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change, or health-care inequity, among 
many others. The Bahá’í community 
more broadly has given progressive-
ly greater attention to participation in 
such discourses. It works alongside 
like-minded individuals and organi-
zations and, where possible, seeks 
to stimulate consultative processes 
and draw out underlying principles 
around which agreement and mutual 
understanding can be built. Such par-
ticipation also involves examining the 
assumptions embedded within a giv-
en discourse, since these shape what 
is regarded as normal, natural, and 
possible, and thus enable or constrain 
thought, action, and social structures 
alike. Wherever they live, work, or 
study, believers strive to contribute to 
particular discourses a principled per-
spective shaped by Bahá’u’lláh’s vast 
Revelation. Bahá’u’lláh asks, “Is not 
the object of every Revelation to eff ect 
a transformation in the whole charac-
ter of mankind, a transformation that 
shall manifest itself both outwardly 
and inwardly, that shall aff ect both its 
inner life and external conditions?”2 
The Association’s work can be under-
stood as fostering the development of 
a growing web of contributions aimed 
at realizing this transformative vision.

This essay explores how the 
Association has responded to the 2013 
letter’s invitation to promote learning 
about contributing to academic and 
professional discourses. It discusses 
the Association’s mandate, the foun-
dational principles and elements of the 

2 Bahá’u’lláh, Kitáb-i-Íqán.

Approach to 
Learning
     
EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 
OF THE ASSOCIATION FOR 
BAHÁ’Í STUDIES1

     
Iඇඍඋඈൽඎർඍංඈඇ

This essay accompanies the 50th 
Anniversary Retrospective published 
in this volume. While the retrospec-
tive traces the Association’s history 
from 1975 to the present, this essay 
focuses primarily on the period since 
2013. It examines more closely how 
the Association has striven to under-
stand and apply the guidance of the 
Universal House of Justice in its let-
ter of 24 July 2013 to the National 
Spiritual Assembly of Canada. This 
letter marked a pivotal moment in the 
Association’s development, recog-
nizing its many contributions to that 
point and inviting it to conceive of its 
endeavors as a means of promoting 
learning among a wide range of partic-
ipants on how to enhance their ability 
to contribute to the discourses of their 
academic and professional fi elds.

It is understood that contributing to 
a discourse means taking part in how a 
group of people thinks and talks about 
a given topic of common concern, 
such as economic inequality, climate 

1 Written in collaboration with the 
Executive Committee’s subcommittees, 
staff , and other close collaborators.
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situates the Association’s history with-
in the larger narrative of the Faith’s 
intellectual development, affi  rming the 
value of what had been built over near-
ly four decades.

In view of the rich history and the 
learning generated to date, the House 
of Justice observes that Bahá’ís will in-
creasingly become involved in the dis-
courses of society, and suggests that it 
is “perhaps, as a means to enhance the 
abilities of the friends to explore such 
opportunities in relation to their schol-
arly interests that the endeavours of the 
Association for Bahá’í Studies can be 
conceived.” The Association is thus 
being invited to understand itself not 
primarily as a scholarly society serving 
an academic constituency, but as an in-
strument for building the capacity of a 
wide range of believers to engage with 
the discourses of their fi elds. Central to 
this vision is the notion of an evolving 
conceptual framework, “a matrix that 
organizes thought and gives shape to 
activities and which becomes more 
elaborate as experience accumulates.” 
The letter further identifi es learning in 
action as perhaps the most important of 
the insights that have contributed to the 
community’s progress, explaining that 
“the friends participate in an ongoing 
process of action, refl ection, study, and 
consultation in order to address obsta-
cles and share successes, re-examine 
and revise strategies and methods, and 
systematize and improve eff orts over 
time.”

The letter’s practical suggestions in-
clude holding small seminars to assist 
individuals from certain professions or 

conceptual framework that guide its 
work, the dispositions these principles 
and elements have helped shape, and 
the Association’s deepening under-
standing of the nature of scholarship 
and the broader generation of knowl-
edge. It begins with an account of the 
2013 letter itself and some of the key 
scholarly contributions in the fi rst fi ve 
years following its arrival that have 
informed the Association’s under-
standing of its approach to learning. 
It is complemented by the companion 
essay in this volume, “Learning in 
Action: Insights from Collaborative 
Initiatives,” which explores how this 
understanding is currently being put 
into practice and refi ned by various 
groups within the Association.

Oඏൾඋඏංൾඐ ඈൿ ඍඁൾ 
24 Jඎඅඒ 2013 Mൾඌඌൺ඀ൾ

The letter opens by acknowledging 
the signifi cant role the Association 
has played over nearly four decades. 
It notes that “since its establishment in 
North America in 1975, the Association 
for Bahá’í Studies has made a valued 
contribution to the development of the 
Bahá’í community,” and that its activ-
ities have addressed a range of signif-
icant concerns, including “fostering 
appreciation for the importance of per-
sonal study of the Revelation, correlat-
ing the teachings with contemporary 
thought, defending the Cause, encour-
aging young believers in their academ-
ic pursuits,” and “providing a forum for 
Bahá’í academics to collaborate with 
one another.” This acknowledgment 
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participation across a range of engage-
ment—from those already seriously 
involved to those for whom such en-
deavors are relatively new—alongside 
contemplating opportunities beyond 
the annual conference for interested 
individuals to meet, refl ect together, 
explore related themes, and for some 
to present their conclusions more for-
mally, whether arrived at through in-
dividual or collaborative eff ort. It also 
notes the particular signifi cance of the 
guidance regarding special interest 
groups in the 24 July 2013 letter. The 
Executive Committee understood this 
as a signal that the working group mod-
el, discussed in the 50th Retrospective, 
was on the right track, but that its fuller 
potential remained to be discovered.

Fඎඋඍඁൾඋ Aඋඍංർඎඅൺඍංඈඇඌ ඈൿ ඍඁൾ 
Aඉඉඋඈൺർඁ ඍඈ Lൾൺඋඇංඇ඀

Following the 2013 letter, four au-
thors in particular made signifi cant 
contributions that would help the 
Association understand the implica-
tions of this guidance. Each approached 
the central question of what it means 
for Bahá’ís to engage seriously, hum-
bly, and eff ectively with the intellectual 
life of society, informed by the evolv-
ing conceptual framework. Reading 
them in sequence gives a sense of how 
the conversation evolved in the years 
following the letter’s arrival. Each con-
tribution is summarized briefl y below.

academic disciplines to examine some 
aspect of the discourse of their fi eld; 
special interest groups having gather-
ings to intensify eff orts; and reimagin-
ing existing activities such as the host-
ing of a large conference. Beyond these 
practical suggestions, the letter articu-
lates a broader vision of how this work 
could be carried forward. The House 
of Justice looks to “rising generations 
of Bahá’ís to wholeheartedly address 
a wide range of intellectual challeng-
es, overcome all pitfalls and obstacles, 
and render service for the betterment of 
the world,” noting that “in the decades 
ahead, then, a host of believers will en-
ter diverse social spaces and fi elds of 
human endeavour. To this arena, preg-
nant with possibilities, the Association 
for Bahá’í Studies can off er an import-
ant contribution.” For the Executive 
Committee, these words constituted 
a charge to build on the Association’s 
rich history while learning to think and 
act in new ways.

The House of Justice provided ad-
ditional guidance two years later. In 
its letter of 7 September 2015 to the 
National Spiritual Assembly of Canada, 
it acknowledges the eff orts to reorient 
the work of the Association and affi  rms 
the initiative to create mechanisms for 
individuals from similar disciplines 
to interact at the annual conference, 
encouraging them to explore thought 
in their fi eld or profession in light of 
the Teachings, since this “holds great-
er promise than has thus far been re-
alized and, accordingly, should be the 
focus of further exploration.” Among 
the aims identifi ed is fostering wider 
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a methodological caution that runs 
through all of the work of the Institute 
for Studies in Global Prosperity: 
bringing the light of the Revelation 
to social inquiry requires immersion 
in the ocean of the Writings. Such im-
mersion in turn requires far more than 
selecting a few passages from which 
formulaic answers can be derived.

Pൺඎඅ Lൺආඉඅൾ, “Tඈඐൺඋൽ ൺ 
Fඋൺආൾඐඈඋ඄ ൿඈඋ Aർඍංඈඇ.”4 

Lample responds directly to the 24 
July 2013 letter’s call to clarify the 
elements of an evolving conceptu-
al framework. He refers to Shoghi 
Eff endi’s use of the term “framework” 
in relation to the Administrative Order 
of the Faith. In doing so, he situates 
the Association’s challenge within the 
broader pattern of how the communi-
ty has elaborated such a framework 
through the successive global Plans. 
He identifi es three conceptual ele-
ments as central, namely, the nature 
of the quest for knowledge, the scope 
and limits of personal interpretation, 
and the implications of the harmony 
of science and religion. On each, he 
steers carefully between extremes, 
arguing that humility about the lim-
itations of human understanding is the 
necessary foundation for the collec-
tive investigation of truth; that every 
believer has both the freedom and the 
obligation to study and share personal 

4 Plenary talk, 38th Annual 
Conference, Toronto, 2014. An edited 
transcript was published in The Journal of 
Bahá’í Studies, vol. 28, n. 3, 2018.

Hൺඅൾඁ Aඋൻൺൻ, “Lൾൺඋඇංඇ඀ ඍඈ Rൾൺൽ 
Sඈർංൺඅ Rൾൺඅංඍඒ ංඇ ඍඁൾ Lං඀ඁඍ ඈൿ 
ඍඁൾ Rൾඏൾඅൺඍංඈඇ.”3 

In this essay, Arbab addresses a fun-
damental challenge facing Bahá’í 
scholars: how to bring the insights 
of the Revelation to bear on social 
reality without retreating into inter-
nal community discourse or surren-
dering distinctive perspectives to 
prevailing academic paradigms. She 
argues that those engaged in such 
work should neither dismiss existing 
human knowledge nor uncritically 
accept it. Instead, Bahá’í scholarship 
involves combining full mastery of a 
fi eld with the capacity to examine its 
underlying assumptions in the light of 
the Revelation. Referring to science 
and religion as “two complementary 
and overlapping systems of knowl-
edge and practice,” she argues for 
coherence rather than compartmen-
talization, refusing to separate the in-
sights of the Faith from the practice 
of scholarship. Her central illustration 
concerns migration. Specifi cally, she 
explains that examining the global 
movement of populations through the 
lens of the oneness of humankind re-
veals patterns and cases—among them 
those who choose to remain in diffi  -
cult conditions out of conviction—
that purely materialistic frameworks 
entirely miss. The essay closes with 

3 Hasan M. Balyuzi Memorial 
Lecture, 38th Annual Conference, Toronto, 
2014. An edited transcript was published 
in The Journal of Bahá’í Studies, vol. 25, 
n. 3, 2015.
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systems underpinning modern civili-
zation itself. On this basis, he argues 
that the principle of the oneness of hu-
mankind demands not merely placing 
spiritualized individuals within exist-
ing structures, but organic change in 
those structures and in the knowledge 
systems that underpin them. Crucially, 
however, he insists that identifying the 
defects of the present order is only a 
fi rst step. What is ultimately required 
is the generation of knowledge and a 
distinctive intellectuality capable of 
laying the intellectual foundations of 
a new civilization. He also discusses 
the natural sciences, affi  rming their 
signifi cant contributions, while an-
ticipating the eventual discrediting of 
philosophical materialism and the re-
ductionist eff ort to explain conscious-
ness, morality, and meaning solely in 
physical terms. He then identifi es three 
enabling conditions for intellectual 
maturation: the courage to challenge 
reigning orthodoxies, a non-elitist cul-
ture that makes knowledge accessible 
to all, and a rigorous understanding of 
science and religion as complementa-
ry and overlapping systems of knowl-
edge and practice. The essay closes on 
a note of genuine joy, pointing to the 
tens of thousands of youth engaged 
in community-building eff orts as ev-
idence that “the light of the desired 
intellectual life of the community has 
dawned.”

understanding without imposing it 
on others; and that the genuine com-
plementarity between science and 
religion requires guarding against 
both naïve fundamentalism and phil-
osophical materialism. To illustrate, 
Lample considers the question of evo-
lution. He shows how Bahá’ís hold-
ing diff ering personal interpretations 
of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s statements on the 
subject might advance toward greater 
clarity through disciplined consul-
tation. In this process, each view is 
off ered as a contribution to a shared 
search for truth rather than as a posi-
tion to be defended.

Fൺඋඓൺආ Aඋൻൺൻ, “Tඁൾ Iඇඍൾඅඅൾർඍඎൺඅ 
Lංൿൾ ඈൿ ඍඁൾ Bൺඁග’ට Cඈආආඎඇංඍඒ.”5 

This essay examines the intellectual 
vocation of the Bahá’í community. 
Arbab challenges what he calls the 
“simple narrative” of intellectual life, 
namely that Bahá’ís pursue education 
and then excel in their fi elds, grad-
ually bringing their values to bear. 
He observes that this account, while 
valid, falls well short of what the mo-
ment demands. An analysis of what 
ails humanity cannot be limited to 
surface-level attitudinal, behavioral, 
and social problems, or even struc-
tural defects in the present order; it 
must diagnose and grapple with foun-
dational defects in the knowledge 

5 Hasan M. Balyuzi Memorial 
Lecture, 40th Annual Conference, 
Montreal, 2016. An edited transcript 
was published in The Journal of Bahá’í 
Studies, vol. 26, n. 4, 2016.
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framework most relevant to public 
discourse. These include the oneness 
of humanity, unity as a prerequisite 
for progress, non-involvement in par-
tisan politics, consultation as one of 
the principal means of reaching unity 
of thought, the unbiased investiga-
tion of reality, the spiritual nature of 
the human being, and the harmony 
of science and religion. Regarding 
consultation, Razavi explains that the 
goal is not to compromise, but rather 
to identify principles on which genuine 
agreement can be secured, elevating 
discourse to what is “immanent in hu-
man nature” and therefore universally 
resonant. The essay closes with a mov-
ing vignette from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s 1919 
correspondence, in which He explains 
that Bahá’í commitment to peace is “a 
matter of religious belief and one of the 
eternal foundations of the Faith.” This 
vignette crystallizes the essay’s fi nal 
claim that faith and public engagement 
are inseparable.

Mൺඇൽൺඍൾ

In the thirteen years since the 24 July 
2013 message, the Association has 
progressively learned how to trans-
late this guidance into action. To this 
end, it has benefi ted from the further 
guidance of 7 September 2015; the 
insights of Haleh Arbab, Paul Lample, 
Farzam Arbab, and Shahriar Razavi; 
the direct counsel of all four of these 
authors as well as Universal House of 
Justice members Stephen Birkland and 
Firaydoun Javaheri, all of whom have 
met with the Executive Committee 

Sඁൺඁඋංൺඋ Rൺඓൺඏං, “Bൺඁග’ට 
Pൺඋඍංർංඉൺඍංඈඇ ංඇ Pඎൻඅංർ Dංඌർඈඎඋඌൾ: 
Sඈආൾ Cඈඇඌංൽൾඋൺඍංඈඇඌ Rൾඅൺඍൾൽ 
ඍඈ Hංඌඍඈඋඒ, Cඈඇർൾඉඍඌ, ൺඇൽ 
Aඉඉඋඈൺർඁൾඌ.”6

In this essay, Razavi integrates histor-
ical perspective, conceptual analysis, 
and practical guidance about participat-
ing in public discourse. He opens with 
the foundational premise that Bahá’í 
engagement with public discourse is 
not a peripheral activity, but rather an 
expression of faith itself, animated by 
Bahá’u’lláh’s injunction to be “anx-
iously concerned with the needs of 
the age ye live in.” The essay traces 
the arc of institutional engagement 
from Bahá’u’lláh’s epistles to world 
leaders in the 1860s through to the 
establishment of the Offi  ce of Public 
Discourse at the Bahá’í World Centre 
in 2013. He pays special attention to 
the House of Justice’s 1985 statement 
“The Promise of World Peace” as the 
defi ning modern model, observing 
that it galvanized Bahá’í communities 
worldwide by demonstrating how to 
raise discourse from narrow technical 
questions to the level of spiritual prin-
ciple, and that its approach became the 
template for institutional contributions 
ever since. The essay’s conceptual core 
discusses the elements of the Bahá’í 

6 Originally presented as a plenary 
talk at the 39th Annual Conference, Orange 
County, 2015 Conference and subsequent-
ly published as chapter 6 in Religion and 
Public Discourse in an Age of Transition, 
ed. Geoff rey Cameron and Benjamin 
Schewel, 2017.
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on helping to build the “capacity 
of the friends to contribute to the 
prevalent discourses of society in 
their academic fi elds and in their 
professions” in a manner that “en-
rich[es] the capacity of the Bahá’í 
community to discharge its mis-
sion.”7 It aims to enable partici-
pants of varying backgrounds and 
academic interests to eff ectively 
explore how “to provide, in the 
world of ideas, the intellectual 
rigour and clarity of thought to 
match their commitment to spir-
itual and material progress in the 
world of deeds.” In this way, the 
Association understands its work 
as a contribution to “the release of 
the society-building power of the 
Faith in ever-greater measures.”8

Recognizing that such formulations 
necessarily evolve with experience, the 
Association views this formulation as 
a point of reference that helps to unify 
its various activities and consolidate 
its understanding of the mutually rein-
forcing relationship between its work 
and the broader pattern of activity in 
which the Bahá’í community is en-
gaged. The activities of the Association 
are understood to complement, and to 
be nurtured by, the full range of com-
munity endeavors of which it is a part. 
In this context, the Association seeks to 
be accessible to all who are interested 

7 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 7 September 2015.

8 Quoted passages are from a letter 
of the Universal House of Justice dated 30 
December 2021.

and close collaborators to help deep-
en understanding of the letter and its 
implications; the regular encourage-
ment and guidance of members of the 
Continental Board of Counsellors and 
the National Spiritual Assembly of 
Canada; and the additional assistance 
of the National Spiritual Assembly of 
the United States. The message calls on 
the Association to serve as an instru-
ment for building capacity to engage 
in society’s academic and profession-
al discourses and to “consciously and 
progressively clarify” the elements of 
the evolving conceptual framework 
most relevant to its work. Now that the 
Association is approaching its 50th an-
nual conference, it is timely to refl ect 
on what has been learned.

Drawing on the Ten Year 
Retrospective published in 2023, the 
following account provides an over-
view of the features of the Association’s 
development since 2013 related to its 
unfolding vision, its approach to learn-
ing, and the dispositions it is striving 
to cultivate in an eff ort to contribute to 
the development of a new paradigm of 
scholarship. The aim is to convey how 
the Association has come to understand 
its mandate, one that has emerged pro-
gressively from thirteen years of accu-
mulated experience, which has in turn 
built on thirty-eight years of prior his-
tory and learning.

The mandate has been formulated as 
follows:

The Association plays a role in 
fostering the intellectual life of the 
community, focusing in particular 
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providing specialized spaces in which 
“the knowledge, skills, and spiritual 
insights” developed in the institute can 
fi nd further expression in the work of 
contributing to the discourses of “vari-
ous disciplines of knowledge.”

Of particular relevance is Ruhi Book 
14, Participating in Public Discourse, 
which seeks to help participants gain 
insight into the capabilities and at-
titudes that enable them to engage 
fruitfully in society’s discourses. Its 
fi rst unit equips participants to analyze 
issues of social import in the light of 
Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation, drawing 
on examples from economics and the 
news media to show how ideals that 
seem aligned with the teachings can, at 
a deeper level, contradict them. It also 
cautions against both extreme relativ-
ism and fanaticism, calling additional-
ly for vigilance against the many subtle 
forms prejudice can take in individu-
als, social structures, and culture. The 
second unit examines the dynamics of 
the Bahá’í community’s participation 
in public discourse, situating such en-
gagement within the same conceptual 
framework that gives coherence to ex-
pansion and consolidation, and social 
action. It explores the parameters of 
collaboration with like-minded orga-
nizations, and the approach to action, 
refl ection, consultation and study that 
participants are encouraged to extend 
to public discourse, including the ed-
ucational and professional settings 
in which many of them are engaged. 
Book 14 thus reinforces the very dis-
positions, capacities, and themes that 
are essential to the Association’s work.

in actively learning to contribute to the 
discourses of their fi elds, and to sup-
port their eff orts in doing so.

It is further understood that this ap-
proach aligns with the vision the House 
of Justice expressed in the 24 July 2013 
message of rising generations entering 
diverse fi elds of human endeavor, with 
the Association being able to off er an 
important contribution to that arena. 
As Razavi notes, such engagement is 
not peripheral for Bahá’ís but goes “to 
the very heart of what it means to prac-
tice one’s faith.” The Association has 
embraced this vision, endeavoring to 
discover what it means to contribute to 
“a fuller expression of the Faith’s soci-
ety-building powers”9 in the realm of 
academic and professional discourses. 
It strives to do so through systematic 
learning, the patient cultivation of ca-
pacities, and the fostering of a welcom-
ing spirit of collaboration among those 
committed to this work.

The Association also recognizes that 
many of the foundational capacities 
and dispositions it seeks to cultivate—
habits of study and refl ection, the spirit 
of service, the ability to correlate the 
teachings with experience—are being 
developed more broadly through the 
institute process. The 24 July 2013 
message notes that involvement in 
the institute is “a part of a lifetime of 
inquiry” that will extend throughout 
participants’ academic studies and be-
yond. The Association understands its 
work as building on these foundations, 

9 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 9 May 2020.
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conduct and manners, from their words 
and deeds. This is because “Man’s 
greatness lieth in humility, and his 
abiding glory is found in lowliness, 
self-eff acement, and servitude to the 
servants of the Lord. This, verily, is the 
greatest attainment in this resplendent 
Day.”11 Such oneness, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 
explains elsewhere, calls participants 
to become “the waves of one sea, and 
bright stars of the same endless sky, 
and pearls within the shell of single-
ness, and gleaming jewels quarried 
from the mines of unity,” servants one 
to another, who “see nothing but good 
in one another, hear nothing but praise 
of one another, and speak no word of 
one another save only to praise.”12      

 Closely related to the principles of 
oneness and nobility is the conviction 
that “all created things are connected 
one to another by a linkage complete 
and perfect.”13 By extension, as Shoghi 
Eff endi observes, “man is organic with 
the world. His inner life moulds the en-
vironment and is itself also deeply af-
fected by it. The one acts upon the oth-
er and every abiding change in the life 
of man is the result of these mutual re-
actions.”14 This concept of interdepen-
dence leads the Association to foster an 
orientation in which participants learn 
to draw fruitful connections between 

11 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Light of the World 
section 76.

12 Selections from the Writings of 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá section 193. 

13 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections section 
21.

14 Shoghi Eff endi, letter dated 17 
February 1933.

Aඉඉඋඈൺർඁ ඍඈ Lൾൺඋඇංඇ඀: 
Fඈඎඇൽൺඍංඈඇൺඅ Pඋංඇർංඉඅൾඌ

Crucially, the Association is building 
its capacity to operate in a mode of 
learning within an evolving concep-
tual framework. As noted above, this 
framework is central to advancing the 
work of expansion and consolidation, 
social action, and involvement in the 
discourses of society. At the core of 
the conceptual framework are sever-
al foundational principles that work 
together to give coherence to the 
Association’s activities and encourage 
unity in diversity of intellectual inquiry. 
As the Association develops, it aspires 
to more fully embody these principles 
in all dimensions of its work.

The fi rst principle is the oneness of 
humanity, which frames how partici-
pants are meant to see one another: not 
as competitors, opponents, disputants, 
or even as debaters seeking to prevail, 
but as “potential partners to collaborate 
with.” The Association’s spaces aim to 
translate this principle into practice 
by working to “transcend diff erences” 
and “foster fellow feeling even among 
groups who may traditionally have 
been hostile to one another,”10 building 
connections grounded in the essen-
tial nobility of every person and their 
place in humanity’s shared journey. It 
aims to foster conditions in which, in 
the words of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, partici-
pants associate in such a manner that 
no trace of self is detected from their 

10 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 30 December 2021.
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they inform policy and practice. This 
is analogous to the practice of reducing 
an entire theme into one or two appeal-
ing phrases, against which the House 
of Justice cautions, noting that resist-
ing this tendency “is no small task” in 
a society that “speaks more and more 
in slogans.” It thus hopes “that the 
habits the friends are forming . . . to 
work with full and complex thoughts 
and to achieve understanding will be 
extended to various spheres of activ-
ity.”17 The work of the Association is 
one such sphere of activity in which 
participants are learning to realize this 
aspiration in concrete ways, grounding 
their engagement with academic and 
professional discourses in the Bahá’í 
conceptual framework.

These principles—oneness, nobility, 
and interdependence—are inextricably 
linked with a conception of history that 
situates every act of scholarship within 
a larger story: that each human being 
is a protagonist on a collective jour-
ney toward the inevitable realization 
of humanity’s oneness. This journey is 
propelled by the twin forces of disinte-
gration and integration, both of which 
“serve to carry humanity, each in its 
own way, along the path leading to-
wards its full maturity.”18 As the House 
of Justice affi  rms, “such is the view of 
history that underlies every endeavour 
pursued by the Bahá’í community.”19 

17 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 28 December 2010.

18 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 2 March 2013.

19 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 2 March 2013.

domains of knowledge. Rather than 
succumbing to the impulse to fragment, 
atomize, or superfi cialize, they seek to 
recognize the intricacy and depth of 
any given matter and to draw connec-
tions where fragmentation has created 
chasms. As the Universal House of 
Justice has encouraged, the aim is to 
help one another “to analyse but not re-
duce, to ponder meaning but not dwell 
on words, to identify distinct areas of 
action but not compartmentalize.”15      

Underlying this aspiration is a 
worldview that “includes the spiritual 
dimension as an indispensable compo-
nent for consistency and coherence.”      
To approach any fi eld of inquiry while 
bracketing this dimension is not schol-
arly neutrality but a form of reduction-
ism, one that casts “the Faith into a 
mould which is essentially foreign to 
its nature.”16 A statement prepared by 
the Bahá’í International Community 
for the United Nations illustrates 
what is at stake in such instances of 
reductionism. The BIC observes that 
conceptual models of what is normal, 
natural, and possible shape not only 
personal behavior but the structures 
of society, privileging certain values 
over others. Assumptions that often go 
unexamined—that, for instance, pros-
perity depends on the pursuit of self-in-
terest, or that the well-being of nations 
can be understood apart from the 
well-being of humanity as a whole—
carry signifi cant consequences once 

15 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 28 December. 2010.

16 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 4 October 1994.
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Association’s work as a contribution 
to the learning ecosystem described 
in the House of Justice message of 31 
December 2025. As it explains, “in the 
natural environment, combinations and 
connections create vibrancy and new 
life; likewise, a fl ourishing process of 
learning arises from countless formal 
and informal interactions and their 
emergent properties.” Central to this 
process is “a free-fl owing, uninterrupt-
ed exchange of insights, experience, 
and ideas among the friends at the 
grassroots,” unfolding upward through 
regional and national levels, with 
“learning at each level . . . fostered by 
the dynamic discussions that take place 
in spaces created for refl ection on ac-
tion.” The Association plays its role 
in this ecosystem by striving to create 
and sustain the settings, processes, and 
conditions in which learning can fl our-
ish among those engaged in academic 
and professional discourses.

This sustained engagement with the 
framework and with the wider learning 
ecosystem, in turn, gives rise to relat-
ed dispositions that enable the kind of 
inquiry the Association is working to 
cultivate. Rooted in the foundational 
principles described above, these dis-
positions foster the evolution of an 
intellectual community animated by 
divine love, grounded in humility and 
detachment, committed to the faithful 
correlation of insights, shaped by con-
sultation in a dynamic interplay with 
independent investigation, and reso-
lutely oriented toward transcending 
diff erence and harmonizing perspec-
tives. Together, they illuminate how 

This consciousness of where humanity 
has come from, where it is going, and 
what this moment demands increasing-
ly shapes how the Association under-
stands its work, giving its participants 
a dynamic sense of shared purpose and 
meaning. It plays a key role in enchant-
ing what may otherwise seem purely 
instrumental. Along with these central 
principles, it provides the generative 
center of the framework through which 
various assumptions, concepts, and 
approaches informing diff erent aca-
demic and professional discourses can 
be scrutinized for their strengths and 
limitations.

Eඅൾආൾඇඍඌ ඈൿ ඍඁൾ 
Cඈඇർൾඉඍඎൺඅ Fඋൺආൾඐඈඋ඄ 
ൺඇൽ Rൾඅൺඍൾൽ Dංඌඉඈඌංඍංඈඇඌ

With such principles shaping its ap-
proach, the Association has been en-
gaged in a sustained eff ort to under-
stand and apply the elements of the 
conceptual framework highlighted in 
the 24 July 2013 message. These ele-
ments—the relationship between study 
and action, focus, fostering capacity 
and accompaniment, organic growth, 
institutional arrangements, coherence 
among endeavors, sound relations 
among individuals, communities, and 
institutions, and learning in action—
have come to serve as a touchstone for 
examining its priorities and assessing 
its progress. Attentiveness to them has 
helped generate new strengths, raise 
new challenges, and disclose new 
possibilities for advancement.

It has also helped frame the 
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directly related to the capacity “to 
correlate [the Faith’s] beliefs with the 
current thoughts and problems of the 
people of the world.”20 Shoghi Eff endi 
expressed the hope “that all the Bahá’í 
students will . . . investigate and anal-
yse the principles of the Faith and . . . 
correlate them with the modern aspects 
of philosophy and science,” noting 
that “therein lies the very essence of 
the principle of independent investiga-
tion of truth.”21 The Universal House 
of Justice has described this work as 
entailing “the devising of the new 
scholarly paradigm,” one that off ers 
“a priceless opportunity of service and 
achievement to those Bahá’ís who en-
joy the dual gifts of spiritual faith and 
intellectual faculties trained in the best 
that contemporary society has to off er.” 
It explains that the Bahá’í community 
“already has a unique approach to the 
exploration of reality” that “needs to be 
sharply honed as an ever more eff ective 
instrument of social transformation.”22      

Haleh Arbab’s analysis of migra-
tion, noted above, illustrates what this 
dynamic looks like in practice, demon-
strating how the Revelation functions 
not as a source of ready-made answers 
but as a lens through which patterns 
of behavior that materialistic frame-
works cannot see become visible and 
analytically signifi cant. The result is a 

20 Shoghi Eff endi, letter dated 21 
October 1943.

21 Shoghi Eff endi, qtd. in Universal 
House of Justice, letter dated 19 October 
1993.

22 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 5 October 1993.

the processes of the Association can 
unfold most fruitfully and what schol-
arship can be at its best.

 Tඁൾ Rൾඅൺඍංඈඇඌඁංඉ 
Bൾඍඐൾൾඇ Sඍඎൽඒ ൺඇൽ Aർඍංඈඇ

The fi rst element mentioned by the 
Universal House of Justice in its 24 
July 2013 message is “the relation-
ship between study and action,” which 
is increasingly evident in the settings 
fostered by the Association. What par-
ticipants read and refl ect on in such 
spaces forms the study dimension 
of this relationship. In practice, this 
means engaging seriously with the 
texts, ideas, and questions of an aca-
demic or professional fi eld, relating the 
insights found there to the teachings 
of the Revelation, and then bringing 
the resulting understanding to bear 
in conversations, writing, conference 
or seminar presentations, and other 
concrete forms of participation in the 
relevant discourse. This participation 
is the action dimension, which can in 
turn inform subsequent discussions 
in the group and enable deeper study 
of the texts and related guidance. The 
aim is an ongoing cycle in which such 
study and action mutually enrich one 
another. As Adaikkalam Zabihi et al. 
note in a recent article on methodolo-
gy, “theory and practice advance hand 
in hand,” with knowledge “derived 
from and ascertained through eff ective 
action and distilled through spaces for 
refl ection and deliberation that employ 
a consultative epistemology.”

The dynamics of this cycle are 
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of sources, sustained by that spiritual 
dimension, enables participants to ex-
pand their horizons of understanding.

This work is irreducibly collab-
orative. Participants come to view 
intellectual exchange as shared explo-
ration between partners rather than 
opponents, recognizing one another as 
both teachers and learners, scrutinizing 
ideas and interpretations while foster-
ing fellow feeling across traditional 
divisions, and building on and combin-
ing valid insights rather than seeking to 
demolish arguments. In these spaces, 
human well-being becomes the guid-
ing criterion, intellectual work is un-
derstood as service, and all are treated 
as protagonists in a collective endeavor 
to generate knowledge, each one bring-
ing unique gifts and potentially viable 
contributions to shared challenges.

The consolidation of such under-
standing, moreover, is enlivened by the 
arts—music, poetry, drama, storytell-
ing, and crafts. The Universal House 
of Justice affi  rms that the arts are “so 
integral a part of the development of a 
community from the start” and serve 
as “an important means of generating 
joy, strengthening bonds of unity, dis-
seminating knowledge, and consoli-
dating understanding.”24 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 
describes all art as “a gift of the Holy 
Spirit.”25 This gift is related to attrac-
tion to beauty, a spiritual force that not 
only draws participants closer to one 

of Universal Peace 254.
24 Universal House of Justice, letter 

dated 30 December 2021.
25 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, qtd. in The 

Importance of the Arts 23.

bidirectional process of mutual enrich-
ment. On the one hand, participants 
strive to understand social reality in a 
manner consistent with the teachings, 
applying elements of Bahá’u’lláh’s 
Revelation together with the contents 
and methods of science. On the other 
hand, engaging deeply with contempo-
rary thought—its questions, methods, 
concepts, insights, becoming attuned 
to how these have all developed over 
time—enables participants to more ful-
ly grasp the signifi cance of the teach-
ings and their relevance to the pressing 
issues of the day. Such correlation en-
hances comprehension of contempo-
rary problems while also illuminating 
the effi  cacy of the Faith’s principles in 
addressing them.

This correlative work within read-
ing groups, seminars, and other spaces 
is further enriched when participants 
draw upon at least four sources of 
knowledge: the academic or other texts 
participants are studying collectively; 
the writings of the Faith; the partic-
ipants’ own experiences, including 
those stemming from participation in 
disciplinary discourses and research; 
and the insights emerging from their 
consultation together. The interplay 
among these sources is most fully re-
alized when animated by spiritual re-
ceptivity and the promptings of divine 
guidance, consistent with the explana-
tion of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá that all methods 
of human comprehension must be 
augmented and guided by the bounty 
of the Holy Spirit.23 This confl uence 

23  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, The Promulgation 
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circle of participation, refl ects notable 
advancement in this dimension of its 
work. The identifi cation of six specifi c 
objects of learning, outlined in the ret-
rospective and discussed in more depth 
in the accompanying essay “Learning 
in Action,” is the Association’s most 
recent organizing principle for struc-
turing and unifying its priorities.

Focus is directly related to system-
atization, a mode of operating that al-
lows the Association to sustain its work 
over time rather than being pulled in 
too many directions all at once. As the 
House of Justice states, systematization 
“ensures consistency of lines of action 
based on well-conceived plans” and 
“implies an orderliness of approach 
in all that pertains to Bahá’í service, 
whether in teaching or administration, 
in individual or collective endeavour.” 
The value of such an approach, howev-
er, is not only organizational. Through 
consistent, focused eff ort, readings of 
prevailing conditions, including the 
obstacles they present and the oppor-
tunities they aff ord, can be more eff ec-
tively tested and progressively refi ned. 
Without such continuity of action, the 
Association cannot build the experi-
ence needed to develop a clear sense 
of what is working, what requires ad-
justment, and what the possibilities 
for advancement are. While allowing 
for individual initiative and sponta-
neity, systematization calls for being 
“clear-headed, methodical, effi  cient, 
constant, balanced and harmonious,” a 
mode of functioning that is “animated 

another but deepens their understand-
ing of what is being studied.26 Artistic 
endeavors are thus understood as not 
peripheral but as essential to intel-
lectual development, connecting the 
material with the spiritual and contrib-
uting to the effl  orescence of a culture 
of learning. With all such sources of 
knowledge, participants work toward 
the “synthesis” the House of Justice 
called for, “or at least a coherent cor-
relation, of the vast amount of knowl-
edge that has been acquired during the 
past century.”27

Fඈർඎඌ

 Regarding the next element, “the need 
for focus, which is not to be confused 
with uniformity,”28 the Association is 
learning to concentrate on various lines 
of action while giving priority to some 
over others as needed. The challenge is 
particularly acute for an organization 
whose mandate is inherently expansive 
and whose activities tend to multiply 
organically as new spaces and initia-
tives generate new possibilities. Much 
remains to be learned about how to 
focus energies, particularly given the 
demands on the time and energy of 
those who serve. Yet the Association’s 
growing capacity to name its priorities 
explicitly and align its activities around 
them, while welcoming a widening 

26 Walking Together on a Path of 
Service section 2.

27 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 23 March 1983.

28 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 24 July 2013.
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collective endeavors. This interplay 
is explored further in the section on 
Learning in Action below.

Fඈඌඍൾඋංඇ඀ Cൺඉൺർංඍඒ ൺඇൽ 
Aർർඈආඉൺඇඒංඇ඀ Oඍඁൾඋඌ

 The next element is “fostering the ca-
pacity of individuals and accompany-
ing others in service.”31 In the context 
of the Association’s work, this ele-
ment entails developing participants’ 
ability to generate relevant learning 
about contributing to academic and 
professional discourses, to share that 
learning with others, and to expand the 
circle of those engaged in this process. 
The disposition to accompany others 
is vital to this capacity-building, en-
abling participants to elicit insights, 
build momentum, learn from and re-
move obstacles, and promote organic 
growth. This disposition refl ects the 
growing emphasis on accompaniment 
across the worldwide Bahá’í commu-
nity. As the House of Justice observes 
in its Riḍván 2010 message, the word 
“accompany” is being endowed with 
new meaning, signaling a culture in 
which learning is the mode of oper-
ation, in contrast to “the spiritually 
bankrupt and moribund ways of an 
old social order that so often seeks 
to harness human energy through 
domination, through greed, through 
guilt or through manipulation.” This 
culture takes shape among those who 
delight “not so much in their own 

31 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 24 July 2013.

by the urgency to act.”29 As the House 
of Justice explains in its letter of 27 
December 2005, this requires arriving 
at a unifi ed vision of growth based on 
a realistic assessment of possibilities 
and resources, developing strategies 
accordingly, and devising plans of ac-
tion commensurate with capacity—all 
while maintaining the agility to make 
adjustments as circumstances demand 
and experience accumulates.

To this end, the Association is striv-
ing to cultivate an atmosphere that 
encourages participants and collec-
tive initiatives “to be methodical but 
not rigid, creative but not haphazard, 
decisive but not hasty, careful but not 
controlling, recognizing that, in the 
fi nal analysis, it is not technique but 
unity of thought, consistent action, and 
dedication to learning which will bring 
about progress.”30 This balance be-
tween continuity and fl exibility refl ects 
the deeper dynamic of unity and diver-
sity at the heart of the learning process 
itself. Continuity of action contributes 
to the unity that makes sustained inves-
tigation possible; openness to individ-
ual initiative and diff erent perspectives 
contributes to the diversity from which 
new insights emerge. The interplay 
between them allows the Association’s 
collective understanding to advance. 
Learning to operate in this way remains 
a major objective at all levels, includ-
ing among the Association’s commit-
tees, special interest groups, and other 

29 Universal House of Justice, 
Riḍván Message 1998.

30 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 28 December 2010.
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of a community, love extended with-
out restriction to every human being. 
This divine love, ignited by the Word 
of God, is disseminated by enkindled 
souls through intimate conversations 
that create new susceptibilities in hu-
man hearts, open minds to moral per-
suasion, and loosen the hold of biased 
norms and social systems so that they 
can gradually take on a new form in 
keeping with the requirements of hu-
manity’s age of maturity.”33 Love of 
this kind dissolves the defensiveness 
that calcifi es reason into rationaliza-
tion. ‘Abdu’l-Bahá exemplifi es this 
dynamic interplay in His own writings 
and talks, seamlessly combining rigor-
ous logic with absolute love. He states: 
“Love is the light that guideth in dark-
ness, the living link that uniteth God 
with man, that assureth the progress of 
every illumined soul. Love is the most 
great law that ruleth this mighty and 
heavenly cycle... Love is the spirit of 
life unto the adorned body of mankind, 
the establisher of true civilization in 
this mortal world.”34      

The Association is learning to mani-
fest the interplay between love and rea-
son in the environments it is fostering. 
In a seminar, reading group, writing 
group, or other collective endeavo r, 
participants come to “view every task 
and every interaction as an occasion 
to join hands in the pursuit of prog-
ress.”35 Speaking “with words as mild 

33 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 22 July 2020.

34 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections sec. 12.
35 Universal House of Justice, letter 

dated 28 December 2010.

accomplishments but in the progress 
and services of others.”

The Association has given particular 
attention to creating intimate settings 
for meaningful conversations in which 
experience, ideas, challenges, and prog-
ress can be shared among coordinators, 
seminar and reading group facilitators, 
and other collaborators, complemented 
by broader spaces for larger groups to 
share learning and coordinate eff orts. A 
primary objective now is to expand the 
nucleus of friends who can accompany 
a widening network of collaborators, 
who can in turn encourage and coor-
dinate an increasing number of collab-
orative settings that operate “on the 
principle of universal participation.”32      

It is, moreover, becoming clear that 
divine love is interwoven with this spir-
it of accompaniment. Contemporary 
discourse is too often characterized by 
a deep unwillingness to engage across 
diff erences, a condition in which dis-
parate factions show little desire to dis-
cover truth or viable solutions together. 
In such a culture, logical argumenta-
tion easily degenerates into intellectu-
al combat focused on winning rather 
than arriving at agreement on what is 
true or best. Divine love is essential 
to releasing the fl ow of reason and 
achieving mutual understanding. As 
the Universal House of Justice states: 
“Ultimately, the power to transform 
the world is eff ected by love, love orig-
inating from the relationship with the 
divine, love ablaze among members 

32 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 12 December 2011.
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capacity is built organically through 
a process that may begin modestly, 
but that evolves and becomes more 
complex over time. This principle 
rests on a conception of social bodies 
characterized by emergence, mutual 
transformation, and an ever-increasing 
capacity for complexity. The Universal 
House of Justice observes that Bahá’í 
administration “has coded within it the 
capacity to accommodate higher and 
higher degrees of complexity, in terms 
of structures and processes, relation-
ships and activities, as it evolves.”40      
The Association’s spaces and endeavo     
rs are understood in this light. They are 
not fi xed structures to be maintained. 
Rather, they are living expressions of 
collective learning whose potential 
manifests progressively as foundations 
mature and participation multiplies.

A newly formed reading group, for 
example, is encouraged to see itself 
as a setting that aims to advance un-
derstanding of how to contribute to a 
particular discourse, but to begin mod-
estly. Its main objective is to create a 
consultative space in which partici-
pants can refl ectively develop their ca-
pacity to correlate ideas from the texts 
they are reading with passages from the 
writings, their own experience, and the 
insights of their fellow participants. At 
the same time, the group is encouraged 
to view itself as part of a larger learn-
ing network, as one element in a con-
stellation of Association endeavors. As 

dated 24 July 2013.
40 Universal House of Justice, 

Riḍván Message 2010.

as milk”36 they nonetheless engage rig-
orously with one another’s ideas and 
the texts they are exploring together, 
taking to heart Bahá’u’lláh’s counsel: 
“Should any one among you be inca-
pable of grasping a certain truth, or be 
striving to comprehend it, show forth, 
when conversing with him, a spirit 
of extreme kindliness and good-will. 
Help him to see and recognize the 
truth, without esteeming yourself to be, 
in the least, superior to him, or to be 
possessed of greater endowments.”37 
They fi nd, as Bahá’u’lláh affi  rms, that 
“a kindly tongue is the lodestone of 
the hearts of men. It is the bread of 
the spirit, it clotheth the words with 
meaning, it is the fountain of the light 
of wisdom and understanding.”38 Such 
loving kindness imbues reason with a 
signifi cance that resonates with and in-
spires a diverse community of inquirers 
to commit to the collective pursuit of 
truth and the common good. Without it, 
inquiry loses vitality and analysis be-
comes prone to dogmatism. Heart and 
mind are not competing faculties, but 
complementary dimensions of an inte-
grated capacity for discovering truth.

Tඁൾ Dඒඇൺආංർඌ 
ඈൿ Oඋ඀ൺඇංർ Dൾඏൾඅඈඉආൾඇඍ

 Also essential to all aspects of the 
Association’s work are “the dynamics 
of organic development.”39 Lasting 

36 Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets, Lawḥ-i-
Maqṣúd.

37 Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings V.
38 Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings CXXXII    
39 Universal House of Justice, letter 
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January 2014, explaining that “the 
ability of the Bahá’í community to 
contribute to thought-shaping social 
change will increase, and answers to 
questions that appear to be unsolvable 
today will become apparent through 
a process of organic change, rather 
than as a result of imposing particular 
perspectives.” The network of spaces 
the Association is working to devel-
op is, in this sense, its contribution 
to the living ecosystem of learning 
described in the 31 December 2025 
message, one in which combinations 
and connections create vibrancy and 
new life, opening onto novel vistas of 
complexity, coherence, and insight.

Iඇඌඍංඍඎඍංඈඇൺඅ Aඋඋൺඇ඀ൾආൾඇඍඌ

 The next element, “the institutional ar-
rangements necessary to sustain ever 
more complex patterns of activity,”41      
has evolved correspondingly. As just 
discussed, lasting capacity is built 
organically, and the Association’s in-
stitutional dimension is no exception.

This evolution refl ects the princi-
ple that as a body grows in the scope 
and depth of its work, its structures 
must develop the capacity to accom-
modate higher degrees of complexity. 
This is accomplished not by becom-
ing more rigid or centralized, but by 
diff erentiating in ways that preserve 
coherence while enabling each part to 
contribute distinctively to the whole. 
The current confi guration includes the 

41 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 24 July 2013.

such, groups may start modestly, with 
some gradually giving rise to special 
interest groups that operate increas-
ingly systematically, concentrating on 
identifying objects of sustained inqui-
ry, focusing their energies, widening 
the circle of participation, and achiev-
ing coherence among their various 
endeavors. Over months and years of 
patient, cumulative eff ort, such special 
interest groups may take on multiple 
initiatives, making sustained contri-
butions to diff erent aspects of a given 
academic or professional discourse.

This expansion of both individual 
and collective capacity refl ects the 
underlying principle that the whole 
becomes more than the sum of its 
parts: as collaboration strengthens, 
participants transcend what they could 
achieve individually, and the resulting 
collective understanding surpasses 
what any one of them could have gen-
erated alone. The gradual maturation 
of understanding and commitment 
that occurs along the way both ema-
nates from and fuels this cumulative 
unfolding.

As noted earlier, the Universal 
House of Justice has urged the com-
munity to analyze, not reduce, and 
to identify distinct areas of action, 
not compartmentalize. This spir-
it is increasingly animating the 
Association’s ongoing eff ort to bring 
its various lines of action into coher-
ence while preserving the vitality and 
independence that give each space its 
distinctive role. The Universal House 
of Justice provides further grounding 
for this approach in a letter dated 21 
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purpose and character of Bahá’í stud-
ies while specialized bodies attend to 
particular lines of action. Much of this 
work entails accompanying and learn-
ing alongside the growing network of 
volunteers who facilitate or coordi-
nate reading groups, special interest 
groups, seminars, writing endeavors, 
and elements of the annual confer-
ence, as well as synthesizing and dis-
seminating what is learned. The ABS 
Publications Committee and the JBS 
Editorial Committee are similarly 
evolving in their scope and collabora-
tive character.

The systematization of adminis-
trative and technical practices has 
proven equally critical to managing 
this growing complexity with consis-
tency and care. Signifi cant attention 
has been paid to establishing effi  cient 
administrative processes—logistical, 
fi nancial, editorial, and communica-
tions—particularly through the eff orts 
of the administrative aide and other 
staff  to develop and employ appro-
priate technological tools across the 
Association’s various committees and 
activities. At the same time, given the 
advances over the last thirteen years, 
the question of the human capacity 
needed to sustain this growth contin-
ues to be a regular topic of consulta-
tion, although in recent years it has led 
to some expansion of staff  positions. 
In this regard, the National Spiritual 
Assembly of Canada has lovingly 
encouraged the Association to be ju-
dicious yet clear about its needs going 
forward, indicating that meeting those 
needs is a priority.

Executive Committee; the Committee 
for Collaborative Initiatives, 
which attends to strengthening the 
Association’s reading groups, semi-
nars, special interest groups, and re-
lated lines of action; the Journal of 
Bahá’í Studies Editorial Committee; 
the ABS Publications Com-mittee; 
and the Conference Committee, all 
supported by four full-time staff , one 
half-time position, and a growing vol-
unteer network. A continuing focus 
of the Executive Committee has been 
how “to ensure that there are adequate 
arrangements in place, both institu-
tional and less formal, to enable [the 
Association] to thrive, and that all 
those involved in the learning process 
are connected by loving relationships 
imbued with a spirit of humility and 
magnanimity.”42      

The creation of the Conference 
Committee as a specialized body re-
fl ects the guidance of the 7 September 
2015 letter. As the Executive Com-
mittee turned its attention to the pur-
pose and character of Bahá’í studies 
and the nurturing of fl edgling eff orts, 
the House of Justice suggests it would 
be reasonable to delegate the com-
plex organizational dimensions of the 
conference and other gatherings to a 
specialized sub-committee operating 
within a clear framework. The creation 
of the Committee for Collaborative 
Initiatives refl ects this same broader 
pattern of delegation, allowing the 
Executive Committee to focus on the 

42 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 31 December 2025.
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all while continuing to explore pos-
sibilities with, and receive guidance 
from, the senior institutions.

The Association is learning, more-
over, that organizational coherence 
depends in turn on the quality of the 
relationships and mode of communi-
cation that animate its work. As noted 
earlier in the discussion of the ecosys-
tem of learning, the promotion of seri-
ous learning about complex matters is 
fundamentally a communal enterprise, 
one that requires a quality of exchange 
capable of facilitating fruitful compar-
ison and correlation of perspectives 
and, where warranted, the disciplined 
integration of insights from diff erent 
lines of inquiry.

To this end, the Association is com-
ing to appreciate that consultation is 
the preeminent means for advancing 
both collective inquiry and organiza-
tional development, one that proceeds 
from the conviction that truth is not a 
compromise between opposing interest 
groups, and that the desire to exercise 
power over one another dissipates rath-
er than generates useful knowledge. 
Participants seek instead the power of 
unifi ed thought and action, where they 
may see reality from diff erent points 
of view, but where, as these views are 
examined and compared, further clari-
ty is achieved. This power stems from 
the devotional quality of consultation, 
the recognition that it is a spiritual act 
undertaken with humility and impar-
tiality rather than simply a technique 
for collective problem-solving. One 
who expresses an opinion sets it forth 
not as correct and right but as a genuine 

Cඈඁൾඋൾඇർൾ

 The next element is “the coherence 
required among all areas of en-
deavour.”43 As discussed above, the 
Association envisions each space as 
a node in a mutually reinforcing net-
work whose combined eff orts gener-
ate understanding that no single space 
could achieve on its own. In this 
network, large conferences serve as 
points of convergence where the var-
ious threads are brought together, re-
fl ected upon, and catalyzed for further 
development. The network itself is 
also part of the greater coherence be-
ing built across the Bahá’í community 
through the institute process, whose 
participants enrich the Association’s 
spaces by bringing to it a shared vo-
cabulary, common habits of learning, 
and a unifi ed vision of service—as is 
true of those participating in the pro-
grams of the Institute for Studies in 
Global Prosperity.

Achieving coherence in the 
Association’s ever-evolving work 
is an ongoing aspiration. The 
Association advances this aspiration 
in part through devising plans of ac-
tion for each of the Association’s ar-
eas of focus; creating spaces for the 
ongoing generation and dissemination 
of insights aimed at articulating an 
evolving unity of vision; and con-
sulting with and accompanying staff  
members and collaborators in their ef-
forts to further coordinate their work, 

43  Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 24 July 2013.
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Sඈඎඇൽ Rൾඅൺඍංඈඇඌ

 The next element, “sound relations 
among individuals, the community, and 
the institutions,”46 is essential for the 
coherence of the Association’s work 
at every level. As the House of Justice 
observes in its 28 December 2010 mes-
sage, the relationships that bind these 
three protagonists “are undergoing 
a profound transformation, bringing 
into the realm of existence civiliza-
tion-building powers which can only 
be released through conformity with 
His decree.” They are characterized “at 
a fundamental level” by “cooperation 
and reciprocity, manifestations of the 
interconnectedness that governs the 
universe.” The transformation involves 
a reconceptualization of power itself. 
Here, power is exercised not through 
control or dominance but through what 
the House of Justice calls “the powers 
of the human spirit,” namely, “the pow-
er of unity, of love, of humble service, 
of pure deeds,” forms of power asso-
ciated with words such as “release,” 
“encourage,” “channel,” “guide,” and 
“enable.”47 In its 28 November 2023 
message, the House of Justice elab-
orates on this reconceptualization, 
stating that, “In place of the quest 
for power over others, [Bahá’u’lláh] 
introduced arrangements that would 
cultivate the individual’s latent pow-
ers and their expression in service to 
the common good. Trustworthiness, 

46 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 24 July 2013.

47  Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 2 March 2013.

contribution to a shared search for au-
thentic knowledge, remaining sincerely 
open to being moved by the insights 
of others. By the same token, consul-
tation stands in a mutually reinforcing 
relationship with the independent in-
vestigation of truth. Here, individual 
inquiry generates diverse insights that 
enrich consultation, while consultation 
provides participants with new ideas 
and considerations that further inspire 
their subsequent independent investiga-
tion. As Bahá’u’lláh affi  rms, consulta-
tion “bestoweth greater awareness and 
transmuteth conjecture into certitude.”44      

In short, far from the adversarial 
debate and performative disagreement 
that characterize much of contempo-
rary public and academic discourse, 
those engaged in consultation fi nd 
points of unity whenever possible and 
proceed from the conviction that errors 
are fruitful, that everyone has the po-
tential to contribute, and that solutions 
to complex questions rarely emerge 
from dichotomous or reductive think-
ing. In reading groups, seminars, and 
other settings, participants are learning, 
as ‘Abdu’l-Bahá advises, to proceed 
with “the utmost devotion, courtesy, 
dignity, care and moderation,”45 search-
ing out the truth rather than insisting 
upon their own opinions. Conversing in 
this manner is among the most potent 
means of nurturing the coherence and 
transformation the Association is striv-
ing to achieve.

44 Bahá’u’lláh, qtd. in Universal 
House of Justice, letter dated 19 May 2009.

45 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections sec. 45.
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individual uniqueness.” Within such an 
environment, the Association’s spaces 
can evolve from a collection of parallel 
endeavors into a lively ecosystem of 
learning.

The quality of the relations estab-
lished, moreover, creates a climate in 
which the aspiration to transcend dif-
ferences and harmonize perspectives 
can take root and fl ourish. In a reading 
group exploring questions of social 
cohesion, for example, participants 
may bring perspectives from sociol-
ogy, anthropology, Africana Studies, 
education, community organizing, 
and Indigenous Studies. Rather than 
defending their particular explanatory 
frameworks, participants move toward 
recognizing how multiple factors—
underlying assumptions, structural 
features, individual agency, collective 
identity, and spiritual transformation—
interact dynamically. This approach 
reveals connections that no single dis-
ciplinary lens could disclose, produc-
ing a more integrative understanding, 
while reinforcing rather than displac-
ing the importance of disciplinary 
investigation. Disciplinary focus and 
interdisciplinary openness become 
mutually reinforcing rather than com-
peting impulses.

Lൾൺඋඇංඇ඀ ංඇ Aർඍංඈඇ

The House of Justice closes the para-
graph on the elements of the conceptual 
framework by stating that “[p]erhaps 
the most important of these is learning 
in action; the friends participate in an 
ongoing process of action, refl ection, 

truthfulness, rectitude of conduct, for-
bearance, love, and unity are among the 
spiritual qualities that form the basis of 
association between the three protago-
nists of a new way of life, while eff orts 
for social advancement are all shaped 
by Bahá’u’lláh’s vision of the oneness 
of humanity.”

This vision is shaping how the 
Association understands the relation-
ship between its organizational struc-
tures, its collaborative groups, and all 
those who participate in its spaces. The 
fundamental orientation is one of ser-
vice, which infuses all dimensions of 
community life, including how leader-
ship is understood and exercised. The 
House of Justice describes leadership 
as “that expression of service by which 
[an institution] invites and encourag-
es the use of the manifold talents and 
abilities with which the community is 
endowed, and stimulates and guides 
the diverse elements of the commu-
nity towards goals and strategies by 
which the eff ects of a coherent force 
for progress can be realized.”48 In the 
same letter, it states that a united and 
self-sustaining community depends on 
“a sense of partnership based on ap-
preciation of each other’s distinctive 
sphere of action” that is “fully recog-
nized and unfailingly upheld,” and that 
when this sense exists, “the communi-
ty is transformed from being the mere 
sum of its parts to assuming a wholly 
new personality as an entity in which 
its members blend without losing their 

48 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 19 May 1994.
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protagonists harmonize in their respec-
tive eff orts to contribute to individual 
and social transformation.

With such a vision in mind, the 
Association is learning to apply ongo-
ing cycles of action, refl ection, study, 
and consultation at various levels and 
among committee members, staff , and 
special interest groups. At the broad-
er institutional level, it has become 
clearer over the past thirteen years 
that this process of learning advances 
when there are suffi  cient opportunities 
for refl ection. These include quarterly 
refl ection meetings, as well as regular 
smaller meetings and informal dis-
cussions that bring together diff erent 
committees and collaborators to share 
insights, review progress, identify new 
opportunities, address challenges, and 
explore relevant guidance. In this way, 
the Association is developing its capac-
ity to apply the conceptual framework 
to guide its own evolution as an organi-
zation, treating itself as a constellation 
of learning rather than merely a vehicle 
for facilitating others’ learning.

Moreover, this organizational learn-
ing matures to the extent that the harmo-
ny of science and religion is treated as 
a governing principle of development 
and inquiry itself. The 24 July 2013 
message identifi ed this harmony as 
among the concerns requiring particu-
lar attention in the years ahead, and the 
vision that Haleh Arbab, Paul Lample, 
Farzam Arbab, and Shahriar Razavi ar-
ticulated in their respective essays has 
proven especially relevant here. Each 
engages with the implications of the 
harmony of science and religion for a 

study, and consultation in order to ad-
dress obstacles and share successes, 
re-examine and revise strategies and 
methods, and systematize and improve 
eff orts over time.”49 This mode of learn-
ing is fundamental to everything the 
Association does, as it is to the broad-
er work of society building. In its 28 
November 2023 message, the House 
of Justice observes that the Bahá’í 
community is today “distinguished by 
a mode of operation characterized by 
study, consultation, action, and refl ec-
tion,” one in which “individuals and 
communities become protagonists of 
their own development, an embrace 
of the oneness of humanity banishes 
prejudice and otherness, the spiritual 
dimension of human life is fostered 
through adherence to principle and 
strengthening of the community’s de-
votional character, and the capacity 
for learning is developed and directed 
towards personal and social transfor-
mation.” The message affi  rms that “the 
conscious grasp of the process of learn-
ing and its extension worldwide, from 
the grassroots to the international arena, 
are among the fi nest fruits of the fi rst 
century of the Formative Age,” and that 
“this process will increasingly inform 
the work of every institution, communi-
ty, and individual in the years ahead, as 
the Bahá’í world takes on ever-greater 
challenges and releases in ever-greater 
measures the Faith’s society-building 
power.” The more this mode of learning 
permeates the work, the more the three 

49 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 24 July 2013.
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inner orientation, with humility as 
its governing disposition. According 
to the House of Justice, this entails 
“weighing alternatives in the light of 
His teachings, consulting to harmonize 
diff ering views and shape collective 
action, and marching forward with un-
breakable unity in serried lines.”51 In 
this context, humility does not involve 
abandoning conviction. As Lample ob-
serves, even as individuals share their 
views on the teachings “with person-
al conviction and with the strongest 
possible supporting arguments,” this 
conviction should be accompanied by 
an appreciation that such views “are 
not authoritative and may be wrong.”52 
The disposition of humility keeps in-
quiry genuinely open, allowing par-
ticipants to be surprised, corrected, 
and enlarged by what they encoun-
ter in texts, in reality, and in others’ 
perspectives.

Closely related to humility is de-
tachment, particularly from the com-
petitive and self-aggrandizing habits 
that characterize much of academic 
life, and from the tendency to defend 
a position simply because it is one’s 
own. The House of Justice has specif-
ically cautioned that “Bahá’í scholars 
must beware of the temptations of 
intellectual pride,” noting that “there 
are many aspects of western thinking 
which have been exalted to a status of 
unassailable principle in the general 

51 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 22 July 2020.

52 Paul Lample, “Toward a 
Framework for Action.” The Journal of 
Bahá’í Studies, vol. 28, no. 3, 2018, 26.

vision of development, of intellectual 
life, and of participation in discourses 
committed to the generation, applica-
tion, and dissemination of knowledge 
as a dynamic, integrated process. The 
Association is learning, cycle by cycle, 
to embody this very process.

The quality of inquiry improves 
accordingly. Learning in action is 
strengthened when study of the Sacred 
Texts is woven together with scientif-
ic analysis. This is in part because the 
Writings furnish ontological assump-
tions, constructive dispositions, and a 
teleological orientation that guard the 
search for knowledge against ideo-
logical insularity and the unrefl ective 
rationalization of existing presupposi-
tions. Reciprocally, rigorous engage-
ment with the methods and fi ndings of 
science ensures that interpretations of 
the Texts do not become forms of dog-
matic self-confi rmation. The reciproc-
ity between these two systems, each 
cultivating the other and each check-
ing the excesses of the other, enables 
a community of inquirers to achieve 
progressively more attuned readings of 
reality as they engage their respective 
discourses.50 Fostering this interplay in 
reading groups, seminars, and collabo-
rative writing projects is consequently 
among the most important contribu-
tions the Association can make.

The Association is also fi nding that 
learning in action requires the right 

50 See, Todd Smith, “Becoming 
Attuned to Reality: Presuppositions and 
the Power of Learning in Action.” The 
Journal of Bahá’í Studies, vol. 33, no. 3, 
2023.



187Approach to Learning

manifest opposition from the very 
outset,” and that “moderation will be 
obtained by blending utterance with 
the tokens of divine wisdom which 
are recorded in the sacred Books and 
Tablets.”56 When utterance is so en-
dowed, He asserts, “it will prove high-
ly eff ective and will be the prime fac-
tor in transforming the souls of men.” 
In the context of scholarly discourse, 
one direct implication is that the man-
ner in which insights and criticism 
are shared is as consequential as their 
content. The ability to calibrate one’s 
contributions to what others are able to 
receive is an essential form of wisdom.

Razavi writes that the capacity to 
“weigh knowledge in the balance of 
spiritual principles constitutes an in-
dispensable faculty demanded of those 
who participate in public discourse.”57 
This faculty protects participants from 
both dogmatic religious assertion and 
uncritical assent to every research 
claim advanced within a given dis-
course. In this light, humility, detach-
ment, and moderation, taken together, 
are among the inner conditions for the 
emergence of a new kind of scholar-
ly community within the Association, 
one animated by love, freed from the 
compulsions of ego and faction, and 
oriented toward generating knowledge 
that contributes to the well-being of 
humanity.

56 Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets, Lawḥ-i-
Síyyid-i-Mihdíy-i-Dahají ¶ 13.

57 Shahriar Razavi, “Bahá’í 
Participation in Public Discourse” in  
Religion and Public Discourse in an Age 
of Transition 177.

mind, that time may well show to have 
been erroneous or, at least, only par-
tially true.”53 Detachment requires, as 
Farzam Arbab observes, the courage 
to challenge such orthodoxies through 
“painstaking, spiritually illumined 
scientifi c and philosophical inquiry”54 
rather than mere dismissal. As noted 
earlier, what sustains both humility 
and detachment is a commitment to 
service for the betterment of human-
kind. When service rather than rec-
ognition is one’s deepest motivation, 
the willingness to be corrected, to 
acknowledge error, and to build upon 
the insights of others affi  rms one’s true 
identity as a noble being. The House 
of Justice describes such a culture as 
one that promotes “a way of thinking, 
studying, and acting, in which all con-
sider themselves as treading a common 
path of service, supporting one another 
and advancing together, respectful of 
the knowledge that each one possess-
es at any given moment,” recognizing 
that “therein lie the dynamics of an 
irrepressible movement.”55      

Equally essential is the principle of 
moderation. As noted in the discussion 
of accompaniment above, Bahá’u’lláh 
teaches that utterance “needeth moder-
ation, without which the hearer would 
be unable to bear it, rather he would 

53 Universal House of Justice, letter 
dated 23 March 1983.

54 Farzam Arbab, “The Intellectual 
Life of the Bahá’í Community.” The 
Journal of Bahá’í Studies, vol. 26, no. 4, 
2016, 16.

55 Universal House of Justice, 
Riḍván Message 2010.
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rationality and science as essential 
for human progress. They advo-
cate tolerance and understanding, 
and with the inherent oneness 
of humanity uppermost in their 
minds, they view everyone as a 
potential partner to collaborate 
with, and they strive to foster fel-
low feeling even among groups 
who may traditionally have been 
hostile to one another. They are 
conscious of how the forces of 
materialism are at work around 
them, and their eyes are wide open 
to the many injustices that persist 
in the world, yet they are equally 
clear sighted about the creative 
power of unity and humanity’s 
capacity for altruism. They see the 
power that true religion possesses 
to transform hearts and overcome 
distrust, and so, with confi dence 
in what the future holds, they la-
bour to cultivate the conditions in 
which progress can occur.      

In its 31 December 2025 message, 
the House of Justice states that these 
same souls embody “a heightened 
spiritual consciousness that leads to 
a life of purpose and meaning, a life 
dedicated to developing their God-
given potentialities and labouring for 
the transformation of society.” They 
“recognize the value of knowledge in 
propelling progress, are committed to 
its generation, and share it freely and 
humbly. Learning is a habit of mind 
for them, an orientation in all they do. 
In every face they see a fellow seeker 
after truth.” Crucially, they “are not 

Sඎආආൺඋඒ: Cඎඅඍංඏൺඍංඇ඀ ൺ 
Dංඌඍංඇർඍංඏൾ Cඎඅඍඎඋൾ ඈൿ Iඇඊඎංඋඒ

In The Secret of Divine Civilization, 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá off ers a portrait of the 
truly learned: those in whom “the forms 
of transcendent realities are refl ected,” 
who are “busy by night and by day with 
meticulous research into such sciences 
as are profi table to mankind,” and who 
“devote themselves to the training of 
students of capacity.” To such souls, 
He writes, “the proff ered treasures of 
kings would not compare with a single 
drop of the waters of knowledge.” This 
vision of the scholar—at once rigorous 
and selfl ess, intellectually serious and 
spiritually striving—speaks directly to 
what the 24 July 2013 message identi-
fi es as a critical aspect of the concep-
tual framework: the generation and ap-
plication of knowledge. The manner in 
which the search for truth is conducted 
is inseparable from both its outcomes 
and the spaces and processes that give 
it shape. Attending to the quality of this 
search is central to the Association’s 
distinctive contribution to cultivating 
the intellectual life of the community.

The House of Justice’s description of 
“enkindled souls” in its 30 December 
2021 message off ers a compelling en-
capsulation of many of the qualities the 
Association’s culture of learning seeks 
to foster among its participants:

They emphasize qualities and at-
titudes—such as trustworthiness, 
cooperation, and forbearance—
that are building blocks of a sta-
ble social order. They champion 
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swept off  course by the world’s un-
abating distractions. Steady do they 
go, patient and perseverant, pledged to 
long-term endeavour.” Such steadiness 
of purpose, combined with openness 
to learning and infused with histori-
cal consciousness, enables the work 
of the Association to advance. The 
dispositions being cultivated in the 
Association’s spaces and processes 
embody the conviction that how one 
seeks truth is inseparable from what 
one fi nds, and that the quality of the 
search is itself a contribution to the 
civilization of oneness being built.
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