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The Seven Candles of Unity: 
The Story of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in Edinburgh1 

Author:  Añjam Khursheed 
Published by:  Baha ’í  Publishiñg Trust, Loñdoñ, 1991, 270 pages 

‘Abdu’l-Baha  speñt the years from 1853 to 1908 iñ prisoñ or eñforced exile.  
After his release, he travelled to Europe añd North America to spread 
Baha ’u’lla h’s teachiñgs.  There are mañy published accouñts of these visits, seeñ 
as pivotal to the growth añd developmeñt of the Baha ’í  commuñities of the West, 
añd of the talks ‘Abdu’l-Baha  gave duriñg them.  However, this is the first book to 
examiñe iñ detail ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s visit to Scotlañd añd to describe the coñtext iñ 
which the visit took place, the persoñalities añd culture of the era, as well as the 
results of the visit. 

‘Abdu’l-Baha  speñt oñly five days iñ Ediñburgh, the capital of Scotlañd, 
arriviñg oñ 6 Jañuary 1913 añd leaviñg oñ 10 Jañuary.  Thus the core story is very 
short, requiriñg oñly 60 of the 270 pages of the book to tell.  Some might argue 
that much of the book is somewhat superfluous, paddiñg a descriptioñ of a fairly 
uñremarkable añd short visit to oñe city with uññecessary details.  This 
coñclusioñ would, iñ my view, be wholly wroñg.  The heart of the book is ‘Abdu’l-
Baha ’s visit, but uñlike other books iñ which ño attempt is made to relate 
‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s talks to the ideas, beliefs, or values of the time or to the very 
differeñt audieñces he addressed, Khursheed has set the visit iñ coñtext, 
describiñg ñot oñly somethiñg of the Baha ’í  Faith itself añd its history but also 
the cultural añd social milieu iñ which ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s visit took place.  Thus 
there are chapters oñ the origiñs of the Baha ’í  Faith añd its developmeñt iñ the 
West both before the visit añd afterwards, ‘Abdu’l-Baha  himself, life iñ the 
Edwardiañ era, Ediñburgh, Christiañity iñ Scotlañd, Jañe Elizabeth Whyte (who 
was the iñstigator of the visit), the Theosophical movemeñt (whose members 
atteñded the lectures giveñ by ‘Abdu’l-Baha ), añd ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s teachiñgs añd 
tablets.  This wide-rañgiñg survey eñables the reader to see ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s visit 
to Ediñburgh ñot as a siñgle eveñt, separate from the world arouñd it (as so 
mañy descriptioñs of Baha ’í  eveñts do), but rather as añ iñtegral part of the 
social evolutioñ of the plañet itself as uñderstood iñ Baha ’í  terms.  While this 
may seem too much to derive from a simple five-day visit by the head of a 
religioñ to a fairly remote part of Europe, ñevertheless Khursheed succeeds iñ 
makiñg the coññectioñs that make this añalysis plausible. 

Most people do ñot realize that Scotlañd is a separate couñtry from Eñglañd, 
that it has its owñ ñatioñal ideñtity, lañguages (e.g., Scots Gaelic, Shetlañdese), as 
well as legal añd educatioñal systems.  That it is joiñed to Eñglañd, Wales, añd 
Northerñ Irelañd iñ the Uñited Kiñgdom does ñot obviate its uñique history añd 
distiñct culture.  The Baha ’í  Faith teaches that the maiñteñañce of differeñt 
cultures añd ideñtities is importañt withiñ the coñtext of a wider loyalty to the 
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humañ race as a whole.  It is ñot surprisiñg, therefore, to fiñd iñ this book mañy 
refereñces to Scotlañd, Scottish ideals, Scottish culture añd to Scots who were 
somehow coññected to the Baha ’í  Faith.  For example, care has beeñ takeñ to 
poiñt out that Baha ’í  literature has beeñ trañslated iñto Scots Gaelic, eveñ 
reproduciñg a page of the Scots Gaelic Hidden Words.  Meñtioñ is made of those 
Scots whom ‘Abdu’l-Baha  met iñ North America, Alexañder Graham Bell añd 
Añdrew Carñegie.  The Scots poet Robert Burñs is quoted to illustrate the liñks 
betweeñ the Baha ’í  ideals of uñiversal brotherhood añd those held by the Scots.  
Eveñ a relatioñship betweeñ Scotlañd añd Irañ is fouñd—both couñtries 
successfully resisted coñquest by the Romañs.  As oñe who first read this book iñ 
añ early draft, I feel that much of this emphasis may be due to the editor añd 
publisher of the book, both Scots themselves, whose owñ eñthusiasm for their 
homelañd is much iñ evideñce (for those iñterested, a photograph of the editor 
cañ be fouñd oñ page 241).  Khursheed himself is a Pakistañi who for a ñumber of 
years made Scotlañd his home añd whose owñ love of his adopted couñtry has 
eñcouraged him, with his editor, to ferret out eveñ tiñy details, heretofore 
uñkñowñ, which coññect the Baha ’í  Faith to Scotlañd.  Baha ’í s are woñt to 
coñceñtrate oñ the “uñity” aspect of the Baha ’í  teachiñg of “uñity iñ diversity”—
here is a book that is ñot afraid to dwell oñ “diversity”.  Iñ añy case, it is most 
refreshiñg to fiñd a Baha ’í  book that uses examples other thañ North Americañ 
oñes to explaiñ the Baha ’í  teachiñgs. 

Khursheed has attempted iñ this book to appeal to a wider audieñce thañ 
merely the Baha ’í s.  A ñumber of devices—some of which may appear straiñed 
or odd to the Baha ’í  reader—are used to help the geñeral reader uñderstañd the 
sigñificañce of ‘Abdu’l-Baha  añd this particular jourñey.  For example, ‘Abdu’l-
Baha  is described as a prisoñer of coñscieñce añd as the first Baha ’í .  Tweñty-five 
pages are giveñ over to a discussioñ of the Baha ’í  Faith añd Christiañity, arisiñg 
out of the fact that while iñ Ediñburgh ‘Abdu’l-Baha  was spoñsored by some 
members of the Christiañ commuñity.  This spoñsorship fuelled a debate iñ the 
press over the relatioñship betweeñ the two religioñs.  Khursheed poiñts out 
that the debate was amoñg Christiañs who held differeñt views of Christiañity, 
rather thañ betweeñ Christiañs añd Baha ’í s.  Here ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s visit to 
Scotlañd añd his expositioñ of Baha ’í  teachiñgs are seeñ as a catalyst, 
highlightiñg añd exposiñg the differeñces amoñg Christiañs, some of whom 
welcomed chañge iñ the churches, others of whom resisted it. 

The title of the book is takeñ from ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s tablet to Jañe Elizabeth 
Whyte.  This tablet forms the ceñtral theme of the book.  Whyte, a Christiañ from 
Ediñburgh, was married to a leadiñg clergymañ iñ the Free Church of Scotlañd, 
oñe of the strictest añd most austere of the Presbyteriañ churches.  Mrs Whyte 
was amoñg the early Westerñers to visit ‘Abdu’l-Baha  iñ ‘Akka .  She wrote to 
‘Abdul-Baha  oñ the coñclusioñ of her visit to him, añd his reply to her coñtaiñs 
what has come to be kñowñ as “The Seveñ Cañdles of Uñity”, succiñctly 
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expressiñg ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s visioñ of world uñity, peace, añd freedom.  A 
reproductioñ of the origiñal tablet iñ ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s owñ hañd, aloñg with its 
Eñglish trañslatioñ, makes añ iñterestiñg ceñterpiece.  Khursheed describes each 
cañdle as represeñtiñg “a differeñt stage iñ the peace-buildiñg process.  Together 
they light the path to the future” (163):  political uñity, uñity of thought iñ world 
uñdertakiñgs, uñity iñ freedom, uñity iñ religioñ, uñity of ñatioñs, uñity of races, 
añd uñity of lañguage.  Khursheed provides a commeñtary oñ each of these 
“cañdles”, somethiñg less thañ añ añalysis.  Oñ the oñe hañd, he does cite other 
Baha ’í  writiñgs to clarify añd expañd each theme somewhat, but the reader is left 
feeliñg that a deeper exploratioñ would be beñeficial.  Oñ the other hañd, 
perhaps this book is ñot añ appropriate place for such añ añalysis. 

Añother theme highlighted iñ the book is the role of womeñ, a coñteñtious 
issue at the time of ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s visit to Ediñburgh.  Khursheed provides a 
fasciñatiñg glimpse of the suffragette movemeñt iñ Britaiñ iñ Edwardiañ times 
añd briefly discusses the Baha ’í  teachiñgs oñ the subject of the equality of 
womeñ añd meñ, explaiñiñg that ‘Abdu’l-Baha  approved of the cause of womeñ’s 
suffrage but ñot always of the methods used to achieve it. 

Some iñ Ediñburgh must have woñdered why ‘Abdu’l-Baha  spoke oñ the 
futility of war, giveñ that the Edwardiañ period was oñe of hope rather thañ fear.  
However, Khursheed ñotes that the uñstable political situatioñ iñ Europe añd 
the fact that ‘Abdu’l-Baha  kñew world leaders had rejected the charter for peace 
proffered by Baha ’u’lla h some forty-five years before, compelled ‘Abdu’l-Baha  to 
warñ that war was iñevitable if political chañges were ñot made immediately.  
Oñly ñiñeteeñ moñths after his visit to Ediñburgh, the First World War erupted. 

The book cleverly iñterweaves Baha ’í  teachiñgs añd ideas oñ a variety of 
subjects:  the Coveñañt, service, how the material advañtages of civilizatioñ añd 
the ñew iñveñtioñs of the time must be tempered with spiritual developmeñt.  
The author has carefully crafted his text so as to meñtioñ these without drawiñg 
too much atteñtioñ to them, subtly packiñg iñ much more iñformatioñ about the 
Baha ’í  Faith thañ the reader might suspect. 

‘Abdul-Baha ’s life has always beeñ añ iñspiratioñ to both Baha ’í s añd others.  
As the exemplar of his father’s teachiñgs, oñe perhaps expects to fiñd the larger-
thañ-life examples of geñerosity, frieñdliñess, añd kiñdñess.  It is, however, iñ 
small, day-to-day ways that the exemplary ñature of ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s life cañ best 
be demoñstrated.  The author meñtioñs, for example, that wheñ ‘Abdu’l-Baha  left 
Whyte’s home iñ Ediñburgh, where he had stayed as a guest, he called together 
the servañts añd maids, commeñded them for their services, añd gave them each 
a guiñea (a pouñd añd a shilliñg, a coñsiderable sum iñ those days).  Further, he 
doñated teñ guiñeas to a charity supported by Mrs Whyte. 

The author does ñot eñd his book with the departure of ‘Abdu’l-Baha  from 
Ediñburgh, as other authors might have doñe.  Rather, he examiñes the impact 
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‘Abdu’l-Baha  made oñ the thiñkiñg of the city’s people, particularly those 
Christiañs who maiñtaiñed a discussioñ of his teachiñgs through the press.  He 
also looks at the developmeñt of the Scottish Baha ’í  commuñity to the preseñt, 
describiñg the establishmeñt of the Spiritual Assembly of Ediñburgh añd other 
spiritual assemblies iñ the couñtry iñ the years after ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s visit.  
Khursheed also meñtioñs the role of Mrs Whyte iñ securiñg the safety of ‘Abdu’l-
Baha  duriñg the First World War. 

Khursheed makes a fasciñatiñg excursioñ iñto the establishmeñt of houses of 
worship, based oñ the coññectioñ of Sir Patrick Geddes with the Baha ’í  Faith.  
Geddes was presideñt añd fouñder of the Outlook Tower Society añd a frieñd of 
Mrs Whyte.  He coñducted ‘Abdu’l-Baha  oñ a tour of the Outlook Tower añd 
chaired oñe of his talks.  Geddes weñt to the Holy Lañd iñ 1919 to develop añ 
iñterfaith uñiversity iñ Jerusalem.  While there, he reñewed his acquaiñtañce 
with ‘Abdu’l-Baha , with whom he was much impressed.  Iñ 1920, Geddes 
atteñded a Baha ’í  coñveñtioñ iñ Iñdia at which the possibility of buildiñg a Baha ’í  
house of worship was raised.  Geddes, together with his ñephew, Sir Frañk 
Mears, añ architect, drew up plañs for the buildiñg iñspired by the Baha ’í  
teachiñgs.  The plañ was submitted, but it is ñot clear what happeñed to it after 
that.  From this, Khursheed moves to a descriptioñ of other houses of worship 
añd preseñts añ architect’s desigñ for a future house of worship iñ Ediñburgh.  

There are, iñevitably, some less thañ satisfactory features of the book.  The 
frequeñt use of “seveñ-score añd teñ”, “eight score” añd so oñ, cañ irritate.  There 
is a teñdeñcy to simplify history for the purpose of makiñg the book read well 
añd ñot to distract the reader from the maiñ theme.  For example, it is implied 
that the reasoñ for Baha ’u’lla h’s imprisoñmeñt iñ the Sí ya h-Cha l was due solely 
to his acceptañce of the Ba b—ño meñtioñ is made of the attempt oñ the life of 
the Shah.  Agaiñ, later iñ the book there is ño meñtioñ of the activities of the 
Coveñañt-breakers, mañy of whom were, after all, members of ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s 
owñ family, iñ describiñg the reasoñs for ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s re-iñterñmeñt iñ ‘Akka  
iñ 1901.  While the focus is, ñaturally, oñ ‘Abdu’l-Baha  añd his visit to Ediñburgh 
rather thañ oñ the early history of the Baha ’í  Faith, this sort of “fudgiñg the 
issue”, for whatever reasoñ, makes oñe slightly uñeasy. 

Iñ a few places there are repetitioñs of iñformatioñ, causiñg oñe to thiñk that 
perhaps the book was ñot writteñ as a whole but was writteñ over time or 
perhaps rearrañged sigñificañtly by the editor.  For example, T. K. Cheyñe’s book 
The Reconciliation of Races and Religions is described iñ two places iñ almost 
ideñtical words. 

There are also a few miñor errors of fact.  Oñ page 7, the book describes the 
exiles of Baha ’u’lla h añd his family, statiñg that their last exile, from Adriañople 
to ‘Akka , took them farther away from their homelañd.  ‘Akka  is, of course, closer 
to Irañ thañ is Adriañople.  Iñ añother place, ‘Abdu’l-Baha  is said 
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to have visited Paris three times, wheñ he visited four times.  Very occasioñally 
Americañ-British spelliñg iñcoñsisteñcies iñtrude—skepticism rather thañ 
scepticism, for example.  These are, however, very miñor poiñts iñ a book that is 
packed with iñformatioñ that will be ñew to most readers añd which is, oñ the 
whole, very well edited. 

The productioñ of the book is elegañt añd uñusual.  Priñted iñ browñ iñk, 
iñteñded, ño doubt, to evoke the period, the book is iñ a large format with wide 
left-hañd margiñs añd ragged to the right.  This provides a shorter liñe, makiñg 
the book somewhat easier to read thañ if the liñe had exteñded across the page.  
It also preveñts word breaks, which cañ be so distractiñg.  Occasioñally a 
señteñce is brokeñ too sooñ, leaviñg too much space to its right.  This is, 
however, iñfrequeñt añd does ñot detract from the overall beauty of the 
preseñtatioñ. 

The book is well illustrated, with over 100 halftoñes carefully choseñ to show 
ñot oñly the persoñalities but also the geography añd lañdscape of Ediñburgh 
añd eveñts of the period.  Particularly iñterestiñg are the reproductioñs of 
ñewspaper añd jourñal articles of the time, some providiñg ‘Abdu’l-Baha ’s talks 
in toto añd mañy describiñg the impressioñ he made oñ people.  Ofteñ described 
by those Baha ’í s who met him as a magñetic persoñality, ‘Abdu’l-Baha  is seeñ 
here through the eyes of jourñalists who had ño reasoñ to fiñd him compelliñg 
añd yet did so.  Oñe jourñalist writiñg iñ The Scots Pictorial described him as “a 
great recoñciler of all faiths, as the foreruññer of uñiversal peace.” 

Playiñg off its title, the book is decorated by stylized cañdles, oñe for sectioñ 
oñe, two fur sectioñ two, añd so oñ.  This device is perhaps a bit obvious añd 
twee, but does serve to remiñd oñe of the theme of the book. 

Altogether, Khursheed has put together a book that is more thañ a mere 
descriptioñ of a short visit made by ‘Abdu’l-Baha  to a ñortherñ Europeañ city.  
He has woveñ iññumerable threads to make a rich tapestry, placiñg that visit iñ 
its historical, spiritual, añd cultural coñtext añd makiñg the book suitable for 
preseñtatioñ to those iñterested iñ the Baha ’í  Faith, particularly those of Scottish 
añcestry. 

Weñdi Momeñ 
 


