It does not adequately 
describe the complex, subtle, and multi -faceted Baha'i posit ion, espe
cia lly as it is developed by Baha'u11ah in such works as the Kitab-i 
fqan. Indeed, the Baha'! Faith continually frustra tes such easy and 
simplistic classifications. For example, while Baha'i theology might be 
described by some as liberal or conversely even radical , its strict moral 
standards might be characterized by others as conservative. While the 
Baha'i view does incorporate what might be considered to be inclu
sivistic elements, these elements must be understood in their rela
tionship with other well-known BahA'! principles such as the concept 
of "'the relativity of religious t ruth," the admonition to foster and pre
serve "'unity in diversity," and the notion tha t the religions of the 
world are involved in a dynamic historical process, what Baha'is call 
"'progressive revela tion." 

Modifications of the inclusivist posit ion include perspectivist theo
ries of religious pluralism, of which J ohn Hick's theory, as he presents 
it in his recent book An Interpretation of Religion , is typical.77 Hick's 
perspectivism is grounded on the Kantian distinction made between 
noumenon and phenomenon, between an ent ity an sich ("'in itself') as 
unperceived by anyone, and an entity as perceived by human beings. 
Consequently, Hick makes a distinction between ultimate reality an 
sich and ultimate reality as experienced and perceived by different 
religious traditions.78 Hick categorizes these varying perceptions into 
two broad categories: (1) the Real (Hick's general te rm for the 
absolute) understood as a deity or god, and as having a divine persona 
(e.g., Yahweh, Shiva, Vishnu, Ahura Mazda, Allah, God the Father, 
the Great Spirit, and so on), and (2) the Real understood as a non-per 
sonal Absolute, or as the ground of being, or as the animating force in 
the universe (e.g., the Taoist concept ion of the Tao, the varying 
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Mahayana Buddhist conceptions of dharma, shunyata, or nirvana, the 
Advaita Vedanta conception of Brahman, or the Chinese understand M 

ing ofTien). 
Armed with this distinction, Hick contends that the various 

understandings of ultimate reality propounded by the religions of the 
world are not incommensurate views but differing perspectives of the 
same reality. Accordingly, since reality is understood from a host of 
differing perspectives, we find among the world's religious traditions, 
a plurality of perceptions about reality . In summarizing his own posi· 
tion, Hick writes that "'the great world faiths embody different per
ceptions and conceptions of, and correspondingly different responses 
to, the Real or the Ultimate from within the major variant cultural 
ways of being human."79 

Having dealt with diverse understandings of ultimate reality, 
Hick proceeds to explain the apparent differences in metaphysical, 
cosmological . and eschatological conceptions of the world's religions by 
viewing all such matters as within the domain of what he calls "myth, 
mystery and unanswered questions."80 For example, the doctrine of 
reincarnation, so essential to the religious traditions of India (e.g., 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Jain ism, and Sikhism), is conspicuously absent 
from the so-called Western religions (e.g., Judaism, Christianity, 
Is lam, and Baha'i). Hick accounts for this difference by noting that it 
is the literal understa nding of reincarnation that divides these tradi
tions. Howeve r, if reincarnation is understood as a powerful 
metaphor, as myth, the differences between these two great religious 
traditions collapses. In Hick's words: 

The doctrine of reincarnation is seen by some as a mythological way of 
making vivid the moral truth that our actions have inevitable future con
sequences for good. or ill, this being brought home to the imagination by 
the thought that the agent will personally reap those consequences in a 
future earthly life.S1 

Hick makes similar arguments for the Christian doctrines of the 
incarnation and resurrection of Christ. Hick contends that all such 
exclusive sounding religioua doctrines are susceptible to being interpret
ed metaphorically. This being the case, the excluaive character of all 
such apparent differences that arise from these doctrines would collapse, 
according to Hick. The allure of such an approach is indeed appealing. 
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On a ll of these matters, the Baha'i concept of religious unity is 
essentially the same as Hick's.B2 Indeed, the Baha'i writings are filled 
with examples of how such doctrines as reincarnation, or the incarna
tion and resurrection of Christ, or the claim that Muhammad is the 
Seal of the Prophets, may be metaphorically interpreted in such a way 
as to lose their exclusive ch a racter . In other words, it is t he li teral 
interpretation of such doctrines, and not the doctrines themselves 
that results in the t raditionally exclusive tone found in many religious 
traditions. For example, in 'Abdul-Baha's discussion of the resurrec
tion of Christ, it is not the doctrine itself that is rejected, but rather 
the traditional literal interpretation of the resurrection story that is 
called into question.83 Some might object to this line of reasoning, cit
ing 'Abdu'l-Baha's and Shoghi Effendi's clear rejection of reincarna
tion.84 Given Hick's mythological interpretation of this and other such 
doctrines, could it not be argued that it is the literal understanding of 
such doctrines that is rejected in the Baha'i writings? Such a theolog
ical stance has obvious advantages since it removes, or at least 
lessens, the exclusive nature of such doctrines while honoring their 
profound mythological content. 

Since it is very similar to Hick's perspectivist view, the Baha'i 
principle of religious unity is more appropriately characterized as a 
type of perspectivism. Baha'i perspectivism differs from Hick's insofar 
as his appears to operate in one direction only: from human beings to 
ultimate reality. The Baha'i conception, however, operates in both 
directions: from human beings to the Absolute and from the Absolute 
to human beings. In other words, not only do human beings have dif
ferent perspectives of God or ult imate reality but, according to the 
Baha'i writings, God or ultimate reality also adapts or accommodates 
the understanding of Itself to the different historical periods and cul
tures of the world. Thus, implicit in the Baha'i principle of religious 
unity is the concept that religious truth is relative, that divine reve
lation is uniquely suited and adapted to the age, culture, and stage of 
human development in which it appears. For example, in referring to 
the various religions of the world, Baha'u'lhih asserts that 

every age requireth a fresh measure of the light of God. Every Divine 
Revela tion hath been sent down in a manner that befitted the 
circumstances of the age in which it hath a ppeared.85 

That they differ one from another is to be attributed to the varying 
requirements of the ages in which they were promulgated.86 
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This concept is hardly unique to Baha'i theology; simila r notions 
have been advanced by a number of thinkers. For example, in a recent 
essay, Rabbi Daniel Polish argues that God's revelation is 

... conditioned by the circumstances a nd situations of each of the peoples 
to whom such disclosure was made. The one God is seen as having 
addressed each people in terms appropriate to that people. The various 
religious traditions are understood as the records a nd elaborations of 
those disclosures, in the languages, forms, symbols and constructs appro· 
priate to each oftbe groupings ofhumankind.87 

To summarize, the Baha'i principle of religious unity is perspec
tivism with a twist. The conventional meaning of perspectivism 
involves various responses to or perspectives of divinity made by the 
adherents and theologies of the world's religions . However, Baha'! 
pe rspectivism also entails the varying responses of the Absolute to 
humankind. In other words, a mutual process OT hermeneutical circu
lation exists between religious communities and the Absolute; 
between the ever-evolving perspectives of divinity and religious truths 
on the one hand, and the adaptation of those truths by that same 
source of divinity or ultimate reali ty to particular societies and t radi 
tions on the other. Baha'i perspectivism incorporates a human-divine 
interaction similar to what W. C. Smith observes about religious com
munities the world over: 

... each of these processes has been and continues to be a divine-human 
complex. To fail to see the human element in any would be absurd ; to fail 
to see the divine element in any would ... be obtuse. (To fail to see the 
interrelatedness of all is, I suggest, old-fashioned.)88 

The Baha'i approach to religious pluralism further parts ways 
with Hick over his assertion that the phenomenon of re ligion , in all 
its worldwide diversity, is best understood from a family resemblance 
model, after the usage of Ludwig Wittgcns tcin.89 In t his conception 
of reJigion, there are no essential characteristics, no common princi. 
pies that every religion must have; there is no collective essence, no 
essential core, no sure foundation upon which a ll religions either 
share, agree in principle, or are founded upon. Instead, according to 
Hick, there is a continuum of characteristics "distributed sporadical· 
ly and in va.rying degrees which together distinguish" the family of 
religious traditions from other families such as political movements 
or philosophical schools of thought. 90 
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In contrast, the BahA'i view asserts the very things that a family 
resemblance model would deny: namely, that there are certain essen
tial characteristics that all religions share. In this view, the religions 
of the world aTe "as differing species of the same genus," to borrow an 
insightful analogy from W. C. Smith.91 For example, under the genus 
Felis falls a wide variety of cats, including both wild and domestic 
species. Despite differences in size, geographic distribution, and cer
tain behaviors, all cats share many common characteristics such as 
their predatory behavior, carnivorous diet, and general phys ical 
appearance, which includes that most catlike of all features
whiskers-and, as any cat-lover well knows, an appealing aloofness. 
The world's religious traditions are understood in a similar way. 
While the religions of the world vary greatly, they share, according to 
the Baha'i conception, certain fundamental features including their 
common origin and their emphasis on the ability of faith to transform 
an individual profoundly. 

With the preceding analogy in mind, it should be clear that the 
Baha'i principle of religious unity is best characterized as a type of 
perspectivism similar to the theory advocated by Hick. BahA'I per
spectivism, does not , however, incorporate, as Hick's does, a family 
resemblance model. On the contrary, the Baha'i view clearly holds 
that behind the seeming diversity of the world's religions there exist 
certain unifying features that they all have in common. For this rea· 
son, as I have already argued, the BahA'i view also shares certain sim· 
ilarities with the concept of the "transcendent unity of religions," 
which Schuon so persuasively argues. The Baha'f view is also similar 
to what Huston Smith terms the "primordial tradition ."92 All these 
views have in common the assertion that behind the seeming diversi· 
ty of the world's religious traditions lie both a common origin and cer
tain universal truths. 

In pulling together the various lines of my argument so far, it is 
readily apparent that the BahA'I principle of religious unity is best 
characterized as a modified inc1usivist position that incorporates a 
perspectivist understanding of religious pluralism. This analysis is 
not complete, however, for the Baha'i view also includes, as a basic 
component, an historical understanding of the world's religions. 
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THE BAHA'I PRINCIPLE OF RELIGIOUS UNITY AND 
HISTORICAL PROCESS 

"The world is in flux, and we know it," affirms Wilfred Cantwell 
Smith at the beginning ofbis thought-provoking book The Meaning and 
End of Religion. It is in this work that Smith persuasively argues for 
the importance of understanding religion within a dynamic historical 
context. "Like other aspects of human life," continues Smith, "the reli
gious aspect too is seen to be historical , evolving, in process.''93 Thus , for 
Smith, the religious traditions of the world have been involved in a 
dynamic process of historical contact and mutual influence. 

With the possible exception of Islam, the BahA'i Faith may be 
unique among the world's religious traditions in embracing the idea 
that religion must be understood historically .94 Indeed, within the 
Baha'f corpus, the religious traditions of the world are not seen as sta
tic and isolated events that sporadically appear. Rather, they are seen 
as participating in a progressive, dynamic, and never-ending process. 
Smith echoes the BahA'i view when he argues that the religious tra
ditions of the world should be seen as active "'participants in the world 
history of religion ."9S Not surpris ingly, the BahA'i conception of reli
gious bistory is grounded in a process metaphysics. Indeed, in lan
guage reminiscent of that found in Henri Bergson's Creative Evolu
tion," 'Abdu'I-BahA affirms: 

Creation is the expression of motion. Motion is life. A moving object is a 
living object, whereas that which is motionless and inert is as dead. All 
created forms are progressive in their planes , or kingdoms of existence, 
under the stimulus of the power or spirit of life. The universal energy is 
dynamic. Nothing is s tationary in the material world of outer phenome
na or in the inner world of intellect and consciousness.97 

It follows directly from such an understanding of reality that the 
phenomenon of religion would be subject to the same dynamic process. 
'Abdu'}-BahA thus continues : 

Religion is the outer expression of the divine reality . Therefore, it must 
be living. vitalized, moving and progressive. If it be without motion and 
non progressive, it is without the divine life; it is dead. The divine insti
tutes are continuously active and evolutionary; therefore, the revelation 
of them must be progressive and continuous. All things are subject to 
reformation.98 
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In a cyclical view, 'Abdu'I·Baha. likens the story of religion to a 
process of growth and decline similar to "the progression of the seasons 
of the year," with the beginning of each religion compar able to the 
beginning of spring.99 In similar fashion, the Bab and BahA'u11Ah often 
use the analogy of the rising and setting of the sun when explaining 
this concept.100 The point of these and similar references, too numer
ous to mention, is this: the Baha'i Faith regards the religions of the 
world as participants in a dynamic, cyclical, and progressively unfold
ing process, what Baha'is caU "progressive revelation. " l Ot This process 
both stimulates human civilization and keeps pace with it. 

Following from the main lines of my argument, I can now reason
ably substantiate the Baha'f position that the religions of the world 
are to be regarded as participants in the successive unfoldment of the 
"'ancient path of God" in which the Baha'i Faith is only one of the most 
recent participants and, by its own admission, not the final partici
pant. Indeed, Shoghi Effendi point~ out that the Baha'i Faith recog
nizes the religions of the world "'as different stages in the eternal his
tory and constant evolution of one religion, Divine and indivisible, of 
which it itself forms but an integral part."102 

The concept of progressive revelation provides the final factor for 
the analysis of the Baha'i concept of religious unity. Since the reli
gions of the world have been successively revealed to an ever-advanc
ing human civilization, many of the apparent differences between 
these religions are due to historical and cultural factors. In other 
words, the religious traditions of the world differ because the histori
cal and cultural conditions have differed. Given this understanding, 
any discussion of religious pluralism would have to take the changing 
historical and cultural conditions into account, which is precisely 
what the Baha'i principle of religious unity does. 

DYNANUCPERSPECTDnSM 

In attempting to synthesize the various strands that comprise the 
Baha'i principle of religious unity as elaborated above, it becomes 
apparent that no existing label or categorization is adequate. Baha'i 
doctrine combines elements of perspectivism and transcendent unity. 
while situating the various religious traditions within an unfolding 
and progressive historical process (i.e., "'progressive revelation"). For 
these reasons, l have designated the Baha'i doctrine of religious unity 
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a "dynamic perspectivism. ~ Hopefully, such a designation will belp to 
clarify the various misconceptions of the Baha'i principle that a s im
plistic use of the current terminology perpetuates. 

CHALLENGES TO THE BAHA'I PRINCIPLE OF 
RELIGIOUS UNITY 

The greatest philosophical challenge to the Baha'i principle of reli
gious unity originates from the diverse group of current trends in phi
losophy and literary criticism that faU under the general heading of 
post-modernism. Radical pluralism may be seen as one such trend in 
the post-modern movement. When radical pluralists focus their atten
tion on religion, they bold tbat even after one employs the kind of per
spectivism advocated by the Baha'i Faith, there remain "irreducible 
aspects," "mutually incommensurable ins ights," and stubbornly differ
ent doctrines and world views in every religious tradition that cannot 
s imply be reduced to some "monolithic unity," intellectual abstraction, 
or ultimate reality .103 As I have previously argued, the Baha'i writings 
do not claim that all the religions are the same. Important differences 
are in fact acknowledged. For instance, the Christian doctrine ofincar~ 

nation and the corresponding Hindu concept of the auatara are reject
ed, together with all pantheistic and anthropomorphic conceptions of 
the Divine.'04 What radical pluralists and others argue is that such 
differences are either largely ignored, viewed 8S relatively unimpor. 
tant secondary or nonessential aspects, or worse, that such differences 
represent corrupt degenerations from some supposed pure or essential 
core of truth. lOS Others, including many adherents of a deconstructive 
approach, go even further and deny the validity of any and all ultimate 
truths or the existence of some one absolute reality , ultimate being, or 
universal spirit. They reject what the French literary critic and 
founder of deconstruction Jacques DeITida terms the \Vestem tradi· 
tion of "onto-theology" or "foundationalism ."I06 

Obviously. whether an ultimate truth exists or not, or whether 
truth is unitary or pluralis tic, or whether differences are to be privi
leged or treated as secondary characteristics, are questions not open 
to proof either through the appeal to empirical evidence or conclusive 
arguments. Each view has gathered around it certain lines of reason
ing which support its own perspective. It is clear to many that those 
who favor one view ove r the other do so not on the basis of any indis
putable line of reasoning. Rather they do so on the basis of certain 
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presuppositions that bias them in one direction or the other. As 
Huston Smith simply puts it, "'Everything turns on which foot one 
comes down 00."107 Consequently, this debate is, at least partly. a 
matter of emphasis. To be more specific, on the one hand, for those 
who emphasize differences, diversity is granted a privileged position 
and any unitary features are seen as less important or superficial. On 
the other hand, for those who presuppose the existence of some under
lying universal truth, unitary principles are given a privileged posi
tion, while any differences that may be encountered are considered 
secondary or nonessential. Such considerations call to mind the clas
sical Greek debate over "the one and the many."lOB 

This debate may have less to do with meaningful philosophical 
issues and more to do with the tension that exists between what 
Schuon caUs the esoteric and exoteric dimensions found within each 
religious tradition.l09 Schuon identifies the esoteric dimension as the 
inherently more mystical of the two, since it is characterized by a 
monistic realization of an inclusive. absolute, undifferentiated unity, or 
supreme identity that can only be spoken of through symbols and 
myths, allegories and metaphors. Accordingly, it is at the esoteric level 
that the concept of the unity of religions is realized. According to 
Schuon, while this realization is potentially available in any tradition 
or culture, only a small minority of people in any given tradition ever 
achieve it. In contrast, the exoteric dimension is concerned with doc
trines and dogmas, outward forms, logical proofs, and concrete images. 
The exoteric level is characterized by a monotheistic or dualistic exclu
sivism that recognizes as correct one concrete form or expression over 
others. At the exoteric level, for exam pIe, Islam is proclaimed to be the 
only true religion. It is at this level that the world's religions are per
ceived to be both bewilderingly diverse and mutually exclusive. 

Schuon sees the esoteric and exoteric dimensions as embodied in 
two distinct personality types found within all religious traditions, 
with the majority of religious adherents being exoteric. This is very 
similar to T. Patrick Burke's discussion of the "popular" or "devotion
al" (exoteric) and "reflective" (esoteric) aspects of reiigion.110 Like 
Schuon, Burke argues that the reflective (esoteric) personality type 
has more in common with its counterparts in other religious traditions 
than its shared commonality with those within its own tradition. The 
same is true for the devotional (exoteric) personality. In other words, 
these distinctions cut across religions traditions. 
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Given Schuon's distinction, radical pluralism seems to belong more 
to the exoteric dimension, while views that advance religious unity 
belong more to the esoteric dimension. Since, for Schuon, these two 
dimensions of religion represent deeply felt approaches to religious life, 
it is doubtful whether the debate between radical pluralism and per
spectivist views will ever be resolved. In its favor, the BaM'f unity par
adigm, what I have characterized as a dynamic perspectivism, does 
have the advantage offostering, at least among Baha',s, a deep appre
ciation and love for the world's religious traditions. Babs'u'UAb encour
ages his followers to "consort with the followers of all religions in a 
spirit of friendliness and fellowship."lll This attitude follows directly 
from the Baha', doctrine of religious unity, for the adherents of the 
world's religious traditions are one's brothers and sisters in an ancient 
and progressively unfolding process of which the BaM'f Faith is only 
the most recent, and certainly not the last, development. 

I close with Huston Smith's conclusion from his own defense of 
primordialism, remarks that apply likewise to what I have called the 
dynamic perspectivism of the BaM'i Faith: 

Some thinkers are so occupied with these differences that they dismiss 
claims of commonality as simply s loppy thinking, yet identity within dif· 
ference is as common an experience as life affords . Green is not blue, yet 
both are light. A gold watch is not a gold ring, but both are gold. Women 
are not men, but both are human . ... Blue is not red, but both are light. 
Exoterics can be likened to people who hold that light isn't truly such, or 
at least that it is not light in its purest fonn. unless it is of a given hue. 
Meanwhile academicians have become so fearful that a hue will be over· 
looked or that some that are known will become victimized- marginalized 
is the going word- that they deny the existence of light itself. There is 
nothing that hues instance and embody; nothing, in deconstructionist Ian· 
guage, that texts signify. All that exists is an endless stream of signifiers. 

The primordiaList believes there is such a thing as light in itself
pure white light that summarizes all the wave-lengths-and that it is the 
Light of the World .112 

Smith's closing sentence echoes the words of Baha'u'Uah when, in 
referring to the religions of the world, he proclaims: 

These principles and 18':"s, these firmly established and mighty systems, 
have proceeded from one Source, and are rays of one Light. That they dif
fer one from another is to be attributed to the varying requirements of the 
ages in which they were promulgated.113 
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