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Introduction

Under the Divine Lote Tree reflects a diversity of thoughts, moods and
voices. These have been arranged thematically in what is intended to
form a greater ensemble. Two common threads, however, bind these
eighty-five pieces together: the search for truth and spirituality. I count
these two as one in our continual quest for the knowledge of God, self-
understanding and spiritual transformation. As the subtitle indicates,
this book is not intended to be a thorough-going metaphysic. But it
does share, at least, a similar aim to that of speculative philosophy as
‘aflight after the unattainable’.! Spirituality I define broadly here as the
experience of God and the soul in relation to other souls on our
common journey that ‘Abdu’l-Bah4 has called a “pilgrimage’,2 whose goal
is the celestial city, the heavenly kingdom and the sanctuary of the soul.

About a third of the following pieces are more academic in
tone but all have been written with the thoughtful reader in mind. Most
of these essays are ‘personal’ and correspond to what might be called
reflection, or to creative or insight writing. Even these designations are
not meant to be taken too definitively for there are also testimonial,
evocative, even lyrical elements in the pages that follow. The essays are
fairly brief but I have tried to provide insight or inspiration, and in
some cases to clarify or question the commonplace. Most essays are a
few pages in length. Some thoughts are contained in only a paragraph
or two. Others are brief pensées, consisting of a few sentences, although
there are no maxims.

While Baha’w’llsh highly praised learning, the following saying from
one of his chief mystical works might be taken as encouragement

1
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of more free-ranging, creative forms of writing: *....for quotation from
the words of others proveth acquired learning, not the divine bestowal.’
Creativity is one of the many forms of ‘divine bestowal which is,
of course, a charis — a grace, a heavenly gift.

The question is sometimes raised as to what extent personal
experience is reflected in the writer’s craft, but for writers of spiritual
literature or philosophical theology, this question is far less ambigu-
ous. While some of these essays are expository and didactic, my own
experiences thus far gained on the journey of life have formed the
existential background and inspiration for a good number of them.
A few derive directly from what I can only call mystical experience,?
for in order to be genuine, spiritual writing must correlate knowledge
and experience. In this endeavour, one is always conscious of
Bah&'w’llsh’s admonition that words should not exceed deeds. In any
case, if they do, life has a relentless way of catching up, with a
reminder to be authentic or at least 1o always strive to be authentic.
I take this to mean being as true as possible to the expression of
spiritual principles in what is commonly, but well and truly called
‘real life’. Anything else would be a delusion.

For those who may be unfamiliar with the meaning of the title, I
include in this introduction a brief word of explanation. The
original context is Islamic. The complete Arabic expression from
which the translation ‘divine lote tree’ derives is Sidratu’l-Muntabd,
rendered as ‘the lote-trec beyond which there is no passing’ in
George Sale’s 1734 translation of the Qur’an and adopted by Shoghi
Effendi®> Quranic references to the tree are found in 53:14,16;
34:16[15]; and 56:28 [27]. Rodwell in his translation of the Qur’in
(1861) stayed close to the Arabic original when in the surah of The
Star (53:14) he translated this phrase as the ‘Sidrah-tree which
marks the boundary’. No such tree exists by that name. The species
is, however, extant as the lote tree (var. lotus) or zizyphyus plant,
although the specific variety to be identified with the Sidrah tree of
the Qur’dn is disputed. The lote tree has an extensive sacred
symbology and is sometimes contextualized as the ‘divine lote tree’.



INTRODUCTION 3

Shoghi Effendi transliterated the expression as Sadratu’l-Muntahd
in his translations of the Bah#’i sacred writings. In a few translations
of this expression, Shoghi Effendi simply retained the Arabic original
as a substantive. One of Bah#w’llih’s prayers, for example, he
translated ‘to make whosoever arises to serve Thy Cause as a sea
moving by Thy desire; ablaze with the fire of Thy Sadrat, shining from
the horizon of the heaven of Thy will’.¢ Here the word Sadrat is used
as a proper noun. The translation of the 1991 edition of Bahd’
Prayers, however, replaces Shoghi Effendi’s translation with the
looser, more generic expression ‘Thy Sacred Tree’. Elsewhere, Shoghi
Effendi translated the same expression as ‘the Divine Lote-Tree”
which I have adopted for the title of this book.

While the more recent translation ‘Thy Sacred Tree” might be more
widely understood, with associations harking back to the burning
bush out of which God spoke to Moses on Sinai, Shoghi Effendi’s
modified Arabic version Sadrat, regardless of its botanical or linguistic
correctness, both invokes curiosity and invites learning. In other
words, upon further research, the seeker discovers that the word is
rooted in a Quranic context and that the expression is not only
significant for Muslims but is also prophetic for Bahi’is, for the
Sadratw’l-Muntabd is a clear reference to Bahi’w’llih, as both He
himself and Shoghi Effendi have declared.®

The identity and nature of the Lote (Sidrah/Sadrat) Tree has
resulted in a rich tradition of commentary within Islam. The tree
stood at the apogee or high point in Muhammad’s mystical vision
of paradise encountered during the m:’vdj (night journey). Beyond
it lay the domains of Alléh, realms impenetrable even to the Prophet
of Hijiz. The symbology of the Divine Lote Tree is diverse:®
the source and station of all prophets and divine revelation; the
individual and universal soul; the ultimate seedbed of faith and
the faith of the individual believer; the outer limit of all human and
divine knowledge and at the same time its source; the tree of life
on whose leaves are written the destinies of all souls — all these may
be included in the meaning. Maurice Gaudefroy-Demombynes
writes of the cosmological significance of the lote tree when he
states that commentators interpreted its meaning as ‘un arbre de
lotus nabagq [fruit] capable d’embaumer 'univers’. (*a nabaq lote tree
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capable of perfuming the universe’).’® Here it is a symbol of
spirituality.

One can also consider the Divine Lote Tree (Bahd’w’lldh) as being
the archetypical or preeminent ‘Cosmic Tree” whose symbolism has
been studied by historian of religion/comparative religionist Mircea
Eliade." Eliade writes: ‘One can even admit the possibility that all the
variants of the Cosmic Tree come in the last analysis from one single
center of diffusion.’”’? Taken theologically, Eliade’s statement has
special significance for a Bahd'i. For it rarely occurs to one that when
Bah#'w’llh addresses humanity with the words Ye are the fruits of
one tree, and the lcaves of one branch’,'* He points at the same time
to Himself as the regenerative symbol, the Tree of Life that sustains
a single humanity. Eliade’s designations of the cosmic tree as imago
mundi and axis mundi'* may both be theologically interpreted to
apply to Bah#'w’llah. For Bahd’is view Baha’u’llh as the divine pattern
or ur-archetype on which the spiritual meaning of world order is
patterned and the pole or axis which sustains the world and makes
possible communication (revelation) between heaven and earth.

J.A. McLean

Salt Spring Island

British Columbia, Canada
July 1999



THE BOOK OF KNOWLEDGE






The Dream of Knowledge

In order to acquire knowledge, I must dream. True knowledge
cannot emerge merely from intellectual effort and a slavish obser-
vance of the dialectical process. The dialectical process consists of
what I will to discover when once I have focused my attention on a
specific question or issue. Dreaming, however, allows the mind to
rest from intentionality and opens the way to the more free-ranging
world of symbol and spirit, thus allowing them to present to
consciousness what they will, following their own wisdom. The
various stages of research and analysis confine the thinker to the
limits of waking-consciousness and thought. In order to gain more
comprehensive knowledge, we must avail ourselves of the free-
flowing powers of the oceanic world of subconsciousness in which
we are immersed in dreams.

The powers of the dream of knowledge release themselves, not
only in deep sleep, but also in the waking states and half-states of
reverie when ego-consciousness is partially suspended. Indeed, there
in that reality where a perfect correspondence is suddenly struck
between the subconscious and conscious worlds, remarkable truths
are discovered. Dreaming releases elements of myth, poetry and
story, the symbols and hypostatic meanings that conscious thought
cannot so easily access. Through such processes reality is presented
to us in its various guises. After all, it is reality (Ar.=al hagq) that
the believer, thinker and scholar are after, not just one of its more
constricted forms.

The conscious interpretation of reality requires, of course, the
collaboration of analytic reasoning. It is in this collaboration of

7
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conscious thought and subconscious processes, of symbol and spirit
on the one hand, and logic and analysis on the other, that more
comprehensive knowledge will emerge. Especially, it is the knowledge
of self that the dream of knowledge reveals. Once T awake from the
dream of knowledge, even though I enter the daylight world, the
dream still lingers on like a vapour trail, carrying its discoveries into
the conscious mind. Thus comprehensive knowledge or the discovery
of truth may be viewed as a continual transiting and exchange
between the subconscious and the conscious worlds.

We should be careful of too closely guarding our thoughts or of
thinking that we own them as a type of intellectual property. Our
thoughts merely surround us as an atmosphere forming the larger
world of our elemental life, just as the swimmer is immersed in the
water of a lake or an ocean. To use another analogy, the thinker is like
the boatman on a river. The river (the world of thought) carries the
boatman along. He may well steer his craft but he does not entirely
control the current. In this sense, the thinker is just the manager of
the mental processes that come to consciousness. Although it may
seem that the thinker ‘owns’ his thoughts in some sense, he is actually
highly dependent on a vast reservoir of pre-existent thought in the
same way that the sculptor or the fine artist is dependent on the
materials out of which objets d’art are fashioned. If Tam able to think,
then what I do think is not really created by me. I have merely
discovered it.

The dream of knowledge arises with the grace of effortless
attainment. At a higher level, the thinker begins to discourse freely
by himself. When this happens, the thinker is no more in control of
his thoughts. He becomes their inspired instrument and merely
gives them voice, in the same way that the singer sings the song or
that the poet writes verse.

The angel friends who direct our actions also direct our thoughts
from the unseen world. This guidance is often revealed in dreams and
in those awe-filled moments that have a significant impact on our lives
or our current preoccupations. But in order to find this guidance, we
have to let ourselves dream. We have to allow the mind quiet times
of rest, to momentarily desist from ceaseless ‘mental fight’,! even
though this mental fight is also an integral part of the process. As in
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other areas of our spiritual life, the virtue of surrender will prove
efficacious in unlocking the great door of knowledge.

Angels attend us unawares, and though few of us may see them,
sometimes we can hear their wings rustling. So is it true, as the child
asks, that when it rains the angels are crying? In the mythopoeic
answer to this question the dream of knowledge lies hidden.

Beyond

One of the most captivating words in English is beyond. Beyond
belongs simultaneously to the realms of time, place and space. It
points to an ideal. Beyond has an unique evocative quality. It says: ‘Be
on’... Be on your way’... “Travel’. The word transports beyond self,
past Baudelaire’s rapt adoration of the clouds, ../ aime les nuages...
les nuages qui passent...la-bas... la-bas... les merveilleux nuages!” and out
into the vastness of the cosmos. Beyond evokes a vision of things far
away and unattainable, things purely platonic whose lofty Olympian
beauty can only be admired from a distance, not grasped. The word
beyond recalls Victor Hugo’s haunting phrase — Je ne suis qu’une force
quiva’—asentence that tells of a mystery of movement leading where,
we do not know.

Beyond indicates that wherever we may be right now or expect
others to be, they may already be past that point. That in itself bodes
well or ill. For individuals may be beyond others in goodness and
virtue, or beyond in things reprehensible. The word beyond indicates
that the usual barriers have been broken down, those normative and
comfortable confines in which most individuals circulate. So there is
a freedom in being beyond, and a daring, but a great risk too.

Icarus was beyond when he flew too close to the sun, catching his
wings on fire and falling into the Aegean Sea.> The beyond that Icarus
invaded was a violation of the golden mean, a maxim that was for the
Greeks, who valued proportion in all things, almost a religion. For if
we dare to reach beyond, we may surprise ourselves to find that we
have indeed gorze beyond and have arrived at that point which we once
sought to grasp. In reaching this point, we may find that either we
have made new empowering spiritual advances or have reached a hard
place from which it proves difficult to return. For the beyond can be
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realised, and if it is, then it is no longer the beyond. It becomes the
here and now, in this space around me, a space that is no longer away
ahead of me, nor hopelessly out of my reach, as it once was. This once
beyond has become the present realisation.

Beyond points to transcendence, to every holy thing that is in the
heavens above and sustains our world without our even knowing it.
Transcendence is a state beyond. It is also called heaven. There is a
time beyond. It is called eternity. There is a place beyond. It is called
the placeless. There is space beyond. It is called infinity. Lastly, there
is attaining the beyond ourselves, where all things cease ~ the point
of detachment, the station of self-sacrifice and spiritual
transformation where we begin to live in and for God.

The following four essays deal with time from contrasting perspectives. Time
presents a metaphysical understanding of time and views time, once its mystery
is grasped, as a friend. Midpoint in Time deals with the existential concerns of
facing the past, present and future on the life journey. Defeating Tyrannical
Time, a shorter piece, considers time to be a heartless god who makes imperious
demands on our lives but who may be defeated by being alert to the potentialities
of the present moment always about to be born. The Soul: Both In and Out of
Time reflects on the contrasting experiences of the soul in the light of eternity.

Time

Time is a mysterious creature. Sometimes it goes so fast we can
scarcely imagine that it has gone. At other times it drags on painfully
slowly, and no matter what we do we cannot speed it up. Sometimes
there is no time, as when they say: “We are out of time.” Then at
another moment we are told that there is “all the time in the world’.
But how much time is “all the time in the world’? Surely, it cannot be
measured. And yet we do measure time. We measure it in seconds,
minutes, hours, days, wecks, months, years and so on. Unlike the
atom, however, time cannot be split. Neither can it be manipulated
in any way. But it can be used, foolishly or wisely.

They say time is wasted, but it is not so, for time outlasts
everything in the universe. It is our lives we waste. As long as the
universe lasts, there will be time. They talk about the beginning and
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the end, but there is no beginning and no end, really. Beginnings and
endings are just turning points, significant events, heart beats or
moments of high drama in the lives of individuals or in history.
Something has always preceded these beginnings, and something
will always follow these endings.

There is no beginning, no end of time. There is only the beginning
and the end of the lives of sentient beings, those who are conscious
and who can either use or measure time. When there is an end to time,
the universe as we know it will no longer exist. In one very real sense,
there is only the now.

The child is either oblivious of time or feels it as a burden and a
mystery. ‘“When will I grow up?’ the child asks. ‘When will we be
there?” asks the impatient, travel-weary young one. For the youth,
time is an opportunity to affirm the powers of self, to become what
one is becoming, to find an identity. Only the aware individual is
really conscious of passing time.

We may well fear time, and fear it with reason. For like the tide,
as the maxim says, it waits for no man, will not indulge the
hesitation of any woman. It is more precious than gold but cannot
be bought or sold. Though its effects are ever-determinative, it is
intangible. It runs more freely than water through our fingers. The
only way to truly understand time in this world is to measure and
use. This is all that can be done with time. Measure and use.

This old and venerable, kindly father will smile on you if you
respect his ways. If time becomes your benefactor and your patron,
he will laud your persistent efforts with kindly praise. But I tell you
there is a real secret and a solemn mystery to time. Very few
discover it while they are here. This is the secret: to know that you
are now in eternity and that time is your friend.

Midpoint in Time
Each pilgrim is on a journey midway between the past and the future.
That midpoint is, of course, the present. The future lies before us like
an open road, bright and full of promise. But at the same time, we are
at certain moments in our lives only too fully aware that the past
lingers on, determining in part today’s moods and feelings. If the past
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has been a happy onc, there may be little to trouble the mind in the
present. If, however, the past contains regrets — and few of us do not
have some — we know that the only profitable thing we can do with
this past, both for our own good and for the sake of others, is to learn
its valuable lessons and turn the page to the next chapter of our lives
in order to write a more congenial script. I am learning that sub-
mission to one’s fate and thankfulness for all that life brings to my
door are great liquid assets in fulfilling my ‘unfolding destiny™
without which acceptance would be a formidable difficulty.

While the past may inspire confidence to face the future, especially
for those who can count blessings among their legacy, it is future
expectations that offer that most life-giving of attributes — hope. Now
hope is a powerful alchemy of both desire and expectation, and to
make good its promise, hope is best accompanied by the confident
expectation of fulfilment; otherwise it proves not to be sanguine.
Luke-warm hope always undermines its true spirit which fully
anticipates realisation.

While the past may store confidence to face the future, it does
not offer hope. The past reflects back memories, full of satisfaction
or tinged with regret. For most of us, memories of the past are
bitter-sweet and that oxymoron, it seems, is a singular feature of the
human condition. The unending search for tomorrow beckons the
wayfarer, for although tomorrow contains no memories, it holds
nonetheless the potential for brighter ones. This potential is itself a
boon, for great expectations feed the soul. Tomorrow contains the
glowing promise of a better life.

Yet it is hard to live for tomorrow, bright though we believe it to
be, harder than to live for yesterday. For tomorrow, unlike the past,
is and will remain undefined. And if tomorrow, contrary to the
dictum, docs finally come, it is not exactly as we expected. But
anticipated in the spirit of faith, strength can be derived from the
promise of another day. We increase both faith and strength in the
firm belief that tomorrow will bring other journeys, fresh adventures,
friendly faces and fast friends.

And what of today? The saints, the mystics and the sagacious, both
of the past and the present, have discovered the answer to that
question. It was and is to live in the now. The “spiritually learned’® know
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that the future is best made ready by fully experiencing the present,
by completely living this instant, by attending fully to the task at hand,
to the goal to be won, by being fully conscious that this moment - now
—is the only bit of time that we shall ever own. These select few who
have learned the secret of the now - not to forever mourn the past nor
dissipate present opportunities by living in too great an anticipation
of the future — have discovered the way to contentment. They know
that by overcoming today’s test, by attending to today’s problem as
best they can, by assuaging today’s pain and solving today’s riddle, they
will be empowered to break the vicious circle; they “will be freed from
the darkness of continually repeating the past’ and become capable
of creating for themselves a new life at every moment.

Defeating Tyrannical Time

Time can be a harsh taskmaster, even a slave-driver. But the tyrant of
time can be governed. The despot of time can be conquered. The way
to humble time, the trick in discomfiting Kronos, is to goad him into
combat, to engage him in sport, to challenge him to defeat you in the
arena of the busy life. This contest, this sport, this bloodless war must
be waged at sunrise. The gauntlet must be taken up in the early hours
of day. The tyrant of time is overmastered by the strategy of the slow
and steady pace. The race is won by running long into the hours of
evening. Time is routed by the marathon that continues late into the
night, even unto the first streaks of light at early dawn.

Time is fleeing away this very moment like the grains of sand
dropping through the hour glass. Let me make now the best of time
~which is to make the best of the present moment. Let me stop this
oppressive tyrant though it be just for a breath, in the here and now,
in the Dasein,’ in the just-being-there, in being fully present to the
possibilities of the now and ever-alert to the potentialities of the
radiant moment that is about to be born. The true believer knows
that time is only a tyrannical false god that reigns but briefly, then
dies. He is to be served while he yet lives and is able to make his
imperious demands. But the true believer serves him in the knowl-
edge that one day the tyrant of time shall fall victim to himself and
be no more.
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The Soul: Both In and Out of Time

He who binds to himself a Joy,

Does the winged life destroy;

But he who kisses the Joy as it flies,

Lives in Eternity’s sun-rise.
WiLLIAM BLAKEF®

Itis both a consolation and a hope to realise that the soul lives both
in and out of time. According to ‘Abdu’l-Baha, the soul is a created
phenomenon and has thus been created in time, yet lives eternally
from the moment of its creation.” It lives both in the now and the
forever. The soul shares with the body its mortality but outlives the
body when it puts on the garment of immortality. What does this
mean for human experience?

While it inhabits the body, all the experiences of the soul are
present in the psyche and available to the human mind. Most
individuals forget about unpleasant experiences or events in time —
or at least their impact fades — as does indeed the effect of pleasant
ones. The human tendency is to live in the dynamic of the now, what-
ever that dynamic may be. For it is the now that usually occupies the
immediate attention of the soul.

Yet the soul wants to carry its most meaningful, joyous or richly
transformational experiences into eternity. It will be a cause of joy to
the soul if it is still possible to repeat such experiences in the present,
or at least to remember them. But it will be a cause of sorrow to the
soul if these experiences are no longer available to us and if we regret
their passing.

Precisely at such times, when we are simultaneously rewarded and
vexed by ‘the remembrance of things past’,' it is a consolation to
remember that the soul lives in eternity — that what once was, suill is.
And we can best remember through detachment. The sorrow of the
‘remembrance of things past’ can be transcended through detach-
ment. The practice of detachment will help bring the soul back into
eternity and back into joy. By simply remembering the moment
without clinging to it, without desiring its repetition, we shall live it
once again, and by the same process, experience eternity.
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This is admittedly difficult to do for it is in the nature of the soul
to long for the repetition of ‘peak experiences.! But if we are able to
escape or to abandon the all-too-human desire to repeat the self-same
experience in the here and now — which is an impossibility because the
circumstances are by now different — by a surprising paradox we shall
know the joy of the experience afresh. It is only the regret of not being
able 1o relive the self-same experience that causes pain. The point is
that for the part of the soul that lives in eternity, the joy of such
experiences is always available to us, that s, if we are satisfied to simply
remember them with gratitude, without longing, without regret, with-
out the desire to possess them again. If such experiences or events were
(are) truly pure and truly lovely, were (are) selfless and sincere, I believe
that they will live eternally and we will find them again, for ‘Surely He
will not suffer the reward of His favoured ones to be lost’.!? As for the
memory of unhappy experiences, the best remedy here is to create new
experiences which will become a remembered source of joy.

Mystery and the True Name

“Whatis it?’ is acommonsense and fundamental question raised by cer-
tain philosophers who seek to discern the identity of any thing. Names
are an attempt to answer that question. In Pascal’s understanding, there
are such things as essential names. Essential names are ‘divested of
all other meaning’.!* These names cannot be reduced to any other
signifier. They are essential signs and cannot really be understood in
terms of synonyms or substitutes. Any other signifiers used to describe
them are only approximations. When we have reached the point where
something cannot be described in other words, we have reached its
identity as a true name.

A true name, then, is something that cannot be given any other
name than its own, any other name than the one it already has. Thus,
‘Abdu’l-Bahi said in a famous passage: ‘My name is ‘Abdu’l-Bahi
[Servant of Bah4]. My qualification is ‘Abdu’l-Bahi. My reality is
‘Abdu’l-Bah4. My praise is ‘Abdu’l-Bah4.”'* ‘Abdu’l-Bahd is the true
name. The ‘Servant of Bah4’ is his reality. When Moses, the great
legislator, met Yahweh on Sinai, He inquired of God what God’s name
might be. According to the Eloist tradition, God told Moses to tell
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the people of Israel that ‘I am who I am (Ebyeb asher ebyeb)'® sent me’.
The ‘I am’ (the Eternal One) is in this example one of God’s true
names which cannot be explained by any other reference.

The familiar example of colours comes to mind to further elucidate
the true name. If you did not know colours and were to ask: “What
colour is this apple?’ one would respond, ‘red’ or ‘green’ and you would
understand immediately. If you wanted to inquire further, you might
ask: ‘But what is red?’ At this point you would be obliged to resort to
analogies that share the common property that we call red: the red of
the rose, the red of blood, the glow of sunrise or sunset, the red of the
beloved’s cheek, etc. An esoteric passage in the writings of the Bib
depicts a quintessential red, ‘...the Maid of Heaven, begotten by the
Spirit of Bah, abiding within the Mansion hewn out of a mass of ruby,
tender and vibrant...”* Yet, however abstruse the explanation might be,
the answer is simply that ‘red is red’. It is nothing other than itself. True
names result at the point of an essential understanding or bare reality,
that point beyond which there is no defining.

Now what is the point of the foregoing? The bare essential of the
true name underscores the fact that both language and human thought
are incapable of transcending their own limitations. Bahd’w’llih has,
of course, alluded to this very theme several times in his writings. In
one passage he says:

How great the multitude of truths which the garment of words can never
contain! How vast the number of such verities as no expression can
adequately describe, whose significance can never be unfolded, and to which
not even the remotest allusions can be made! How manifold are the truths
which must remain unuttered until the appointed time is come!"?

It is to be emphasized, however, that the true name, though it be
familiar or commonplace, does not reveal the essential mystery of
any being. Thus, even though we name things, in so doing we do not
capture their essence, disempower them or even necessarily make
them familiar or bring them into closer relationship with us. They
remain surrounded in mystery. Language and human thought in no
way pierce the veils of mystery that encompass the slightest things
in creation. The water droplet, the blade of grass, the speck of sand,
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the crystal, the smooth stone all retain their essential mystery.
Think, then, of the mysteries contained in the human being, that
most subtle and complex of all creatures, alluded to in the saying
attributed to the Imdm ‘Ali: ‘Dost thou reckon thyself only a puny
form when within thee the universe is folded?’'* How much more
50 is this idea true of God Himself, that mystery of all mysteries!
Whatever we name the Divinity, even when He names Himself
Bahd, His most essential true name, such naming does in no way
capture His essential reality. Thus, the true name remains and will
always remain shrouded in mystery. That mystery is the hidden
name within the name, the unknown attribute of God.

The Beginning and End of Names

Where did naming begin? In the Judaeo-Christian tradition at least,
the Book of Genesis tells us that naming began with Adam. Adam,
that first link in the prophetic chain that bears his name (the Adamic
Cycle),' named with God’s permission the birds of the air and the
beasts of the field.? This naming of the creatures by Adam also
signifies that Adam possessed the science of knowing their true
identity. It also indicates that Adam was God’s deputy or representa-
tive, for clearly God might have named the creatures Himself,
dictating the names to Adam. The Book of Genesis states, however,
that God ‘brought them [the creatures] unto Adam to see what he
would call them’ 2! Here is one evidence of Adam’s prophetic power.
Where do names end? Names will end when we know the true
identity of things. Once we are able to perceive the essence of a thing,
once we come to visualise its pure identity, we shall no longer need
to identify it by name. Names will disappear when we no longer need
to ask the questions: ‘Who are you?’ ‘What is it?” For then we will
know the thing itself and understand its essence and no longer ‘see
through a glass, darkly’. St. Paul had a clear intimation of this essential
knowledge when he wrote: ‘For now we see through a glass, darkly;
but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even
as also I am known.’?? ] imagine that in that vast world beyond, in the
spiritual birth that breaks forth after death, we shall not have names,
nor need them, even though we shall recognise and be recognised.
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Questionable Logic:
Nothingness and the End of Philosophy

Philosophy is a complex mass of reflections that at higher levels
aims at simplicity, a simplicity clearly discernible in the writings of
the great thinkers. Few philosophers reach this stage, but in several
of the great ones such as Plato, Kant or Spinoza, this drive toward
simplicity and synthesis becomes more apparent. Spinoza at least,
unlike some of the philosophers of idealism such as Hegel, was
never impressed with the sophistry of words, with the spinning of
verbal webs, with the intoxication of the phonic tour de force. There
is a beautiful clarity running through a great deal of Spinoza’s
thought. I do not mean by this that everything Spinoza wrote is
simple; only that his work is admirable for its clarity as well as its
profundity, particularly his writing on virtue in the Ethics.?

Now and again something remarkable happens to the philosopher’s
work at these higher levels. Sometimes in the later stages of analysis,
an abrupt shift in thought occurs. The bifurcation radically changes
the earlier thought, or at least departs from it in a significant way. We
sce this shifting pattern in the earlier and later Wittgenstein. The ear-
lier Wittgenstein was associated with the linguistic positivism of the
Vienna circle, so heavily influenced by the growing ascendancy of
twentieth century science but, unlike Adolf Carnap who was an acer-
bic critic of the ‘nonsense’ of all metaphysical language, the later
Wittgenstein clearly recognized the meaningfulness of all language,
and indeed, posited forms and families of language as more discrete
and characteristic languages within language itself. Most embarrass-
ing of all to the analytical philosophers, the once carlier positivistic,
ultra-rational Wittgenstein later alluded to mysticism and such things
incomprehensible. Like the silent theologians of the via negativa and
the mystics, Wittgenstein could write such things as ‘There is indeed
the inexpressible. This shows itself; it is the mystical.”** This statement
caused the poet Julian Bell to recognize in Wittgenstein an anti-philo-
sophical philosopher and declare him to be what he was:

He smuggles knowledge from a secret source
A mystic in the end, confessed and plain
The ancient enemy returned again.?*
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We also see this pattern in the earlier and later Heidegger. Agnostics
could claim that the earlier Heidegger belonged to them. The later
Heidegger, still preoccupied with Sein and Dasein,?” although still
veiled as ever, whispered his concern for all Being, but spoken now in
a more careful way, in open, sensitive and sober tones that might
be described as a mystical monism. Whether he excogitated this
mystical monism with or without theism, Heidegger has left us guess-
ing, but he was one who certainly recognized the spiritual power(s)
inherent in an increasingly personal Being or beings of the universe.

In the case of St. Thomas Aquinas, nigh unto death, he suddenly
stopped writing altogether, saying that everything he had written
previously ‘now seems like straw’.? What happened to Aquinas we do
not precisely know, but a year before he died on 7 March 1274 he had
a ‘mysterious experience’? while saying Mass. A vision or a mystical
occurrence that profoundly shook his soul is onc interpretation. But
whatever happened to him, it made the world of thought, for all its
precision and nobility, all its concern for truth, seem meaningless.
Another, more sceptical, interpretation has it that Aquinas suffered a
mental breakdown.*® Death, however, sometimes intervenes and the
philosopher is removed from the scene so that the later thinking
cannot be developed in a more systematic, thoroughgoing way.

The presence of the thought-shift bears out ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s state-
ment that the philosopher, through the self-same mode of logic, will
overturn a previous conclusion and advance a new one. ‘Abdu’l-Bahi
teaches that Plato first proved by logic the geocentric theory of the
earth and the sun and then by the same logic proved the heliocentric
theory.?! My reading is that ‘Abdu’l-Bah4’s observation is meant to
caution against relying too heavily on the epistemological tool of
reason or logic as an absolute guide. The same caution is sounded with
respect to the other epistemological tools.*? A judicious balance
among them offers a surer picture of reality.

‘Abdu’l-Bah#’s caution needs to be heeded. Even with Kant’s
impressive critique of the powers of reason,? from the time of the
Enlightenment (and for centuries afterward) reason or logic took on
an absolute character in western philosophy. But anything other than
God that poses as an absolute must be imperfect and its defects recog-
nised and exposed. The same may be said of any other cpistemological
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tool that attempts to pass for the Absolute. In ‘Abdu’l-Bah4’s teach-
ing, however, it is only God who bestows absolute certainty, working
through the guidance of the Holy Spirit, as It illuminates the faculties
of understanding:

Bur the bounty of the Holy Spirit gives the true method of comprehension
which is infallible and indubsitable. This is through the help of the Holy Spirit
which comes to man, and this is the condition in which certainty can alone
be attained>!

These affirmations lead us clearly in the direction of the
prophetic figure as the sole sure source of knowledge and wisdom,
for it is only He who claims to be so possessed of the Holy Spirit
and to speak with such certitude.

Western philosophers have gencrally not paid close enough
attention to the weaknesses inherent in their own epistemology.
Logic is notorious for becoming caught in a trap of its own making,
for being prone to antinomies® and for being subject to circular
reasoning from which it can escape only by exiting. Intuition is far
more synoptic. Morcover, logic deduces only those correct con-
clusions or ‘therefores’ that are already implicit in and follow
unavoidably from its own premises. In this sense it is all too
predetermined and predictable.

Euclid’s geometry is valid only if we are measuring space by the
axioms that lic at the basis of his system. Once we leave Euclid’s
mathematical world, the geometrician begins to measure according
to a diffferent, non-Euclidian, standard. Bernhard Riemann’s
(1826-1866) elliptical geometry, for example, went beyond Euclid’s
work to include the concept of unbounded, curved space.® The
non-Euclidian cannot say, of course, that Euclid was wrong; only
that Euclid has calculated according to another measure, a standard
that the non-Euclidean does not employ. Now, someone may argue
that if there be contradiction, faulty logic must perforce be at work.
Perhaps. But it must also be said that Bertrand Russell’s affirmation
that there is a single, universal and undeniable propositional logic
was destroyed by Godel’s proof in 1931. Gédel affirmed that every
mathematical system of logic which will repeat its operations
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infinitely must necessarily contain propositions which cannot be
proven by the same system - a kind of mathematical faith.

These considerations raise at the same time another question.
That question is ‘so what?” The ‘so what?’ question implies that
even when logic is faultless, is consistent with itself, and when
arbitrary and unavoidable conclusions inevitably follow from first
premises, this mode of reasoning still runs the risk of passing for an
end in itself, rather than a means.

Logic above all should be a means to an end: namely, the
elucidation of @ truth, and not purport to be the proof of the Truth.
The fact that P=Q is proven, once the conclusion is drawn and the
‘therefore’ stated, may in fact be meaningful only to the logician and
to a few others who are interested in such demonstrations. The ‘so
what?’ question has to be raised in the face of what has been called
the ‘violence of logic’. The hyperbole expressed in the word
‘violence’ indicates that when logic is used outside of its valid norms
and attempts to become the exclusive vehicle for understanding
reality, it tends to crush forms of reasoning that the logician has
falsely concluded are less sure than itself.

Logic by itself is woefully deficient in meaning and where there
be no meaning, to slightly vary a phrase from the Book of Proverbs,
‘the people perish’.>” How meaningful is it to the life and death of
the individual to say that P=Q without contradiction? It is only
meaningful to those who conceive of human reasoning in such a
narrow and restrictive fashion, and who allow for no other mode of
reasoning. When one lies close to death, is one then moved to
salvation by the inescapable conclusion that P=Q? If one is not in
any case interested in salvation, then either my point is proven, or
there is no logic present at all.

Is it rather not more meaningful and reasonable to wonder what
will loom up when we close our eyes for the last time, or to wonder
what our fate will be when once we are delivered from the agony of
death? Is it not more meaningful to hope and to pray, indeed to
know, that a higher and more glorious form of being will, in some
other dimension, be ushered in, when in what surely must be the
greatest of all surprises, we shall have discovered that we have not
died at all but have been born again?
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I am not arguing here simply in extremis, from the most apocalyp-
tic example in an individual’s life, the moment of death itself, when we
come to dwell for all eternity in the land of the last things. All of life,
every waking turn, calls us to discover moments of significance. They
come as moments of revelation, or as moments of intimate disclosure
in which the universe speaks to us, in Martin Buber’s word, as a
“Thou’3® They come as quiet, simple and loving moments full of
transport, exaltation or ecstasy of soul, or quiet but assuring incre-
ments in ‘the peace of God which passeth all understanding’.* Herein,
I think, lies the true meaning of meaning.

Another significant and curious thing happens to the mind of the
philosopher, once again at these higher levels. The tendency towards
simplicity to which I have referred above becomes even further marked
as the mind of the philosopher reaches the end-point of systematis-
ation and makes breakthroughs into higher forms of consciousness.
These higher forms of consciousness are usually a clear recognition of
the limits of the power of the human mind to fathom the Grand Plan
that is called Reality. Prospero’s broken staff in Shakespeare’s play The
Tempest (Act V, sc.1), a symbolic gesture that the poet and writer
Horace Holley has interpreted as applying to Shakespeare’s own
‘self-recognized limitations as a writer’® is an indication that there
were other powers and other realms that were not at his command.

The work of the enlightened philosopher at these higher levels
ventures further away from writing as chatter and further and
further into silence, and then increasingly into nothingness. By this
I mean that at some significant point in the philosopher’s life, he
realises that somehow his philosophy must be expressed in concrete
action, in morality, in real living. Kant knew this truth. He called it
the exercise of ‘die praktische Vernunft’ or practical reason; that is,
reason put into practice in the service of morality. Kant realised that
any system of ethics must lead to peace with one’s neighbours,
human dignity, and a life of duty and virtue in which reason assents
in the exercise of free will to fulfil a higher moral purpose.*!

It is precisely here that philosophy tends toward nothingness to
find fulfilment. By nothingness, however, I do not intend the void
of meaninglessness, the dubious negation that had inveigled the
imagination of Jean-Paul Sartre, a negation that leaves the individual
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with that most questionable and obscure possibility of freedom,
that of being able to ‘annihilate nothingness’ (néantiser le néant).
For what kind of freedom is it to be able to negate nothingness?
Does the negation of nothingness somehow usher us into the world
of being? How can two negatives somehow create a positive? Only
being can annihilate nothingness.

The nothingness to which I refer is rather the silent eloquence of
the deed; the deed that does not draw attention to itself, the
nothingness that is selflessness. It is the cessation of discourse and
the articulate testimony of the deed that sounds both the end and
fulfilment of philosophy. This nothingness is the nothingness that
results when the philosopher realises that all he has written signifies
nothing unless he lives, or seriously attempts to live, a life of devotion,
reverence for all of life, and spiritual virtue. Such nothingness is the
nothingness and the insignificance of what I have written, the
insignificance that pales before the unavoidable imperatives of the-
what-I-must-be, the what-I-must-do and the-what-I-must-live. For
all great philosophy must at some point end in silence; at that point
where words end and deeds begin.

Although as the scriptures testify, it is the prophet who prepares
the way for the prophet who is to come, in another back-handed sense
the philosopher also makes the ground ready. For what the prophet
teaches cannot be taught by the philosopher, although he may lead
us to the door. As Holley has said of Shakespeare, the notes that the
writer sounds — and I take his point to apply equally well to the
philosopher ~ consist only of the notes that he or she can hear and
compose, however moving and beautiful the melody may be. “Thus
it seems to most students that Shakespeare is and must be supreme
in literature for all time. Shakespeare, it seems, sounded all the
available notes on the keyboard of life.” Shakespeare sounded all the
available notes, says Holley. This implies that other notes there were,
silent notes that Shakespeare could neither hear nor play.

But the symphonies composed by the prophets are written in other
keys and in scales with which we are not immediately familiar or can
scarcely hear in the beginning. Their compositions originate in that
sacred silence that is the end of philosophy and the beginning of
wisdom and truth. Those who are willing to listen will soon discover
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the delights of the prophetic song and will desire to make music after
their fashion. All that the prophets have said and done bears fruit in
the silent witness of the life lived for God, at that point where
philosophy ends and is fulfilled, in the fragrance of spirituality.

Christ in Gethsemane:
The Existential Moment and the Irony of Knowledge

Asaphilosophy, existentialism is closer to real life than any other, for
its roots do not lie in philosophical speculation at all, but rather in a
profound reflection and experience of the depths of those living,
determinative, divine realities that we call life and death and in the
affirmation or denial of self and others. We find especially telling
examples of the existential moment during those rare days when ‘God
walks among men’, in the lives of the prophets, apostles, martyrs and
saints. These examples can be found in the events of the Hebrew Bible
and the Gospel and indeed in any spiritual history which tells us of
the Divine Epiphany revealed in its encounter with the human world.

One of the deepest roots of existentialism lies in its contrary, in the
possibility and threat of non-existence, the risk that life may be snuffed
out. ‘Abdu’l-Bahi when speaking of death, says for example: ‘Death
is the absence of life. Therefore, on the one hand, we have existence;
on the other, nonexistence, negation or absence of existence.** The
deeper questioning resulting from the contemplation of our own
annihilation (the fear of death), leads us to the philosophical disposi-
tion that is called the existential. This fear of annihilation, whether
from the uncertainties in our personal lives, the still persistent nuclear
threat or the certainty of death, has risen up like a tidal wave of despair
to engulf entire nations, producing the psychological angst that has
been so pervasive in the second half of the twentieth century and which
has defined the mood of much existential literature. Yet when taken
ina more positive spiritual perspective, existentialism does not convey
that pessimism with which it has been associated. Viewed with the eyes
of faith, the existential moment leads to realism and beyond realism
into hope and spiritual transformation.

In the Christian tradition, the Gospel accounts of the betrayal,
passion and crucifixion of Jesus as well as Peter’s momentary denial
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of Christ furnish meaningful examples of the existential moment.
Here we find the Anointed of God earnestly praying in the Garden
of Gethsemane, supplicating his Father for strength during his last
few hours on earth, looking into his soul so that he may offer up in
asacrificial spirit his blessed life. The prayer is so heartfelt, so deep,
that his luminous brow is beaded with drops of sweat like pearls of
blood. St. Luke’s account reads: ‘And being in an agony he prayed
more earnestly: and his sweat was as it were great drops of blood
falling down to the ground.’#

In those agonizing moments, Christ spoke a few words that have
caused no small amount of wonderment: ‘Father, if thou be willing,
remove this cup from me: nevertheless not my will, but thine, be
done.™* Some have concluded that Jesus spoke thus in a moment
when nerve failed; when the human nature of the man Yeshua, not the
deified Christ, was praying for mercy, for the chance to escape the
supreme sacrifice destined for him that day. Such interpretations have
been justified by recourse to the human nature of Jesus; that Yeshua
was experiencing the fear and anguish that all men experience,
begging God to release him from the fate that awaited.

Yet these poignant words might be understood in another way —as
the prayer of the Son trying to read the divine mind of the Father, the
prayer of the sacrificial lamb struggling to discover what the holy will
and the irrevocable decree of the Father might be. For who, even the
Son, may read the final will of the Father until that will is fully
disclosed? From several other Gospel passages we know that Jesus
prophesied his own death," a death that came as a certainty decreed.
Yet while the tragic but triumphant story was still unfolding, who could
know, even the Son himself, what the Almighty might finally enjoin?

For in all sacred history, in all readings of the divine will, as both
Bah#’w’llih and ‘Abdu’l-Bahi have clearly indicated, there is a word
that points to a divine uncertainty, to a condition of doubt that
indicates that things may turn out to be either this or that. That word
is ‘impending’.** Now impending means that the ensuing result is not
a decided issue. It may also point to an event that is likely. The event
may be probable, even imminent, but neither imminence and
probability necessarily mean that the result has already been
decided. The divine decree just might surprise us in a sudden twist or
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turn and declare the outcome otherwise. One of the greatest
freedoms that God possesses is the possibility of changing the Divine
Mind; this changing of the Mind of God encloses the deepest
wisdom. Then might it not also have proven to be the supreme mercy
and wisdom of God to have let that cup pass from Jesus? Could
Christ, locked into the dark heart of the passion in Gethsemane,
despite the prophecies of his own death, have so easily and clearly read
the Divine Will as it was unfolding? No, there is another inter-
pretation to this pathetic scene than a slip in steadfastness.

The disciples, however, could not watch with him. Their eyelids
closed. One has to wonder why they did not sense that this might be
his last night on earth, his last hours with them. Perhaps in their naiveté,
they never imagined that one so glorious, one so much in touch with
powers not of this world could be taken from them. And as sleep
invaded their eyes, a profound note of human frailty is sounded.

There in that nocturnal garden in Jerusalem, we encounter the
existential moment: the aloneness, the utter solitude of the self bear-
ing up under its burden, the naked self heavily labouring, watching,
waiting, struggling, trying to read and to acquiesce to the will of God,
waiting for some sign, struggling to be born again into a stronger,
clearer state of courage and acquiescence.

I come now to a clarification of the meaning of the phrase ‘the irony
of knowledge’. Its reference points are Judas Iscariot and Saint
Peter. In that moment of consternation when Christ had announced
to the disciples who had gathered to celebrate the Paschal Meal for
the last time that one of them would betray him, Judas along with
the others said to Jesus: ‘Master, is it I?* Christ replied to Judas:
“Thou hast said.”**

Here is a cogent example of the irony of knowledge. We are accus-
tomed to believing that knowledge is power and that to be forewarned
is to be forearmed. We are taught that with knowledge and foresight
souls can be educated, behaviour can change. Judas, however, could not
be dissuaded by the foreknowledge of Christ from enacting the treach-
erous deed which according to ‘Abdu’l-Bah4 was motivated by a
conflagration of hate and envy which had consumed his heart:
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Judas Iscariot was the greatest of the disciples, and he summoned the people
to Christ. Then it seemed to him that Jesus was showing increasing regard
to the Apostle Peter, and when Jesus said, ‘Thou art Peter, and upon this rock
Twill build My church,” these words addressed to Peter, and this singling out
of Peter for special honour, had a marked effect on the Apostle, and kindled
envy within the heart of Judas. For this reason he who had once drawn nigh
did turn aside, and he who had believed in the Faith denied it, and his love
changed to hate, until he became a cause of the crucifixion of that glorious
Lord, that manifest Splendour. Such is the outcome of envy, the chief reason
why men turn aside from the Straight Path.*®

The meaning of Judas’s existential moment is that fore-
knowledge is a useless thing in the face of the malevolent will. And
in the face, too, of the incxorable will of destiny by which such woes
must come into the world.>!

The irony of knowledge is again revealed in Peter’s denial of Christ.
Peter swore and protested aloud at that same table that he would rather
die than deny his Lord: ‘But he spake the more vehemently, If I should
die with thee, I will not deny thee in any wise.”>? But he did nonethe-
less. In this Peter, like Judas, had foreknowledge that did not prevent
him. For when amaidservant identified him as being with the Galilcan,
he swore that he knew him not** and he did so swear to save his life.
Peter for all his oaths was caught in the trap of his own denial. ‘Surely
thou also art one of them; for thy speech bewrayeth [betrays] thee,!
they said to him. But he only swore the harder.

We also in our aloncness, when our friends and companions are
powerless to lift the burden from our shoulders, or we from theirs,
when we can do nothing but go through the fires of purgation our-
selves or watch our friends being consumed by the flames, live out
then our own existential moment.

The Gospel stories of Judas and Peter are an object lesson in the
powerlessness of knowledge when the human will fails. As the great
Aquinas has written, even though the intellect moves the will, will also
moves intellect and thus our actions.”® Judas’s mind condemned his
action; otherwise he would not have later sought death by his own
hand. But he was overcome by the passions of self and thus suffered
from a grievous defect of the will. For it is will that determines to a
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great extent human conduct. It is the will that resolves whether or not
we will believe, whether we will affirm or deny, whether we will do
or not do, either to seek to do good or to seek to do harm — thatand
the mercy of God. Without will, knowledge is lame.

But the story does not end here. Unlike Judas, who was so filled
with self-loathing that he went out and hanged himself, Peter’s
story ends happily. After walking alive through the fires of remorse,
Peter was transformed and became the ‘rock’ (Gk.=petros) that
Christ had foretold. No doubt Peter was saved by the prayers of his
Master: ‘And the Lord said: Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath
desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat: But I have prayed
for thee, that thy faith fail not: and when thou art converted,
strengthen thy bretheren.””® Simon bar Jonah ultimately came to
manifest the steadfastness his Master had foreseen in him and for
which He had prayed. Peter became firm in the end, after coming
through his own Gethsemane of sorrow — the denial of the One he
loved most in the world.

It would be difficult to fully imagine the fires of sorrow and
regret that seared Peter’s heart once the full realisation struck him
that fear and cowardice had compelled him to deny his Master, that
One who had bestowed upon him the very essence of love and
kindness. But in time the fever of remorse was stilled, the shameful
deed was assuaged, and the man became again a tower of strength,
in steadfastness constant, and more importantly, for all time. The
fisherman who became caught in his own net stumbled and fell, but
then rose up to cast again into salvific waters and in the name of
Christ gathered up thousands of souls.>”

The existential moment, then, is the moment of that inner solitude
and vulnerability when we must needs come face to face with self,
with our own identity. Truthfulness takes many forms. Coming face
to face with the reality of self is one of the most difficult truths to face
and accept. Although we may evade and deny for a time, if we
ultimately deny this moment of truth, we shall deny the condition of
our own soul and the possibilities for spiritual growth. The
existential moment is that moment of truth when the soul is plunged
into a wasteland of meaninglessness, when all the knowledge in the
world seems as useless as a weed. Meaning and transformation are
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forged in the fiery ordeals of the moment.

The existential moment cannot be fully foreseen. Its apocalyptic
descent precludes preparation. It cannot be analysed away. Yet, most
importantly, this moment can be the prelude to spiritual trans-
formation and so has proven to be many times throughout sacred
history. The existential moment is the lesson of life itself, the lesson
that only life and nothing else can give, the lesson that no book of
philosophy nor any human writing can convey.

Science, Consciousness and the Personal Category

In the late twentieth century and as we prepare to enter the third
millennium, scientists have been attempting, through a variety of
approaches, to fuse quantum mechanics and general relativity into a
single ‘unified’ post-quantum theory. In so doing they have come to
realise that science is not just a collection of detached, objective state-
ments about the universe, but that the universe is a reflection of what
is in the mind itself. The workings of consciousness are becoming an
object of scientific reflection. Physicist Bob Toben has called
consciousness ‘the totality beyond space-time’ and ‘the missing hidden
variable in the structuring of matter’.*® Other physicists such as John
Wheeler,* David Bohm® and Fritjof Capra,® albeit in varying degrees,
have invoked mystery, holism, philosophy, and eastern mysticism, and,
most important, the role of the mind itself, in bringing science and
religion closer together. Consequently, it is rather more likely that the
‘Grand Unified Theory’ will work on a larger scale, uniting the timeless
truths of philosophy, mysticism and religion with a scientific world-view.

Sir Arthur Eddington, who was knighted in 1930 for his con-
tribution to astrophysics, wrote these telling words about the
centrality of the mind itself in relation to science:

Recognizing that the physical world is entirely abstract and without actuality
apart from its linkage to consciousness, we restore consciousness to the
fundamental position instead of representing it as an inessential complication
occasionally found in the midst of inorganic nature at a late stage of
evolutionary history...all features of consciousness alike lead into the external
world of physics.®



30 UNDER THE DIVINE LOTE TREE

In another celebrated Eddington phrase, he said crisply: ‘The
stuff of the world is mind stuff.’6}

Now, that which is nearest the self is and must be personal. Mind
or consciousness is not only nearest the self. In one sense, it is the self.
The synthesizing scientists mentioned above (and there are a number
of others) are telling us that the further we advance into science, the
further we travel both within and without; the deeper we travel into
outer space, the more we penetrate inner space. Unavoidably, with
mind, both the personal and the spiritual begin to unfold. These
scientists have already begun to realise the implications of a more
personal view of the universe, one that does not destroy the
foundations of science but rather augments and complements its
more traditional views. Science in and of itself cannot furnish a total
‘world-view’, for it is only the part, not the whole. The total world-
view must necessarily derive from both science and religion.

Philosophy has a central role to play in the new synthesis of
religion and science. However, its limitations must be recognised.
Within its ordinary constraints, philosophy does not venture beyond
the objective and the detached. Although analysis, objectivity and
rational constraint constitute philosophy’s strengths, they are also at
the same time its weakness and limitation. Earnest seekers beg for
experience. They want not only to analyse and describe, but also to
taste. They wish, not only to describe flight, but to fly. They are
seekers after God. We are bound, at some point on this journey, to leave
the excogitations of philosophy behind to strive to enter the mystical
realm, to go beyond theory and engage inpraxis {= theory + practice].

Mysticism is characterised paradoxically both by silence and by
dialogue. In silence, one speaks with oneself and in dialogue we enter
into conversation with others. When we enter the realm of the
mystical, we realise that the universe is speaking to us as the reflection
of aliving God who without being a person is nonetheless a personal
Being in the most intimate sense. The universe during such experi-
ences becomes transformed, as viewed through Buber’s categories,
from an impersonal and remote ‘it’ into a living ‘“Thou’.¢* The leaves
on the trees and the blades of grass, every living thing declares
mystery and rapture in a transpersonal language that is intensely
bright with colour and meaning. In that moment, all our senses come
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alive from out of the numbness of our half-knowing. In this vision
of things, the world is, in ‘Abdu’l-Bah4’s phrase, ‘beautiful in colour
and redolent of fragrance in the kingdom of God.% Thus mysticism,
like science itself, heightens consciousness in an acute way.

Erwin Schrédinger (1887-1961) not only discovered a form of
wave mechanics (Schrédinger’s wave equation) and won the Nobel
Prize for physics in 1933, but also wrote lucid mystical prose replete
with poetic fecling. The following is a passage that Schrédinger
wrote about the relationship of our oneness with ‘Mother Nature’
experienced in the eternal now. This gifted physicist was at the same
time able to envision and experience nature in a hypostatic mode.

Thus you can throw yourself flat on the ground, stretched out upon Mother
Earth, with the certain conviction that you are one with her and she with you.
You are as firmly established, as invulnerable, as she - indeed, a thousand times
firmer and more invulnerable. As surely as she will engulf you tomorrow, so
surely will she bring you forth anew to new striving and suffering. And not
merely ‘some day’: now, today, every day she is bringing you forth, not once,
but thousands upon thousands of times, just as every day she engulfs you a
thousand times over. For cternally and always there is only now, one and the
same now; the present is the only thing that has no end.*

She sounds like a living being, a personal being, does she not? Just
symbol and metaphor? Perhaps. But at the heart of Schrédinger’s
statement is a profound personal relationship of communion with
something that is both within and beyond oneself.

At the heart of the personal realm beckons the experience of
prayer and meditation and our discovery of that living and loving
Spirit who cares for each of His creatures and all their move-
ments, trials, thoughts and aspirations, just as if this one poor
solitary creature had been the sole object of all of His loving and
creating. God is the essence and epitome of all that is personal. His
creation consequently, when perceived according to its divine
intention, cannot be anything other than personal. This person-
hood includes as much the mind of the scientist as that of the
mystic — which arc increasingly coming to be recognized as one
and the same mind.
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The Cosmic Space Traveller
and the Oneness of the Spiritual Universe

Today’s cosmic space travellers must summon up the same courage
as the great explorers of the Renaissance who set their very lives in
the balance, and relying on the new theories of Copernican science,
set out in their little Caravels to explore far-away continents across
vast oceans. Unlike some Renaissance adventurers, however, today’s
cosmic space traveller will always return safe from his spiritual
wanderings. Indeed he will be more alive than ever, for his travels will
have added to his perceptions and knowledge. Just as the Renaissance
explorers discovered one ‘round’ geophysical world, the cosmic space
traveller of today will also discover the spherical unity of the ‘great
chain of being’.

The critical thinker may be sceptical of this purported oneness. Yet
certain commonalities in the world’s religions have been identified by
the Perennialist Aldous Huxley as his ‘four fundamental doctrines’,*”
by Joachim Wach in his chapter on ‘Universals in Religion’,%® and in
Friedrich Heiler’s ‘seven principal areas of unity?’®® to name but a few.
Further, the unity of the great religions is either implicit or explicit
in the writings of several of the outstanding comparative religionists
and scholars of religion today such as Huston Smith,”® Wilfred
Cantwell Smith”" and Frithjof Schuon.”? That such a common core
might not lend itself to a rigid codification or universal assent still
does not invalidate the reality of the oneness of spiritual truth. The
sceptic who doubts such affirmations suffers from spiritual myopia.
He lacks that susceptibility that philosopher-poet George Santayana
aptly expressed in describing Henri Bergson’s idealism of the
universal mind as a ‘cosmic sensibility”.”>

The oneness of the spiritual universe is a given. Its giver is God.
It is as much ‘one’ as the world that we see every day with physical
eyes but are unable to conceive in totality. As we need the
perspective of altitude in space to observe the geophysical oneness
of this planet, so too we require a higher and broader vision of
spiritual truth to perceive the metaphysical oneness of the great
religions. The oneness of truth is as much a pure gift as the ‘being’
of the physical world we now inhabit. But unlike the physical
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universe that we take for granted upon the undeniable evidence of
its existence, we are still loath to accept the oneness of the spiritual
universe. Even though we have known for centuries that the earth
was ‘round’ (spherical), it was not until our beautiful blue planet,
partially veiled in stratospheric clouds, was photographed in the
cold darkness of infinite space, that we became fully conscious that
‘the earth is one country’.”* The time is soon coming when the
consciousness of the oneness of the spiritual universe will be as
widely accepted as the geophysical oneness of our planet.

For whatever journey we plot for ourselves and in whichever
direction we travel, some things are inevitable. Al spiritual explorers
share the same human condition. We are all born, live, love and laugh,
suffer and die. If we so choose, mariners may meet in the ‘midmost
heart’ of the ocean.”® And in our cosmic rendezvous, we shall discover
that the ocean of existence which has given life to all, and upon which
we all sail for a time our little craft, is common property, claimed,
shared and cherished by every sailor.

The new synthesis of metaphysics, spirituality and science that is
being forged by the brightest minds today beckons us to explore a
unified cosmos to which Huxley’s bold and imaginative title ‘brave
new world’ (borrowed from Shakespeare) might truly apply. The
new synthetic science will have as profound an effect on the unity
of humanity as the Copernican Revolution did on the obsolete
geocentric theories of the first Italian Renaissance. Every spiritual
explorer who goes journeying today will find that he or she has
contributed to the making of a new map, whose vastness is as yet
unrealised — the chart of the human soul and the commonality of the
world’s great religions — two of the brightest reflections of the Divine
Mind. This map will reflect a new creation, outlining the shapes and
patterns of the spiritual potentialities inherent in the new world
order. Bathed in light, it will far eclipse in detail and depth the
geophysical maps of old.
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Spirituality: A Short Definition

Spirituality, for centuries confined to the house of worship, the convent
or hermitage, the monastic hall or the divinity school, has by now
entered the home, the office, the secular institution of learning and
society at large. Two fundamentals of spirituality are devotion and service
to God and humanity. How can we better serve God and the human
family? In answering this question, we shall come closer to an
understanding of spirituality. We serve God through love, prayer, self-
sacrifice, charitable deeds, through striving to know and to love God and
His friends, by teaching others, by pioneering into new realms of service.

Some serve God by study, writing, teaching and research. By
examining our own confused thoughts, we may make them less
obscure and thereby illumine with a little light our own lives and the
lives of our friends. We may serve God, too, through contemplation,
and as Milton said, by patience in difficulties, by standing and waiting
~ “They also serve who only stand and wait’! — watching the divine
plan unfold in our long hours, anticipating His presence and working
through the greater and lesser tests of life.

No understanding of spirituality can be merely academic, for this
would be a travesty of its true spirit which demands continual
practice. The spiritual life makes eloquent testimony of itself. It needs
no other proof.

Andlogies on Crystals and a Spirituality of Imperfection?

Few things in nature seem more perfect than a crystal. Geologists tell
us that the perfection of the crystal results from its very large
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numbers of atoms or molecules that are concentrated in near-perfect
mathematical alignment. Rarely is even one atom in a thousand out
of line with another. But many crystals could not have grown into
luminous multi-coloured gems without imperfections. The colour of
gemstones, for example, is due mainly to imperfections. Imper-
fections enable the atoms within crystals to move about and chemical
reactions to take place. Crystals and gemstones owe their special
characteristics of beauty and perfection to flaws.

These rudimentary notions of crystallography suggest rich
analogies with spiritual development. The crystal is near-perfect
because the design of its atomic structure is ‘in line’. By analogy, the
righteous soul is in line or conforms to the law of God: ‘In all these
journeys the traveller must stray not the breadth of a hair from the
“Law”, for this is indeed the secret of the “Path” and the fruit of the
Tree of “Truth”.”® From this alignment the believer derives strength
of character and spiritual beauty, and acquires perfections.

Another commonplace but nonetheless useful comparison
between crystallography and spirituality is the idea that every soul is
a precious gem, each having its own particular hue or colour. Some
gems are more common than others but they are still nonetheless all
beautiful. Some souls, like the blue or pink diamond, are rare and it
is their rarity that makes them precious. When such souls shine with
the light of virtue or reflect the lustrous depths of Lady Wisdom, we
are struck by their rich value. Rarer still than diamonds or pearls is
the ruby. A ruby is by analogy any unique and precious soul, a deep,
rich gem of inestimable value. Such a soul shines with the deep ruby
red lustre of celestial love.

The science of crystallography teaches us by analogy that just as
imperfections in the crystal cause its growth and produce its lasting
beauty, human imperfections are an indispensable function of
spiritual development. We do well to remind ourselves consequently
that the imperfections that we often see in our own moral and psycho-
logical make-up are but God’s way of helping the soul to attain that
unattainable goal of spiritual perfection. For it is to the extent that
the careful and conscientious individual strives to overcome character
flaws that he or she draws closer to God. Imperfections can act as
catalysts or reactors that precipitate alchemical changes in the life of
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the soul. But the soul in struggling against the imperfections of self
not only acts and exercises free will and determination, but is also
acted upon by the forces of divine confirmations. Through patience
and effort and the ebb and flow of activity and passivity, such a soul
gains colour, beauty and perfection, and just as important,
individuality. Imperfections are, in Daniel C. Jordan’s cogent little
phrase, but the means for ‘becoming your true self’.* The true
jewellers and gem polishers of humanity are the prophets of God.

Divine Fragrance: Thoughts on an Anecdote

The Bah4’f writings speak in several passages of ‘divine fragrance’.
In the Kitib-i-Aqdas (The Most Holy Book) Bah#’w’llih says, for
example, ‘Happy is the lover that hath inhaled the divine fragrance
of his Best-Beloved from these words, laden with the perfume of a
grace which no tongue can describe.” In the same book He writes
that those who recite the verses of God ‘in the most melodious
of tones...will inhale the divine fragrance of My worlds...”® This
phraseology, it seems to me, is not just poetry.

1 propose here that divine fragrance is not only a poetic symbol
but also a sensible substance. In the same way that perfume can be
detected by the olfactory sense, the spiritual fragrance of an individual
or a piece of writing, a musical composition, painting, sculpture, or
other great work of art can be detected from the aesthetic atmosphere
surrounding that individual or creative work. Although the scientist
or the sceptic may doubt that anyone possesses an ability to tangibly
detect spiritual fragrance from an aesthetic world just beyond the
fringe, it is nonetheless as real as the scent of a woman passing, but
alas, just as fleeting. It may be rare, but is nonetheless real, this ability
to detect the fragrance of a work of art that is, in Keats’s expression,
both beautiful and true.”

The question of a divine or spiritual fragrance poses the conundrum
of a literal or figurative interpretation of Bahd'f scripture, interpreta-
tion that has to be seen in light of human experience. Faced with a
literal and/or symbolic interpretation of those writings that mention
divine fragrance, a reader may well ask if one can really inhale spiritual
fragrance. The possibility should not be so quickly dismissed. Science
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may tell us that scents cannot issue from nonexistent organic sources.
Yet more than one soul will testify that the smell of roses permeated
the air when there were none in the vicinity or that the scent of lilacs
was strong where no garden was to be found.

In addition to my own experiences, there are testimonials. I
relate one of these here.® While travelling in England in July 1993,1
met Mrs. Dorothy Brown at a fireside meeting to which I was
invited to speak at the home of Roger and Muriel Wilkinson of
Kendal, Cumbria. It was in fact Dorothy’s decisive experience of
the divine fragrance that had caused her to declare herself a Baha’
fifty years before. Dorothy recounted to me that when she had first
heard of the Bah#’f Faith, in her then sceptical frame of mind she
had audaciously challenged her teacher Audrey Thompson by
saying something to this effect: ‘If this God of yours knows that the
very hairs of your head are numbered, why doesn’t He come and tap
me on the shoulder?’

At that very moment, Dorothy said, the room was suddenly filled
with the unmistakable, overpowering scent of roses. Dorothy was not
alone in smelling the fragrance. Audrey smelled it too, and, Dorothy
said, she turned as white as a sheet. As for Dorothy, she required no
further proof. She was transformed by this experience and became a
believer. Dorothy trembled as she told the story, recalling her audac-
ity at the time in challenging God in such a bold way. The scientist or
the sceptic who would like to explain the experience in terms of the
imagination stimulating chemical reactions in the brain would have to
explain not only what stimulus caused the reaction, but also how two
people could share the same experience simultaneously. Doubtless
they did not share the same brain.

I found further confirmation about divine fragrance a few days
later in Caernarfon, North Wales, when I was visiting my friend
Robert Parry. While there, I came across this text as I was reading
the Bah4’{ writings one morning:

He will come to your aid with invisible hosts, and support you with armies
of inspiration from the Concourse above; He will send unto you sweet
perfumes from the highest Paradise, and waft over you the pure breathings
that blow from the rose gardens of the Company on high.?
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It is entirely possible that this text refers to a state that is other
than a purely symbolic, a state where the spiritual and the physical
meet in perfect correspondence.

Thave not concluded, however, that the individual who experiences
such occurrences possesses any rare or mystical gifts. Such experiences,
though they may count as personal confirmations, are incidental and
not basic to faith. They can be meaningful for no one but the individ-
ual who experiences them. In terms of a proof of faith, the anecdote
that Ihave related above must be classified as weak; it falls into the same
category as miracles. These are proofs for those who see (or in this case
smell), but not proofs for those who have not seen (or smelled)’ —
privileged proofs, one might call them, valid for the individual only. I
look upon such experiences, nonetheless, as tangible expressions of the
existence of spiritual substances, the ‘proof’ that the Holy Spirit at
times allows itself to be verified by other than rational means. In this
case, the means are through the senses, which are paradoxically in other
situations quite unreliable and at times very misleading.

That one may conceive of the fragrance of spirituality in this way,
as a real perfume emanating from the bower of heaven, does not
indicate the wholesale adoption of a thorough-going scriptural
liveralism. There are, however, many things which defy explanation
and which exist nonetheless. Spiritual fragrance is a sign, albeit rare,
of the divine presence, a vital manifestation from that ‘prayer-
hearing, prayer-answering God’'! who is able to touch seekers
directly with a message from His presence as a loving token and
grace, as a confirmation from a world beyond. Spiritual fragrance
means that Spirit is sensible '? — and must be — while we are still in
the world, as sensible as the fragrance of the spring rains and the
moistening earth that release the fragrance of the flower and the
myriad other forms that come to life from within the earth.

Happiness for its Own Sake

We can venture only so far into an understanding of happiness, for
happiness is above all to be lived rather than analysed. Although
much has been written and said about the nature of happiness, this
pearl of great price remains an inexhaustible theme. I contrast this
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view of happiness with the one that says happiness is a by-product
of something else, of virtuous living, for example. Although this no
doubt may be true, it will not prove true in every case. For one may
well be virtuous but not happy, although it does not follow that one
can be happy and vicious.

The world has its own kind of happiness, what I call the spirit of
living for the world alone.’ This is that scnse of well-being which
ignores the spiritual realm, and gets along quite happily according to
the comfortable ways of natural law, sociability and human sentiment.
It is the way of happiness that takes what the world has to offer and
does so with a happy heart. Most people seek happiness this way and
doubtless many find this kind of happiness in the world for a while.
The happiness the world has to offer is, however, by nature not
durable, and so proves to be. It will escape us in the end. But by fixing
our attention on end things we shall not be deceived.

Living for the world alone cannot procure divine happiness. Divine
happiness resides in another order of being. It is based, not upon
natural sentiment, that is, neither the subtle or volatile emotions, but
upon what ‘Abdu’l-Bahi calls ‘spiritual susceptibilities’.'* This means
being susceptible or open to the promptings of the Holy Spirit, the
lofty thoughts that filter down from the ether of divine knowledge,
and enjoying the satisfaction that comes in the conscious realisation
of being created in the divine image and of fulfilling a divine purpose.
This is true happiness. While the man or woman born of the Spirit
may share with anyone all the legitimate pleasures and joys that life
offers, the man or woman lacking a spiritual mind cannot share in the
delights of faith and certitude and the satisfaction of deciphering the
geometry of the mind of God.

I oppose the notion of self-existent happiness to the concept of
happiness as functionality, to its being dependent upon observing
cthical practices, rules or norms. I am not advocating, of course, the
flaunting of the moral law. I am rather seeking that flight of mystic
joy, of unrestrained celebration, a relaxation of the self-directed will,
a laying down of the burden of self, a forgetting of sin. Happiness is
a gift to be cherished and celebrated merely because it is a divine
birthright, in the nature of things. If I think otherwise, then I must
also think that I must perform a, band ¢ in order to be happy. In other
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words, that I must deserve my happiness. Such thoughts can in fact
be counter-productive to the creation of the very happiness I seek.
For at what point are we competent to judge that we have done
enough to deserve to be happy? The happiness I seek comes as an ‘ode
to joy’. It is simply for the thing itself, because of the thing itself.

Such happiness is like the smile. You may be smiling because you
are happy. But some people smile because they love to smile. They
smile for no other special reason. If you ask someone “Why are you
smiling?” they may say ‘Because I am getting married today’, or
simply ‘Because I like to smile’. It is in the nature of the human
being to enjoy and to share in happiness. Happiness is a free gift,
gratuitous act. And this ever-present consciousness that happiness is
a free gift in the nature of things, as the greatest bestowal of God,
causes the perpetuation, increase and re-creation of happiness.

We should not be deceived by the appearance that others enjoy
a greater happiness than ourselves. For happiness, like water, finds
its own level. To envy those who seem happier is illusion. Happiness
coexists simultaneously at several levels and in this sense happiness
is relative. At any time, we may find ourselves ascending to a higher
level or descending to a lower one. So we rejoice at our own level.
Happiness is the possession of all those who love God.

Birds are happy when they fulfil their own natures; when they can
make nests and find the seed necessary to ensure their survival. But
for human happiness, we must look beyond material necessity.
‘Abdu’l-Baha said the cow lived ‘blissfully’,'> not merely because the
cow was created by God, and so is blessed, but because the cow
‘knows’ a kind of sensual happiness. ‘Untroubled’® it enjoys the
fulfilment of its bodily functions; chewing the sweet grass, giving
milk and grazing undisturbed. This must be a kind of happiness.
However, the happiness of the material mind and the worldly-wise is
not the happiness of the spiritual soul. Those who have experienced
spiritual happiness know what it is.

There is another consideration. Many things will eclipse this happi-
ness of mine, if only for a time: ill health, misfortune, relationships gone
bad, the death of loved ones, and not least of all, my own ignorance or
folly. But spiritual happiness has the power to shine through the clouds
of mental and emotional disarray, bringing healing in its wings.
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‘Abdu’l-Bah4 qualifies as truly noble those who are happy in the
midst of trials:

In circumstances of ease and comfort, health and well-being, gratification and
felicity, anyone can live contentedly; but to remain happy and contented in
the face of difficulty, hardship and the onslaught of disease and sickness —
this is an indication of nobility."”

For when life is good, and one can ‘feed on the fat of the land’
(Gen. 45:18),'® it is easy to be happy. It is at this relatively low level
of unchallenged happiness that most people function. But when we
realise that happiness exists for its own sake, as a gift from God who
desires happiness for us, we can rejoice in spite of adverse conditions.
It is those who are happy in the end who shall be truly happy.

Sun and Shadow

When we choose to stand in the light of the sun, our shadow side is
unavoidably going to be revealed. When we see our shadow, we
contemplate that great dark void, the vast potential of formless non-
entities that have not yet become well-defined spiritual attributes.
Our shadow is a reminder that our dark side is an ever-present
condition of the light, a symbol both of what we are and what we
might still be. Above all, we are reminded that in this world, sun and
shadow dwell ever together.

Divine Dcrin'E, and Fear and Trembling
in the Pilgrim’s Heart

We must be not only willing but also daring enough to venture to
enter the mysterious and majestic presence of the sacred. For the
blessed few, that daring may have been realised as a real encounter
in historical time with a holy figure. Sometimes it is expressed as
an arduous search for truth, or by sacrificing oneself for a worthy
cause or loved one. Sometimes it means to venture bravely into the
mountains and valleys of the mystical or to plunge into the heart of
prayer or to pioneer into new realms. But wherever such daring leads,
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spiritual life cannot be truly experienced without audacity, without
the spirit of adventure.

Without this daring, one cannot experience divine confirmations.
Without this daring, the depths of love could not be brought to the
surface of human relationships from the most profound recesses of
the heart. Without this daring, the pilgrim soul could not receive
the tangible spiritual proofs and evidences coming from the bounty
of God. Without this daring, heroic souls could not become the
robber barons who ‘seize and possess the hearts of men’!® for their
sovereign lord.

We know from historical accounts that some Bah#’f pilgrims, when
they first saw an individual whom they misperceived to be ‘Abdu’l-
Bahi, felt their spirits crushed. Plunged into momentary despair, such
souls might have lost faith had the Master not soon appeared to fulfil
all their expectations and fill their hearts with His love. But what is
interesting in these cases of momentary disappointment is that the
great expectation, the fear and trembling that first arose in the
pilgrim’s heart, both precipitated the test of the believer’s faith and
at the same time allowed for its satisfactory resolution.

Now there is to be sure a certain risk in going into the presence
of the Chosen Ones of God, a risk that we will be found out, that
our life and character with all its warts will be exposed. Some feared
this and did not go.2 But the heavenly love let loose in the believer’s
heart for these Holy Beings was so oceanic that it overcame any fear
of inadequacy. In place of fear, the pilgrim felt comfortably at home.
The strange irony is that the pilgrim was found out anyway butina
way not anticipated — with a gentle lifting of the veil and with the
greatest courtesy, sometimes with merely a kind word, a look or a
glance. This truer insight into the inadequacies of self was also part
of the bounty of the pilgrimage, one facet of the benediction.

Now if one thinks of these Sacred Figures as divine assayers, as
celestial jewellers who are able to gaze into the divine gem of the
soul and tell its worth at a glance, one should also consider the
mercy of their sin-covering eye. It is good to think about this sin-
covering eye, that these Great Ones did not see the flaws — or if they
did, overlooked them with that divine magnanimity that the critical
mind prone to look for the fault cannot understand. They looked,
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not at the cracks and dark spots that beclouded the lustre, but
instead marvelled at the gem that was shining with the love of God.

The Silence of the Sacred

The sacred has a myriad methods of touching the human soul, in
drawing the spirit to itself. Sometimes the sacred will gently invade
the citadel of the soul as the touch of a soft breeze or the caress of
a whisper. In such moments, we experience a welcome, temporary
suspension of our busy senses. All creation seems to hold its breath
while the sacred whispers its secret mysteries to our enchanted ears.
Now the cosmic voice has faded to the faintest echo. We listen for
the songs of the spirit and enter the unmistakable realm of sacred
time. We dare not utter a sound, for the spoken word might break
the fragile silence. Fush....

What shall we call the sacred? How shall we name the holy? We
know not how to name the unnamable. If we write down the Beloved'’s
name, we shall profane the memory. We ponder in our hearts the sweet,
silent lessons of love. The silence of the sacred is eternal. It is always
there. Patiently, it awaits our rapt attention, longing to fill our souls
with peace, to enchant us with mysteries, to transport us to the Elysian
Fields, to the blessed isles of the West.

The Void of Forgetting

In Mahayana Buddhism, the notion of Shunayata (Sk.= emptiness,
void) is fundamental. I consider here the Buddhist notion of the
void simply as the departure point for a personal reflection on the
void as forgetting, a void that comes in the form of grace. This
emptying of the mind is a cleansing, a suspension of the ego-drives
of minutes, hours, days or months ago, drives that no longer compel
the ego to seck their fulfilment in violation of the voices of reason
and wisdom. The ambitious project that was once under way, that
waybill of the ego’s plans and schemes, has been voided.

A power exists in prayer, in a dream or even in a dreamless sleep
that can void the selfish desire, or the strongest of impulses, that
craving for ego fulfilment. Once we descend into the void, the slate
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of the mind is wiped clean. Distorted or unhappy memories are
erased from the psyche and the tentative script of the writer’s vain
imaginings, the half-formed letters of all those hazy or impossible
dreams that once seemed legitimate and true.

The restless mind and the wayward heart pursue their own self-
interest. And self-interest, I should note, is not always selfish
interest. But sometimes the seemingly legitimate needs, plans and
schemes of the moment are voided in the interests of the
development of a greater self and a more magnanimous plan. The
void of forgetting is a sign that a greater power is at work, evidence
that a greater will has countermanded a lesser one. It remains to be
seen whether or not the void will find acceptance in the seeker’s
mind or rather prove to be mere suspension.

For now, the desires of the heart will have to wait. Let the seeker
who desires to know the Will of God watch and wait, be patient,
reflect, consider the movements of her own soul, experiment, seek
and discover. Let the seeker pray earnestly and supplicate at every
moment that she be alert enough to discern the Will of God and
content enough to dwell happily in the now-of-what-God-has-
ordained. The seeker will thus come to know whether or not the
waybill of the self-directed project is to be stamped with approval
or be declared void. She will see whether or not it conforms to the
will of self or the Will of God, or both.

Mirza Abu’l-Fadl’'s Humility and One’s Gifts
and Accomplishments?

The great Bah#’{ scholar-saint and ‘learned apologist’? Mirz4 Abu’l-
Fadl (pron. Fazel) is said to have wept on occasion when his friends
and admirers paid him a compliment. More than simply embarrassed
by such effusions of praise, he wept perhaps because he knew to
whom he really owed his gifts. Mirzd Abu’l-Fadl knew that the
measure of his achievement was in no way proportional to its source,
the grace of Baha’w’llih. As a true Bah4'i scholar, he wrote only out
of a desire to love Baha’u’llsh more perfectly and for a love of truth.

I well imagine that Abu’l-Fadl, in a spirit of loving-kindness, was
often grateful for the kind words spoken in his favour by his friends.
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But he knew that what friends and admirers eulogized in him was
nothing other than what Baha’w’llih had chosen to reveal. Mirz4’s
tearful reaction to praise suggests that he felt it was not fitting to
applaud the vehicle, that praise of the instrument in some sense
devalued the Celestial Composer. His pain was that his admirers
were not always conscious of this.

Praising the vehicle or the instrument is somewhat like praising
a beautiful woman or a handsome man for beauty or good looks.
Though they may enjoy the compliment, what merit do they
possess in being beautiful? They did not earn it but rather came by
the gift through inheritance or good fortune.

Some may disagree with my drawing analogies between a man or
a woman’s beauty and the accomplishments of the learned because
the scholar works hard for success and thus deserves it. Beauty is
not gained through striving but knowledge, according to the
principle of just deserts, is gained by dint of effort, not granted.
What I am considering here, however, is that the very capacity for
discipline or insight, for learning and achievement, has itself a
source. It did not create itself. The ultimate source does not lie
within the individual. It lies with Bah&’w’llsh. The learned merely
share in the bounty that He has bestowed. Of course, unless one
exercises the gift or strives to fulfil the potential, one cannot share
in that bounty. What would be regrettable is that one would not
develop the gift nor cultivate the fallow ground.

Nor should false humility play a part in the recognition of one’s
successes, for Shoghi Effendi has qualified this as ‘hypocritical’ and
‘unworthy of a true Bah#’(:

There is nothing more harmful to the individual - and also to society — than
false humility which is hypocritical, and hence unworthy of a true Bahi. The
true believer is one who is conscious of his strength as well as his weakness...2>

It is rather simply a question of recognizing the True Source of all
gifts. The potter honours the vessel. The vessel does not honour itself.
The vessel may well be admired but it is the potter who receives the
praise. This is one of the meanings of non dignus sum (Lat.=I am not
worthy), a phrase so often on the lips of the great ones of old.
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Heart’s Desire

Somewhere at the end of this multi-coloured rainbow, at journey’s
end, lies the fulfilment of all the desires of the heart. The greatest of
these is that He might love us, bestow upon us the breath of life,
make us His own and grant us that greatest and most unimaginable
of all pure graces — to live with Him forever.






FIRE AND LIGHT






Love is Cognitive

The logician imagines that the cognitive statement is the impregnable
fortress of human thought because it clearly distinguishes true from
false. When the false is eliminated, truth remains, pure, incon-
trovertible, unambiguous rational thought. According to this logic,
pure rationality affords the highest possible degree of certitude. Such
confidence endows the cognitive statement with epistemological
authority, that much sought-after prize cherished by the scientifically
minded. But love, I argue, falls as much as logic within the realm of
the cognitive, for love too is rational. The cognitive distinguishes the
true from the false. Love also proves to be true or false. Consequently
love is cognitive. True love is at the same time real, rational and
endowed with authority. False love is unreal, irrational and unbeliev-
able. Pascal, who proved himself both as mystic and mathematician,
comes to mind. His famous dictum says: ‘Le coeur a ses raisons que la
raison ne connait pas’ (The heart has its reasons which reason does not
know). His next line, not so well known, is equally beautiful: ‘We feel
it in a thousand things.” Then he says: ‘Is it by reason that you love
yourself?’! Love’s reasons far surpass those of logic.

Love Divine

The mystical experience described in paragraph three of the essay below began
in a mundane moment that quickly became transformed into an extraordinary
event. It occurred one Saturday evening after supper as I was preparing to go out.
1 was actually standing at the ironing board pressing my clothes — a thoroughly
mundane activity. Although I did not note the exact time and date, the experience
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took place at about 7 o’clock in the evening in either March or April - in central
Canada a transttion time between winter and spring.

1t was already quite dark outside but a strangely contrasting luminosity
played against the horizon. It was unusually mild that evening and a warmish
wind was blowing. I opened wide the balcony doors to look outside and let
the fresh air into the apartment. The | combination of luminosity and
the movement of the warm wind in the branches of the trees outside created a
strange, eerie atmosphere. I had returned to the ironing board and picked up
the tron again, when suddenly I became conscious of an unmistakable mental

and spiritual transformation. This experience was not dramatic, as some other
mystical experiences of mine have been, but it was nonetheless just as real.
The prevailing state was a pervasive peace and a sublime, heavenly love that 1
had never before known and the quiet, assured, undisturbed consciousness of a higher,
living presence. Although my everyday state of consci was ily sig-

nificantly altered, I remained nonetheless very much myself and I was fully aware
of the change that had come over me. I had been ushered into a higher, purer inti-
mation of divine life. This mystic visitation came, as it sometimes does, in a time of
great duress and so brought a wonderful consolation. The troubled thoughts I had
been experiencing only minutes before had completely disappeared. The real self had
emerged within the real world. I was experiencing a foretaste of heaven, that divine
love which is all peace and which sustains the life of both beaven and earth.

‘Abdu’l-Bahd says that there are only four types of love: (1) the
love of God for man (2) the love of man for God (3) the love of
God for the Self of God (4) the love of man for man (humanity for
one another).2 The love I write of here is the first type: ‘the love that
flows from God to man’.* He says that ‘this love is the origin of all
the love in the world of creation’.*

Human love when practised selflessly by lovers is a beautiful and
noble thing. All too often, however, as the great love stories of
literature attest and as daily experience reveals, human love can be
pain-filled and contradictory, full of longing, struggle and regret. In
its more dramatic and darker manifestations, death and tragedy result.

Heavenly love, divine love, in marked contrast, issues from a realm
that is all peace. This type of love cannot, however, be reduced to
peace alone, for such love is more than peace. It is peace and eternal
life. Heavenly love, as its name indicates, is born in heaven and
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envelops the world in all its graces. This is a love that is solemn and
sacred but without severity. It is an extraordinarily great love, moving
within the inmost heart of the world but still suffusing all things
above and below. This is a love both lucid and still, a love that enriches
to the point where we feel enabled to easily dispense with all else. It
is human love, personal love, but purified and detached, expanded,
heightened, strengthened. It seeps into the depths of the All and
circulates throughout the veins and arteries of the body of the
cosmos, moving with a great regularity, like the life-giving flow of
blood that sustains the whole body and on which it depends. It
bestows ‘the peace of God which passeth all understanding’.®

Heavenly love moves in that coincidence of opposites in which
all things are passing away and simultaneously being born anew at
every moment. It is a love that exists in the paradox of eternity that
contains past, present and future alike, both death and eternal life.

When, by some mysterious grace of God, such a love enters our
heart, we have no troubled thought. There is no cry of anguish, no
utterance of pain, sorrow or regret. The soul is wrapped in equanimity.
It lives in eternity. For a moment it dwells in heaven on earth. This
form of heavenly love brings balance and peace of mind to the soul
and liberates all its faculties. Through the aegis of love divine,
everyday waking consciousness is transcended and the soul is lifted
up to some higher station but remains at the same time grounded in
itself. It exists both in the heights and in the depths. This love enriches
as nothing else can.

When love divine invades your heart, you will recognize yourself
as another self, purified, stabilised and brought to some great fulfil-
ment. Through love divine the soul attains maturity. You will become
as the ocean itself, hugging the breast of the vast shores of earth.

True Love

True love does not complain of the pain endured in its path. It is a
flourishing branch when once watered never dies, a yearning to
break forth into the higher, purer realms of freedom and grace. True
love is all at once an affirmation, an acceptance, an invitation and an
embrace, a saying yes to God and yes again. This love causes us to
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emerge from the hell fire of doubt, denial and despair into the
affirmation of belief and trust and dispenses that power divine
which God has bestowed upon humanity for the dispelling of grief.
It grants the gift of solace to the world.

True love is the most sublime instrument for uniting all hearts. It
points the way to peace and concord and makes a way for the willing
heart to find love’s reasons in the face of an arbitrary and irrational
spirit. True love will never knowingly seek to disappoint or hurt
another and will give freely of itself without asking recompense. It
makes light of time, place and age, builds bridges across the void of
days and the diversity of human experience.

Such love knows neither race, colour nor hue but lifts up its voice
to sing the sweet song of the universal. True love is everywhere and
always the same. It is here and now. Its re-creation lies in the genesis
of its own experience, a perpetual, self-replenishing stream of healing
waters, a balm to each sick and sorry soul, an inspiration to every
aspiring heart. True love decks out the festal board of fellowship and
invites the honoured guest, the special friend to come and sup at the
banquet table of God’s love.

True love is a communion of the hearts, a meeting of the minds,
and a taking of delight in the company of God’s loved ones. It is an
ever-awakening and perpetual discovery of the beauties of soul of all
those who walk the spiritual path. It discovers at each new and
wondrous turn a springtime of joy. True love brings stimulation to
the mind and refinement of the sensibilities. Through the force of
this all-conquering love, humanity will be irresistibly drawn to that
common bond of unity which shall doubtless conquer the ugly
spectacle of malice, discord, hate and war.

True love turns to face the fearful shadows that stalk us at every
turn and dispels them with nothing but a word from Him. It opens
the eyes of the blind and becomes eyes to those who cannot see. It
lightens the burden of those who are in misery and sets them free.
True love is the only hope we may hold in store for the present and
future happiness of the human race. Within the graceful, soaring
wings of this white dove of peace lie concealed every inestimable
grace that God has chosen to bestow upon His people. It is, in sum,
our final salvation and our only hope. It is our first and last prayer.
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Perfect Faith Means the Then is Now

Trust in God, which Bah#'w’llsh says is ‘the source of all good’,¢ is a
learned experience. An intellectual understanding of trust will not
serve in moments of crisis. It is, moreover, precisely in moments of
crisis that we learn to trust God, not with our heads but with our
hearts, and with every fibre of our being. Nothing less will bring us
safely through adversity. Like so many other realities in spiritual life,
there is something mysterious in this process of trust. We may try,
we may falter for as long as it takes, but if we persist through our
pain we shall discover in one sublime moment that wonderful
release that comes with truly placing ‘all our affairs”” in His hands.

As we learn to trust God, we learn also to grow in faith, for faith is
essentially trust (Gr. pistis). Christ admonished us to be as perfect as
our heavenly Father when He said: ‘Be ye therefore perfect, even as
your Father which is in heaven is perfect.® I understand this
admonition to mean that we are called to have perfect faith.That
formidable word ‘perfect’ found in Christ’s admonition suggests
something redoubtable, a perfection impossible to attain but one that
we cannot help striving for because perfection in the individual sug-
gests not only moral integrity but also beauty of character.

What does it mean to have perfect faith? There are many meanings
to the phrase. One primary meaning, however, has already been
indicated by both Christ and Bah&’w’llsh. It is the sure knowledge that
what one has asked of God has already been received. The person of
perfect faith already lives in that future condition when the petition
has been granted. Stated simply, perfect faith means the then is now.

Christ said in St. Matthew’s Gospel: ‘And all things whatsoever ye
shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive.” In The Seven Valleys
Bah4'v’llzh alludes to that spiritual condition of being able to see the
end in the beginning. He writes of the mystic wayfarers in the Valley
of Knowledge: “Yet those who journey in the garden land of knowl-
edge, because they see the end in the beginning, see peace in war and
friendliness in anger.”'° For these pilgrims, the then is now.

Seeing the end in the beginning or believing the prayer of petition
has already been granted depends upon a certain visionary experience
of seeing the future in the present. Bah#w’llih certainly knew of the
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difficulty of attaining this condition when He wrote of it, of how
trying it is for frail human beings to see a victorious end when they
feel as if they are only at the beginning of their journey or still in the
thick of their troubles. Yet for all His great compassion, this is
nonetheless the spiritual condition that He calls us to attain.

Bah&’u’lldh says something quite astonishing in the Prayers and
Meditations that bears on this theme: ‘I bear witness that Thou hadst
turned toward Thy servantsere [before] they had turned toward Thee,
and hadst remembered them ere they had remembered Thee.”!! I take
this text to refer to both God and Bah&'w’llsh, for according to the
belief in divine unity, divine omniscience is a special attribute of the
Divine Manifestation. Bah#'w’lldh, as the Manifestation of God, not
only knows the question before it is asked — He grants the request
before it is made. Put differently in Aristotelian terms, He knows not
only the potentiality but also the actuality, which in this case must be
an actuality not yet realised or thus far not experienced in time. ‘Abdu’l-
Bah4 saw this actuality in the potentiality when, after He laid the
dedication stone of the Mother Temple of the West in Wilmette, Illinois,
on 1 May 1912 is reported to have said: ‘The temple is already built.”1?

To render this idea somewhat clearer, we may try to imagine a full-
grown oak tree while holding an acorn in our hand. We can imagine
the acorn full-grown because we have seen other oak trees and are
familiar with them. Although we can visualise the full-grown tree, we
cannot actually see this particular oak full-grown when it is still a seed.
But this is precisely what Bahd’u’lldh can do. He can see the very, indi-
vidual oak in the acorn and see it as it will be. When He asks us to see
the end in the beginning, He is asking us also to dare to have such faith.

This prophetic power is not the same thing as mere clairvoyance
or seeing into the future. For Bahd’w’llsh not only grasps the person
or the thing as he/she/it will be, but also sees into his/her/its very
nature and understands the essence. This is a power that is reserved
only for the Manifestations of God and differs categorically from
those powers possessed by psychics and spiritual souls.

When He says that He hears our prayer even before we have
turned to Him, we begin to realise something of the unfathomable
greatness of Baha’u’lldh. Who has ever said before that He heard the
rising dirge of our prayer while there was still the silence of despair?
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Who has yet proclaimed that He saw the mighty oak of our faith
when it was still an acorn, that is, even before the seed was planted!
Who has said before that He saw the brilliant, luminous jewel of our
soul when it was still the splintered fragment of a cloudy crystal?
It may happen that these two types of perfect faith — the sure
knowledge that the prayer has already been answered and seeing the
end in the beginning — are combined in one and the same experience.
For seeing is a form of knowing, just as knowing is a form of seeing.

Wonderful Trust

The way of salvation is the way of trust. If we want to overcome our
fears, we must begin to trust Him, to cast away our life with all its will-
ing, controlling, manipulating and predicting. We must be wary of the
sly insinuations of the subtle ego and truly put our life in His hands.

When we become His standard bearer, He shall reveal us to the
world. When we bear aloft the ark of His covenant, He shall bear us
on His shoulders through the battle. When we throw ourselves into
His ocean, we shall walk on water and find safe haven in the arc of
salvation that weathers the fiercest gale. When we cease to be self-
directed, we shall discover what it means to be God-directed.

Our mental afflictions and petty annoyances will disappear little
by little. By paying no heed, we shall not be excessively disturbed
by them. By just continuing in His way and abandoning our life to
Him, we shall begin to know true freedom and true joy. And once
we enter that placeless realm of trust, we shall fly through the open
skies of the Spirit and our hearts shall rejoice, for we shall know that
we have found the way to true freedom.

Learning To Trust Love

As time passes, I am learning to trust the many faces of love I have
known throughout my life, even the ones that rent my being in
two, the ones I thought so pure and could not bear to live without. I
see now that these many faces of love had something supremely
important to teach me and they go on living inside me, teaching me
even now their own special lessons. For in time, I begin to see more
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clearly the reasons for lessons once so painful and obscure. Time and
patience help to put all things, even love, into perspective. At least, I
should say into a certain perspective, for there is no mystery greater
than love and nothing more confounding and difficult into which to
see clearly. I have also learned to trust the wisdom of my own tears,
for I have found in them, and perhaps especially in them, the secrets
of life’s great blessings.

A child’s love, though pure, cannot stand the rigours of love. As
adults, we retain and must retain something of the child’s love. We
sometimes think that if we can love as children do, we will be happy.
But it is not quite that simple. Love requires something greater than
the innocence of the child. Love requires discipline. Love requires
what the great Carl Jung called ‘soul-work’.

With the passing years, I am learning to trust the lamp of Lady
Wisdom, lovely Sophia who burns her golden globe inside me. When
her still, small voice speaks with assured, quiet clarity and when the
multiple voices of guidance are heard as one, we know she speaks
truly. But even this guidance must be tested by experience, one of the
many faces of wisdom, for sometimes our intuitions prove wrong.

As we contemplate our little plans and schemes and those cherished
dreams that have gone astray, we see ever so clearly that God does what
He wills. And faced with His inexorable will, we are quite powerless.
We empower ourselves only in submitting to that will. Even when we
pray with all our hearts, with the very fibres of our being, we must not
think that we shall set the course of love and determine love’s destiny.
For Love itself sometimes answers our prayers in ways contrary to our
first heartfelt expectations. Try as we may, we cannot set the course of
the of-where, the of-how, the of-why our prayer may fly throughout
the universe to knock at the threshold of God’s door. We cannot fix
the of-whom it shall mark, the souls it may join together or tear apart
on their appointed courses so that they may be ‘sustained by the power
of Truth’,'® so that the One Great Will may fulfil Its purpose in our
little lives. Even sincerity cannot hope to rule the Will of God.

We pray for what we will. Yet blinded as we sometimes are by self
and passion, we cannot know before clarity descends, cannot under-
stand the broader sweep, the larger plan, cannot discern the arc of
destiny, the rod of deliverance, cannot yet completely fathom while
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we are in transition, the greater destiny, the bounties that await, the
purer love that is about to be born.

Perfect Love

There is no fear in love; but perfect love casteth out fear: because fear hath
torment. He that feareth is not made perfect in love.
1JOHN 4:18

Perfect love accepts all, does not manipulate, is content, asks
nothing, gives freely, does not mourn, is not consumed with
longing, has no regrets.!* It is the available warm heart that offers
itself gladly, that joyfully embraces other hearts, both now and
forever. Perfect love is the pure gift of being, gladsome and free,
without condition, a pure gift that simply is.

Loving All of Him

Existentially, the love of God makes unconditional demands. Faith
and love are total experiences. The great commandment of Moses,
uttered by Jesus to a Pharisee that “Thou shalt love the Lord thy
God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind,
and with all thy strength’,'> makes this call to totality clear. The love
of God is with the whole being. The total demands of faith have
made of religion a very powerful, moving force for the development
of civilization. Sadly, as the historical record also attests, this total
response has made religion a terrible force for destruction in the
hands of the fearful, the ambitious and the fanatic.

Loving God means loving all the attributes of His unknowable
essence, however imperfectly we perceive that essence. God is
primarily love, knowledge and will. The Bah#’f sacred writings declare
that God first created and ordered the universe through the Primal
or First Will.'¢ He said: Be, and it is."” Will is primary in the knowledge
and experience of God.

What does this mean for spirituality? It means in practical terms
that we cannot say we love God if we detest what is happening in our
personal lives. We cannot say we love God if we deny our destiny.
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Loving God means loving all of Him and that must mean loving what
He has willed for us now. What we are experiencing now is our
destiny. Only through fully accepting our destiny can we come to
know and to love God and to know and to love ourselves. Ultimately,
knowing and loving God and knowing and loving self mean the same
thing: ‘He hath known God who hath known himself.”’ It follows,
then, that he has loved God who has loved himself.

One of the meanings of divine unity, whether that unity is
relationship to another or relationship to God, is that the lover sees
God’s will in our will and in our will His own. Every true lover of God
realises that the most acute and painful experiences of life, and
perhaps especially these, reflect the wisdom of the divine will. When
we can begin to look upon life tests as instruments for divine healing,
or opportunities for confronting self and for spiritual growth, we will
learn to welcome such adversities and to benefit from them. If we are
able to embrace pain with a willing heart, for the nobler purpose of
our own spiritual development — and by our own spiritual progress
further that of the community and the world — we shall be able to find
love’s hidden, gentle consolation. The Divine Archer lets fly love’s
arrow truly. With great skill and mastery does His shaft of love speed
to the heart of things. And His dart is a better remedy for our lls than
all the medicines of earthly physicians.
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Positive Detachment

Detachment might be defined as an individual’s being unaffected by
the negative influences of the world. This definition, however, is
incomplete. The more complete formulation would also express the
converse — being attached to the positive influences of God. Without
qualification, detachment might make a negative definition only. One
might be detached but aloof, unfeeling, uncaring or uninvolved. In
common parlance, detachment has an antisocial nuance, implying
withdrawal from the world. By contrast, the attribute of detachment
in Bah#'i spirituality always implies the positive affirmation of attach-
ment to the will of God. Detachment cannot support notions of
negativity or even neutrality. Neutrality is temporary disengagement.
One may temporarily disengage from the world but how does one
temporarily disengage from God or from the will of God?

But from what are we freed, if detached, and how are we to
become so? Detachment expresses itself in one of its meanings as
‘Abdu’l-Bah4’s definition of self-mastery. It is self-forgetfulness.!
We become detached by forgerting — forgetting the ‘thorn in the
flesh’,2 the demons in the head, the afflictions of the spirit and even,
and just as important, our subtly concocted thoughts. When we
cease to be possessed by thoughts of self, even by our own joys,
sorrows, preoccupations or intellectual schemes, we shall become
possessed by the things of God.

Now another question arises in relation to detachment and the
pervasiveness of pain. How does the wilful or afflicted spirit forget
its own hurts or desires, its pleasure or pain? Simply by attaching
itself to the will of God. Attaching here means letting go and
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trusting. I say ‘simply’ but nothing proves more difficult. However,
with constant practice through the tests of life the seeker does learn
to let go. We feel joy in turning over the insistent self with all its ego
drives to the One who holds in His hands the destinies of all things
and who is able to heal all our ills.

The more we trust, the more we become free. The more we let
g0, the less attached we become. Detachment becomes real in those
wonderful moments when we give up our will to God and really
acquiesce to His decree. The ultima thulé (Gk.=furthest island) in
this journey is that safe isle in the ocean of God’s love where we live
in and for Him. Such detachment is epitomized in that last of
Baha'w’llih’s universe of the valleys, ‘the valley of true poverty and
absolute nothingness’ when He says: ‘This station is the dying from
self and the living in God, the being poor in self and rich in the
Desired One.”

In this valley, you find yourself sinking deeper within the self as
if you were immersed in water. But suddenly you discover yourself
standing on ground zero. At that point you have reached land’s end.
You have arrived. You are grounded, contented and at peace. In this
state, you remain conscious of both your body and your thoughts
but the body becomes a lighter, more transparent medium. Your
thoughts are no longer wrung out of the mind with so much
intensity and effort. They float by, as Thomas Merton says, like ‘big
blue and purple fish’ that swim past in the darkness of conscious-
ness...this sea which opens within me as soon as I close my eyes.” I
imagine Merton’s big blue or purple thought-fish swimming up to
the surface to catch a rare glimpse of the light, perhaps to make a
break for an insect on the surface of the water, then to glide back
down into darker waters where the sea grasses sleep. Merton’s
thought-fish swimming along in the sea of the mind parallels
Baha'u’llah’s metaphor of His revelation as the ‘most great Ocean’
containing all the aquatic life forms: ‘This most great, this
fathomless and surging Ocean is near, astonishingly near unto you.
Behold it is closer to you than your life-vein!”®

At deeper levels of detachment, you momentarily lose self-
consciousness. You become totally abstracted. Then, when you return
to yourself, you realize that in a rare moment you have been touched
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by the bliss of the Glory of God. But you cannot sustain such states
long. They are like Blake’s analogy of joy as a winged creature:

He who binds to himself a Joy
Does the winged life destroy;

But he who kisses the Joy as it flies
Lives in Eternity’s sun-rise.®

Only Seek What God Has Laid Out For You

One Sunday morning in an anxious moment I found myself invoking
God in these words: ‘O God! Where shall I go now? What would you
have me do?’ I stood looking out of the kitchen window into the back
yard, that stretch of lawn I had so badly neglected over the years. The
rectangular plot was far from being the ideal model of suburban
greenery. It had become unsightly with the passage of time, overrun
with patches of wild clover, plantain, dandelion weed, and nondescript
vegetation growing up between what was left of the grasses, choking
them out of existence on the dry, lumpy, clay-filled soil.

No sooner had I voiced my thought when about a dozen sparrows
flew in from the back yard next door where they had just been feeding
on a narrow strip of grass that ran alongside the neighbour’s garden.
They flew up into the Russian Olive tree in the adjacent yard, rested
there for a moment, and then in one quick motion swooped back
down onto my weedy stretch of lawn.

They seemed happy, those little sparrows, just flocking together
and feeding on the seeds of that poor excuse of a lawn that I had
judged by my own neglect to be so useless. But I felt nonetheless a
surge of contentment that these little creatures could find sustenance
there. Only moments before, my yard had seemed nothing but an
eyesore. Now, as I watched the birds feed, I saw that weedy plot trans-
formed into a land of plenty. A moment later the sparrows flew back
to the fence, up into the Russian Olive again and down once more for
a final feed. Once sustained, they flew away.

What a life of simplicity, I thought. And in that simplicity came
the answer to the anxious question posed only minutes before. These
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sparrows were mercly following what God had laid out for them,
seeking their sustenance on the wing, flying together, being happy.
The answer to my question came in that epiphanic moment,” in the
beautiful simplicity of their example. ‘Go nowhere. Do nothing,’
came the reply. ‘Be content simply to follow what God has laid out
for you, flocking together with those whom you love and who are of
like mind. Move from seed to seed in the garden of God’s grace,
feeding on what precious moments of spiritual meaning and
contentment the breaking day offers.” Above all, these happy avian
creatures brought the message that I need not seck after anything at
all. What I sought after, God had already generously provided.

What Can | Refuse to the Universe?

One cold winter afternoon I returned home, struggling with a severe
test. In my combative mood, I heard a militant voice rising up inside
me saying: ‘I will refuse this test. Jibad® is justified.” As I walked along
the snow-packed street, I began to gaze up and away to the southern
horizon where a pale January sky hung over the edge of the Ottawa
Valley. From the hill where I stood in Gatineau, I surveyed the city of
Ottawa, a few miles distant, palled over with snow. The Ottawa River
lay inert below; a frozen, naked ribbon of white. The light of the late
afternoon had begun to fade from the winter sky. The first city lights
along the crown of the capital were just beginning to glimmer.

I resumed my walk but in the next instant slowed my pace again
and paused. Standing motionless, I looked intently at the winter
panorama stretched out before me. As I stood surveying the frozen
scene, I sensed some deeper force at work. I began to hear a slow; barely
audible heartbeat, a great, low rumbling sound from deep within the
world. My impression was one of some awesome and majestic, unseen
force, the world soul containing, sustaining and moving the All. In that
dawning of a higher, decper consciousness, I became silently aware of
a great mastermind that with the greatest of ease drives all things.

Brought to the conscious realization of such an organization of
power, I began to acquiesce to my situation. My thoughts shifted. The
tension eased. I said to myself: “What shall I now refuse to accept
faced with all this might? What shall I now not accept in the face



IN SEARCH OF NOTHING 69

of this vast and vibrating mechanism,’ this “divinely-appointed
system,”'° this universe of life? What shall I now refuse to It?> For
does It not sustain all, and all who dwell within It, through Its own
profound laws, Its own skilful unseen ways, Its own hidden wisdom?
What am I and my troubles in the face of this mighty motion? Why
should I refuse to accept the road that I am bound to travel? For the
Maker of that road and the road itsclf enclose a wisdom that I am
ignorant of. Only let me find a greater trust.” Such thoughts as these
came to me that day as if welling up from a deeper, purer stream that
assuaged the struggles that sometimes pit us here against one another
and set self against self.

I felt my ego shrinking on the face of the cold earth. My former
combative self became greatly pacified against the backdrop of the
grand organization that I contemplated. ‘Where was my place,’ I asked
myself, within such a ‘wondrous system’?!! My place, I realized, was
to become minute, to adjust myself to the workings of the rhythm of
this great Tao.!?

More than this. I found satisfaction in the thought that I might not
only shrink, but onc day disappear without a trace and become a thing
forgotten, like a drop in an ocean. No nihilistic urge was this. It
seemed rather the appropriate reflection for one small creature living
for such a brief time on the face of this gigantic sphere spinning and
orbiting in space. Thus I discovered on that cold January afternoon
consolation in the grandeur of our world and solace in the thought
that my petty problems would be managed well and would eventually
disappear in the cosmos.

Gravity and Flight

Everyone has two contending tendencies of soul. One is to fly.
The other is to remain grounded. The desire for flight is a longing
for spiritual freedom, a yearning after brilliance, to know fire and
light, to soar in the rarest of climes. It is to be Icarus.! When we
experience gravity, we seck the cool darkness of the night season.
We experience desire. We want to be held down, to mix with the
earth and the elements, to remember that we are made of blood and
bone, to take delight in the flesh.
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Gravity is not materialism or gross sensuality. It is connectedness
to carth mother. It is recalling our origins in the womb, of being
nurtured at our mother’s breast, remembering that we have come
from the matrix of life. It is a desire to return to the source and as
medieval pilgrims once did in the great cathedrals of Europe, seek
sanctuary and protection. Gravity is knowing that only through the
body and the senses can the spirit express itself. Gravity says that
the body takes on qualities of soul, that the soul becomes flesh, that
it seeks the heart’s other half, the animus/anima.

But gravity can become a prison. We can easily become
enmeshed in gravity. If the bird of the soul flies too low, it becomes
trapped in the fowler’s net. Then it flutters helplessly until it is
either consumed or released by the fowler. Gravity can become
addiction in its many forms, ‘the multiple identities that were born
of passion and desire’,'" in the frenetic, inverted search for peace.

We must learn to walk a tightrope between two worlds, to dance
between heaven and earth, to walk on air and return gently to terra
firma. We must learn to raise aspiring, upraised hands to the sky while
moving carefully over ground. We must glance heavenward even as we
dip our feet into the fast-flowing stream of the source of life. For if we
linger too long on earth, our wings will become sullied and we may find
ourselves forced to dwell in the dust, unable to take flight again.

We know when gravity becomes life-threatening, for we hear an
ominous note of caution being sounded. If the joy that we have
sought is followed by sorrow, than we know that we are being
overpowered by gravity. If we find ourselves caught in a tournament
of fears, when sorrow jousts repeatedly with joy and passion
altercates with pain, we are being held fast by gravity. Then we must
fly upward again where the air is pure and sweet and where the sky
is clean and blue. As we learn to defy gravity and fly, even as we
welcome the return to earth, we shall no longer be forced to dwell
in the dust, but shall spread our wings and fly again with ease.

Acceptance and Self-Affirmation

Acceptance is everything in spiritual life. First, we have to accept the
fact that we have been born. If we do not accept that we are in the



IN SEARCH OF NOTHING 71

world, life becomes hateful. The sad spectacle of suicide occurs when
the soul is unable to accept life in this world. Once we accept being-
in-the-world, we have to accept our share of life’s tests and difficulties,
its ‘changes and chances’,' its hard knocks and ‘body blows’.'¢

Many of us also have to accept failed relationships. The ego
reluctantly admits responsibility for its actions, but acceptance is
salutary. Many good lessons are to be found in failure that serve us
positively in the next stage of life. Perhaps the hardest thing is to
accept death, either our own or another’s. To lose someone we have
lived with for a long time and loved dearly is not easy. Nor is it easy
to lose a child, that most cherished fragment of your heart and soul,
that still fresh flower of youthful possibilities. But time brings
acceptance and acceptance brings peace. The death of self likewise
proves very hard, for self does not die without a fight.

‘Growing old gracefully’, even though it witness the gradual
decline of powers and abilities, is an attitude we can cultivate and
even rejoice in, for all stages of life contain their own particular joys
and sorrows, rewards and punishments. One day we shall see that
death, that grand imposter, is not the end at all, but a new and radiant
beginning, when we shall be thankful for all we have experienced
and endured.

Some might view acceptance as a rather passive virtue. It is not
valued in a consumer society that puts a premium on control —
regrettably there is no premium on self-control - on setting one’s own
agenda and gratifying desire. But passivity is not to be equated with
weakness. Clay is a passive recipient in the hands of the sculptor but
as the sculptor moulds the material, a new form is created. Passivity
indicates a willingness to be acted upon by the force or forces greater
than self, the forces of tension and test, of love and will.

But what if the heart breaks? The broken heart learns in time to
become the willing heart, the heart that is open, the heart through
which the warm blood of life still flows. The broken heart is the
heart that God does not despise: ‘The sacrifice acceptable to God is
a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, thou will not
despise.’”” Willingly receiving something that is imposed, some
weight or burden that one cannot so easily throw off, is precisely
what makes acceptance such a mighty virtue in spiritual life.
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The sister virtue of acceptance is self-affirmation. Without self-
affirmation, acceptance makes us victims. When we combine accept-
ance with self-affirmation, we become active agents for creative
possibilities. Rather than submitting passively to ‘the slings and
arrows of outrageous fortune’,'® we become active participants in the
creation of our own destiny. We seize the threads of life and begin to
weave our own pattern. We run swiftly with the ball we have been
handed in the game of life. We play as judiciously as we can the hand
we have been dealt. Whatever is in the cards or in the stars, we shall
count as gain in the end.

The Blessing of the Impossible Dream

The song from Carousel, the 1960s’ musical, says that we should
‘Dream the Impossible Dream’. Yet I am thinking that it is sometimes
better, sometimes wiser, not to dream the impossible dream. I would
like to fly off the ground but I cannot. I should like to travel with my
body at the speed of light but it can’t be done. I may desire friendship
with a certain person but such a friendship does not happen or is not
advisable. I may desire to overcome an adverse condition with prayer.
But prayer alone does not suffice. I shall have to take actual steps,
physical steps, or perform certain deeds in order for my prayer to be
realised. I may desire with all my heart that a certain door open but
it remains shut and with good reason.

The voice that says ‘nothing is impossible’ as it pursues its own
lusty plan may be speaking with the exalted voice of hubris. Now
Christ did say that ‘with God all things are possible’.!” But I hear an
unspoken note of wisdom in Christ’s saying, a voice implied in
these authoritative words. That voice says that all things possible are
not desirable. It is good for us to determine which of these “all
things’ of which Christ speaks are the things of God.

Now the imagination can easily conceive of things impossible
and through this ability imagination proves to be an incredible
power. I may well imagine, for example, that I find a block of ice in
the middle of the Sahara Desert, but reason tells me that even if I
can find such a thing, it will not be there for long. Even though I can
create the image in the mind’s eye, I know that such a conception
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exists only in the imagination. Here dreaming the impossible dream
produces neither practical result nor benefit.

Faith does indeed have the power to defeat nature and so render
the impossible dream possible. But sometimes it is better to let
nature defeat us. In jurisprudence, the legal meaning of ‘impossible’
is ‘impracticable in the nature of the case’. We may well ‘hitch our
wagon’ of imagination to the ‘star’ of faith, but we should decide
whether or not the dream is really desirable before making it a
reality. This mismatch of the dream to reality explains the meaning
of the common saying about prayer one sometimes hears these
days: ‘Be careful what you pray for. You may get it.” Or as the jurist
might say, the impossible dream is ‘not practicable’. The question is:
do we really desire to have what we do not really want? We may well
conceive something imaginatively but once the thing becomes ours,
we sometimes no longer know what to do with it. We just cannot
execute our plan because we really know better. At such times, the
voice of Lady Wisdom is whispering in our ears: ‘not practicable’.
We ignore that voice at our peril.

Those things that can be conceived when faith and imagination
conspire are literally incredible; that is, they are beyond belief.
‘Beyond belief” means here that belief has become reality. Energy
has been poured forth to bring the impossible dream into reality.
Reality is beyond belief because it is already in the here and now. We
do not have to believe in existence. We are in existence.

To dream the impossible dream, something more than dreaming
is required. Will power is required. Love is required. Labour is
required. Discipline is required. Commitment is required. When faith
and imagination join forces, things happen, great works are accom-
plished in deed, not just in thought or word. Some plans deserve to
be born. With them our labour is justified since they are a benefit to
others and to ourselves. But other plans miscarry. And miscarry they
should, where nature has deemed, through her own wisdom, that they
are not fit to live in the world.






THE SUPREME TALISMAN






The Human Person

Man is the supreme Talisman.!
BAHA’ULLAH

The human person is the model, the life form on earth beyond which
‘there is no passing’.2 Without the human being there would be no
literature, no art, no philosophy, no science, no history; in short, no
civilization at all. While this last statement may be a truism, it bears
reflection nonetheless. Without the human being, there would be
nothing but a void and meaningless world; in fact, no world at all since
we would not be in it. ‘Abdu’l-Baha says: ‘For the enlightenment of
the world dependeth upon the existence of man. If man did not exist
in this world, it would have been like a tree without fruit.” The world
found meaning in human terms only when Adam, as recorded in the
opening passages of the Book of Genesis, endowed creation with logos
by naming the creatures.* This naming of the creatures by Adam isan
extraordinarily significant act in the history of human thought. In one
sense it announces the beginning of philosophy, for the ability to name
things means that one has discerned their identity. It is the human
being who ascribes meaning to creation at the bidding of God.

In this connection, philosophers have failed to direct their atten-
tion to an essential relationship in the world of existence. Although
they have analysed in detail the meanings created by the meaningful
one (man), they have not scrutinized the source of meaning, man
himself. There are, consequently, philosophies of all sorts of things,
but no anthrophilosophy; there are philosophies of life, but structured
philosophies of the human being are only just beginning to emerge.

77
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Is it not better to attempt to understand the one who ascribes mean-
ing, as well as the meanings themselves? Understanding the source of
meaning (the human being) is certainly as desirable as understanding
meaning’s derivatives (philosophy).

Regarding the revelation of the names and attributes of God in
the world of creation in relation to man, Bahd’v’lldh has written:

How resplendent the luminaries of knowledge that shine in an atom, and
how vast the oceans of wisdom that surge within a drop! To a supreme degree
is this true of man, who, among all created things, hath been invested with
the robe of such gifts, and hath been singled out for the glory of such
distinction. For in him are potentially revealed all the attributes and names
of God to a degree that no other created being hath excelled or surpassed.
All these names and attributes are applicable to him. Even as He hath said:
‘Man is My mystery, and 1 am his mystery.”®

Like ‘Abdu’l-Bahi who is the Greater Mystery,® man is the lesser
mystery of God. Bending the mind to discover the multiple meanings
of the whole human person in an integrated anthrophilosophy bids fair
as a promising project, as a great intellectual enterprise. As we delve
deeper into this new spiritual anthropology, we shall enter into a
second Renaissance, one that will far outshine the movement of the
arts and sciences that radiated outward from northern Italy in the
fourteenth century. We are now on the verge, not merely of that second
Renaissance, but of the entirely new and unprecedented birth of auni-
fied global community. One of the distinguishing features of the world
about to be born will be the full recognition of spiritual personhood.

The Living Question

Where did you come from, little one? Who are you? Where do you
belong? Where are you going? Who are you, venerable one? What
is your story? What is your reason? What tales lic wrapped up inside
you? What countries have you travelled through? Let me hear your
rhyme. What times you must have lived in, what climes you must
have seen! Ah, to me you are a living question, a wonderful mystery.
You are old, but you are still young. Your face is wrinkled, your
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body frail, but your soul has the freshness of youth. Why must you
leave the world so soon? I will miss you.

A Vision of the Children of Tomorrow

Iscein my dream the children of tomorrow seated between the freshly
planted rows in the garden of knowledge. They peacefully absorb with
all the reverent concentration of which they are capable. These pure
souls are wedded to knowledge from an early age. Through the
solicitous care of their elders, they learn to revere spiritual education.
They are ever eager to assimilate every truth planted in the green garden
of mysteries and to drink, in earliest childhood, from the fountain of
divine truth.

Dancing Angels2 A Spoof on Pseudotheology”

The theologians and their students leaned a little more closely
together to engage the debate. The question was put by the chair.

“What we have here, my friends,’ the cleric intoned, ‘is not a case in
the artifice of oratory, nor an example of deceptive ambiguity,
but a question not at all, you see, devoid of substance. I pose today’s
question as follows: do we dance around the angels or they around us?

“This is not, do not be deceived, a mere trifling matter or a now
outmoded quodlibet® of schoolmen that once resounded throughout
our hallowed lecture halls. This is a question vital to all those devoted
to the Cause of Truth.’

Heads nodded in agreement, as the theologian plodded on,
underscoring the weightiness of the subject.

‘Beware of thinking that it does not matter. Of course it matters!
We make mention here of angels. We converse in this place about
God. What subject could be more important, what issue more
weighty? Lack of interest in such a question would be tantamount
to neglect of the worthy pursuit of metaphysical truth.” A murmur
of assent ran through the hall.

With these opening remarks, the discussion was engaged. A
learned theologian, supported by his students, took up the case for
the affirmative.
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‘We argue’, he began, ‘in favour of the second proposition. We
declare that the angels dance around us. The angels dance around us
because the fact that they are able to dance means that they have free-
dom of movement. Having freedom of movement clearly infers that
they have greater power. If you are able to dance around someone, as
in the expression ‘she danced rings around him’, you are unquestion-
ably possessed of superior power and ability. Furthermore, the fact that
the angels dance around us, that is, in a circle, is very suggestive.
Esoterically, it indicates that they have become initiates into that
ancient symbol of unity. Only inductees into the sacred temple of the
divine mysteries enjoy the hidden mysteries claimed by those initiates.
These angelic beings alone may claim the right to dance in a ring.’

The theologian waded ahead. ‘Consider further these arguments.
Those who are able to dance around us would ostensibly be free to
move, while we would be obliged to sit still in the middle of the circle.
This sitting still indicates that we are motionless; in a sense, that we
do not have the right to move since we are surrounded by them. This
clearly indicates the superior power and privilege of the angels.
Unavoidably, the conclusion must be drawn that the angels dance
around us.”

A respectful hush fell over the assembly as it sat quietly reflecting
on the presentation just made. At the appointed signal from the chair,
a second theologian arose and gravely began to make his case, this
time for the negative. Without hesitation and with great enthusiasm,
he launched into his demonstration.

‘My learned friend has presented an impressive argument, but
with all the respect duc to the wise in holy orders, he errs. I argue,
consequently, in favour of the first proposition: that we dance around
the angels. It is abundantly clear, following the courtly analogy, that
we must dance around the angels because only kings and nobles have
the right to sit undisturbed while their attendants move about them.
Itis clear that we, occupying a rank lower than the angels, must move
about them at their pleasure, and busy ourselves doing their bidding
and fulfilling their every want and need. Such exalted spiritual powers
must be waited upon. They do not wait upon others. Therefore, we
can safely conclude that we dance around the angels, that is, we do
their obeisance, not the reverse.’
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The assemblage listened in rapt attention. ‘Further, to dance
around others indicates that only those at the centre of the circle are
entertained by the dancing. The dancers are engaged in dancing, not
enjoyment. It is clear in this case that it would necessarily have to
be the angels who would enjoy such dancing. We would not be
entertained by their dancing, for the dignity of their rank and
station would prevent this. To be entertained by them would not
befit their exalted position. Therefore, it is clear that only those of
a lower rank would dance to entertain those of a higher rank.
Therefore, it must be that we dance around the angels.’

A deep silence fell, followed by a flurry of voices while the newly
exercised theologians excogitated meaningfully in order to settle the
vexed question and to ponder the merits of thesis and antithesis. Just
then a still small voice™ - that of a unnoticed choirboy who had been
watching from the precincts outside the learned circle - dared to
speak up. With mild but disarming penetration the innocent child
raised the question: ‘But, reverend sirs, we cannot see the angels. How
would we know that they dance around us or not?’

The theological society fell into an embarrassed silence, the
tangled web of words broken by youthful innocence and wisdom.

Ego and the Scholar

Ego, that subtle seducer, is an ever-present danger to the scholar.
Even though one be motivated by a love of truth, the dangers of ego-
entrapment loom up all the same, casting long shadows over the
scholar’s work. The calculated risk of scholarship is that one become
self-centred rather than truth-centred. Here we encounter the
conundrum of the relationship between the scholar and his/her work.

The pretended ‘objective’ status of scholarship is a delusion. The
claim that scholarship is an independent body of knowledge, unrelated
and unconnected to the scholar, existing, in some sense outside the self
as pure argument, elucidation or concrete findings, is untenable. For
the scholar shares at least this in common with the poet. Both are
engaged in the act of poied (I make). Both make something. In this
sense, scholarship is a creative expression or labour, an extension, as
it were, of the self. Scholarship is thus a highly subjective act.
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While truth may be the supreme objective, the scholar is unavoid-
ably engaged with self as the medium through which truth emerges.
This subjective engagement means that no scholar can present his or
her understanding of truth in a totally objective, Olympian fashion.
The nature of the scholar’s task is always to fall back on one’s own
thoughts, research, resources and defences - in short, one’s own
view of this or that particular corner of the universe of thought. To
the extent that the scholar is attached to his own views, he or she is
ego-bound.

While the free exercise of the reflective self is the mainspring of
scholarship, this privilege carries at the same time certain respon-
sibilities. Like a missile flying through space that must correct its
trajectory to remain on course, the reflective self is likewise in
constant need of correction. Spirituality is the best remedy for the
work of the scholar and indeed must exist in a symbiotic relationship
with the pursuit of knowledge. It is all too easy to fall into the tangled
web of one’s own conceits. Standing back from the work and
removing the self as much as possible aid in this process of retaining
clarity of vision.

To the proud and ostentatious, as Baha’u’llih has often warned,
knowledge becomes a veil that makes one blind not only to divine
truth but, just as important, to one’s own conceit. That one can be
‘massively learned’'? but spiritually blind or morally defective is one
of the strange maladies that afflict certain academics.

Baha’w’lldh has drawn a clear demarcation line between divine
and satanic knowledge. In a trenchant passage, He categorizes the
arrogant among those versed in the satanic:

Know verily that Knowledge is of two kinds: Divine and Satanic. The one
welleth out from the fountain of divine inspiration; the other is but a
reflection of vain and obscure thoughts. The source of the former is God
Himself; the motive-force of the latter the whisperings of selfish desire. The
one is guided by the principle: ‘Fear ye God; God will teach you;” the other
is but a confirmation of the truth: ‘Knowledge is the most grievous veil
between man and his Creator.” The former bringeth forth the fruit of
patience, of longing desire, of true understanding, and love; whilst the latter
can yield naught but arrogance, vainglory and conceit."*
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No hyperbole, this passage indicates that for some strange souls,
the acquisition of learning proves to be an insidious disease. But
however one defines satanic knowledge, if knowledge is gold, then
we should be wary of ‘the men who moil for gold’? in a fever. For
learning that leads to ‘arrogance, vainglory and conceit’ will make
one blind to the colour of gold itself.

The tempests of ego really mount up in a fury when a scholar is
driven to control, manipulate or dominate others by dint of
reputation or learning. Here is the perverse side of scholarship. Such
fierce storms have laid waste many a fair land.

‘Abdu’l-Bah4 writes that “...self-love is kneaded into the very clay
of man...”"* One expression of this self-love is the desire to be
always at the centre of things. Egocentrism is dangerous, not only
because it impedes the spiritual progress of the scholar, but also
because it increases the fawning of the obsequious or produces its
own naive victims who are over-awed by learning.

The truly learned would despise conceit if such loathing did not
further arm the ignorant. It is a powerful voice that says: ‘I know.
You do not;’ but it is a voice that rings patently hollow. Whether
shouted aloud, quietly affirmed or merely implied, this voice either
disappoints, angers, or alienates. Baha'w’llih commanded that
certain of His writings be thrown into the Tigris. This gesture
demands profound reflection on the part of every scholar who
values detachment.

The Mystic

While the scholar is exposed to the dangers of egocentrism, certain
drawbacks are also inherent in the life of the mystic or the
contemplative, as they themselves have often testified. Excessive
solitude and a certain aloofness from engaging in and with the world
impede the process of contributing to ‘an ever-advancing
civilization’.!* The mystic life, however, is not a project of erecting
a framework for the objectification of intellectual truth, but rather
a journey, an experience of the active and growing realization of the
Self of God within the immortal soul, the bride of the Beloved. The
mystic takes up the infinitely difficult task of the ‘practice of the
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presence of God’ from moment to moment, of finding traces of
God’s face in all of creation and hearing some faint echo of the
Divine voice in the human heart and amid the complexities of
human experience when one’s guide must be as much oneself as the
written word.

The dangers of spiritual pride, passivity and self-absorption are
ever-present to both scholar and mystic alike. But the mystic knows
that ultimately it is the awakening of the mind and the
spiritualization of the soul that alone will win salvation. The mystic
knows that formal learning and its accomplishments, unless they be
entirely dedicated to the service of God, have a relatively minor role
to play in the salvation of the soul.

The mystic sets out alone to trek across the endless desert of the
divine mind. To sail upon the boundless ocean of existence mystics
rely, not upon the knowledge of others, but on nothing other than
the all-sufficing grace of God, ‘and with unquestioning reliance on
His promises as the best provision for their journey’.!> And while
seeking communion with the Spirit of God, mystics must endeavour
at the same time to become a source of social good and contribute to
the advancement of society, without becoming either a slave or a
victim to its demands.

The mystic transcends all earthly loves in order to find love
divine. And if he does find earthly love, he knows that it can survive
only if sustained by that larger, more spacious reality of divine love.
He flees from the dialectic of subtle disputation in order to hold
holy discourse. He tires of endless words, conferences and debates,
no matter how brilliant. He would rather be back in his study with
his books and his God, thinking things over, and, Zen-like, ‘sitting
quietly, doing nothing.’'¢

He regrets if at any time he has become drunk with the power of
his own words or has insisted too strongly on his own opinion. All
this defining, qualifying, being precise, has a hollow ring and fades as
fast as the echo of a lone voice in a canyon. He would like to leave
behind the learned assembly that struggles with itself, to abandon the
loquaciousness, the gifts displayed. He would rather simply think
things over and thank God for ever-present favours and beseech Him
lest he slip unknowingly into the firepit of his own ego.
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Let Mystic Souls Appear

I know that God has created mystic souls in the world and I am
longing for them to appear, so that they may touch me and teach me
what they know. I am longing to meet them and to share with them
the secrets and mysteries of the divine life. I am longing just to share
their company and be in their presence so that they may heal me and
change me forever.

The Cult of the Petty Personality

O friends! Let not the deceptive glamour of this fleeting world — to whose
impermanence all things attest — cut you off from God’s enduring bestowals, nor
deprive you from partaking of the spiritual sustenance that He hath sent down
from the beaven of His bounty."”

BAHA’U'LLAH

The cult of the petty personality, which has by now permeated all
industrialized societies and is rapidly colonizing the developing
world, is both shallow and false because it ignores the meaning of
true artistry and degenerates into narcissism.Those who idolize the
actor or the pop artist, who idealize the current leader or
mindlessly follow or cater to the influential personalities of the day,
fail to realize that the qualities they have imagined have a greater
source outside and beyond the individual, who merely reflects
them. These devotees of ‘pop culture’ are not at all conscious that
any such gifts are not the proprium of the artist, leader or celebrity.
Their gifts are by nature endowments, a point I have touched on
elsewhere.’® By definition, an endowment is something one has
received. If anything, one should be grateful to the source of the
endowment, rather than idolizing its recipient. The cult of the
petty personality will persist as long as its followers fail to observe
these words of Bah#’u’llih: ‘God grant that all men may turn unto
the treasuries latent within their own beings.’'® The only remedy
for the mindless adulation of the rich, the powerful and the famous
is to become fully conscious of the divinc bestowal of one’s
self-worth.
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The Laughing Saint

The French have a saying pertinent to my theme — Un saint triste est
un triste saint (A saint who is sad is a sad saint indeed). The flavour
of the double entendpre is lost in the translation but the message is
nonetheless conveyed. Some of the funniest people [ know are saints.
Real saints have learned to laugh at themselves and this ability is, I
think, one of the deepest roots in the psychology of humour. These
saints are happy because they have learned to laugh at the very things
that in other circumstances gave them embarrassment or pain. It takes
asecure and liberated person to laugh at oneself. The insecure person
is always offended by the joke that pokes fun at self or others, for he
wrongly imagines that deprecatory laughter is humiliation.

What the self-righteous do not realize, however, is that laughing
at oneself or others is really just another way of loving the imperfect
creature in us all. For it is precisely the imperfections of the self that
make it profoundly winsome and loveable. At a deeper level, we love
those whom we love, not in spite of, but because of their faults. The
‘perfect person’ without foibles, who lacks any aura of humanity, is
not really very appealing. The laughing saint knows, as William Sears
wrote all those years ago, that ‘God loves laughter’.?° The laughing
saint recognizes in these three words just another door to self-
transcendence and liberation.

John H. Wilcott: Cowboy Pioneer

John H. Wilcott was a cowboy pioneer who settled in Kendall,
Montana. An old photograph?! shows him mounted on a fine horse
with his ten-gallon hat cocked to one side. His lasso is hanging down
from his western saddle horn and the handle of a redoubtable
six-shooter sits in full view high up on his hip. He is wearing a
handsome bandanna and his chaps are decorated with engraved silver
buttons. Fearsome spurs jut back from his cowboy boots and his
sleeves are rolled up to the elbows. If you look at his picture closely,
you’ll see a robust man with a zest for life, a man proud of his new
accomplishments, who had found himself at last on the plains of
Montana.
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John H. Wilcott was no tenderfoot. When he went for the mail,
he carried a gun because of wild steers and snakes. ‘This country is
wild with rattlesnakes and wolves,” he says in a letter dated 1910.
‘Oil costs fifty cents a gallon, potatoes four cents a pound. Before
the cold weather came I used to lie in bed in the morning and shoot
sage hens or prairie chicken.’? Since the country was infested with
rattlesnakes, he and his mama dared not sleep with an arm outside
their beds. The hens and chickens would destroy their garden and
four or five times a day he would venture out and drive them away
along with the rabbits.

Mr. Wilcott had settled in Montana to proclaim the Bah#’i Cause.
He brought the Bah#’f teachings to frontiersmen who would swear
at him when he gave them a pamphlet, and curse the name of God.
So he gave them instead an old newspaper from Santa Anna sent to
him by a missionary offering Christ crucified, or a book called
Indian Wars and Brave Deeds.

From her tent on the plains, Mama Wilcott tended to sick
cowboys, sheep herders, the newly-settled and wanderers. I wonder
how many of those rough and ready men had an inkling who this
‘diploma doctor’ really was, the one who ministered to their physical
ailments and nursed along that rarer spiritual need she detected in a
few. Along with the few medicines in her possession, she poured out
on them the balm of the love of God.

Before he became a cowboy pionecr, John H. Wilcott was a one-
time city dweller in Kenosha, Wisconsin. In 1910 he left Kenosha,
once called Pike Creek village and later Southport, a city that had a
fine situation above Lake Michigan and an excellent harbour, a
prosperous manufacturing centre, a historical and art museum and the
Petrifying Springs Park. All this he left to become a cowboy pioncer.

John H. Wilcott was no great artist who desperately seeks and
finally finds fame, the kind of fame the ambitious will dic for. He did
not need any descent into hell to transform his spiritual consciousness,
no deranging of the senses so that he could emerge purified. John H.
Wilcott needed no Dionysian excesses to find out who he really was.
He knew what the greatest deed in the world was and he did it.

Now who is going to remember John H. Wilcott? A few of us may
end up being remembered as a footnote in a scholarly article, or as a
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book on a fond reader’s shelf. Some may be interviewed on the radio
or even on TV. A very few of us will end up being remembered by
history, or they may write an article for an encyclopedia or better still
be in an encyclopedia. Most of us, however, will die obscure, just
one of the millions who pass this way throughout the dusty ages on
planet earth.

But this cowboy pioneer who roamed the bleak plains of
Montana rode in the Lord’s vineyard. John H. Wilcott knew who he
was. He knew that ‘in the land of the free and the home of the brave’
the way to glory was to become a cowboy pioneer.



THE BODY BEAUTIFUL






Love and the Body Beautiful

Today the ‘body beautiful’ has become an overt sex object, flaunted
on the commercial market, just one more product of desirc. This
enslavement of corporeal beauty to carnal desire has in effect reduced
and deprived beauty of its more subtle powers to awaken, to refine, to
captivate and to please. Beauty as reflected in the more quiescent
organic and inorganic life forms that we find in naturc and the
creatures, or in the elegance of architecturc and the variegated patterns
found in works of art, has today become sacrificed to more sensual
appetites.

By contrast, for the ancient Greeks, in whose sculpted and linear
proportions we find the roots of western aesthetics, and for Plato
especially, the love of beauty was intimately interwoven with the
love of God. In Plato’s account of the ‘ladder of love’ in his superb
dramatic dialogue The Symposium, Plato elaborated his philosophy
of love in the ascent of the soul upward to the world of Forms as being
caught up in a vision of beauty at the end point of knowledge. Plato’s
idea of beauty being wedded to knowledge concords with an idea of
‘Abdu’l-Bahd on the same theme. ‘Abdu’l-Bahi says: ‘If, then, the
pursuit of knowledge lead to the beauty of Him Who is the Object
of all Knowledge, how excellent that goal...”! In Diotima’s speech to
Socrates at the dinner-party (symposium), Diotima argues that the
soul ascends by the initiate’s ability to be rightly led from the lower
forms of physical beauty upward to moral beauty and then on to the
beauty of knowledge whose true object is ‘absolute beauty and knows
at last what absolute beauty is’.2 For both Plato and ‘Abdu’l-Bah4, that
absolute Beauty is an ecstatic vision of the Beauty of God.

91
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For Plato, at the highest levels in the world of Forms, all the
sublime attributes tend to coalesce. Thus, not only love, knowledge
and beauty, but also the virtues and truth itself are all expressions of
one manifold:

Do you not see that in that region alone where he [the contemplative] sees
beauty with the faculty capable of seeing it, will he be able to bring forth not
mere reflected images of goodness but true goodness, because he will be in
contact not with a reflection but with the truth?*

For Plato true love causes us to perceive ‘absolute beauty in its
essence, pure and unalloyed...divine beauty where it exists apart and
alone’.* Plato’s aesthetic vision consisted, then, not only of a trans-
cendent fusion of love and beauty but also of that essence which
contains virtue, purity and truth.

How fitting it is to remember in this context that one of the many
titles of Bah#’w’llah is the ‘Blessed Beauty’ (Jamadl-i-Mubdrak) and
that those who love and contemplate Him may experience Plato’s
radiant fusion of love, knowledge and beauty as a high point in the
soul’s ascent. This is one of the meanings of the beatific vision spoken
of by the mystics.

Consumer Psychology and Glorifying the Body

It seems to me that today’s frenetic society has missed a fundamental
point of logic with its on-line, no-wait, quick-bred consumer
psychology. Inall affluent societies, manufactured goods have become
the idols that masquerade and substitute for spiritual values. They are
the body that is worshipped without the spirit. North Americans
especially have developed the cult of the body beautiful in an
obsessive, sensate, corporeal materialism that would have astonished
the ancient Greeks. Sensate appetites are being fully exploited in the
media by commercial interests, in a denatured and desperate drive to
possess the soul. Sophisticated consumer items have become the little
rewards to which one treats oneself, the badges proudly worn that mark
success, the soothing comforts one freely bestows upon oneself or
others to relieve the nerve-shattering stresses of our frenzied way of life.
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A recent luxury automobile television commercial tells the story
of substitute values. It opens with the strains of celestial music, the
intoning of a heavenly choir. The coveted white status symbol glides
into the picture screen, slinking sleekly around a corner into full view.
The heavenly music crescendoes. The celestial voices are raised to an
exalted pitch. The apocalyptic moment has come at last - the victo-
rious entrance of the promised one. Hosanna in the highest! The
accompanying voice message is terse, proud and challenging.
‘Celebrate the guts and the glory.” The inversion is complete. A cause
for celebration, the acquisition of courage, the celestial attribute of
glory, are now made readily available to those with the requisite cash
flow or viable credit margin.

But even such crass commercial messages provide us with meta-
physical food for thought. If the avid promoters of consumer products
want to glorify the objects they hold up for public envy, why not
glorify instead the spirit that made such things? We do not have to
inject God and religion into the discussion at all. Is not the human
genius that made the car greater than the car itself? The compact disc,
the multimedia computer, the cellular telephone, the ‘surround sound’
high-definition television and all the other techtronic® miracles being
hatched out in the research labs of the industrialized nations - not to
forget the item that framed this reflection, the luxury automobile - are
marvellous inventions every one. But if one wants to idolize them in
such a fashion and sing their praises, why not be prouder of the spirit
that created such things than of the things themselves?

It would make much more sense for those who have jettisoned
God and religion in this consumer-oriented society, to found a
purely secular religion based on the adulation of the human mind.
At least it would lead to the worship of the intellectual as well as the
material. Atheistic though such a hollow religion would be, it would
still be better than the worship of the fabricated objects so keenly
coveted by the consuming public. This is only slow logic. But the
late twentieth century dedicated consumer is not only possessed.
For all his sophistication and know-how, he has become deaf and
dumb. In his blind adoration of technically performing material
goods, he cannot even lift up his sights to recognize that the human
spirit is greater than the thing it has made.
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Goodness is Now Obsolete

Today goodness holds little interest for the popular imagination and
is regarded as virtually obsolete. It has consequently become void of
the power of moral persuasion it once enjoyed. Nothing can be got
from goodness. So the people think. For them, it is a useless, devital-
ized thing. In postmodern literature, for example, the genuinely good
person is largely ignored by writers as being a lack-lustre individual.
This is one of the failings of modern characterization generally, that
the hero or ‘good person’ has suffered an eclipse. The virtuous
character, if not actually suspect, is perceived as uniformly flat and
has consequently received little attention from today’s writers, except
to be cast in the role of victim or as a modicum of mediocrity.
Goodness, however, implies not just something benign, but also a
quality of strength. Today’s fiction writer may well find a challenge
in creating reader interest through depicting the strong, virtuous
individual, but we all stand to be enriched and inspired by the reinte-
gration of a certain moral authority into contemporary literature. It is
not a forgone conclusion, even in today’s postmodern mind set, that
goodness or strength of character will not sustain reader interest and
serve the best interests of contemporary writing. For is it not true
that goodness and strength are what we end up loving most?

The Metaphysics of History and Fine Art

Over the millennia civilizations have come and gone, but still their
traces remain. In the spare and graceful lines of temple columns, in
script, in artifacts of all sorts, the remnants of ancient peoples still
bear witness to their past. Behind the desire of the historian to
know and to record history integrally, to capture the whole sweep
of evolving, organized human life on the planet, lies the quest for
cternity. All history radiates onward as onc flowing stream of
spiritual energy, as fluctuations of a wave. Just as science attains the
personal the more it advances,® so does history attain the infinite the
more widely it surveys. From the atomic moments of particular
civilizations, the historian broadens his vision to survey patterns, to
observe the ‘rise and fall’, a metaphorical phrasc itself dependent on
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the metaphysical notions of causality, space and time. The desire to
discover, in the German historian Leopold von Ranke’s well-known
phrase, ‘wie es eigentlich gewesen’ (how things really were or what
really happened), points to interpretation. Providential history espe-
cially has an inescapable metaphysical component.

In the abstract sense, as there is only one religion, the religion of
humanity, there is only one history, the history of the human race
on the planet earth. Although only rocks and rubble, broken and
silent temple columns and long-deserted arenas and amphitheatres
may survive from past ages, these remains are very much our history.
For it is our history’s roots that lie in those rocks and rubble, in
those mute pillars of the temple, in the silent amphitheatre or the
decaying sports palace. The historian reestablishes the continuity,
forges the direct links between the ancestors and ourselves.

Asa quest for the infinite and the eternal, history cannot be under-
stood without an effort of the imagination. It is with imagination as
well as with documents and artifacts that history is reconstructed.
Imagination works the creative synthesis that assists in the recon-
struction of past events. In this sense, the writing of history is a creative
act. The historian must imaginatively reconstruct the ancient
scenarios that he or she surveys. Since the historian is distant in time
from the scene or events, this reconstruction must be a kind of re-
creation. The historian must make the sought-after events come alive
again in a process that cannot be achieved without the collaboration
of both intellect and imagination. But the synthetic powers of
imagination in this case can never be exact. They are only loosely
representative of the events they seek to recreate.

Many consider history, like art, to be immobile. One speaks, for
example, of ‘the dead weight of the past’ as if past events were buried
and inert. But the paradox of history is that the past is both dead and
alive. History is dead in the sense that the selfsame event can never
be relived exactly as it was. But it remains alive and moving in the
major events that shape the present age and in the everyday gestures
of individuals, as well as in the life of nations. History is alive in the
present tense of current events and in individual lives; the happenings
of the past, for good or ill, perpetuate themselves into the present and
have to a great extent determined what we are doing now. Especially
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in the history of technology does the past project itself into the
present. Our sophisticated, clever gadgets and labour-saving devices
have developed from their more rudimentary historical antecedents,
dating back to early Palaeolithic times. Within these modern tech-
nologies, we find more primitive forms encapsulated and transformed
into more complex ones.

To say that the past lives on in the present moment is true, not just
in current events and contemporary history, but in all of time. For the
moment that has just died is continually being reborn in the moment
that is now. Just as the past has a decisive impact on the present, so
will the present impact decisively upon the future. In this sense, there
is only one eternal continuum. In mythology, the Titan god Kronos
bestowed upon humanity that most important single element which
makes all life possible and upon which history depends and becomes
eternal — time. As long as there is time, there will be history. History
must be concerned with this eternity or ‘all time’.

What the artist shares with the historian is the concern to
capture the moment or the scene and to preserve its living quality.
The creation of great art results in a paradox, for works of art are
only deceptively static. In great art one senses that the static form,
the medium through which the artist creates, actually moves or is
alive. In reality the fine artist actually achieves the sense of a moving
or living image preserved in a motionless form. Thus, as the artist
works, there is a mighty striving to freeze eternity in a moment and
to create motion in immobility.

This motion in immobility is, of course, one of the characteristics
of both the Divine Manifestation and the human soul. Baha’v’llsh
proclaims about His own coming:

He Who is both the Beginning and the End, He Who is both Stillness and
Motion, is now manifest before your eyes. Behold how, in this Day, the
Beginning is reflected in the End, how out of Stillness Motion hath been
engendered.”

In what is rightly called a ‘coincidence of opposites’, He writes
of this paradoxical nature of the human soul which reflects its
qualities in art:
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It is still, and yet it soareth; it moveth, and yet it is still. It is, in itself, a
testimony that beareth witness to the existence of a world that is contingent,
as well as to the reality of a world that hath neither beginning nor end.?

In the same way that love and death, and the loss and regaining
of identity or true self, have been the motivating force for much
great literature and philosophy, so the quest for eternity and the
thirst for the infinite are the source of all true art and history. Even
at the level of worldly fame, the most cherished desire of those who
withdraw from public life is to be remembered favourably ‘when
history is written’. Thus, the quest for eternity lives on, even at the
most mundane levels.

The historian must consequently seek the total picture, the
meaning of the whole so as to make sense of humanity’s ordered
life, at this date now much disordered. If historians mechanically
reconstruct only minuscule atomic moments, specific episodes or
even periods or ages, they do not really succeed in capturing history.
If they do not succeed in capturing the meaning in the pattern of
events they interpret and the elos of history, they have not really
succeeded, for history is the manifestation of the human spirit in
the concrete act and can never be devoid of a higher significance. He
who does not learn the lessons of history, learns history not at all.
Without the sense of the metaphysical, history remains deprived of
a deeper meaning and it cannot afford to be so deprived. Without
the sense of the metaphysical, art can never become fully conscious
of its eternal value.

Ecstasy, Art and the Brevity of Life

The whistling train that passes in the dark of night has been for
many years my private symbol for the brevity of life. Until now, I
have never analysed the reason, having been content to imbibe and
enjoy this haunting sound in a quiet, reflective moment. But I
suppose it is because the whistle of the passing train, like the human
voice, sounds briefly, then dies. It returns to life, but ultimately
fades away. The nocturnal whistle of the passing train contains the
mystery of return. It is a haunting sound that swells and fades,
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returns in refrain, then disappears. It whistles from we know not
where, over there in the distance, this enigma of a train just passing
through. Life too comes from we know not where, then passes by.

For many, the brevity of life has generated much fear in the soul,
deep dark pools of anguish and angst. Many who love life cannot bear
to contemplate the fact that one day they will die, will no longer be
able to continue to enjoy what they take pleasure in doing now. To
many souls the prospect of death is terrifying, unless the thought of
extinction and the cessation of consciousness bring them consolation.
In order 10 escape from such grim realities, men and women drive
themselves to attain dizzying heights of passion and pain, succumbing
to a frantic search for strong sensations, desperately hoping to numb
themselves against the aching meaninglessness and sharp pain of life.

But by seeking liberation in a misdirected quest for pleasure, we
will never be able to discover true joy. True joy cannot be had by
desperate attachment. Souls in flight desire Eros but they do not know
that true Eros is the ecstasy of the love of God. In the flight from self,
they never discover that it is in the ‘possession’ of their souls that they
will escape death and all the dark fears surrounding it. In possessing
the soul they will step into eternity and attain a larger life of bliss and
transfiguration. And to rephrase a teaching of Jesus, to possess one’s
soul, one must lose it."®

However, this ever-larger-looming spectre of life’s brevity has
been not only the cause of the great escape and the desperate search
for the pleasure principle, but also the source of much great art and
literature. In such creative work lies hidden the quest for immor-
tality. Artists desire most through their work, not only to move
their own souls and the souls of others, but also to perpetuate their
existence, to live on and through the work that they have created.
In all great art is heard the sometimes faint, somectimes booming
voice of a prayer for immortality, a prayer that cries: ‘Let me not die
a thing forgotten, a thing obscure. Let me live.” Such a prayer
contains within it the seed of its own realization. The imaginative
individual faces, then, the contemplation of fast-fading life in pro-
ductive instead of destructive ways. Life’s brevity impels the artist
to self-transcendence, which is but creativity and immortality in
another form.
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Beauty

One of the functions of beauty is simply to be beautiful for beauty’s
sake. Of course, beauty does increase our sense of pleasure, well-
being and delight, or creates a plenitude and contentment of both
senses and soul. But as the expression so aptly puts it: ‘Beauty is its
own excuse for being.” Beauty has no right, either earned or con-
ferred, to exist. It simply does exist in the nature of things and
requires nothing else to justify its existence. Functionality may apply
to beauty, but if so applied, is secondary. Beauty’s main function is to
be beautiful and thus augment that sense of deep tranquillity, joy and
admiration that the onlooker experiences. We should be cautious
when praising beauty or when recognizing the merits it possesses. If
beauty is rewarded, it is not because it has earned recompense, but
rather simply because it has been itself. Beauty owes the world
nothing and the world owes beauty nothing other than its admiration,
if admiration can ever be owed. Those who mindlessly adore beauty,
however, are mistaken if they do not adore beauty’s source rather
than its reflection. True beauty is not vain and does not wish for
wanton idolaters.






NOTHING GOLD CAN STAY






Divine Losses and New Beginnings

If we have lost a love, then surely another is waiting to be found. If
we look deeply into the ash pile of our broken dreams, we will find
a glowing ember waiting to rekindle the flame of love’s ancient
story. When perennial flowers wither and die, their seed contains
the germ of a new beginning. So it is with the aspiring soul. An ever
more abundant life stirs within her being.

However lovely and fragrant, it is the same flower that returns
every spring. Not so with the soul. After the agony of loss and the
winter of discontent comes spiritual rebirth. Following the long
sleep of death, the soul experiences a new awakening. Unlike the
perennial flower which maintains the same form year after year, a
purer, more stable and refined self appears in the divine springtime.
With the passing days, the spiritual soul becomes more *...beautiful
in colour and redolent of fragrance in the kingdom of God’.!

If we feel as though we are dying, let us willingly accept death while
remembering that we are sure to be resurrected. The layers of the old
self, no longer fit for the present task, are being torn away by the pain.
As the mask of the former self comes unglued, a stronger, more beau-
tiful face of spirituality is taking form. We are not losing but gaining.
A new self is emerging. We are being born again.

The Sense of the Platonic and Paradise Lost

It is both strange and true that those things we have lost, or at least
imagined we have lost, or paradoxically not yet attained, seem to be
the most beautiful, most real things in the world. Of course, in the
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Platonic sense this must be so. Plato’s Ideas in the world of Forms
enjoyed an ideal beatified existence in a world beyond. Whether that
world was to be found in some transcendent spiritual realm or existed
only within the mind of the contemplative philosopher matters little.
The far-off, unattainable nature of the Ideas, as much as their being
the only ultimately real things in existence, accounted for their appeal.

I have often wondered at this paradise lost and paradise not yet
attained, reflecting on the meaning of Proust’s phrase that ‘the real
paradise is the paradise we have lost’.> We might well add to the French
writer’s aphoristic expression, ‘or the one that we have not yet gained’.
The paradisiacal point which we so strongly believe in, love or long for,
whether it lies in the misty past or still looms up before our eyes, bright
with the fair promise of future things, is nothing other than a vision
of happiness welling up from the deepest desires of the soul.

On the one hand, this paradise of happiness seems to be held
firmly in the grasp of the fair maiden of the future. The lover who has
not yet met with destiny, the ailing body who longs for healing, the
poor or destitute one who desires wealth, the troubled soul who longs
for inncr peace, the ambitious person who desires success — this
earnestly sought-after happiness is connected with a moment that
is not in the now, but in the future. And if and when that future
becomes the now, in that moment when the secret desires of the heart
are attained, then the happiness we once imagined becomes another
happiness. It becomes a happiness transmuted, now tinged with the
wan light of reality and sometimes with disappointment.

There is, consequently, a note of caution to be sounded here. If this
happiness is not really attainable, and each seeker must decide for
himself when it is no longer attainable, then the sceker, if he truly
loves himself and has mercy on his own soul, will tear up the unreal
script of his own desires. For this unrealized happiness will become
as bitter as gall and will serve only to frustrate and to disillusion his
present and future hopes.

And what of the paradise past? Wherein lies the lure of “...the days
that are no more’? This paradise is the paradise of the secret garden,
of that lost Eden through which we once freely roamed. It is the
paradise of that place whose access we once enjoyed unencumbered
but whose entrance is now barred by angels with a flaming sword.*
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This is the paradise of the forbidden return. ‘No!” the angels say. “You
may not enter here again. Go on with your journey, whatever it may
be. Be faithful to the truth you have come to discover and we will show
you another Eden, so lovely that you will long for this one no more.”

But in our sorrow and our longing, when we are ‘...wild with all
regret’, if we continue to cling to this lost paradise ever the more
desperately in the hope of regain, we shall be cast down. Cast down
until that moment when, by virtue of a greater wisdom and the
grace of God, we are ushered again into that larger, clearer vision of
reality that alone can set us free. Then we shall realize that in the
Plan of God, and for all those who love Him and who seek that
special destiny He has set down for each aspiring soul, nothing is
ever really lost and every heartfelt prayer is answered.

‘Nothing Gold Can Stay’,
or the Beginning of Knowﬁ;dge
and the End of Innocence

Experience soon teaches that much of life’s sorrow stems from loss.
Yet formal education provides poor preparation for the inevitable
losses that all must face over the course of a lifetime. Such losses
bring in their wake the psychological distress and trauma that occur
most poignantly with the death of loved ones or the end of relation-
ships, or in times of transition.

The child or youth, if he is happy, tends to live in the false
security of present circumstances. He never suspects that all that is
familiar to him — the playground, the park, the school, the vacant lot
or open field, the familiar street, the family and friends — cannot be
a permanent setting in his life. He cannot envisage that soon he will
be banished from this green garden. Especially, the child or youth
never contemplates that those who share the inmost recesses of his
heart, or tutor his soul, will one day move on, or he will leave them.
If he does suspect this truth, he does not want to believe it.

The American poet Robert Frost (1874-1963), writing in the
tradition of wisdom literature, sought to convey the truth that life’s
golden moments must be followed by inevitable losses. None of
that pure gold can stay:
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Nature’s first green is gold,
Her hardest hue to hold.
Her carly lcaf ’s a flower;
But only so an hour.

Then leaf subsides to leaf.
So Eden sank down to grief,
So dawn goes down to day.
Nothing gold can stay.®

These verses demand the cultivation within ourselves of a certain
informed realism without which we cannot successfully navigate
through the stormy seas of life’s tests. When Bah#w’llsh warns us to
contemplate what might befall us in the future,” far from promoting
a fear-ridden pessimism He must, I think, be warning us to be sharp-
sighted and to be wary of a certain naiveté vis-a-vis the world. For
there are no guarantees against the instability of human affairs.

But there is something else connected with these necessary losses.
The Hebrew Bible teaches that ‘in much wisdom is much grief: and
he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.”® It is a hard fact of
life to realize that we mature more through trial and suffering than
we do through the “...ease of a passing day’.” Sorrow has much to do
with the acquisition of knowledge and particularly the knowledge of
self, for the acquisition of self-knowledge must signify an end to naive
innocence. The innocence and credulity of the child’s mind and the
gusty enthusiasm of youth, for all their sweetness and sincerity, must
sooner or later evolve into that vision of the world that seeks some-
thing greater than the repetition of its own happiness. Adults must
learn the same lesson.

Now there is, to be sure, a certain winsomeness and purity in this
outlook of innocence, in this anticipation of the eternal return of
the ever-lovely. But there is nonetheless a flaw in it, an irksome fly
in the precious ointment of the golden moment. It is preciscly the
defect of unknowing, the impairment of not being acutely aware of
‘all things passing away’, of not being cognizant that ‘nothing gold
can stay’. The French Canadians have retained in their sometimes
picturesque speech an inkling of this connection between innocence
and the failure of knowledge, for even today when they say I/ est
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bien innocent’, they do not mean that he is innocent, but rather that
he is naive.

The child’s innocence, says ‘Abdu’l-Bahj, is pure but untried'
and is consequently not based on the conclusions of the sure mind.
What is ideally supposed to happen is that the child or youth’s
experience of transitory events becomes the cause of the acquisition
of real self-knowledge that will help ground him in the mature
experience of the adult.

There is, however, a paradox to be lived in this experience of the
loss of innocence and the acquisition of the knowledge of self. In the
process of becoming worldly-wise and of having to sew ‘aprons’ of
‘fig leaves’ over our naked bodies,'! the individual should in later years
continue to maintain the innocence of childhood and the enthusiasm
of youth. Something of this innocence must be preserved in the faith-
state of adulthood, for Christ has said that unless we become as little
children, we cannot enter the Kingdom of Heaven: ‘Verily I say unto
you, Whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as a little child
shall in no wise enter therein.””? There should never be an end to this
purity of heart, this vulnerability, this spontaneous wonderment and
willingness to believe which are the blessings of childhood.

In time, we learn to see with the eyes of faith that even in loss (and
sometimes especially in loss) there can be great blessings. The sense
of loss and mourning, whatever its origin and despite its bitter
poignancy, causes the bounds of the soul to be stretched to the limits,
to rise to greater heights of reliance upon God or to plummet further
into the depths of human experience. Such fiery ordeals mature the
soul with understanding, make it mellow and touch it with pathos, a
pathos that more greatly sensitizes the soul to the sadness and
suffering of others. For sorrow is of little value if it does not in some
way make us wiser or better people, more ready to assist our friends
who themselves have been touched by the sad things of life.

The lesson that ‘nothing gold can stay’ also has a larger and
immense creative value, for its compensation is to be found in the
quest for a philosophy of wisdom, and in the time-tested universal
truths contained in literature and religion. For gold that does not
stay spurs us on to find a currency that is of everlasting value, one
that is always good on every market and in every time and clime.
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Another question arises. How to teach the child or youth detach-
ment to prepare for the inevitable changes that must accompany the
journey of life? How do we teach the child or youth to enjoy and to
love the things that now fill his world, yet not cling to them? That is
a great question, one to which I have no ready answer. Only the life
experiences themselves that come with the passage of time will ready
the child or youth for future developments and that slowly-ripening
sense of detachment that usually comes with age. Somehow; the child
must be made aware that some of these things that he or she loves and
cherishes will not always be here. And the best way to make aware is
with a gentle wisdom.

But there is, I think, another means to convey the sense of the joy
of sacrifice, of laying down the things we love, and the elemental self
we love, with singing. This joy of sacrifice to compensate for loss can
never be learned without complete trust in God and without the assur-
ance of His never-failing love and compassion.

In Praise of Failure

Guilt-ridden, gloating western society seems to be preoccupied
more by its failures than its successes. Failures abound these days.
We hear, for example, that a corporate merger attempt has failed,
some ambitious engineering project has failed, a much touted
scientific experiment has failed. The world of scandal that so rivets
the public’s attention is intimately connected with moral failure.

Sentimentalists like to indulge their failures. Romantics sorrow
over paradise lost, over the what-could-have-been-that-never-was.
Some sad and sorry part of ourselves disappears or dies with the
failure. It loves to be sweetly mourned. Much self-love, I think, must
linger in many a failure.

The religious, particularly, with their conscious or unconscious
inheritance of original sin and consequent paradise lost, seem to be
always mourning losses. ‘Ah, what a shame,” they say when they hear
another couple has divorced, when friends knew all too well the
union was pathological. Or ‘Fred lost his job just yesterday and the
prospects are dismal. It’s just too bad,” they say. Yet the sympathy is
understandable. The tender zone of the heart, the compassionate
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friend, wants to commiserate with the victim. The tough part,
however, the Spartan soldier wants to say, ‘Stand up and take it like a
man’ (now a politically incorrect statement). Let us rephrase: ‘Stand
up and take it like 2 human.” German speakers put it better. ‘Stand up
and take it like a Mensch. Be a Mensch (human being)’. Yet failure
raises the question, and has to: why is unsuccess so endemic to human
existence? Such a ubiquitous pattern in human experience must be
here by design, be it ever so unconscious.

Failure may be an indication that one is ignoring or violating the
workings of spiritual law. The notion of spiritual law has existed in
Hinduism and Buddhism for millennia as Karma (action, deed)'
and is well-expressed in its biblical textual parallel in the Epistle of
Paul to the Galatians: ‘for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he
also reap’(6:7),'* no doubt ancient rabbinical teaching. Spiritual law
is simply the metaphysical demonstration of the scientific principle
of cause and effect. Like it or not, it is as predictable as the rise of
the northern star. According to spiritual law, those who fail, fail
predictably. Sadder but wiser, they may wish that they had not left
the ranks of the humble, the naive and the innocent who did not
dare to try the tempting experiment. If they accept their chastise-
ment and are still functional enough to tell the tale, they will have
another opportunity. Failure, then, can become an eventual cause
for celebration, for it causes us to become more aware of our own
motives, to work more consciously with and for the creation of our
own destiny, rather than passively submitting to what we might
view as the outrages of fate and fortune.

Failure, if accepted as an opportunity to relearn the lesson, can
prove to be a fruitful discipline. I have not consulted the historical
record to determine the count, but for every successful experiment
of the prodigious American inventor Thomas Alva Edison (1847-1931),
there were many failures. Edison’s workshop and laboratory at Menlo
Park and later at Orange, New Jersey exemplified the principle that
for the patient and the assiduous worker, failure is often the prelude
to success. Edison came to understand, however, that some of his
experiments, no matter how many times repeated, were destined to
be failures. They were blind alleys. No matter how many times you
run up a blind alley, you will always hit the wall. In this case, Edison
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learned to move away or to take another tack. He was successful
precisely because he learned to move away at the right time and to see
the possibility of another victory in defeat. It is self-defeating to stand
at the wall for too long.

Through twists, turns and accidents — and accidents, we do well
to remember, are also part of the scientific method — some of Edison’s
“failures’ turned out to be his greatest successes. For Edison and his
team, as for spiritual scientists, the road to success requires the
implementation of Thomas Kuhn’s ‘paradigm shift’,’> a shift in
consciousness, a looking at the bigger picture, at what is trying to
emerge in the now. When faced with failure, Edison and his team were
able to seek other solutions and step back to apprehend the way that
nature scemed to be leading them. What is true for the inventor is
likewise true for the spiritual artisan. When we are able to put aside
our own wilful designs and preconceptions, we too are led to make great
discoverics. Sometimes it is just a case of relentless trial and error.'¢

When failure strikes, we do well to regroup and look at the
bigger picture, to wrestle with the experiment. Where is it taking
us? Let i lead the way. Our failures, although often self-determined,
contain their own hidden wisdom and justice. Once we begin to
take a more detached view and really listen to the needs of our own
soul, and to the needs of others, we too shall find what we seek.

Finally, one has to remember this. Not everything that initially
looks like failure proves to be so in the long run. What the world
loves to write off so quickly in judgemental fashion often proves in
the ‘fullness of time’ to be surprisingly resilient, and to come back
with poetic justice as a resounding success.
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True Joy

Teach us, O God, to know that there is something greater than our
sufferings, something greater than the loves we have known. It is
Thou Thyself. Thou art true joy.

Golden Joy

All our suffering is in some sense sacred. Suffering is the natural
tendency by which we rid ourselves of imperfections. Whether that
suffering be God-sent or self-caused, if we are able to accept the
visitation of the holy and redemptive discipline that suffering brings
in its wake, we shall discover its salutary effects in understanding,
growing, healing, transcending, becoming free, finding balance,
seeing once more with clarity, renewing and doing afresh. We are
happy when we discover that in this fast-flecting world of illusion,
the mask of sorrow conceals the shining face of joy. By some dimly
understood law of opposites or by the mysterious mercy and grace
of God, we discover that beyond ‘the thorns and briars of sadness
and despondency’! awaits the gold of joy.

in the Ebb and Flow of Joy and Sorrow

We are all of us seckers after joy. As ‘Abdu’l-Bahd has said in a
pointed phrase, Joy gives us wings!’? We ascend on the wings of joy.
When stirred by joy, we feel as if we touch the face of God. The
ecstatics among us want joy to be everlasting. Yet more often than
we care to be, we are visited by sorrow. We come all too slowly to

13
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the realization that the ‘steady state’ does not reside in the ebb and
flow of the tides of human feeling.

We mistakenly cling to joy, just as we mistakenly resent sadness
as a wearisome, oppressive intruder. We do well to remember,
especially in our darker moments, that in one sense both joy and
sorrow are imposters — ‘imposters’ because the polarities of human
existence reveal themselves to be only the shifting features on an ever-
varying countenance, dancers in a minuet of changing partners.
Both joy and sorrow are to be embraced and accepted with equa-
nimity in the multi-textured fabric that defines our life. When gripped
hard in the clutches of sorrow, it is a consolation to remember that
sorrow’s face is as liable to fade as quickly as that of joy. We are
mistaken if we believe that sadness will last forever, just as we
mistakenly cling to joy as if she would so brightly define all our
waking moments.

When we find ourselves laughing through our tears, we realize
then just how fluid joy and sorrow are, and how very closely the one
is linked to the other. If we are cast down deeply enough into the
heart of sorrow, we will soon find ourselves uplifted on soaring
spirits. Indeed, the depths of sorrow produce their corresponding
heights of joy. Perhaps this is why ‘Abdu’l-Bahd wrote these
wonderful words which may first read as a puzzlement: “...affliction
is but the essence of bounty, and sorrow and toil are mercy
unalloyed, and anguish is peace of mind...” True words for those
who accept with equanimity the contrasting movements of the
human soul.

For the Brokenhearted True Believers

One of the believer’s greatest tests is the test of ‘Dear God, this is not
what I had prayed for,” the test during which the soul cries out ‘Father,
no, this cannot be!” The believer has prayed that God in His mercy
would answer the heartfelt supplication, would not visit this test upon
him. The deepest desire of the heart is not granted, the fondest of
prayers not heard. If he has fcared much, like Job, his worst fears have
come upon him: ‘For the thing which I greatly feared is come upon
me, and that which I was afraid of is come unto me.”
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But we must wait a moment. The end is not yet. Hope still rings
out in the cathedral bells of the words “in a little while’. Consolation
is breathed into the phrase ‘in God’s good time’. Next time the
fulfilment of our prayer will be found in the words ‘as you would
have me do’.

Whatever we have lost, we have Bah#’w’llsh. This is our supreme
consolation. He is our salvation and eternal life. What then have we
lost? What choice is there to be made? Our solace can be found in
remembering Robert Browning’s words:

Grow old along with me!

The best is yet to be,

The last of life, for which the first was made:

Our times are in His hand

Who saith, ‘A whole I planned,

Youth shows but half; trust God; see all, nor be afraid!”s

The Existential Moment

In spiritual life, two contrasting moments hold great potential for
significant transformation — the existential moment and the epiphanic
moment. Although these moments, as I define them, are found at the
antipodes of pain and pleasure, of humiliation and exaltation, they
converge at a point of renewal and resurrection. The first comes
clothed in the garments of agony, fear and dread. The second ascends
on wings of joy in a breathless moment of divine delight. Both are
harbingers of spiritual birth. One is the birth of trial by fire; the other,
the birth of a glorious awakening from a long, dreamless sleep.

The existential moment is apocalyptic. It comes as a surprise,
unexpected and unpredictable. We are crushed at its onset. It is a
sudden meeting with the shadow self, the elemental self, the worldly
self, the unruly self that lives for the moment and has momentarily
rejected divine law in the interests of its own imperious demands. The
existential moment is a meeting with the alter ego that can no longer
be delayed. The true believer is forced painfully to peel away the
outworn mask of the old self and persistent habits. The image of the
hidden higher self is seeking definition and desires to come clear.
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The existential moment is defined by another meaning in the
search for truth: of the confrontation with self, of standing face to
face with the lower self that attempts to assert its supremacy within
the human soul. Unless we are vigilant, this lower self can easily
become ‘a monster of selfishness’.® In the existential moment, we
face ourselves as the ‘quintessence of passion’, as ‘rebellious ones’,
as ‘children of fancy’, as a ‘weed that springeth out of the dust’.” The
existential moment is a moment of high realism, stark and real, that
momentarily outweighs any other consideration. Through our
struggle with that angel of darkness do we release the dayspring of
pure light that would shine from within our soul.

The Epiphanic Moment

The reverse side of the existential moment is the epiphanic moment.
Also sudden in its manifestation, by contrast the epiphanic moment
is a moment of exaltation, of illumination or triumph when we are in
Wordsworth’s phrase ‘surprised by joy’.* This epiphanic moment is
‘a numinous disclosure of glory, an experience of awe or reverence,
triumph or celebration, a hierophany that looms up large with
promise and exaltation. It is Bahd’u’lldh in the Garden of Ridvan,” and
all the lesser reflections of that spiritual event. It is the believer
winning the desires of the heart. It may be a divine healing, a mystical
encounter, or the certitude that our lesser will has become one with
the greater Will of God.”"°

Wherefore Anger and Pain?

Any complaining [ do in the present is the residue of life’s past
frustration and pain, the imagined unfulfilled hopes and dreams.
Any anger I now manifest derives from my failure to accept
graciously and to reconcile myself to the hurts that are inevitably
bound up with my unfolding destiny. Any whining, any note of
self-pity, is due to an inability to understand at the deepest levels,
to have greater faith and trust, to detach myself from the things
that I fancy I love most deeply and would not bear to live
without.
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The Plummet into Sorrow

The natural human tendency in the face of psychological pain is recoil.
But the brave fight against sorrow sometimes only intensifies the
suffering. As we resist, the trouble persists. If we struggle too hard
to climb the “arc of ascent’ while we are on the ‘arc of descent’,!! the
spiritual energies consumed in the battle may prove to be futile and
lead to the reverse effect of a surcharge of grief. In this case, it may
be better to go along with the plummet into sorrow and honestly
embrace the test that has visited us.

This consent to a free-fall into distress is not to be confused with
futile self-punishment. It is a willingness to drain the cup we have
been asked to drink. It is really a search to rediscover an equipoise
by a relaxation of the will, by a giving in and a giving over. By letting
ourselves sink deeper into the dark waters of what may seem like
endless night, we shall come to plant our feet again on solid ground
and rediscover equilibrium.

For certain souls, the walk into the long night of sorrow proves
too much; overwhelmed, they do not return. For such as these,
sorrow has pronounced its sentence with a weighty finality. But
once willing to give in and to let ourselves be pulled deeper into
what seems at the time like a swirling vortex, we find release from
the wasted energies of spiritual combat and the overpowering,
depressive forces that momentarily had taken hold.

In this life, we are all captains of our little ship. The plummet into
sorrow is like navigating the waters of a raging river. If we are skilful
enough to adjust to the current without being overpowered and if
our craft is strong enough to stay afloat while we are being jetted
along, we shall soon find ourselves in calmer waters. By the willing
consent to plummet into sorrow and to work with its energies, we
shall soon find ourselves released.
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The Call of Truth

Many have heard the call. Either it is beautiful, insistent and clear,
bright with the promise of a new day, or it fills us with fear and
trembling, making us anxious with the hope in which love and dread
dwell together as partners. But only time and ardent prayer will make
it clear whether or not the call is a reflection of the Will of God or the
subtle promptings of self.

Truth and Discipleship

Those who imagine truth to be merely an intellectual construct, or a
series of interwoven constructs, circumscribe the magnitude of truth
itself. Truth is not just a net with which to entrap little fish. Truthis a
reality greater than intellect, greater than the multitude of rational
configurations contained within it. Truth is not an idea or conglom-
erate of ideas, or even a Meta-Idea. Truth is an immense metaphysical
force field, a terra firma on which one may build - for self-realization,
for peace, for historical evolution and societal progress, for the noble
strength and beauty of knowledge. Truth is not merely a matter of
intellectual curiosity seeking to be satisfied, of propositions waiting
to be discovered, connected, synthesized, juxtaposed and presented,
new facts uncovered. It exerts a far profounder influence on spirits,
souls, and lives.

To fully understand truth’s import, we must consider the teaching
of Jesus that the truth will make us free: ‘And ye shall know the truth,
and the truth shall make you free.”! Let us see, however, the whole
context of Christ’s saying: Jesus then said to the Jews who had
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believed in him, “If you continue in my word, you are truly my
disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”?

Christ is indicating a clear relationship between belief in Him,
between His word and discipleship, on the one hand, and knowing
the truth on the other. In other words, recognition of the True
Prophet and obedience to Him will lead us into truth. And this
truth will be better known by taking on the yoke of discipleship.
This one saying alone forever shatters the narrower definitions of
truth as being confined to mere philosophical concepts and
identifies it clearly as a living dynamic, capable of profoundly
altering and influencing lives and leading us to clearer vision. The
truth will make us free if we become disciples. Disciples® are
committed, know how and why to obey.

Simple Truths

TRUTH is the one great manifold. There are many types of truths,
as there are truths both great and small. The greatest truths are the
simplest and these essential truths are the ones most capable of
effecting spiritual transformation and moulding conduct. We need
not be deceived nor frustrated in our attempt to understand the
truth by seeking out subtle and obscure formulations. That God
loves every soul more than it loves itself is a simple but most
profound truth, one that few souls fully grasp. Were the full
significance of just this one truth to be fully realized, the face of the
whole earth would change dramatically. That God has a Cosmic Will
that is already revealed to the world and to every individual who
believes in a Divine Plan, is another truth which makes for world-
shaping, world-shaking consequences, were it only to be realized by
every conscientious soul. Many of the great truths are not only
simple and self-evident, but remain as yet unrealized and ineffective
because they are neither entertained, cherished nor lived by with the
greater mass of humanity. It is also true that truth, when it shall be
fully realized, will liberate humanity from the chains of sorrow. One
of the greatest truths is that for those who love God and do His will,
there is really never any need to fear and never any need to sorrow.
With them all will be well.
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The Biggest Lie of Al

The biggest lie we will ever tell is the one we tell ourselves. Sometimes
we lie to ourselves because we cannot bear to hear what the truth is
whispering in our ears. So we write our own script and it sounds
believable for a time. Sometimes lying to ourselves is a temporary
palliative measure. We think it is care and it supports the dying patient
for a while. The fictitious ego clings to the lie because it falsely
believes that it needs this delusion to survive. Sooner or later we learn
that when we lie to ourselves, we belittle who we are and minimize
the potentialities for freedom and strength contained within our own
being. But the truth is strong, very strong. Truth will out.

Gradually, the rising, midmorning sun of truth begins to dispel the
mists of deception and circumstance. We become peaceful and
thankful for the clearer vision of reality. We let go of illusion. Soon
we are grateful to be liberated. Like the snake that sloughs off its dead
skin, we move into a freer, more spacious aimosphere. We understand
then that the lies we tell ourselves are not huge, deceptive monsters
but only spectres in the mind - little, white fairies we create ourselves
because we cannot bear to walk alone in the dark.

What the Martyr Knows

The martyr knows that only in dying can she be made whole. She
knows that only in returning to God the most precious gift of all,
the gift of life itself, can she be fulfilled. By divine decree she was
created free. Whatever she chooses now must be made in that field
of clarity where compulsion no longer reigns. She knows that there
can be no deep, no true satisfaction for her, no lasting fulfilment,
until she has done her all, given her all, let her life’s blood flow, let
the pith and heart of her devotion be crushed by the millstone of
suffering, that it might yield up the precious oil to light the wick in
the lamp of the love of God.

The name she loves most, the name she loves above all, is
Baha’w’llih’s name, and it is written on her heart. Whatever other
name she may have carried there for a while is now but a faded
memory. She lives, she breathes for Him alone.
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She wonders if she did not secretly will this agony for herself in
some hidden part of her soul, for she was not whole without it, not
quite happy before. Perhaps, childlike, she was too content to bask
in that innocent joy that never knew sorrow’s name. Perhaps she
was too content to gambol in the green, pleasant spaces of Eden,
free just to roam and to feel secure in the paradise of His love, happy
just to mention His name, to teach His truth.

But now she knows that the paradise she once knew had to be
snatched away in order that love’s gift might be yielded up, in order
that others might live, feel, know, rejoice in what she knows now. This
most awful of secrets, most terrible of mysteries exacts payment with
the heaviest of prices. Only in dying to self may she truly live. Only
in dying to self may others live because of her.

She knows that this martyrdom is not selfishness, knows thatitisa
true desire for communion with the Blessed Beauty, a desire to be in His
presence. But does she know, does she really know, she wonders, what
itis to desire to be in that presence? Can such a desire which has so freely
entered her heart, and which seemingly costs nothing, be won so easily?
No, this dying to self is not selfishness. Her desire for communion is a
longing to share with all who may care to drink from the same heady
cup, a communion she proffers to all those who seek to know and to
understand. She prays that all may feel, all may know what she feels and
knows. She prays that all may taste the precious love she has found.

The Martyr and the Lie

(remembering the faithful in Iran)

‘O perverse hater! Didst thou imagine that martyrdom could abase this Cause?™

The martyr cannot lie about the truth he has embraced, for he knows
that the lie is both the master and monster of self-betrayal and
deception. When one fools oneself, one cheats oneself out of the
possibility of being faithful to the truth which alone, as Christ has
said, will set us free.” If a believer denies his faith, he puts the densest
of veils over his soul and clouds over his mind. In so doing, he darkens
the truth which is the brightest of all the bright things in the world
since its primary source lies in the shining Word of God.
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Some individuals lie in order to avoid embarrassment, depriva-
tion, pain, or in more serious circumstances, imprisonment or
death. This is a natural thing to do. It is natural for all living
organisms to seek self-preservation and protection from bodily
injury. So in that sense, fountain of all vices though it is, lying is
natural, since by it men hope to protect and preserve their lives. But
when one denies one’s faith, this avoidance of pain is bought at a
terrible cost. The cost is self-deception to both oneself and the
oppressor. It is double-deception. The final cost is betrayal of oneself
and the community of the faithful. More important, it is a breaking
of one’s covenant with the Almighty.

For the believer, denial takes on dramatic dimensions and the
profoundest of meanings. If a believer denies the truth to avoid
imprisonment, torture or death, he knows that in so doing he must
deny the One whom he has loved, been faithful to and believed in.
But if he denies, he proves, alas, that he is not grateful for such
bounties. Thus does he prove that he has not really loved, been
faithful to, and believed in his sole salvation.

Denial is the antithesis not only of faith but also of life, for faith is
life-affirming. Faith is saying Yes to God. I think it is true to say that
the true believer always says Yes to God. This saying Yes to God, how-
ever, sometimes means saying No to other people and to situations.
If the believer is placed in life-threatening circumstances because of
his faith, the whole outcome of the meaning of the situation hinges
precisely on his affirmation or denial, of his saying Yes to God and
No to man or No to God and Yes to man. The case of the martyr or
the apostate is a crystal clear illustration of the either/or in which all
is won or lost purely in the meaning of the situation.

Some have wondered why the believer does not just dissimulate
his faith in order to save his life, following the practice of tagiya
(katmdn) (dissimulation) which is condoned, for example, in Shi’ah
Islam but which, according to twelver theologian Hasan ibn Yisuf
(died 1326 CE), could not be legitimately practised after the coming
of the Q#’im, who did in fact appear in 1844 in the person of the
Bib.¢ Afterall, according to this strategy, the believer does not really
deny. He just pretends to deny but really goes on believing in his
heart. But this cannot be, for the true believer is always and forever
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a true witness. The true witness will lift up his voice to proclaim the
truth, even, and especially, in the face of indifference or opposition.

If a believer denies the Truth and the One whom he has loved and
been faithful to, he commits the worst kind of treachery. For that One
whom he has loved and been faithful to has given him spiritual life and
has granted him eternal salvation. To deny the truth of one’s faith is
analogous to that son or daughter who sinks to cursing or execrating
the parents who have loved him and given him life. His parents brought
him into the world, raised him up and educated him to discriminate
between the truth and falsehood, upon which the progress of his soul
and the entire world depends. The apostate commits such ingratitude
just by breathing the word No. The believer, then, cannot just pretend
to deny the truth in order to save his life, any more than a loving son
or daughter can curse or deny his parents. In so doing, he would in
effect be denying the genesis of his own spiritual life. By so doing, he
would bring shame not on them, but on himself.

But there is another important point here, one that concerns the
other parties involved in this double deception — the oppressors. In
such dire circumstances, the denial or the affirmation of the believer
will profoundly affect the oppressor, be he guard, judge or executioner.
For it has to be considered that the fate of the oppressor’s soul hangs
in the balance as well. If the believer denies his faith, he will also
deceive the oppressor into believing that he has won the day by his
insatiable lust for power and control.

Martyrdom is not a pathetic kind of powerlessness, a sheep going
to the slaughter. Martyrdom is both a silent and a vocal protest against
oppression. It is the most telling of all silent protests and the most
eloquent of all declarations. The martyr’s silent protest is made in his
refusal to breathe the word No. But his voice echoes from the
mountain tops as he cries out: Yes, I believe!” This silent protest
against oppression and this eloquent affirmation of faith rise up in the
martyr’s heart as an anthem to the loftiest freedom of conscience, as
an emancipation of being that cannot be bound by chains and fetters
or threatened with extinction. It is complete triumph over the fear of
a cowardly death.

Perchance, in the midst of such heart-wrenching circumstances the
oppressor may be changed too. And if the oppressor’s heart cannot
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be changed by the love and devotion, the sincerity, the strength of
spirit, the remarkable courage, the kindness and tender-heartedness
of the one whom he oppresses, then he will never be changed. The
oppressor must also see, as much as the martyr, that the threat of
death, and death itself, will not force the true believer to recant. And
perhaps it may so happen that through the sacrifice of such a pure life,
the oppressor will also be changed and by some great miracle and by
some sorrowful repentance become a believer.






LOGOS AND MYTHOS






The Convergence of Theology and Poetry

I ask here whether one may find parallels between the work of
poetry and theology, whether they can in some fashion co-exist or
complement one another. How can two such different métiers
converge or co-inhabit the same intellectual space?

I maintain that poetry and theology are not to be found at the
antipodes but rather share connex spheres. At first view, this does
not appear to be so. On the one hand, the theologian bends his or
her mind to the discipline of rational thought as it relates to the
unveiling of truth in the field of philosophical theology. The -
theologian aims for a kind of ‘fixity’ or permanence in the thinking.
Without this element of permanence the theology will not be
considered durable. The poet, on the other hand, is not bound by
the framework of established beliefs or by rational argument, and is
thus able to give free reign to the powers of the imagination. The
poet remains unbound by any discrete language of systems and
doctrines.

Poetry is above all an intensification of experience. It is first of all
that moment of mundane life which has become hyper-intensive in.
the experience and imagination of the poet. The poetic act comes to
life in that moment when, through the lens of the living eye, mind and
heart, the poet takes ‘the stuff of life’ and transforms it into a more
elevated, articulated form of discourse. Poetry is essentially a creation
of vision, a vision that transports the poet beyond the context of
everyday waking-consciousness, that transcends the ordinary
mental/emotional state in an experience akin to the mystical. In this
view, poetry is primarily transformation.
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Here, then, is the first meeting-place of the two domains. Both
poet and theologian dwell in the land of the mystical vision. By
‘mystical’, however, I do not mean any rarefied state such as being
absorbed into the Godhead, nor do I intend the classical types or
forms of religious consciousness that phenomenologists such as
Rudolf Otto and others have defined.! By ‘mystical’ I intend for the
theologian a quest for a vision of God in the objective structures of
human thought. For the poet, it means a highly sharpened and
sensitized focus, an intense awareness, a keen joy, a transformation
of the quotidian. Both poet and theologian may experience cosmic
consciousness, illumination, intimations of divine love and the like.

Poetry is a dancing, theology a conversation with angels. Poets
experience verse as entering into a symphony of joy. The intensified
experience of the poet is akin to the grace of which the theologian
speaks. For there is a kind of grace in the poetic act. One cannot
create the poetic experience through effort alone, in the same way
that one cannot attain salvation by effort alone. Some poets may
well complete a poem, to echo Thomas Alva Edison’s remark on
genius, by dint of perspiration,? but the initial impulse is most
often one of inspiration. The task of the theologian, however, is
to wrestle and to plod, to finally articulate to full satisfaction the
clean, noble structures of human thought as they pertain to the
Divine. In this he too finds joy and when he comes to the end of
his labours, he knows that they have been greatly assisted by the
grace of God.

Inspiration, whether poetical or theological, is a type of grace.
The poetic experience is a flight into rarer space, a moment when
the wind of song fills your sails or the picture gallery of the
imagination seizes your eyc or profounder insights capture the
mind. You are delightfully plunged into a mystery, not at all sure
how this process has come about. It is a given. Thus, ‘the purpose
of poetry” is not didactical, although there is to be sure a didactical
element in some poetry, and particularly in the verse of the
‘metaphysicals’.* The purpose of poetry is rather to represent a
transformational vision of reality. That it is practically impossible
to avoid the abstract, metaphysical element in poetry® is another
common ground. The two fields converge in the metaphysical.
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The poet, as Northrop Frye’s metaphor with respect to all of
literature has it, ‘swallows’ life, or at least as much as he or she is able
at one sitting: ‘Literature does not reflect life, but it doesn’t escape
or withdraw from life either: it swallows it. And the imagination
won’t stop until it’s swallowed everything.’¢ But the poet not only
swallows life whole: the poet also prepares the meal in a particular way.
To use another commonplace suggested by Frye’s analogy, the poet
and poetic art are akin to the activity of the skilled chef and the dishes
concocted in fine cuisine.

The master chef takes the raw materials of the vegetable and herb
garden and marketplace and transforms them into something that is
both palatable and satisfying; something that not only attracts the eye,
but delights the taste buds and ultimately rewards, not just the stom-
ach, but the whole organism. The poet uses a roughly equivalent process,
selecting the same commonplace experiences available to almost every-
one within a given culture —a journey, alove experience, a life event, some
insight or realization, a daily occurrence, a glimpse of nature ora dip into
the future—in short, anything that captures the attention. The poet, like
the chef, arranges the material according to his or her skills and undoubt-
edly hopes to satisfy, or at least to impress, the reader’s literary palate.

Some poets use mundane experience to erect a highly complex
metaphysical world view as did T.S. Eliot and Wallace Stevens, a meta-
physical scheme that takes great acumen to decode and interpret as a
coherent whole. The work of criticism is an art and a skill all unto itself,
a complement to the poetic act. Other poets, like Yeats, have delved
into the storehouse of myth, dream, symbol, folklore and nature
religion. For Blake, the poem revealed both heaven and hell. But what-
ever poetry is, it starts in some sense on earth, within the purview of
the poet’s immediate experience.

Poetry is consequently not the non-substantial, ethereal art that
those who devalue, ignore or do not understand it so often claim. This
is so simply because poetry does not and cannot escape the sense
world. The five senses furnish in the first place the raw material for
the poetic imagination, not the other way around. This means that
poetry is not essentially a flight into fancy or a series of woven
vagaries; it is rooted in the real world. This rootedness in the sense
world means that poetry has as a constant referent the concrete as
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much as the abstract. It is rather the arrangement or juxtaposition of
those concrete elements that renders some poetry resistant to facile
interpretation. Poetry transforms the concrete world through the
imagination and the intuitive sense, injecting into the process an
intellectual element of interpretation, an extended vision which
characterizes the poet’s Weltanschauung.

Now theology is not just a dogmatic piece of writing that promotes
the protective doctrines of a religious institution. The work of theol-
ogy is to uncover a spiritual truth where it was not apparent before.
The theologian’s work is to make explicit that which was formerly
obscure in the storehouse of God’s wisdom. Theology takes months
and years, often with great effort or labour, to elaborate what is given
in poetry in minutes or hours. What requires a six-day cycle of
creation in theology is created in verse in a few intense atomic moments.

Poets work with the pen, the creative powers of the mind, the
ambient world and the world of experience. Their chief source of
material lies both within the human psyche and the relationship of
self to the world. The poet has only to call on these powers through
the faculty of imagination.

Theologians, however, as a convention of the discipline, must show
proof of book-learning. They must be familiar with the thoughts of
the masters before professing a view. Thus the theologian must become
a secker of truth, a scholar engaged in research and discovery, fre-
quenting the university library and classroom, unshelving tomes,
wading into them, taking notes, reflecting and concluding. Although
wordcraft requires an equally disciplined attention to detail, poets need
no credentials other than themselves, their own experience and vision.

Theologians, as much as they may explore the knowledge of
bygone days, remain in constant search of the living truth, truth for
our time, truth for now, truth that will speak to the requirements of
our age in a language that seekers will understand. Theology, like
poetry, is a minute-by-minute unveiling of the mysterious. It is that
impenetrable sense of the mysterious that both poet and theologian
are called upon to reveal. Both are called upon to reveal and explain
the inexplicable, the hidden things of God.

The process in which the theologian participates, as stated above,
is the way of intellectual labour and the revelation sought is not in
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the beginning a way made plain. Like the Amerindian on a vision
quest, the theologian must wait for his own vision in the wilderness,
pray for coherence and meaning to descend, or like Peter, the
Apostle of Christ, wait for the Angel of the Lord to liberate him
from the prison of his own ignorance.” Theology, then, is labour, a
labour in which the theologian seeks to engage in a finer definition
of the truth, a cogent construct of the intellect from which others
may profit in their efforts to understand the knowledge of God
which according to Baha’w’llsh is ‘the most exalted station to which
any man can aspire’.®

The theologian, like the poet, seeks to bring the things which
have captured his vision into sharper focus, so that a greater number
of seeking souls may participate in the understanding he offers. In
so doing, the theologian works in a way analogous to a photog-
rapher developing a negative in the dark room, in the acid bath of
truth in which he attempts to dissolve all that is spurious in what he
has thought and written. The theologian must ‘work patience’ for
this time-consuming process. The result of one’s efforts does not
literally descend from heaven in a sanctified moment. It is born of
the fruit of effort and labour.

In this day of unity, theology can no longer mean dogmatism: the
dead weight of sclerotised thought that vainly attempts to fix forever
what must inevitably yield to history and to the fresh insights of an
ever-expanding consciousness. Poetry, for its part, must continue to
be viewed as one of the most consequential forms of art. For poetry
is the unveiling of all life, all human experience. Theology, like the
larger literature of which it forms a part, must increasingly seck the
universal and seek it in the human condition. The theologian’s subject,
like the poet’s, should be life itself and be related to all of life. Rilke’s
broad definition that ‘poetry is existence™ applies also to theology.
Theology is existence and requires the participation of the existential.

Theology today can no longer be meted out through the
“violence of logic’ or dry morsels of sterile information incapable of
feeding the human soul. Theology must be somehow connected to
the whole person, to the intellectual, moral and spiritual dimensions
of human experience. Theology should be a comprehensive science,
collaborating not only with the poetic arts, but with all learning.



136 UNDER THE DIVINE LOTE TRee

Both poetry and theology cause ‘...the tender light of faith to
shine/By which alone the mortal heart is led/Unto the thinking of
the thought divine.’1°

The Power of Poetry and Holy Writ

Some view poetry as a purely decorative thing, fitting only for
circumstance, or as an activity having a certain aesthetic value but
lacking the cogency of propositional thought. We can readily admit
that the power of poetry does not lie in its propositional value. But
this is not an impediment. Rather, the power of poetry resides in its
ability to move and sensitize the soul, to challenge the mind and to
heighten the imagination. These abilities take on increased
importance when we consider the poetic features possessed by
Holy Writ to empower the soul.

That Holy Writ has strong poetic features is evident even from
a cursory reading of scripture, regardless of its tradition of origin.
Within the Abrahamic faiths, the poetry of scripture was released
millennia ago through the repetitive, commanding power of the
prophetic announcement and the prophetic song. The power and
pathos of the warnings, invocations and lamentations of the Hebrew
prophets strike us as being marked by strong poetic features. At the
end of the Hebrew prophetic cycle, Christ taught Gospel truth
through a great variety of poetic allusions and forms, allusions and
forms that were not used as mere didactic tools or artifice but were
unveiled to the listener as an intrinsic part of the message of
wisdom itself. The relentless enemies of the prophet of Hijiz tried
to belittle both Muhammad and His mission by referring to Him
as merely a mad poet. We read in the Sura called ‘The Ranks’ that
when Muhammad exhorted the Meccans to worship no God but
Allsh, they replied: ‘Shall we then abandon our gods for a crazed
poet?’!! If the barbaric tribes of Saudi Arabia had fallen under the
spell of poetry in the Arabic tongue, they clung to idol worship no
less, at least for a time.

Both prophet and poet make their appeal in the same way. The
urgency of the prophetic announcement is made chiefly through a
harmony of voice, by captivating attention through the auditory
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sense. As St. Francis de Sales (1567-1622) has so incisively pointed
out in his Introduction to the Devout Life, the way to the heart is
through the ear.’ Faith grows, as St. Paul said, by hearing: ‘So then
faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.”"
Thoughtful listening to sacred scripture can be likened to reaping
the harvest of one’s understanding.

Sacred scripture comes to the awakened spirit as a great, celestial
river whose purifying waters baptise both the mind and soul of the
consecrated listener. These waters educate, purify, inspire, reprove
and guide aright. In a process of cross-fertilization with scripture,
poetry helps to prepare the soul for that greater poem which is divine
revelation. Sacred scripture in turn cultivates an appreciation of all
that is fine in poetry.

The sacred word, like the great traditions of poetry, is clothed in
the garments of lyricism and beauty. Divine revelation rarely
expresses itself without the poetic elements of lyricism, beauty,
weight, feeling, proportion, form and balance. Even that individual
who might otherwise remain unmoved to the precepts of religion
can be moved all the same by the lyricism and power of divine
verses. He would be a dead soul indeed who claims to love poetry
and who is not moved by the poetry of heavenly verse.

Very little divine discourse, when one surveys it broadly, is strictly
cognitive in nature. One should not reduce the value of sacred
scripture by making it out to be a mere receptacle for ideas or
concepts about God and creation. For when God speaks to
humanity, He does not speak primarily as the God of the philosopher
but as the God who awakens the mind and heart of the humble soul
and as the God who demands spiritual transformation. In this
transformation, poetry has no small part to play.

In Plato’s Republic we find that Socrates experienced a crisis of
confidence vis-3-vis the poets as guardians of the lamp of wisdom'*
because he feared that the volatile nature of poetry might lead the soul
into excess and thereby dethrone reason. For the ancient Greeks,
passion led to excess, and for a people who valued above all balance
and moderation, excess was an offence against the gods. While today
we may not view poetry as being antithetical to either reason or
wisdom, we still have to be wary of dismissing it as inconsequential.
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‘Fain Would They Put Out His Light With Their Mouths’

Baha’w’llih in the Kitdb-i-Igdn (Book of Certitude) quotes from the
Qur’in: ‘Fain would they put out God’s light with their mouths: But
God hath willed to perfect His light, albeit the infidels abhor it.”*> The
fuller context of this passage'® develops the contrast between spiritual
sovereignty and earthly sovereignty; between the passing temporal
authority of kings on the one hand, and the eternal sovereignty of
God and His Manifestations on the other.

Bah&'u’llah tells us in this passage that a cyclically recurring event
in the lives of the Divine Manifestations is the fiercest opposition to
their Cause by the clergy and the people. Chief among their arsenal
of weapons is the vitriolic tongue. These opponents of the Divine
Messenger wage an unholy war of words against the sayings and
doings of the Promised One and His followers whom they have so
wrongly judged to be imposters. Their campaign of defamation is
waged through denial and ridicule, distortion and slander, falsification
and hate. These thoughtless gainsayers are more preoccupied by the
preservation of their vested interests than they are by the search for
truth and the recognition of the True Prophet.

This emphatic rejection of the Manifestation of God is a salient
leitmotiv in the historical pattern of comparative religions. Albert
Schweitzer wrote that ‘it is the fate of every truth to be a subject
of laughter until it is generally recognized.”” His statement applies
in preeminent fashion to the initial reception accorded the
Manifestations of God and Their teachings. Although the naysayers
cause incalculable harm to the Prophet, His followers and loved ones,
in the end they are defeated. Ultimately, their calculated machinations
prove to be a blessing for the promotion of the Word of God, since
this very opposition provides an opportunity for the irresistible
power of the Divine Word to assert itself.

But the Quranic maxim’s meaning is not restricted only to the
concrete once-and-once-only historical Sitz im Leben'® of the Divine
Manifestation while He walks upon the earth. It has meaning for us
now. Those of us who live in contemporary western society may
witness other ways of putting out God’s light with the mouth. These
ways are more subtle, unconscious and passive and although they may
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be less motivated by vindictiveness and ill-will than by neglect they
can be just as fatal.

It is the hollow ‘white noise’ of secular speech with its incessant,
meaningless chatter that never utters the words God, faith and
spirituality that is today dimming the light of God. Such endless talk,
with no divine referent, with no spiritual framework as ground, gives
off nothing but static. It sounds as the merest passing wind, giving
vent to the vaguest and vainest of fancies. Its incessant discussion and
analysis, even if trenchant, are mere sophistry. Its idle speculation
brings no peace. For secular speech at the end of the day does not tell
what is really happening - the good news that the Promised One has
come and that a new world is being born. Yet, thankfully, history does
repeat itself. Just as opposition to the True Prophet and His message
created opportunities in the past to proclaim the teachings, so does
hollow secular speech create opportunities today for God-talk.

Then there are the silent tongues, the ones who put out the light
of God by default because they do not speak, because they dare not
be heard. These silent ones let pass without contest each new advance
of the forces of irreligion: a compromise in principle here, a giving in
to expediency there, turning a blind eye to wrong-doing, ‘going with
the flow’, taking the path of least resistance, following the fashionable
but fleeting present moods and trends, failing to take a stand or falling
in unthinkingly with the mounting tide of the current political will,
whether it be right or wrong. These silent ones put out God’s light
with the mouth because they do not speak. They too create victims
— the victims of silence: those who become victims because those who
are silent dare not speak out against the power-hungry, the misguided
and the perverse.

Caught in the Web of Words

‘Abdu’l-Karim and Hasan were talking about their Lord.

‘God’, said ‘Abdu’l-Karim, ‘is truly incomparable in His gifts to
humanity.”

‘How truly you speak,” replied Hasan.

‘Abdw’l-Karim continued, ‘He has blessed us with a mind divine,
the rarest of blessings.”
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“You speak truly,” asserted Hasan.

‘Abdu’l-Karim resumed, ‘It has been the one great joy of my life
to use this divine mind to the fullest of my capacity. I have spent
many pleasure-filled hours in my study reading, composing and
investigating, in contemplation of the abstruse realities of the
metaphysical world.”

‘Blessed be the Blessed One,’ rejoined Hasan.

‘But [ have one great fear,” ventured ‘Abdu’l-Karim.

‘May the Banisher of all fears banish this one too,” Hasan
responded sympathetically.

‘Abdu’l-Karim continued, ‘I fear that [ may forget that I am dust
and my ego may overwhelm me. I fear lest I forget that all my gifts
come from the Blessed One. At that moment I shall lose my several
powers and abilities, for I know that without Him I am nothing. I
could do nothing, teach nothing, compose nothing. Should that day
come, and should I fall into the trap of my own ego and forget my
Lord, then all will be lost. I shall even lose my own soul.”

Hasan remained silent, thought for a moment and then replied.
‘Dear ‘Abdu’l-Karim, should that day come, and you forget that
the Blessed One — on Him be glory - is the source of all of your
gifts, will that make you any less His son? Even if you should
renounce the Source of all gifts to rely upon your own powers, will
you be any less of a man? Will your soul be less eternal because you
will have forgotten its divine origin?’

Just then an angel of light, one of the company on high, appeared
in a vision before Hasan and spoke to his heart. ‘O my servant Hasan,”
intoned the messenger, “fall silent and speak no more, for you are
weaving a tangled web of words in which you will entrap both
yourself and ‘Abdu’l-Karim. Speak one more word, both his soul and
yours will fall into the abyss of hell?”

Thus did ‘Abdu’l-Karim test himself. Thus did ‘Abdu’l-Karim
test Hasan. Thus did Hasan test ‘Abdu’l-Karim. Thus did Hasan test
himself. Thus did the angel of the Lord test Hasan.

For amoment, their very souls hung in the balance. The outcome
is with God.

Blessed be the silent ones who do not entangle themselves and
others in the web of their own fearful words, who do not entrap
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themselves in the veil of their own doubts. Words are perilous
things, the cause of our salvation or damnation. The tests of the
tongue shake our very foundations with fear and trembling,

The Four Books

There are four books I am fond of reading: (1) the book of
revelation (2) the book of nature (3) the book of the philosophers
(4) the book of humanity. When I read the book of revelation, I am
conscious that the Omniscient One is pouring out the spirit of life
from on high upon my soul. When I read the book of nature, my
eyes are filled with the beauty of the colours, the sounds and the
forms of this great mysterious work of God. When I read the book
of the philosophers, my mind is challenged and strengthened by the
precise discipline, the keen perception and high resolve of the
geometers of thought. But when I read the book of humanity, I read
the three other books at once.

The Sound and the Fury

Words are like shifting sands in a Sahara of meaninglessness.
They are as fluid as water. Never to be nailed down, they invent a
dance of point and counterpoint. No sooner are they spoken than
they can be called back, renounced, recanted. These curious black
markings on a page give the impression of permanence but vanish
like the wind into the stores of memory. Words are maddeningly
imprecise, though we sometimes fancy that writers possess the art
and precision of jeweller’s tools.

In conversation, we are astonished how often we stumble about our
meaning, leaving the company of our friends less than content with
the thought we have striven to convey. How often have we regretted
words we may have spoken in anger or thoughtlessness, words which
cut to the quick and carry their wounds for days, months, even years.
Yet how often, too, have words come as a heaven-sent blessing, as a
welcome balm of healing and relief to both body and soul.

Words are volatile and chaotic. They can be as unpredictable and
ruinous as a roaring tornado that devastates a countryside, or as
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measured and stately as the noble utterances of a speech from the
throne. Watch out for words, the concealed weapons that can be
foisted upon you with lightning speed by the cunning or the cruel.
Watch out for words that beguile the unsuspecting victim. Yet know
and appreciate the awesome power of these fond friends to heal, to
transform and to create, the floating jewels at their brilliant best
when they speak the words of love.
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Self-Revelation and Community

Some of the religious prefer concealment behind the veil of discretion,
behind the quiet and moderate tones of tact, caution and diplomacy.
For these believers, self does not figure into the discussion. One’s
hopes, feelings, disappointments, life experiences have no relevance.
Instead, one stays on the safer ground of the mollifying effect of
objectivity and detachment.

I wonder if this veiling of self, this mood of caution, is always
desirable. Discretion and the spirit of diplomacy may quiet souls and
pacify spirits. That may be a lesser good. Such an approach, however,
tells nothing about the soul, nothing about the real life experiences
or the wisdom gained by the spiritual pilgrim. That is the greater
good. This concealment of self does not reach out to the one who is
striving to understand or to endure the heat of the day. The guarded
voice says in effect: ‘Only this question exists. Let us look at it
objectively. We do not matter in all of this. I do not exist. You do not
exist.” Such are the drawbacks of objectivity. Objectivity, so highly
prized by the scholar, does a disservice in personal interaction and
community life. For objectivity in these circumstances means treating
persons and life situations as if they were objects. This approach is
artificial and dehumanizing.

Itis important to distinguish self-revelation from confession. The
person who reveals self is sharing wisdom or counsel, not offering
cold comfort by admitting to the lowest common denominator.
There is, to be sure, something discreet, a certain modesty in the
concealment of self. But there is also something lacking in this
reticent voice, something properly amiss. It is precisely the very thing
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that it is wont to pass over in silence — the life of self. By ‘self” I mean
especially that sense of compassion and sympathy that does not draw
back from sharing learned experiences, honest perceptions, the
treasures found at the deepest levels of the mine of life’s most
strenuous ordeals. It is only by daring to share this intimate sense of
self that the bonds of friendship and community will be forged.
Although self-revelation runs the risk of vulnerability, true
community cannot emerge without the sense of intimacy in which we
become guides and physicians to one another.

The Revealing Self

The revealing self is the affirmative voice of the man or the woman
who speaks as the honourable creation of God. But let all of us who
reveal ourselves and who wish to utter this imperious word ‘T’ also
shrink before its many dangers. Let us take care that we grow not sick
with promoting self rather than truth. For self-revelation means that
he who dares to speak must know that, at the same time as he lifts up
his voice, he will err. She who dares to reveal herself must know that
when she does speak, the same divine light that has illumined her
lantern will also reveal at the same time her shabby clothes.

All the same, we the ‘generation of the half-light’! must in the
here and now, and for the swiftly passing days that are still ours,
dare to utter the word ‘T. This is the I of the divine subjectivity, the
I of the self that ‘is not rejected but beloved’, the self that ‘is well-
pleasing and not to be shunned’,? the I of the divine actor who
shares his soul and makes himself present to all those who long to
change the world.

The Abolition of Priesthood:
Self-Knowledge and Ministering to Society

There is much wisdom in Bah#'w’llih’s edict abolishing the
priesthood and the cloistered life, in enjoining His followers to live
in the world.? Closed societies, we have long since come to discover,
are inhabited by demons of their own. The ‘knight of faith™ or the
spiritual pilgrim naturally welcomes a moment of retreat from the
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world. But if we hope to flee permanently from the inevitable
oppression that marks human society today, we shall be furthering
a process that is only self-defeating.

By withdrawing our spiritual resources from an increasingly
dysfunctional society, we become unable to minister to its pressing
needs. While the world clearly does expose the individual to grave
dangers for spiritual well-being, it also creates at the same time
opportunities for healing, transformation and social welfare. We
have all been thrown into the gaping jaws of society and we must
learn to live in the world with nothing but our own wits and
resources to enable us to survive.

The Bah#’i writings voice strong warnings of the corrosive
influence that would be let loose on spiritual souls living in
contemporary society. Yet facing the tests of the world through
spiritual discipline is the chief means of acquiring virtue in this
promised day. Virtue, to be virtuous, must be virtue tested. John
Milton (1608-1674) made the point in his Areopagitica, a pamphlet
written on the model of classical rhetoric in which he argued for the
repeal of the censorship laws passed by Parliament on 14 June 1643:

As therefore the state of man now is, what wisdom can there be to choose,
what continence to forbear, without the knowledge of evil? He that can appre-
hend and consider vice with all her baits and seeming pleasures, and yet abstain,
and yet distinguish, and yet prefer that which is truly better, he is the true way-
faring Christian. I cannot praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised
and unbreathed, that never sallies out and sees her adversary, but slinks out
of the race, where that immortal garland is to be run for, not without dustand
heat. Assuredly we bring not innocence into the world, we bring impurity
much rather: that which purifies us is trial, and trial is by what is contrary.’

Alfred, Lord Tennyson wrote in his great dramatic monologue
Ulysses these words that well express the fortitude that believers must
develop living in today’s society: ‘One equal temper of heroic hearts/
Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will/To strive, to seek, to
find, and not to yield.”® Tennyson also wrote about his poem Ulysses
that it gave ‘the feeling about the need of going forward and braving
the struggle of life ...”7 This is a good description of those souls who
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choose to live in the world. I emphasize the word choose, for one can
live out a meaningless existence by default, blindly and passively
submitting to what one views to be either a cruel fate or a deadening,
humdrum existence.

Shoghi Effendi also alerted us to another reality bearing on this
question. He wrote that the pernicious influences to which we are
all exposed would originate not just from without, but from within
ourselves. The Guardian of the Bah’f Faith tells us that when
trouble comes to believers, it originates not only in the contrary
behaviour of the thoughtless or the malicious. Spiritual souls, he
wrote, often bring their troubles upon themselves: ‘Generally
speaking nine-tenths of the friends’ troubles are because they don’t
do the Bah4'i thing, in relation to each other, to the administrative
bodies or in their personal lives.”

The frank realism with which Shoghi Effendi conveys this point
remedies an all too common tendency to blame society or others for
one’s troubles. This self-inflicted harm of which the Qur’an also
speaks® is, however, the rite of passage, the necessary training, the
price one pays for acquiring the gift of self-knowledge and for becom-
ing fit to advance the cause of an ‘ever-advancing civilization’,'® of
becoming a source of social good. But believers know that they have
a shelter, a refuge and a guide as they navigate through stormy seas.
If they are shipwrecked, it does not matter. If they be faithful to Him,
in time they shall be rescued.

Yet for all the hard lessons we may be destined to learn as we
fathom her mysterious ways, Lady Wisdom is a wonderful teacher.
For if we allow her, she teaches us to become wiser than our own
unwisdom. Sophia teaches us that even when we become ensnared
by our own folly or fall into the trap of the malicious, Baha’u’llih
will graciously assist those who are willing to profit by their
mistakes and who implore His help in their peril.

We Can Still Celebrate the World

We can still celebrate the world today in spite of its dire threat to
human happiness. The Baha’f Faith, as is true of the other great
religions, calls for a rejection of the world. But in doing so, it defines
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the ‘world” only as anything which prevents us from loving God."
Following this definition, the world actually enables us to love God
more completely through a deeper appreciation of His many beautiful
names and attributes revealed in all of creation.

Wie can still celebrate the world today by celebrating ourselves. We
can rejoice in the realization that there is still much left in the soul to
be loved and because wherever we are in our spiritual journey, we have
been able to endure our lives up to this moment and because we are
still here learning to live and to love, to understand, to suffer and to
forgive, to work and to praise — with this end in mind: that we might
make a difference in the world and become a cause of healing,

We can still celebrate the world today by admiring the soul
beauty in others. A myriad faces of joy are still to be seen, faces of
bliss mirroring mystery, individual waves that have emerged from
that vast unknown Sea of Reality. For that greatest of all mysteries,
the endless, unfathomable Sea of Being, in its profound mystery, in
its heights and depths, contains us one and all. In that Great Sea, we
may all learn to swim secure and be confident in the realization that
its salutary waters will carry us safely to the farthest shore.

The Call of the Wild

This morning at dawn, I heard the birds crying. I say crying because
dominating all the rest was the seagull, a waterfowl that is becoming
less of a marine creature. Gulls are becoming skilful adapters to urban
living and are quite content to fly in from nearby rivers and scavenge
what they can at the local fast food outlets.

These pesky birds cdme diving boldly into parking lots and
amble ungainly along the pavement in search of scraps. Resented as
intruders in the sprawling shopping malls of towns and cities, I like
to think of them in their natural environment, white feathered,
airborne creatures, soaring silently above the blue water. There they
are a welcome image of beauty.

Other songsters I heard at daybreak, both the delicate and the
rakish: peepers, twitterers, rollers, squawkers, whistlers, sparrows,
jays, canaries, thrushes and other unidentifiables in the motley avian
crew. There were melodies of all shades on the tonal scale, songs to
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please every ear. But strangely, all the various tunes did not make for
cacophony, even though one could not have found the noise
harmonious. It was more like the prattle of a large family starting off
abusy day at home. Even the birds of the air seemed to be enjoying
the sense of community.

Yet as I listened intently, I heard something else in the dawntime
singing of these birds. It was the cry of the wild, or in Jack London’s
phrase, ‘the call of the wild’.!? The call that I heard that morning was
the call of ‘let it be’. It was a call that invoked the memory of some-
thing both ancient and primitive, wild and free, a mystery that is at
once sacred and unknowable, a natural phenomenon to be revered
because of its sheer duration since the dawn of time. The call of the
wild has endured for eons. For eons yet let it remain, the voice said,
as long as the rivers flow, as long as the grasses grow, as long as the
oceans roll.

In the pensive mood that lingered within me this morning, I sent
out a quiet prayer that this ancient call might yet fall on kinder ears,
on more sensitive and determined hearts. But with that prayer came
also the stark and frightful realization that all things wild and free
could just as well not be, that all this could be irretrievably lost
because of our own stupidity, lethargy and negligence. Finally, as
this state of consciousness waned, [ recalled the ever meaningful,
passionate prayer of the poet-priest Gerard Manley Hopkins in
Inversnaid: ‘O let them be left, wildness and wet;/ Long live the
weeds and the wilderness yet.’"?



THE LONG JOURNEY HOME






Death as @ Going Away to a Far Land

Sometimes death comes with gentleness or kindness, merely as a
going away toa far land. When the death of a friend does not occasion
profound grief, we apprehend the transition into second birth as a
long but safe journey to an unknown place. This is not the wrenching
death that shocks and dislocates but that passing away that comes
with acquiescence.

This experience of death comes as a welcome visitation by a
distant relative who one day appears at our door to carry us off to a
mysterious destination. The angel of mercy comes and carries off
the earth child to an unseen realm. The departure is a merciful
ending that contains, as all endings do, the seeds of new beginnings.
We may wonder that we are not more affected by this departure,
why we do not mourn or weep or see the black of night in the light
of day. It is because our friends and loved ones who have travelled
to that far-off realm are simply ‘away’. This is the kindly death, the
death serene, the going away to a far land.

The Dead and Gone, and Divine Motion

Written after hearing of the sudden death of Dr. Jacques Breton
from bis bereaved wife, 17 August 1995

Certain ones in the land of the living consider the dead as poor
unfortunates who have been decisively deprived of enjoying the
benefits of life in this world. Yet in the perspective of faith, it is the
dead who are fortunate. For the faithful lovers of God among the
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departed have moved on and are continuing their journey. They
have been launched into the next orbit of that great spiritual
adventure which for now, at least, eludes us by its mystery and its
unfathomable greatness.

It is both an insight and a consolation to realize that the whole
movement of creation in this world of Nas#t' and beyond - and this
is one of the great laws of creation — flows from death to life, from
nonexistence to existence, from the material to the spiritual, from
sorrow into joy. The telos (Gk.=end, goal) of the cosmic order always
drives toward a larger life of immortality, detachment, freedom and
joy. In the design of God, that larger life can be fully realized only in
the Great Beyond. This lesser world, as ‘Abdu’l-Bah4 has said, is a
world of inestimable value for our spiritual development, but it is one
in which the gains are slowly and sometimes painfully achieved
through hard knocks, reversals and set backs: “The world of mortality
is a world of contradictions, of opposites; motion being compulsory
everything must either go forward or retreat.? Also: ‘It is easy to
approach the Kingdom of Heaven, but hard to stand firm and staunch
within it, for the tests are rigorous and heavy to bear.”

Death is a great enigma, perhaps the greatest, but it cannot be
reduced only to the word mystery, a mystery that forbids us to
break silence and to make any conscious breakthrough this side of
the veil into that light beyond. Death has many faces and many
meanings. In death one may discover the drama of sacrifice or
heroism, the welcome end, or the broken heart. For death is all of
these things. For those unable to bear up under the weight of the
world any longer, we find in death both solace and pathos. As we
contemplate death, we come face to face with the realization of the
awesome overlordship of God, that He holds in His mighty hand
not only the fate of our own poor soul, but the final destinies of all
the inhabitants of the earth, past, present and future.

That a countless multitude of souls have passed on, some ‘old
and full of days’,* others in tragic and untimely fashion, while still
others in their tenderest days and years — and all being thronged in
the unseen realms above — must arouse the greatest wonderment in
every believer. These realizations should cause us to pause and to
reflect on our own mortality and the brevity of life itself and to
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impel us to find in the brief days that are still ours, a way to God,
the path to peace and reconciliation both with ourselves and others.
And, if we are not still too numb with grief, if only recently touched
by death’s icy hand, this final departure should cause us to meditate
profoundly on the hope-giving promises of eternal life recorded in
holy scripture, the new beginning destined in the worlds of God
above. This inevitability of ever-approaching death may then enable
us to see that for those who truly love and trust Him, the motion
of our little lives is nothing but a journey to the throne of God.

Death Breaks Nature’s Endless Cycle

The flow of life that we call nature moves along a circular and
cyclical path (Gk. kyklos=circle) from death to life and from life to
death. All creatures are locked into this eternal cycle that transits
continuously between the phenomena of life and death. ‘Abdu’l-
Bahé has expounded grandly on this theme. Within the cycle of this
eternal return, He teaches, nature moves from death to life and life
to death as matter undergoes a never-ending eventual reintegration
in the physical world in higher forms.> At the moment of death,
these higher forms which reach their summit in the human being are
gradually broken down and recommence the slow journey back to
the various elements of nature, culminating finally again in man.
The pattern recommences ad infinitum.

Although the nonbeliever considers death to be the final curtain in
the drama of human existence, by God’s grace it is but the means of
attaining the fullness of life. The endless movement of this eternal cycle
is broken each time the soul leaves the body to take on the celestial
form that befits it best. With the departure of the soul from the body,
an extraordinary event takes place that both transcends and defeats the
blind, cyclical pattern that imprisons all of nature’s elements in blind
obedience. The final link in the great chain of nature is broken by the
spirit when it pierces the shell of the body and casts off its corporeal
existence to assume a higher, spiritual life form. Death reveals that
‘coincidence of opposites’ in which the final defeat of the body signi-
fies at the same time the victory and crown of an earthly life and the
ushering in of a larger existence as yet unimagined.
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The Best Legacy

Most people, whether they find themselves handicapped by old age or still
robust enough to live out their dreams, desire to bequeath a legacy. That
legacy, whether one’s descendants, a material endowment, a complex of
values, a significant body of work, or simply the hope of being lovingly
remembered, are all indirect ways of ensuring immortality. We all yearn
for something essential to remain once we have departed, something
associated with what we once were or stood for, what we once loved.

1 ask, what is the greatest, the most lasting legacy? What is the
most valuable treasure that we may leave behind, the means by
which we may continue to best benefit the living? What is that
legacy to which one may truly aspire without fear of futility? Good
questions all, for their answer will reveal nothing less than one of
life’s great secrets and the purpose of existence itself.

1 estimate that the greatest legacy bequeathed by any soul is a life
of service to humanity performed for the sake of the love of God.®
For sincere service to humanity, however a believer conceives God and
such service to be, will prove to be a triple benefit: to the cause for
which it is performed, to the recipient of the deed and to the doer. It
is relatively unimportant what kind of service one performs. It is self-
less service that counts. For Bahé’w’lléh has written that ‘the reward
of no good deed is or ever will be lost’.”One should consider conse-
quently the larger horizon, the one that begins with dedication and the
zeal of effortand ends in a spirit of detachment and humility. Whether
the service be found in the professions or works of philanthropy,
charity or social action, the field of development, scholarship,
teaching, counsel, healing, bestowing the gift of love or the spirit of
compassion — all these deeds are the best legacy. ‘Greater than the
prayer is the spirit in which it is uttered.*And greater than the deed is
the spirit in which it is performed.

It is the entire devotion of the soul that determines the value of
the legacy in the end. Each and every devoted act has the power to
send its lasting effects vibrating down the succeeding generations.
The heart offered up in the spirit of sacrifice is the best legacy of all,
the meagerest thanks for the life He has bestowed upon us, for all
He has taught us and wrought in our lives.
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What this legacy really is can never be fully described and is known
in toto to God alone, for it is an expression of that mystery of
mysteries, that divine gem, the human soul. If the cause be unknown
(the soul), the effect likewise can never be fully known (the deed). In
bequeathing this legacy, there is and must remain an unknown,
a vast horizon which we simply cannot see. We can never fully
appreciate, never fully estimate, what a life devoted to the love of God
has been, all that it has meant. So much more is this true of great souls
and their mission. In future times and in other realms, so ‘Abdu’l-Bah4
tell us, it will become clearer what that legacy has meant.® For now, we
may find joy in securing a legacy that we may pass down to honour
those who came before us and to be a cause of celebration to those who
may one day rejoice in our memory.
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