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The Baha’i Faith and the Perennial
Mystical Quest: A Western Perspective

Julio Savi

Abstract
The author analyses a definition of mysticism formulated by William Ralph Inge
and western ideas on mystical experience. Then he proceeds to discuss mysticism
as an intrinsic aspect of the Baha’i Faith and mystical experience as expounded
in the Baha’i writings. The latter pay greater attention to the practical and logi-
cal aspects of mysticism than to the visionary and illogical ones. The author
examines some of the reasons for Baha’i and non-Baha’i criticism of mysticism
and suggests a Baha’i definition of mysticism. He then attempts to describe the
Baha’i mystical path, as expounded by the Universal House of Justice.

A definition of mysticism
Most western scholars agree on the fact that it is difficult to define the word
‘mysticism’, and ascribe this difficulty to several factors.1 In the first place, the
term ‘mystic’ has been given different meanings in different centuries. In the
second place, mysticism is a complex and polymorphic phenomenon, which
is fundamentally religious in nature but has been studied from different per-
spectives: literary, historical, sociological, psychological, philosophical, theo-
logical and theosophical. In the third place, mysticism has been manifested in
a variety of ways throughout history. For example, the forms of mysticism in
nascent religions are quite different from those typical of the periods of spiri-
tual decline in the historical development of religions. As to the former, the
German Jesuit theologian Josef Sudbrack observes that ‘[a]t the historical
(or prehistoric) … outset of a religious experience there is an emotion which
no one could escape; all were so deeply concerned with religion that we
should say: all were mystics’.2 As to the latter, in those periods of spiritual
decline ‘[t]he protective walls of traditional religions crumble’,3 therefore mys-
ticism is an ‘elite’4 phenomenon arising from ‘the awareness that beliefs have
lost their meanings’ and from the resulting ‘intense tension between faith
in the Ineffable and the instruments offered by religion’, and so mystics ‘speak
the language of the night’ typical of ‘the cultural and religious conditions
of their world’.5 In the fourth place, many authors have described mysticism
in terms of a particular kind of personal experience, which they call ‘mystical
experience’, and about which they say that it ‘defies expression, that no ade-
quate report of its contents can be given in words’.6 Last but not least, mysti-
cism is a living experience and thus ‘[n]o definition of religious mysticism in
general abstract terms is ever satisfactory. At its best it misses the vivid reality
of a genuine mystical experience, somewhat as one misses the reality of
motion when one stops a spinning top to see what motion is like’.7
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All these factors explain why, as Evelyn Underhill (1875–1941), the cele-
brated Anglican author on mysticism, writes, the word ‘mysticism’ has
been 

impartially applied to the performances of mediums and the ecstasies of the
saints, to ‘menticulture’ and sorcery, dreamy poetry and mediaeval art, to
prayer and palmistry, the doctrinal excesses of Gnosticism, and the tepid
speculations of the Cambridge Platonists – even, according to William James,
to the higher branches of intoxication.8

A definition of mysticism has been formulated by the British divine William
Ralph Inge (1860–1954) as follows: ‘the attempt to realize the presence of
the living God in the soul and in nature’.9 If this definition is accepted,
among many other feasible and possible ones, the goal of mysticism is the
same as the purpose of human life described by Baha’u’llah: ‘to know
[one’s] Creator (‘irfān-i h

˙
aqq) and to attain His Presence’.10 No wonder,

then, that Shoghi Effendi, the Guardian of the Baha’i Faith, has said that the
Baha’i Faith, ‘like all other Divine Religions, is … fundamentally mystic in
character’.11

The foundations of mysticism
Inge lists, in his exposition of the ‘general characteristics of mysticism’, the
following four propositions on which, in his opinion, all forms of mysticism
rest:

1. ‘the soul … can see and perceive’;
2. ‘man, in order to know God, must be a partaker of the Divine nature’;
3. ‘ “Without holiness no man may see the Lord” ’;
4. ‘The true hierophant (expounder of the sacred) of the mysteries of God

is love.’12

These propositions are an essential part of the Baha’i teachings.

1. ‘the soul … can see and perceive’. ‘Abdu’l-Baha, adopting the language of
Avicennan psychology, states that the soul can know ‘through instruments
and organs’ and ‘without instruments and organs’.13 He calls the latter
knowing capacity of the soul ‘insight’,14 ‘inner perception’ ([dı̄dih-yi ] bas

˙
ı̄rat,

literally: the eye of insight), ‘subjective … knowledge’ (‘ilm-i vujūd ı̄, literally:
knowledge of being), or ‘intuitive knowledge’ (‘ilm-i tah

˙
aqquqı̄, literally:

knowledge of certainty),15 and describes its keenness as dependent on
one’s spiritual progress.

2. ‘[M]an, in order to know God, must be a partaker of the Divine nature’.
‘Abdu’l-Baha states that human ‘nature (s

˙
ūrat, literally: form) is three-

fold: animal, human and divine’ (s
˙
ūrat-i malakūtı̄, s

˙
ūrat-i insānı̄ va s

˙
ūrat-i

t
˙
abı̄‘ı̄, literally: divine, human and animal form).16 He describes the

divine nature of human beings as ‘the image or likeness of God’ and
says that it is characterized by ‘justice, sincerity, faithfulness, knowledge,
wisdom, illumination, mercy and pity, coupled with intellect, compre-
hension, the power to grasp the realities of things and the ability to pen-
etrate the truths of existence’.17 The Persian notes recorded by an
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unmentioned listener during the same talk by ‘Abdu’l-Baha provide a
slightly different list of virtues, that may be provisionally translated as
follows: ‘justice (‘adl) and faithfulness (vafā), sincerity (s

˙
idq) and purity

(s
˙
afā), wisdom (h

˙
ikmat) and fear of God (tuqā), mercy (rah

˙
m) and gen-

erosity (murūvat), love (mah
˙

abbat) and friendship (mavaddat), nobility
(rif ‘at) and spiritual knowledge (ma‘rifat)’.18

3. ‘“Without holiness no man may see the Lord.”’ Holiness, intended as
‘spiritual perfection or purity’,19 is described in the Baha’i writings as a
vital prerequisite to ensure nearness to God. Baha’u’llah writes: ‘Thy
heart is My home; sanctify (quds) it for My descent’.20 And ‘Abdu’l-Baha
explains that ‘nearness to God … is dependent upon … personal sanc-
tification (tanzı̄h va taqdı̄s, literally: purification and sanctification)…
[and] necessitates sacrifice of self, severance and the giving up of all to
Him’ (inf āq-i jān va māl va ‘izzat va mans

˙
ab, literally: giving up oneself,

and wealth, and power, and high office).21

4. ‘The true hierophant of the mysteries of God is love’. ‘Abdu’l-Baha
explains that love is ‘the light that guideth in darkness, the living link
that uniteth God (h

˙
aqq) with man (khalq, literally: creation), that

assureth the progress of every illumined soul’.22

In other words, the assumptions of mysticism, as described by Inge, and those
of the Baha’i Faith are the same: human beings have a divine nature whose
development through practising the love of God and self-effacement allows
their inner vision to become keener and to perceive the presence of God. This
perception of the presence of God is usually referred to by mystics and stu-
dents of mysticism as ‘mystical experience’. So important is ‘mystical experi-
ence’ considered that some scholars of mysticism uphold that one cannot
define as ‘mystic’ any individual who had not at least one mystical experience.

Mystical experience and its characteristics
The world religious literature is rich in descriptions of mystical experience.
Based on these descriptions, scholars have listed a number of its character-
istics as follows:

1. A consciousness of the oneness of everything. The English philosopher Walter
Terence Stace (1886–1967) describes this consciousness as arising from
the exclusion of ‘all the multiplicity of sensuous or conceptual or other
empirical content … so that there remains only a void and empty unity’.23

In this condition the mystic ‘attains to complete communion with the
Absolute Order, and submits to the inflow of its supernal vitality’,24 and
thus experiences what the German philosopher Nicholas of Cusa (1401–64)
called ‘coincidentia oppositorum’25 or ‘coincidence of contradictories’.26

2. Timelessness. The English educationalist Frank C. Happold (1893–1971)
explains that, during a mystical experience, the relationships between
events ‘are not capable of being adequately described in terms of past,
present, and future, or earlier than, later than. These experiences have a
timeless quality.’27

3. Sense of objectivity or reality. Happold writes that mystical experiences
‘are states of knowledge’,28 a knowledge characterized by a high degree
of certitude.
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641; As to ma‘rifat, cf.
‘insight in divine 
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Steingass, A
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phrases to be met with
in Persian literature
(London and New
York: Routledge, 1998)
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ma‘rifat, 1271. 

19. The Oxford English
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Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1989) s.v. 
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20. Baha’u’llah, ‘Kalimāt-i
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H
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(rpt Wilmette, IL:
Baha’i Publishing
Trust, 1978) 29;
English translation:

7The Baha’i Faith and the Perennial Mystical Quest: A Western Perspective

BSR_14_02_art_Savi.qxd  12/11/07  4:25 PM  Page 7



4. Feelings of blessedness, joy, peace, happiness, etc.
5. A feeling that what is apprehended is holy, sacred or divine.
6. Ineffability. Mystical experience resembles a feeling and ‘it is not possi-

ble to make a state of feeling clear to one who has not experienced it’.29

7. Paradoxicality. Mystics always feel an urgent need to share their experi-
ence with others. And they try to overcome its ineffability through ‘lin-
guistic devices as simile, metaphor and paradox, however inadequate
these may be for the task’.30

8. Transience. Mystical experience, with its feeling of timelessness, is sel-
dom prolonged. Whenever the timeless moment has vanished, the mys-
tic feels a kind of ‘nostalgia and longing for moments that he has
perceived … at times, and that he has perceived as not transient’.31 And
yet, some mystics are wholly immersed in their spiritual condition, so
that their mystical experience ‘can become so frequent, so much a way
of life, that, in the words of St John of the Cross … “the soul has it in its
power to abandon itself, whenever it wills, to this sweet sleep of love”’.32

9. Passivity. The mystics perceive themselves as the object of their own
experience, as deprived of any will, as being seized by an outward power.

10. Unreality of the mundane self. Usually there is a strict connection
between the perception of the self, on the one hand, and sensory per-
ception, awareness of time and the feeling of being willingly active, on
the other. In a mystical experience all that disappears and, in the words
of the German theologian and religious philosopher Rudolf Otto
(1869–1937), the mystic perceives ‘the self … the personal “I”, as
something not perfectly or essentially real, or even as mere nullity’.33

The perception of the self expands and brings the individual closer to
her inner self, a reality that the German Dominican preacher, theologian
and mystic Meister Johannes Eckhart (c.1260–1327) calls ‘scintilla animae’
(the spark of the soul).34

11. A moral content. Mystical experience leaves in its wake a sense of duty in
its subject. As student of esotericism and mystic Arthur Edward Waite
(1857–1942) observes: ‘those who enter into this state come back into
the world, with the yoke of the kingdom upon them in a law of service.
Then God shall give them work.’35 The accomplished mystic may be
thus described as ‘a pioneer of humanity, a sharply intuitive and
painfully practical person: an artist, a discoverer, a religious or social
reformer, a national hero, a “great active” among the saints’.36

12. Side phenomena. That is, ‘special altered states – visions, locutions, rap-
tures and the like – which admittedly have played a large part in mysti-
cism but which many mystics have insisted do not constitute the
essence of the encounter with God’.37 Most scholars agree with the Irish
Catholic theologian Dom Cuthbert Butler (1858–1934) – whose essay
Western Mysticism has been described as ‘a masterly exhibition of the
religious and psychological normality of the Christian contemplative life,
as developed by its noblest representatives’38 – on the opinion that
‘[e]ssential mysticism should not be identified with occasional accidental
concomitants, as visions, revelations, raptures, or other psycho-physical
phenomena’, and that ‘the title mystical’ should not be given ‘to curious
experiences and manifestations bordering on those of Spiritism; to
intimations, second sight, telepathy; or religious “queer stories”. For all
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such phenomena there is an accepted scientific term: they are “psychic”
not “mystic”.’39

A question arises while studying mystical experience. Why is it confined
only to a limited number of human beings, and not as common as sensory
and rational experiences? What is the difference between the mystic who
goes through such an experience and the individuals who never have it? On
the one hand, Sudbrack observes that ‘the question whether each human
being or only certain “privileged” individuals are called to mysticism is put
in the wrong way. Mysticism as a meeting is an inner experience of each living
faith in God.’40 And Underhill maintains that ‘mysticism may be looked
upon as the final term, the active expression, of a power latent in the whole
race: the power, that is to say, of … perceiving transcendent reality’, and
that ‘[f ]ew people pass through life without knowing what it is to be at least
touched by this mystical feeling’.41 On the other hand, Robert K. C. Forman,
Associate Professor of Religion, Hunter College of the City University of
New York, describes mystical experience as a ‘pure consciousness event …
a wakeful but objectless consciousness’; maintains that ‘[t]he mystical
encounter with awareness itself … represents an innate capacity’ of each
human being; quotes large-scale studies done in the 1990s, which have
ascertained ‘that nearly half – 43 percent of all Americans and 48 percent of
all British people – have had one or more mystical experiences’, and points
out that ‘[t]hough most keep their tales of these extraordinary experiences
largely private, many of this near majority have oriented vital aspects of
their lives around them’.42

Another controversial issue is whether mystical experience is only sponta-
neous or may be induced. Some authors think that mystical experience is a gra-
tuitous gift. Among them the French Jesuit theologian Father Augustin Poulain
(1836–1919) wrote: ‘Supernatural acts or states are called mystical, which our
own efforts and industry are unable to produce, even feebly, even for a
moment.’43 Other authors maintain that human beings can so refine their
knowing capacities through a particular personal training as to have a direct
experience of the Divine. Usually they also maintain that this training consists in
ascetic practices, variously described by divers authors. Still other authors say,
like Sudbrack, that mystical experience ‘is both a gift and the fulfilment of one’s
freedom; lovers experience their love as both a gift and a free personal action’.44

Through their studies of the descriptions of the mystics, scholars have
inferred that many factors may contribute to bringing about mystical
experience:45

1. A personal predisposition, which may also be ignored by the subject.
2. An act of will on the part of the subject, which may express itself as an

active search for God before her experience begins.
3. Specific stimuli, whose nature depends on the mystic’s personality,

upbringing, and religious, social and cultural background. These stimuli
are synthesized by Robert Andrew Gilbert, a historian of the occult
revival of the 19th century, as follows:

aspects of nature (commonly water and heights; trees, flowers and their
scent; sunrise and sunset), music; poetry; pictorial art; architecture (especially
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[Dorset]: Element
Books, 1991) 89.
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[English translation by
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Rational (trans. John
W. Harvey, Oxford:
Oxford University
Press, 1959) 21.
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churches); creative work; and sexual love … natural beauty; sacred places;
prayer, meditation and worship; the visual and auditory arts; literature in vari-
ous forms; and … personal relationships … sorrow, despair and stress.46

4. Special historical circumstances. Different forms of mysticism have
already been referred to above.

Mystical experience in the Baha’i writings
The descriptions of the spiritual condition conferred upon all those who
have successfully met the prerequisites of spiritual search, as set forth in
the Baha’i writings, are similar to the descriptions of mystical experiences:

1. A consciousness of the oneness of everything. Baha’u’llah writes that the way-
farer in the Valley of Unity ‘drinketh from the cup of the Absolute and
gazeth on the Manifestations of Oneness’.47 However, this consciousness
of the oneness of everything is not meant in the Baha’i writings as the
result of a ‘tie of direct intercourse (rābit

˙
ih va munāsabat va muvāfaqat va

mushābahat, literally: tie, connection, similarity, semblance)’ between ‘the
one true God’ and ‘His creation’.48 It is rather intended as ‘self-surrender
and perpetual union with God (fanā’ az nafs va baqā bi-Allāh)’, a condition
that is realized when ‘men … merge their will wholly in the Will of God, and
regard their desires as utter nothingness beside His Purpose’, that is, when
‘they diligently, and with the utmost joy and eagerness, arise and fulfil’
‘[w]hatsoever the Creator commandeth His creatures to observe’.49 And
thus the consciousness of the oneness of everything is seemingly
described in the Baha’i texts as the knowledge of one’s divine nature
attained in its expression through daily deeds performed in obedience to
the divine laws, an effort that implies on the one hand purification of one’s
mundane self and on the other knowledge of one’s divine self. This is the
highest spiritual station a human being may attain on earth.

2. No perception of time and space. Baha’u’llah writes that the wayfarer in
the Valley of Wonderment ‘goeth from astonishment to astonishment,
and is lost in awe (mah

˙
v: literally: annihilation) at the works (s

˙
an‘-i jadı̄d,

literally: new creation) of the Lord of Oneness’.50

3. Sense of reality and certitude. Baha’u’llah writes in the Kitāb-i l̄qān: ‘Gazing
with the eye of God, he will perceive within every atom a door that lead-
eth him to the stations of absolute certitude’ (‘ayn al-yaqı̄n va h

˙
aqq al-

yaqı̄n va nūr al-yaqı̄n, literally: the eye of certitude, and the truth of
certitude, and the light of certitude).51

4. Feelings of blessedness, joy, peace, happiness. Baha’u’llah writes that the trav-
eller in the Valley of Contentment ‘[f ]rom sorrow … turneth to bliss, from
anguish to joy. His grief and mourning yield to delight and rapture’.52

5. Feeling that what is apprehended is holy, sacred or divine. Baha’u’llah
writes in the Kitab-i Iqan that whosoever has entered the ‘City of
Certitude … will discern the wonders of His ancient wisdom, and will
perceive all the hidden teachings from the rustling leaves of the Tree –
which flourisheth in that City. With both his inner and his outer ear he
will hear from its dust the hymns of glory and praise ascending unto the
Lord of Lords’.53
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Robert K. C. Forman,
Oxford: Oxford
University Press,
1998) 7, 3.

43. Alain Poulain, Les
Grâces d’oraison
[The Graces of Interior
Prayer] (Paris:
Beauchesne, 1922);
quoted in Butler
Western Mysticism
xix–xx.

44. Sudbrack, Mistica 158
[English translation by
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6. Ineffability.Baha’u’llah writes, in the Valley of Contentment, ‘The tongue
faileth in describing these three Valleys [Contentment, Wonderment and
True Poverty], and speech falleth short. The pen steppeth not into this
region (‘ars

˙
at, literally: court), the ink leaveth only a blot.’54

7. Paradoxicality. Baha’u’llah writes of the seeker who has entered the
Valley of Wonderment: ‘Now he seeth the shape of wealth as poverty
itself, and the essence of freedom as sheer impotence. Now is he struck
dumb (mah

˙
v, literally: annihilation) with the beauty of the All-Glorious;

again is he wearied out with his own life.’55

8. Transience and nostalgia for the timeless moment. Baha’u’llah writes in
the Kitab-i Iqan: ‘They that valiantly labour in quest of God’s will (mujāhidı̄n
f ı̄ Allāh, literally: those who fight for God), when once they have
renounced all else but Him, will be so attached and wedded to that City
that a moment’s separation from it would to them be unthinkable.’56

9. Passivity. Baha’u’llah writes: ‘Were any man to ponder in his heart that
which the Pen of the Most High hath revealed and to taste of its sweet-
ness, he would, of a certainty, find himself emptied and delivered from
his own desires, and utterly subservient to the Will of the Almighty.’57

10. Unreality of the mundane self. Baha’u’llah writes in the Valley of True
Poverty and Absolute Nothingness: ‘when the true lover and devoted
friend reacheth to the presence of the Beloved, the sparkling beauty of
the Loved One and the fire of the lover’s heart will kindle a blaze and
burn away all veils and wrappings. Yea, all he hath, from heart to skin,
will be set aflame, so that nothing will remain save the Friend.’58

11. Moral content. Baha’u’llah writes in the Kitāb-i Aqdas: ‘Were any man
to taste the sweetness of the words which the lips of the All-Merciful
have willed to utter, he would, though the treasures of the earth be in his
possession, renounce them one and all, that he might vindicate the
truth of even one of His commandments, shining above the Dayspring
of His bountiful care and loving-kindness.’59

12. Side phenomena. As to visions, auditions, locutions, raptures and the
like, Shoghi Effendi states that a distinction should be made. On the one
hand, there are those visions ‘experienced by Divine Prophets and
Messengers’.60 On the other, there are those experienced by ordinary
human beings. As to the former, since Baha’is share with other religion-
ists the idea that ‘the whole theory of Divine Revelation rests on the
infallibility of the Prophet’,61 they are obviously considered ‘direct and
authoritative revelation from God’.62 As to the latter, Shoghi Effendi
mentions at least three categories: 

a. ‘[T]rue visions which are true spiritual experiences … granted to those
who are spiritually pure and receptive’.63 He says that these experi-
ences ‘are very rare’,64 come ‘to an individual through the grace of
God, and not through the exercise of any of the human faculties’,65

and that ‘[i]t is very difficult to distinguish between true visions which
are true spiritual experiences of the soul and imaginations which have
no reality in spiritual truths’.66 Therefore, as precious as such experi-
ences may be considered by the individual who has them, they
‘should, under no circumstances, be construed as constituting an
infallible source of guidance, even for the person experiencing them’.67

46. Gilbert, Elements of
Mysticism 87. These
data are the results 
of the studies of the
English [born in
Manchester] novelist,
critic and journalist
Marghanita Laski
(1915–88) and the
British scientist Sir
Alister Hardy
(1896–1985).

47. Baha’u’llah, The Seven
Valleys and the Four
Valleys (trans. Marzieh
Gail, rev. edn.,
Wilmette, IL: Baha’i
Publishing Trust, 1952
and 1991) 17.

48. Baha’u’llah,
Muntakhabātı̄ 51;
English translation:
Gleanings 66.

49. Baha’u’llah, ‘Lawh
˙
-i

Shaykh Fānı̄’, in
Muntakhabātı̄ 217;
English translation:
Gleanings 337. ‘Fanā’
and ‘baqā’ are two
Arabic words by which
the Sufis refer to 
mystical death and
mystical union with
the Absolute, 
respectively.

50. Baha’u’llah, ‘Haft
Vādı̄’, in Āthār-i qalam-i
a‘lā, vol. 3 (Baha’i
Publishing Trust,
Teheran, 129
BE/1972–73) 125;
English translation:
Seven Valleys 32.

51. Baha’u’llah, Kitāb-i
Mustat

˙
āb-i Īqān, rpt.

(Hofheim-Langenhain:
Baha’i-Verlag, 1980)
152; English
translation: Kitāb-i-
Īqān: The Book of
Certitude (trans.
Shoghi Effendi, 2nd

edn., Wilmette, IL:
Baha’i Publishing
Trust, 1970) 196.

52. Baha’u’llah, Seven
Valleys 29.

53. Baha’u’llah, Kitāb-i- 
l̄qān 197–8.

54. Baha’u’llah, ‘Haft
Vādı̄’ 122; English
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b. Experiences ‘which have no reality in spiritual truths’,68 and are the
product of human imaginations ‘however real … [they] may seem … to
be’.69 Shoghi Effendi says that there is no way of knowing the ‘origin
and purpose’ of such experiences, and warns the Baha’is not to ‘place
much importance on’ them.70

c. ‘[P]sychic phenomena’,71 which ‘pertain mostly to the domain of conjec-
tures’72 and are often ‘an indication of a deep psychological distur-
bance’.73 The Baha’i teachings warn the Baha’is to avoid ‘all psychic
dabbling and exercise of psychic faculties’,74 and Shoghi Effendi
explains this Baha’i position as follows: ‘If Baha’u’llah had attached the
slightest importance to occult experiences, to the seeing of auras, to the
hearing of mystic voices … He, Himself, would have mentioned all of
these things in His Teachings. The fact that He passed over them in
silence shows that to Him, they had either no importance or no reality,
and were consequently not worthy to take up His time as the Divine
Educator of the human race.’75

Mystical experience as explained in the Baha’i teachings
The Baha’i teachings do not deny the possibility and the relative value of
mystical experience as a personal guidance, for people who meet the ‘indis-
pensable condition’ of ‘[p]urity of heart’.76 Shoghi Effendi admits that ‘[i]n
many cases dreams have been the means of bringing people to the truth’;77

that daily prayer, meditation and concentration, as well as an earnest and
sustained effort to do God’s Will, may help us ‘to feel the direct spiritual
guidance of God’,78 and ‘discover, though not always and fully, God’s Will
intuitively’,79 and thus ‘not to make so many mistakes and to receive more
directly the Guidance God seeks to give us’;80 that our power of insight may
become keener if we ‘strive to become pure in heart and “free from all save
God”’,81 and that as we meditate, ‘God can inspire into our minds things
that we had no previous knowledge of, if He desires to do so’.82 He also
suggests that we test our insights, on the one hand, ‘by comparing them
with the revealed Word and seeing whether they are in harmony there-
with’,83 and, on the other, by putting them into practice: ‘if the way opens,
when we have sought guidance’, he says, ‘then we may presume God is
helping us’.84 However, he concludes that ‘implicit faith in our intuitive
powers is unwise’,85 and that ‘[u]nder no circumstances … can a person be
absolutely certain that he is recognizing God’s Will, through the exercise of
his intuition. It often happens that the latter results in completely misrepre-
senting the truth, and thus becomes a source of error rather than of guid-
ance’.86 He explains that the Manifestations of God ‘have the channels of
the Cause through which to guide us. They do not need to go outside these
and send individual revelations.’ Thus, on the one hand, he directs the
Baha’is to seek guidance from the writings and ‘the channels of the Cause’
(i.e. the Baha’i elected and appointed institutions) through study, medita-
tion and consultation,87 and on the other, he assures the Baha’is that ‘[i]f we
are going to have some deeply spiritual experience we can rest assured God
will vouchsafe it to us without our having to look for it’,88 and warns them
not ‘to go groping about in the darkness of … [one’s] imagination after
the true thing’,89 making clear that ‘[w]hen a person endeavours to develop

translation: Seven
Valleys 30.

55. Baha’u’llah, ‘Haft
Vādı̄’ 124; English
translation: Seven
Valleys 31–2.

56. Baha’u’llah, Kitāb-i
Mustat

˙
āb-i l̄qān 153;

English version: 
Kitāb-i-ı̄qān 198–9.

57. Baha’u’llah, Gleanings
343.

58. Baha’u’llah, Seven
Valleys 36.

59. Baha’u’llah, Kitāb-i-
Aqdas: The Most Holy
Book (Haifa: Baha’i
World Centre, 1992)
20.

60. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to Mrs
Kathryn Frankland, 
1 November 1940, in
Baha’i News 152 
(April 1942) 2.

61. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
individual believer, 
11 January 1942, in
Lights of Guidance: A
Bahā’ı̄ Reference File
(comp. Helen Bassett
Hornby, rev. edn., New
Delhi: Baha’i Publishing
Trust, 1996) 477.

62. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to Mrs
Kathryn Frankland, 
1 November 1940, 
in Baha’i News 152 
(April 1942) 2.

63. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi, to an
individual believer, 
26 November 1939, in
Baha’i News 152 
(April 1942) 2.

64. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi, to an
individual believer, 
25 October 1942, in
Baha’i News 152 
(April 1942) 2. This
statement may seem
inconsistent with the
above-mentioned
results of the statistics
quoted by Forman.
The inconsistency may
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faculties so that they might enjoy visions, dreams, etc., actually what they
are doing is weakening certain of their spiritual capacities; and thus under
such circumstances, dreams and visions have no reality, and ultimately lead
to the destruction of the character of the person’.90

Therefore, in the light of the Baha’i teachings the purpose of mystic
search, a search which is enjoined upon all human beings as a spiritual
obligation, is not the development of ‘faculties so that … [one] might enjoy
visions, dreams, etc.’,91 but the acquisition of spiritual virtues and powers,
as vital instruments in one’s service to the cause of the well-being of
humankind. Holiness, or spiritual perfection, as a perfect instrument for
the service of humankind is exemplified by ‘Abdu’l-Baha, who has been
bequeathed by Baha’u’llah to his followers as ‘the perfect Exemplar of His
Faith … endowed with super-human knowledge’,92 ‘the embodiment of
every Baha’i ideal, the incarnation of every Baha’i virtue’,93 in other words,
as the perfect mystic.

Negative connotations associated with mysticism
If, according to the Baha’i teachings, mysticism is such an important part
of religion – its essence, we could say – why were so many negative conno-
tations associated with it? Why did such a conflict arise between the mys-
tics and their religious institutions? And, moreover, what are considered to
be the dangers of mysticism in the Baha’i community, and what instruc-
tions are given to avoid the pitfalls into which other religions have stum-
bled while treading the mystic path? All these questions deserve serious
attention and reflection.

Mysticism is so closely knit to religion that the destinies of the former
are likely to be strictly related to the destinies of the latter. In the 19th and
20th centuries the name of religion has been associated with many negative
connotations, and many westerners have come to consider it as an obstacle
in the path of progress. Mysticism also has been associated with many neg-
ative connotations. It was castigated by both detractors and upholders of
religion. By the former, it was accused of superstition and charlatanism
because of their materialistic worldview, and by the latter, because they
were usually more attached to the shell of religion than to its kernel. In
times of religious decline, mystics, endowed – as they often are – with
attributes of inner perfection, may be more aware of the inner meanings of
religion than are their own declining religious institutions. However,
because they are human, they also are liable to make mistakes in their inter-
pretations of reality.

Last but not least, both detractors and upholders of religion have been
over-focused ‘on the highly ambiguous notion of mystical experience’,
resulting not only in a wrong conception of mysticism itself, but also in a
‘neglect of mystical hermeneutics’.94

Reasons for suspicion of mysticism in the Baha’i community 
Some Baha’is could be suspicious about mysticism on the grounds of
three sets of factors: the influence of the humanistic and materialistic atti-
tudes of western culture; some misunderstandings of the true nature of
mysticism; and misinterpretations of the words of the Baha’i authoritative
texts.

meaning given to the
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Way’ (Underhill,
Mysticism 414).
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Shoghi Effendi to an
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(New Delhi: Baha’i
Publishing Trust,
1973) 114.
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(April 1942) 2.

67. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to Mrs
Kathryn Frankland, 
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(April 1942) 2.
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in Baha’i News 152
(April 1942) 2.
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Shoghi Effendi to an
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25 October 1942, 
in Baha’i News 152
(April 1942) 2.

70. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
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9 April 1948, quoted
in Baha’i Institutions
113.
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20 November 1937,
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13The Baha’i Faith and the Perennial Mystical Quest: A Western Perspective

BSR_14_02_art_Savi.qxd  11/20/07  6:02 PM  Page 13



The influence of the humanistic and materialistic attitudes 
of western civilization
The Universal House of Justice, the supreme governing Baha’i institution,
has stated that ‘it does not beseem a Baha’i to write … about his Faith as if
he looked upon it from the norm of humanism or materialism’.95 The
Supreme Body also explained that ‘[t]his approach, although understand-
able, is quite impossible for a Baha’i, for it ignores the fact that our world-
view includes the spiritual dimension as an indispensable component for
consistency and coherence’.96 However, if Baha’is are among those who,
somehow influenced by contemporary western culture, consciously or
unconsciously look upon certain aspects of daily life ‘from the norm of
humanism or materialism’, they may encounter two different and opposing
pitfalls.

On the one hand, they may undervalue such mystical aspects of life as
prayer, devotion, meditation, and lay ‘too much emphasis … on the social
and economic aspects of the Teachings’.97 They may underrate the impor-
tance of the mystical relation between their soul and the Manifestation of
God. They may dissociate ‘the moral aspect’ of the Baha’i teachings –
which, in the words of Shoghi Effendi, ‘cannot be over-emphasized’98 –
from their mystical aspect. And therefore they may assume that human
beings may become spiritual people by the mere power of their being ratio-
nal and logical (or ‘scientific’, as is sometimes said) without consciously
and willingly drawing on the powers of the spirit of faith and the Holy Spirit.
The difference between this approach and that of the best among western
atheists, who strive after moral perfection without drawing on the spiritual
powers of religion that they consider ‘as irrelevant to the major concerns of
the modern world’,99 does not seem to be very great.

On the other hand, they may encounter the pitfall of overestimating
material miracles, dreams, visions, communications with departed relatives
or friends, etc. In other words, they may fall into some of those forms of
superstition that seem to have had a revival at the end of the 20th century,
with ‘the emergence of an increasing number of obscure cults, of strange
and new worships, of ineffective philosophies’.100 Shoghi Effendi has given
clear directives on these issues. He reminded the Baha’is that ‘modern psy-
chology has taught that the capacity of the human mind for believing what
it imagines, is almost infinite’.101 And thus he urged them not to ‘believe in
the divine origin of any such things which have not been mentioned in our
own Sacred Scriptures by either the Bab, Baha’u’llah or the Master’.102 He
specifically warned them against such ‘vain imaginings’ as: ‘psychic prac-
tices and phenomena’,103 alleged ‘communications with spirits’,104 ‘“table-
writing”’,105 the illusion ‘of being directed by him [Shoghi Effendi] in the
inner plane’,106 or through ‘visions, dreams, etc.’,107 certain forms of ‘radia-
tions of thoughts or healing’,108 ‘numerology and astrology’109 ‘the Fourth
Dimension’,110 ‘the categorical affirmations of Rudolphe Steiner’ and other
‘scholars’,111 ‘the pyramid of Cheops’ and their alleged prophecies,112 ‘a con-
cealed group of masters in the Himalayas or anywhere else’, as well as
‘mystical stories of beings that are “behind the scenes” so to speak’.113

Shoghi Effendi referred to all these ‘metaphysical hair-splittings, and other
abstract things carried to the extreme’, as the ‘fruitless sciences’ mentioned
by Baha’u’llah.114

72. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to the
National Spiritual
Assembly of Australia
and New Zealand, 
30 March 1938, in
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Last but not least, Baha’is may come to overestimate the experiential
aspects of mysticism and thus yield to a quite dangerous illusion of the
human ego, that is, self-centredness and ‘spiritual pride, the greatest “sin”
in religious life’.115 They would thus fall within that category of people who
are ‘more interested in mystical things, and in mystery itself, than in this
present world in which we live, and how to solve its problems’, people who
only ‘enjoy abstractions and complications’.116 They may thus run the risk
of being dangerous to themselves and to others.117

Misunderstandings of the true nature of mysticism
Baha’is may misinterpret mysticism as a sort of independent esoteric reli-
gious movement, deprived of a central figure to whom all people may turn,
and founded upon the doctrines formulated by various mystics through
individual allegedly divine revelations. They may misconstrue it as a path,
open only to particularly gifted individuals, unconcerned with society and
its problems and aiming at the achievement of personal, deeper and deeper
mystical experiences to the extent of a union of the mystic’s soul with the
Absolute. They may finally assume that it implies the acceptance of such
theories as reincarnation, pre-existence of the human soul, etc. This con-
ception of mysticism undoubtedly brings together many ideas repeatedly
expressed by many self-styled mystics, but does not grasp its essence. If
Baha’is view mysticism from this perspective, they are like those atheists
who condemn religion simply because of the different unreasonable dog-
mas and theories suggested by religionists. Mysticism is not a single move-
ment, founded by someone, based on certain theories, and growing
organically through the centuries. Mysticism is an inner attitude, whose
outer expressions through the ages have been influenced by historical cir-
cumstance, as well as by the traits of the individuals who wrote of it and
taught it. And this inner attitude of communion with the Divine is the core
of all religions.

Misinterpretations of the words of ‘Abdu’l-Baha and 
of Shoghi Effendi
A Baha’i may misunderstand the warnings of both ‘Abdu’l-Baha and Shoghi
Effendi against spiritualism, psychic forces and metaphysical hair-splitting
as referring to mysticism itself. In order to better understand the traits of
the individuals who are described as mystics in the Baha’i writings, it is use-
ful to refer to ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s Memorials of the Faithful. Marzieh Gail
(1908–1993), its translator from Persian into English, writes in her proem
that this book ‘is more than the brief annals of early Baha’i disciples; it is,
somehow, a book of prototypes; and it is a kind of testament of values
endorsed and willed to us by the Baha’i Exemplar’.118 ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s descrip-
tions do not point out the charismatic or miraculous powers of his person-
ages, as does most past eastern and western hagiographic literature, but
rather their faithfulness in their application of divine law to the actions
of daily life. A high moral standard makes of each one of them an example
of a life to be recorded for posterity.

Among them we also find some individuals who tread the traditional
mystical path, with its emphasis on the introspective and devotional
aspects of spiritual life, and whom ‘Abdu’l-Baha defines as belonging to ‘the
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mystic element (‘urafā)’.119 They are nine: Nabı̄ l-i Akbar, Mullā ‘Alı̄ -Akbar,
Muh

˙
ammad ‘Alı̄ from Isfahan, Darvı̄sh S

˙
idq-‘Alı̄ , Hājı̄ Muh

˙
ammad Khān,

Mishkı̄n Qalam, Hājı̄ Āqā-yi Tabrı̄zı̄ , Mı̄rzā Mus
˙
t
˙
afā and Shams-i D

˙
uh

˙
ā.120

‘Abdu’l-Baha does not praise them for their mystical experiences, but for
having escaped the snares of a corrupted form of mysticism and for having
become lovers of the Truth as manifested by Baha’u’llah and the champions
of his Covenant. While speaking of Darvı̄sh S

˙
idq-‘Al ı̄ he says that

Baha’u’llah wrote that the word darv ı̄sh, often used in Persian to mean
‘mystic’, ‘designates those who are completely severed from all but God,
who cleave to His laws, are firm in His Faith, loyal to His Covenant, and
constant in worship’.121

We may well conclude that the Baha’i teachings condemn mysticism in
what they regard as its corrupted aspects, as they do in the case of earlier
religions, yet appreciate it in its essence. As Shoghi Effendi wrote through
his secretary: ‘the core of religious faith is that mystic feeling which unites
Man with God’.122

A Baha’i definition of mysticism
We can now attempt to formulate a Baha’i definition of mysticism. Shoghi
Effendi stated:

We liken God to the Sun, which gives us all our life. So the Spirit of God
reaches us through the Souls of the Manifestations. We must learn to com-
mune with Their Souls, and this is what the Martyrs seemed to have done,
and what brought them such ecstasy of joy that life became nothing. This is
the true mysticism, and the secret, inner meaning of life which humanity has,
at present, drifted so far from.123

‘True mysticism’ seems here described as a state of communion between a
believer and the soul of the Manifestation of God that conveys the Spirit of
God unto her, bringing ‘such ecstasy of joy that life becomes nothing’. This
communion is so important as to be identified with ‘the secret, inner mean-
ing of life’ and with ‘the core of religious faith’.124 And thus, in the light of
the Baha’i teachings, mysticism may also be defined as spirituality or ‘spir-
itual progress’,125 intended as ‘the acquisition of spiritual virtues and pow-
ers’,126 that is, the capacity ‘to perceive the Divine reality of things (h

˙
aqāyiq-i

āshyā, literally: the essential realities of all things) … by the power of the
Holy Spirit’ (az nafah

˙
āt-i rūh

˙
al-quds, literally: by the issuing forth of the

Holy Spirit).127 Shoghi Effendi explains that ‘spirituality … is the essence of
Man’,128 that it implies for ‘the ego … [to] be ever-increasingly subordinated
to the enlightened soul of man’,129 and that ‘the foundation of true spiritu-
ality is steadfastness in the Covenant’.130

These statements explain why Shoghi Effendi said that mysticism lies
at the core of the Baha’i Faith, as of any other religion. All Baha’is are
called to mysticism, because Baha’u’llah urges them to strive with every
nerve so that they may commune with his soul, and thus receive the bless-
ings of the Spirit of God, in the form of ‘spiritual virtues and powers’, and
become effective instruments for the implementation of his plan for
humankind.
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wants. Society exists
to facilitate this quest,
and the collective 
concern of humankind
should be an ongoing
refinement of the
system, aimed at
rendering it ever more
efficient in carrying
out its assigned task’
(Century of Light
[Haifa: Baha’i World
Centre, 2001] 89). 
The Baha’i Faith does
not agree with any 
of these statements.
As to humanism,
Webster’s English
Dictionary defines it 
as ‘a philosophy 
that rejects 
supernaturalism,
regards man as a 
natural object, and
asserts the essential
dignity and worth of
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The Baha’i mystic path
Baha’u’llah, with his announcement of ‘the coming of age of the entire
human race’,131 and his promise that God will raise a new ‘race of men
(khalq, literally: creatures) the nature of which is inscrutable to all save God,
the All-Powerful, the Self-Subsisting’, and that ‘He shall purify them from
the defilement of idle fancies and corrupt desires, shall lift them up to the
heights of holiness, and shall cause them to manifest the signs of His sov-
ereignty and might upon earth’,132 is asserting that all human beings are
now ready to tread the mystic path, struggling to achieve the purpose of
human life: to know and to love God. Baha’u’llah states that he has given to
human beings whatever they need to follow this path and accomplish this
purpose. 

1. First of all, he has revealed doctrinal explanations, the main features of
which are expounded in his most important doctrinal work, the Kitab-i
Iqan. Through its study, on the one hand people can learn a method that
will enable them to understand the meaning of the words of the
Manifestations of God, both of the present and of the past, even when
they speak the difficult language ‘of the truth-seeker and the mystic’
(lisān-i h

˙
aqı̄qat va t

˙
ar ı̄qat, literally: the language of the Truth and of the

Way).133 On the other hand, they can achieve a deeper understanding of
God, His Manifestations, the meaning of revelation, human nature, and
the path human beings should tread in order to acquire a deeper knowl-
edge of reality, both in themselves and in the world of creation. 

2. Baha’u’llah has conveyed, throughout his writings, ‘a coherent poetic
myth’, described by William P. Collins as a ‘universe, with constantly
varying topography that extends into the past and future of eternity, out
into the macrocosm of the physical universe and into the microcosm of
that most spiritual of all universes – our own hearts and minds’.134

Collins explains the importance of this language for human beings ‘to
have some grasp of the reality of the ultimate mysteries of the universe’.135

As the soul is exposed to this language, and enters into its universe,
which is a metaphorical description of the inner worlds of spirit, it goes
through ‘a crisis of understanding’, it leaps ‘to new knowledge and to
that fruit of mature experience which is the acknowledgement of one’s
powerlessness, ignorance, and poverty. With that acknowledgement, the
power, knowledge, and riches of the Reality behind the universe’s mask
becomes instantly and irrevocably ours’.136 And this ‘acknowledgement
of one’s powerlessness’ and comprehension of ‘the Reality behind the
universe’s mask’ is certainly an important stage in the mystical path to
be trodden by all human beings in their endeavour to achieve the purpose
of their lives. 

3. Baha’u’llah has provided ethical guidance, the essence of which is
expounded in his most important ethical book, the Hidden Words,
through whose study and practice people can learn how they must
behave while living on earth. 

4. He has revealed explanations on true mysticism, in works such as the
Seven Valleys, his greatest mystical composition, the Four Valleys, Gems of
Divine Mysteries, etc. through whose study people can better understand

man and his capacity
to achieve self-
realization through
the use of reason and
scientific method’
(Webster’s New
International
Dictionary, 3rd edn.
[Springfield, MA:
Merriam-Webster Inc.,
1986] s.v. ‘humanism’,
1100). Although the
Baha’i Faith is some-
times presented as ‘a
growing humanist
influence on our
world’ (see for 
example the Christian
Internet site
‘Contender Ministries’
at http://www.conten-
derministries.org/inde
x.php, accessed 20
January 2006), and
indeed shares some of
the ideas of
humanism, as, for,
example the 
appreciation of
freedom of inquiry,
expression and action,
the aversion for
bigotry, hatred,
discrimination, 
intolerance, however,
it dissents with those
humanists who reject
the concept of a
personal God, deny
the possibility of
divine revelation to
humankind, regard
humans as supreme,
and thus refuse the
authority of the
Messengers of God
and the divine origin
of human values.

96. Letter of behalf of the
Universal House of
Justice to a National
Spiritual Assembly, 
4 October 1994,
Compilation 3:261.

97. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
individual believer, 
6 September 1946,
Compilation 2:16.

98. ibid.

99. The Universal House
of Justice, ‘The
Promise of World
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their mystic path, its nature, its requirements and the inner changes
they will experience while advancing along that path. 

5. Baha’u’llah has written a book of laws, the Kitab-i Aqdas, his ‘Most Holy
Book’, through whose implementation people can spiritualize society
itself.

6. He has established an unassailable Covenant so that people may be
sure that, if they will faithfully abide by the Covenant, they will never
remain without his living guidance on earth and thus they will never fol-
low wrong paths. 

7. Lastly, but not least, he has clearly explained the prerequisites of the
mystical journey:

In all these journeys the traveller must stray not the breadth of a hair from the
‘Law’ (shar ı̄‘at), for this is indeed the secret of the ‘Path’ (t

˙
ar ı̄qat) and the

fruit of the Tree of ‘Truth’ (h
˙

aqı̄qat); and in all these stages he must cling to
the robe of obedience to the commandments, and hold fast to the cord of
shunning all forbidden things, that he may be nourished from the cup of the
Law and informed of the mysteries of Truth.137

The Universal House of Justice has summarized the prerequisites of the
Baha’i mystical path, described as ‘the path towards the attainment of true
spirituality that has been laid down by the Manifestation of God for this
age’, that is Baha’u’llah, as follows:

Baha’u’llah has stated quite clearly in His Writings the essential requisites for
our spiritual growth, and these are stressed again and again by ‘Abdu’l-Baha
in His talks and Tablets. One can summarize them briefly in this way:

1. The recital each day of one of the Obligatory Prayers with pure-hearted
devotion.

2. The regular reading of the Sacred Scriptures, specifically at least each
morning and evening, with reverence, attention and thought.

3. Prayerful meditation on the teachings, so that we may understand them
more deeply, fulfil them more faithfully, and convey them more accu-
rately to others.

4. Striving every day to bring our behaviour more into accordance with the
high standards that are set forth in their teachings.

5. Teaching the Cause of God.
6. Selfless service in the work of the Cause and in the carrying on of our

trade or profession.138

Preliminary conclusions
At this point, having read the above quotations from the Baha’i writings,
perhaps we can try to provide some answers to some of the questions
posed above. We asked: ‘If, according to the Baha’i teachings, mysticism is
such an important part of religion, why are so many negative connotations
associated with it? Why did such a conflict arise between the mystics and
their religious institutions?’ Some answers may be found in the history of
religions as explained in the Baha’i scriptures. At the beginning of each
religious cycle the presence of the Holy is so intense within the rising

Peace, October 1985’,
Messages from the
Universal House of
Justice, 1963–1986
(Wilmette, IL: Baha’i
Publishing Trust,
1996) 685.

100.Shoghi Effendi, World
Order of Bahā’u’llāh
184.

101.Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
individual believer, 
22 April 1954, Baha’i
Institutions 119.

102.Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi, to an
individual believer, 
11 May 1954, The Light
of Divine Guidance
(Hofheim-Langenhain:
Baha’i Verlag, 1985)
2:112. The Bab, Siyyid
‘Ali Muhammad
(1819–1852), is the
founder of the Babi
religion and the 
forerunner of
Baha’u’llah. The
Master is one of the
titles denoting ‘Abdu’
l-Baha, Baha’u’llah’s
successor.

103.Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
individual believer, 
30 March 1938, Baha’i
Institutions 108.

104.Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
individual believer, 
25 October 1942,
Baha’i News 152 
(April 1942) 2.

105.Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
individual believer, 
24 June 1941, Baha’i
Institutions 110.

106.Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
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5 May 1947, Baha’i
Institutions 112.

107. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
individual believer, 
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News 152 
(April 1942) 4.
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community that most of its members perceive its power, and thus almost
all of them are mystics. ‘Abdu’l-Baha explains that

the day of the appearance of the Holy Manifestations is the spiritual spring-
time; it is the divine splendour; it is the heavenly bounty, the breeze of life, the
rising of the Sun of Reality. Spirits are quickened; hearts are refreshed and
invigorated; souls become good; existence is set in motion; human realities
are gladdened, and grow and develop in good qualities and perfections.
General progress is achieved and revival takes place, for it is the day of resur-
rection, the time of excitement and ferment, and the season of bliss, of joy
and of intense rapture.139

But in past religious cycles, at the time of the death of the Manifestation of
God no Covenant had been clearly established, and thus the issues of the
right to interpret the scriptures and of the guidance of the community
remained problematic. This fact caused an early and progressive deviation
from the purity of the primal teachings and very soon created the condi-
tions for the rising of the mystical forms typical of periods of spiritual
decline in the historical development of religions. In such circumstances
the mystics sought for direct guidance from God, beyond any encumbering
institutional mediation. They were also inclined to work in secrecy, lest their
religious institutions might interfere with their activities and even persecute
them. Those are the days of oppression, mentioned by Baha’u’llah: ‘What
“oppression” is more grievous than that a soul seeking the truth, and wish-
ing to attain unto the knowledge of God (ma‘rifat, literally: insight in divine
matters or mysteries), should know not where to go for it and from whom
to seek it?’140 However, sincere and perceptive as the mystics may have
been, they have also been limited by their own humanity, and thus liable to
adopt mistaken behaviours and thoughts. And thus we find among the
mystics both peaks of spirituality and understandable human flaws. 

We also asked: ‘What are described as the dangers of mysticism in the
Baha’i community? And what instructions are given to avoid the pitfalls into
which other religions have stumbled while treading the mystic path?’ An
answer may be found in the characteristics of the new age, and in particular
two of them, as they are described in the Baha’i writings. On the one hand,
Baha’u’llah has announced the coming of age of the entire human race,
that is to say, the human race is ready for a spiritual maturity that will be
manifested through the realization of the oneness of humankind on earth.
This coming of age implies that each human being has today the capacity
to recognize the ‘mystic and wondrous Bride, hidden ere this beneath the
veiling of utterance’.141 It is seemingly the end of the esoteric stage of the
mystic way. The hidden truth is today accessible to each human being,
because Baha’u’llah has revealed the key for the interpretation of mystic
scriptures and because his social principle of universal education is being
and will be increasingly applied. He joyously announces that ‘whereas in
days past every lover besought and searched after his Beloved, it is the
Beloved Himself Who now is calling His lovers and is inviting them to
attain His presence’.142 On the other hand, Baha’u’llah has established
his Covenant, has denied any authority to any interpretations of Baha’i
scripture besides those given by the authorized interpreters, has instituted
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Shoghi Effendi to an
individual believer, 
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Compilation 2:242.
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26 December 1928,
Baha’i Institutions 124.
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individual believer, 
19 July 1953 Lights of
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Institutions 116
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Rudolf Steiner
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of Anthroposophy and
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Education. The focus
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and other scholars.
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recommendation not
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human source as an
infallible authority. The
only infallible authority
is the Word of God, as
expounded in
scripture and
interpreted by its
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112. Letter on behalf of
Shoghi Effendi to an
individual believer, 
10 July 1939, Baha’i
Institutions 125.

113. Letter on behalf of
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113.
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a governing body which he has declared to be infallible and authorized to
‘deliberate upon all problems which have caused difference, questions that
are obscure and matters that are not expressly recorded in the Book’,143 that
will remain in this world until at least the end of the Baha’i Dispensation.
These three strictly interconnected factors assure the protection of his Faith
in its development. This, he has declared, is the ‘Day which shall never be
followed by night’,144 the ‘Springtime which autumn will never overtake’.145

As to the individual Baha’is, it is asserted that they will be protected if, while
treading their personal mystical paths, they will remain faithful to the
Covenant, if they will always remember that in this Dispensation infallible
guidance comes only from Baha’u’llah, ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Shoghi Effendi and
the Universal House of Justice, who were invested by Baha’u’llah with the
gift of infallibility. If the Baha’is will faithfully follow this mystical path, they
will actively contribute to preventing that their Faith may ‘degenerate into a
mere organization, and becom[e] a dead thing’.146 If they will remain faith-
ful to their scriptures, they will also escape the danger of becoming lost
behind vain imaginings and metaphysical hair-splitting. But if they do not
follow the mystical path, because their scriptures emphasize the impor-
tance of the spiritual maturity of the Baha’is in view of the realization of the
oneness of humankind, they ‘will be held responsible before God, that the
race will remain longer in its state of waywardness, that wars would not be
so soon averted, that human suffering will last longer’.147

The Baha’i mystical path, which may be considered as the core of the
Baha’i Faith, is clearly outlined in the Baha’i scriptures in its animating
spirit, in its regulating discipline, in the goals at which it aims. The Baha’is
need only faithfully tread it and show ‘what [their] endeavours in the path of
detachment will reveal’.148
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829).

20 Julio Savi

BSR_14_02_art_Savi.qxd  11/20/07  6:02 PM  Page 20



21The Baha’i Faith and the Perennial Mystical Quest: A Western Perspective

Side notes (continued)

120.Nabı̄l-i Akbar excelled in ‘the teachings of the mystics (‘urafā) and of the Shaykhı̄ School’;
Mullā ‘Al ı̄-Akbar ‘frequented the gatherings of philosophers, mystics (‘urafā), and Shaykhı̄s,
thoughtfully traversing those areas of knowledge (‘ilm, an Arabic word sometimes
translated as science), intuitive wisdom (‘irfān, among the Sufis this word denotes esoteric
knowledge), and illumination’ (ishrāq, in the Muslim world this word denotes the oriental
theosophy or philosophy of Suhravardi [1155–91]); Muh

˙
ammad ‘Alı̄ from Isfahan ‘was one of

the mystics (‘urafā)’; Darvı̄sh S
˙
idq-‘Alı̄ ‘belonged to the mystic element (‘urafā)’; H

˙
ājı̄

Muh
˙
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among the most noted of mystics (‘urafā) … [and] a spiritual wayfarer’ (sālik, an Arabic
word denoting among the Sufis the initiated on the mystical path); H

˙
ājı̄ Āqā-yi Tabrı̄zı̄ was ‘a

spiritual man’ and ‘had sensed the mystic knowledge (‘irfān)’; Mı̄rzā Mus
˙
t
˙
afā ‘was

concerned with the anemones of mystic meanings’; and Shams-i D
˙
uh

˙
ā was ‘strongly

attracted to the mystical teachings (‘irf ān) of … Siyyid Kāz
˙
im-i Rashtı̄ … [and] became

thoroughly informed on subjects relating to Divinity, on the Scriptures and on their inner
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Majmū‘ih 75.

126. Letter on behalf of Shoghi Effendi to an individual believer, 8 December 1935, Baha’i News
102 (August 1936) 3.
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aqı̄qat are the three stages of the Sufi mystical path. Baha’u’llah seemingly describes
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˙
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