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Bahai: A Global Faith

As globalization quickens its conquest over unique cultures throughout the world, religious studies scholars are forecasting an array of future probabilities for the globe’s morphing religious traditions. In past decades, several thinkers predicted a rise in secularism, asserting that as scientific knowledge continues to advance, the myths of the spiritual realm will begin to fade out of developed societies (“Sacred” 1). Generations later many social scientists are finding that despite scientific advances, modern individuals continue to be as religious as their predecessors. As a result, many scholars believe that worldwide religiosity has outlived the theory of secularization (“Sacred” 2). 

Though trends suggest that people continue to practice religion, the rise of global interdependent societies continues to mutually influence religious change internationally.  Researchers of religious globalization patterns point to trends in the growth of inter-faith dialogue. The prevailing opinion in most traditions has long been that differing world religions assert conflicting truth-claims. Yet, as globalization ascends, religions have been increasingly exposed to other competing religious assertions.  Religious philosopher John Hicks has evaluated these changes for the modern spiritual world. Juan Cole, a well- known Baha’i follower and scholar, summarizes Hick’s model for the existing three attitudes towards differing world religions:

(1) exclusivists, who see only one mode of religious thought (their own) as true and the others as false; (2) inclusivists, who maintain that their own tradition is blessed with the whole truth, but that other religions might possess some truth; and (3) pluralists, who believe that the great world faiths all embody equally valid human responses to the ultimately Real (Cole 2). 

As humanity inches towards a prevailing global culture, people from differing religious practices are fusing ideas with increased fluidity. With better worldwide education some people are noting similarities between their own sacred beliefs and those of others. In addition to these interfaith trends for individuals, there exists at least one world religion that incorporates a pluralist theology out of many religions: the Baha’i faith. Baha’i is not merely a secular philosophy or sect from another religion, but an independent world religion. As a tradition that appreciates the validity of other religions, some scholars assert that this pluralist concept is the faith for our emerging global society.  However, behind the progressive exterior of Baha’i, the faith continues to clutch to several outdated doctrines that may prevent it from accomplishing its goal of becoming the religious tradition of the contemporary, globalized society. 

Baha’i is a monotheistic faith that originated from the Islamic tradition. It should be noted that almost exclusively followers or former followers of Baha’i author the published studies of this religion.  This complicates attempts at unbiased analysis, as scholars must work to eradicate personal motives from such writings in order to uncover an accurate examination of the true religion. 

Baha’i is often referred to as the “youngest of the world’s independent religions” (Hatcher xiv).  The central prophet of the religion was Husayn-‘Ali’ who was born to a wealthy family in 1817 in Persia, or modern day Iran (Holley ii).  Husayn-‘Ali’ was a follower of the Bab, a teacher who was executed as a heretic against Islam in Persia in 1850 (iii). Though Babism was a separate faith that existed in Persia, Baha’is understand the Bab as the reincarnation of John the Baptist or as “a Herald, of the greater One to follow Him” (iii). Baha’is believe Babism to be the necessary step for Baha’ism to emerge. 

As a leader in the Babi community, Husayn-‘Ali’ was imprisoned following the excommunication of the Bab. In 1853, while enduring his sentence, he experienced a divine revelation exposing that he himself was the newest prophet sent from God (Holley iv).  He declared the unity of all religions and that his God-sent course was to provide divine guidance for a new age.  After this revelation he adopted the name Baha’u’llah, meaning “Glory of God” (i). Thus, Baha’is emerged as followers of Baha’u’llah.  Baha’u’llah wrote the multitude of sacred texts and prayers of the Baha’i during his forty-year ministry.  

Baha’u’llah’s eldest son was also renamed ‘Abdu’l-Baha (the servant of Baha), and was deemed his successor and the “sole authoritative interpreter of Baha’u’llah’s writings” (Esslemont 55). Following the death of his father, ‘Abdu’l- Baha played a key role in prostylitizing (referred to as “teaching”) the religion throughout the world (“Universal”). Through the elaboration of his father’s written work, it was ‘Abdu’l- Baha who composed essential Baha’i creeds such as: “The Promised One of all the people of the world hath appeared. All peoples and communities have been expecting a Revelation, and He, Baha’u’llah, is the foremost teacher and educator of all mankind” (Esslemont 1).  

According to Baha’i sources, there exist more than five million people of the Baha’i faith today (“Worldwide”). In the twentieth century ambitious efforts were made to circulate Baha’i beliefs around the globe. Seven official “Houses of Worship” were constructed, with one on each continent. Efforts were also made to increase “pioneer” (equivalent of missionary) work and translate sacred Baha’i texts into each major world language (“Worldwide”).  

Since the inception of the religion, followers look to the Universal House of Justice as the self-proclaiming “supreme governing body of the Baha’i Faith (The Universal 39). According to their website, the House of Justice was envisioned by Baha’u’llah to encourage world leaders to adopt the central Baha’i goal for global unity and peace (“Universal”). Members of this governing body live and meet in Haifa, Israel. They are elected from Baha’i communities around the world through an intriguing democratic process.  This model for establishing a central authoritative location in an effort to create cohesive influence resembles the power of unified Catholicism. Yet, the democratic power in choosing which members will make crucial religious decisions may create a more intimate relationship between Baha’i community members.

A key concept in Baha’i is the idea of progressive revelation. This religion accepts the validity of other major religions, exalting these messages as divine revelations from the same God. Correspondingly, Baha’is recognize the religious prophets Abhraham, Zoroaster, Moses, Buddha, Jesus, and Muhammad as the messengers sent from God to guide His people (Hatcher 2). ‘Abul-Baha encouraged people of these different faiths to “go to each other’s churches and mosques, for in all these worshiping places, the Name of God is mentioned” (Esslemont 120).  However, the religion emphasizes that each of these “series of interventions by God in human history has been progressive, each revelation from God more complete than those which proceeded it, and each preparing the way for the next” (3). It is believed that each revelation differs because of the requirements for the people of the time (3). Therefore, though all major religions bear legitimacy in their truth-claims, the most complete and relevant religion for our time is Baha’i. 

The concept of a religion born from fairly modern times is distinctive.  The fact that the God-messenger began his proclamations within the last two hundred years offers a rare opportunity for the religious studies scholar to analyze the early emergence of a growing religion, though it seems that few scholars have explored this opportunity.  Does Baha’u’llah lose any of the mystery afforded to his predecessors (such as the Buddha or Muhammad) considering his own life is comparatively easy to document and analyze? Did the impossibility for validation offer some sacred element to earlier religious traditions?  Is being more current more spiritually relatable, or does the fact that it developed alongside such modern technologies as the telephone and the railroad cheapen the Baha’i message?

Perhaps these realities are dismissed partially because of the enigmas that continue to surround the “ancient” Persian area from which Baha’i emerged. Perchance mystery is not as essential to the survivability of a religion as long as creeds and texts remain vague to interpretation.  It might even be argued that its emergence in spite of the supposed rise of secularism gives Baha’i a new edge of spiritualism. It does, however, seem dangerous for a religion to claim to be more authoritative because of its pertinence to a particular time period, as it may not be long before it is replaced via the same argument. 

Several central creeds offered by the Baha’i seem to submit the religion as a beacon of progressive ideas. While other modern faith traditions continue to endorse religious warfare, the Universal House of Justice outlined a proposition for the promotion for peace through mutual understanding in “The Promise of World Peace to the Peoples of the World.”  Whereas religious language from various traditions is often employed to promote patriotism within the state, the Baha’i assert that “unbridled nationalism” should be set-aside in honor of a greater respect for all of humanity (The Universal 10).  While other religions have been linked to consumerism and the promotion of capitalism, the Universal House of Justice declares the “inordinate disparity between rich and poor” a cause of worldwide instability and calls for its eradication (25). Equally radical is the Baha’is published decisive statements for the promotion of religious harmony with science, the “creation or selection” of an international language, and the abolition of priesthood and monasticism. 

This long list of strong-minded statements seems to set Baha’i apart as a faith not rooted in antiquated tradition but freethinking when compared with the doctrines of other traditions, debatably a necessary characteristic in a globally accepted religion. That is not to say that the Baha’i faith does not outline some strict ordinances traditional in nature, such as the importance of marriage and the denouncement of divorce (The Universal 39). Yet many of their decrees embrace an open-mindedness that may be vital for a global society to adopt.

In addition to other assertions, the Universal House of Justice demands an “emancipation of women” and “the achievement of full equality between the sexes” (26). Whilst the Abrahamic traditions continue to encourage traditional roles of women in the family; the Baha’i point out that the denial of female equality excludes half of human population.  Also, such inequality “promotes harmful attitudes” in men that “are carried from the home to the workplace” and into the international sphere (26). 

Yet, even while maintaining the equivalent status of women as a key statement of belief, the Baha’i faith continues to justify several forms of inequity between genders. One such imbalance is the fact that women are not allowed as members in the Universal House of Justice governing body (“Membership”).  Much of the scriptures written by Baha’u’llah and ‘Abdul- Baha support biological gender equality, emphasizing that: “women’s lack of progress and proficiency has been due to her need of equal education and opportunity. Had she been allowed this equality there is no doubt she would be the counterpart of man in ability and capacity” (Holley 241). Other scriptures advocate the education of women and the future of women in the public sphere (Esslemont 148). In spite of these assertions, there is little reason given for why women are not invited to participate in one of the highest levels of religious governance. Even the official website of the Baha’i seems perplexed as to why women would be discounted claiming, “Baha’u’llah gave no reason for this provision of the text” (“Membership”). However, this exclusive tradition remains even if without reason.

In addition to the prohibition of women in the Universal House of Justice, another aspect of gender inequality advocated by the Baha’i faith is the use of male language when referring to the divine. It is the ingrained tradition within all Abrahamic faith’s to refer to the God-figure as “Him,” “Master,” “Father,” “Son,” or “Lord.” Founders of the Baha’i faith were cautious to create new terminology in identifying missionaries as “pioneers,” prostylitizing as “teaching,” and sacred spaces as “Houses of Worship,” instead of temples, churches, or mosques. They clearly made the effort to linguistically set themselves apart from religions which emerged in ancient time periods.  However, both within scripture and more recent sacred publications the same male terms permeate throughout the text.  

Ancient polytheistic traditions such as Hinduism venerate female as well as male deities, recognizing divine characteristics within the traits associated with both genders. It is obvious that these male biases infused in religion are reflections of societal prejudice that still prevails. Though many claim male pronouns are used to indicate an intimate human familiarity with the divine, to exclude feminine association with God is to exclude women from the highest demonstration of equality. Perhaps in the future, if women worldwide ever do achieve equality in education and respect as the Baha’i claim to envision, such a religion that wishes to compete globally will have to conform to sincere gender impartiality. 

In addition to an underlying male bias, another aspect of the Baha’i tradition that may prevent its rise to future universal acceptance is its proclaimed political passivity. Among its declared list of basic tenants, the Universal House of Justice “emphasizes the necessity of strict obedience to one’s government” (The Universal 39). Religions often have served to uphold governmental agendas by encouraging members to be satisfied with the status quo. As Karl Marx explicated, “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature. It is the opium of the people” (Pals 141). However, considering the Baha’is extensive list of uncompromising stands in favor of social revolutions, one might assume that this religious group would encourage members to use government as a means for social change. However, in scriptures “Baha’u’llah placed great emphasis [on] the requirement that his followers strictly abstain from political involvement of any kind” (Esslemont160). 

The Baha’i citizen is allowed to vote privately, but not allowed to “identify with or campaign for a political party or partisan movement” (Esslemont160).  This religious requirement is stemmed from the call for obedience towards the government and the strict refrain from “any attempts to subvert or undermine it” (161). Furthermore, if the government changes, Baha’is must “in the same spirit of faithfulness, gives its loyalty to the new administration, in every fashion consistent with the principle of nonpolitical involvement” (161).  

Scholars continue to see evidence of the importance of faith to politics and the value of the world’s political systems as a viable method of change. Therefore, this staunch prohibition of political involvement might be detrimental to the incorporation of the Baha’i faith into a global society. That is not to say that a faith would be able to sustain itself if it were intentionally antagonistic against a political system. Yet, the Baha’i call for an increase in education and unified understanding does not correspond with a required protocol of refrain from engagement in political action or toleration of a corrupt or unjust government. 

There are already myriad examples of transformations that reveal the trend towards a unified society. The proof of globalization is easily discerned in such examples as the modern establishments of the United Nations or the Euro currency. The Baha’i are proponents of such alliances, but believe them to be only the first step in true world merger. They insist, “some form of a superstate must needs be evolved, in whose favor all the nations of the world will have willingly ceded every claim to make war” (The Universal 31). 

As a result of many progressive fundamental decrees maintained by the Baha’is, this pluralist religious approach claims to be the next step in the evolution of religion. As a result of the Baha’is acceptance of several other major world religious claims otherwise considered discordant, it seems that this pluralist philosophy might eventually meld to become a central religion in a global culture. Yet, even within the open-minded culture of the Baha’i there exist several fundamental beliefs that will restrict the inclusion of this faith from fully being accepted into the society these believers envision. 

If even the Baha’i, which is by nature so inclusive in the incorporation of numerous religions and nationalities into their dream unified humanity, fails to be inclusive enough to satiate mankind, there will never exist a religion for a global culture. Many would argue that this reality is optimistic.  The principal fear consistently associated with a global society would be the suffocation of the world’s unique cultures. The Baha’i have a positive image for a unified humanity, one that eradicates the evils of racism and war.  And yet with this unification the world accepts a religious homogeneity in sacrifice of diversity. There are already rampant examples of globalization encroaching upon irreplaceable cultural facets, yet with the analytical conclusion that no faith will ever be progressive enough comes hope for the unique faith traditions that appeal to different cultures around the world.
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