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series of  Tablets of  the Divine Plan to
the Bahá’ís of  North America.
It served as a seedbed of  ideas for

Bahá’í participation in discourses with-
in a variety of  professions and disci-
plines—through working groups on

health and medicine; education;
law; media; economies; religion
and society; technology and soci-
ety; and indigenous studies.
Bahá’ís and their friends in some
of  those fields have for years had
organized spaces for study and

reflection, while in other fields those
spaces are just getting established. But
every such endeavor, little by little,
advances the vision that the Universal
House of  Justice has set for the
Association.  
In fact, such insights informed many

of  the conference’s traditional ele-
ments. Major presentations attended by
hundreds shared insights from Bahá’í
experience and discourse in several of
those fields, as well as from the areas of
social justice, artistic and literary
efforts, and the international arena.
The more than 60 breakout sessions

and workshops for smaller groups—
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From every continent
Taking place midway through the con-
ference, the Balyuzi lecture proved to be
a solid center for an array of  ideas and
experiences shared at the conference

Aug. 11–14 in Montreal, Quebec, bring-
ing together 1,500 participants from the
United States, Canada and 20 other
countries across five continents. 
This 40th conference of  the

Association came just over 100 years
after ‘Abdu’l-Bahá revealed the first

Within professional and academic cir-
cles, how can Bahá’ís offer ideas
inspired by the Revelation of
Bahá’u’lláh? Might we be obliged “to
dedicate a great deal of  our resources
to look into these practices and
conventions, attitudes and
habits” of  the fields of  human
endeavor “and then replace
them with spiritually sound
equivalents”?
Those were among the

thoughts offered by Dr. Farzam
Arbab, former member of  the
Universal House of  Justice, in deliver-
ing the Hasan M. Balyuzi Memorial
Lecture, at this year’s Conference of
the Association for Bahá’í
Studies–North America. 

The 40th Annual ABS Conference Celebrates
The Intellectual Life of the Bahá’í Community
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attendees could choose as many as
seven or eight—also channeled their
learning within similar categories:
business and management; education;
gender studies; health; history and
Bahá’í writings; humanities; media
studies; peace and reconciliation; phi-
losophy and ethics; psychological sci-
ences; social justice; technology and
society; arts and music; and econom-
ics.

Balyuzi lecture highlights theme
of unity

With the diversity of  viewpoints, a
strong theme of  unity permeated
many of  the presentations, guided dis-
cussions and casual conversations.
And the Balyuzi lecture served to
bring out many of  the principles that
unified them.  
In that lecture, Dr. Arbab acknowl-

edged that we have established a pat-
tern, inspired by the Bahá’í teachings,
of  “giving the highest priority to the
education of  our children” and of
striving to advance “to the forefront of
every imaginable field of  endeavor.”
But our vision can be extended as we
contemplate Bahá’u’lláh’s proclama-
tion that the life of  humanity is “revo-
lutionized through the agency of  this
unique, this wondrous System—the
like of  which mortal eyes have never
witnessed.” This prompts fundamen-
tal questions about how Bahá’ís con-
tribute “to the advancement of  human
knowledge … and finally to the
advancement of  civilization itself,” the
maturity of  which will be marked by
greater freedom from materialism and
corruption and by new outlooks on
virtue, morality and human capacity. 
Within our own fields, he said, such

questions may include: “Which con-
stituents of  the present order are and
are not defective? Which parts are we
to keep and which are we to reject
completely? How deep do we have to
go into the foundations of  the present
order to find the real causes of  its
defective ways?” Answers will emerge

not only as new ideas inspired by the
Revelation are applied, but also as
existing areas of  knowledge are
“refined and refined again.” 
No ready formula for this “serious

and meticulous work” is likely to pre-
sent itself, Dr. Arbab noted, but he
judged it will require collaboration and
engagement in the main streams of
thought. “We cannot stand to the side
and say everything will be made new,
and then take pride in moving to the
forefront,” he said.
Likewise, renewal of  knowledge sys-

tems doesn’t mean throwing away
what’s well established. “Grand theo-
ries like Newtonian mechanics, quan-
tum mechanics, relativity and evolution
are here to stay,” he said. But Bahá’í
thought will have avenues for offering
gains in knowledge, for example, when
it becomes evident that “physicalism—
the effort to explain everything, life,
consciousness, reason and morality,
using the contents and methods of
these grand theories—will fall into dis-
repute.” 
Dr. Arbab identified a few qualities

he expected would be essential to cre-
ate the conditions for such a transfor-
mation:
• Courage: Much like the scholars of
the Enlightenment some four cen-
turies ago who voiced the rationality
that eclipsed religious orthodoxy,
Bahá’í thinkers now have to exercise

courage to loosen the
grip of  a materialistic
orthodoxy. For
instance, any model of
consultative, collective
investigation of  reality
will meet resistance
from those who are
invested in an adversar-
ial approach that expos-
es all ideas to criticism. 

•   Avoiding elitism:
While great ideas and
creative minds need to
be recognized, the gen-
eration of  knowledge

must be opened to
include the entire community so
that “knowledge is not the proper-
ty of  a few and it is accessible to
all.” As the Bahá’í institute process
continues to develop, he indicated,
it bears watching how it stimulates
“sound conversation at the grass
roots” that provides a common
ground for a variety of  people to
share profound concepts, and that
inspires people to accompany each
other in service.

• Harmony between science and reli-
gion: A “systematic” treatment of
that subject, he advised, would be
one that avoids a false dichotomy,
neither insisting that the entire
spectrum of  reality can be
explained through observations of
the natural world nor that all sci-
ence can be clarified through “cor-
rect and imaginative reading” of
the divine text. 
Rather, he envisioned a state of

clarity in which real-world problems
are addressed coherently by applying
knowledge generated both from scien-
tific analysis and from “practicing that
which has been read” in the Sacred
Writings. “To have such a clarity
seems to me to be an indispensable
characteristic of  the intellectual life
we are trying to build,” he said.
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learning—collaborating humbly
with agencies that “have been there
much longer than we have” while
being conscious of  “the tremendous
impact the Bahá’í writings can have
on our collaborators.” 

• Discernment in identifying spaces—
evaluating ongoing conversations
for tone, vocabulary, and resonance
with Bahá’í principles, with the aim
“not just to be present in a discourse
but to be advancing it in whatever
way we can.”  

• Creating congenial spaces—for
example, breakfast meetings and
other informal spaces the BIC has
arranged on the topics of  sustain-
ability and women’s rights, offering
diplomats, civil society, UN staff
and others rare opportunities to
share ideas and learning. 

• Shaping of  language—using Bahá’í
writings and concepts “to shape and
guide our own thinking on a given
topic,” which in turn strengthens
BIC staff  in “offering a way of
thinking about the world” in an
encouraging spirit. 
The orientation to unity underlies

everything. For instance, a few months
ago a draft of  a UN document on
world citizenship condemned discrimi-
nation against a lengthening list of
racial, gender, religious or other identi-
ty groups; sometimes “tempers flared”
over whether to mention a certain
group. In the end, a late-night consul-
tation including BIC staff  resulted in a

Plenary address — Reflections on
Engagement in Discourses at the

International Level
In Bani Dugal’s years of  work with the
Bahá’í International Community, cur-
rently as its principal representative at
the United Nations in New York and
earlier as director of  its Office for the
Advancement of  Women, she has taken
part in many high-level conversations
on an array of  issues regarding justice
and human development.
All that experience reconfirms for

her a basic yet profound moral core for
the agency, grounded in the conceptual
framework of  Bahá’í thought being
encouraged by the Universal House of
Justice. “The cornerstone of  this frame-
work, and therefore of  the work of  the
Bahá’í International Community, is the
principle of  the oneness of  mankind,”
she said in an address on the opening
night of  the 40th ABS conference. 
For instance, Dugal said, non-

involvement in partisan politics is “a
key part of  the framework,” many com-
ponents of  which are expressed in a
March 2, 2013, message from the
Universal House of  Justice. But Bahá’í
teachings do not object to politics “in
the pure sense” of  mechanisms to make
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decisions for the orderly
progress of  society. Thus
when “constructive com-
mon ground” is evident,
BIC representatives fre-
quently engage in discourse
alongside people “who out
of  a sincere desire to serve
their countries choose to …
engage in political activity.” 
Despite the frustrations

of  working in an atmos-
phere of  diverging inter-
ests, in the long view “we
have seen real change and
lasting progress at the level
of  policy in many arenas.”
For example, some nations
have resisted tradition and

outlawed female genital muti-
lation following years of  UN-

level discourse and statements on that
practice, and the world is witnessing
“progress to completely eradicate the
practice.”  
Methods of  Bahá’í agencies in the

UN sphere at the moment are largely
aimed at improving “the culture of  the
space in which the discourse takes
place,” she said. That includes promot-
ing consultation as a means of  seeking
truth and influencing “the form and
structure of  discourse” to encourage an
orientation toward unity. This work
can be in public or behind the scenes,
and the shapes it takes can include:
• A spiritual orientation in a milieu
fixated on material concerns—for
example,
conversing
about “peo-
ple as a dri-
ver of  social
develop-
ment” when
discussion
seems con-
fined to
financial or
technical
solutions;

• An attitude
of  mutual

Penn Badgley and Mtali Banda (Photos by Dylan Sheper)

Bani Dugal (Photo by Dylan Sheper)



decision “not to list any identity or
group,” mentioning instead common
rights of  all humanity. 
Even as the BIC deals in sweeping

issues— ot least freedom of  religion
and defending the besieged Bahá’ís in
Iran—Dugal said, “I still find in my
daily work that the greatest impact I
can have … is more likely than not
through a one-on-one conversation…
It is about the authenticity of  a rela-
tionship, the purity of  intention, and a
shared aspirations we have for the con-
struction of  a better world.” 

Plenary panel — Social Justice
and Education

Drawing together educational
researchers from California, Indiana
and Ontario, this panel strove to exam-
ine discourses linking education with
social justice and new concepts that
Bahá’ís can offer. 
Moderator Dr. Shabnam Koirala-

Azad, an associate dean and faculty
member in multicultural education at
the University of  San Francisco,
acknowledged that well-meaning edu-
cational constructs can crystallize and
inadvertently perpetuate unjust pat-
terns in society. She encouraged the
panel members to explore current dis-
courses in education, suggest ways of
challenging the system to examine
itself, and share ways they are person-
ally engaging in that discourse. 
Dr. Chitra Golestani, an adjunct fac-

ulty member at the
Institute for Humane
Education at Valparaiso
University, contrasted
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s ideals for
education—to foster not
only academic learning, but
also “the expansion of  con-
sciousness”—with a “deficit
thinking” model in U.S.
school systems that tend to
marginalize poor and
minority students, create a
“pipeline to prison” and
make scapegoats of  their
parents. Some scholars, she
said, have advanced an
“asset-based” approach that,
translated into Bahá’í concepts, can be
seen as asking “How do we mine these
gems of  inestimable value?” 
Over the years, efforts to empower

youth have resulted in endeavors such
as multicultural education, global citi-
zenship education, and most recently
humane education, aimed at equipping
students to view root causes of  social
problems and to create solutions. But
“looking through a Bahá’í lens” reveals
another dimension: the need for spiri-
tual transformation of  individuals and,
in turn, of  a spiritually bankrupt soci-
ety. “Without looking at transforming
hearts as well as minds,” she said,  “we
may work within existing systems and
not pay enough attention to creating
new ones”—perpetuating a trap of
hopelessness.

Elena
Toukan, a doc-
toral student in
education at the
University of
Toronto,
looked at ways
Bahá’ís can
draw on the
Revelation to
engender hope
and positive
change. Many
established
school systems

are rooted in dated concepts of  society,
while Bahá’ís view education through
the lens of  the oneness of  humanity
and see it as an element in building “a
civilization that is materially and spiri-
tually prosperous.” 
She suggested some questions

Bahá’ís can pose to broaden educational
discourse: “What might be some of  the
qualities and skills of  … an individual
who can labor for the well-being of
their community? … What conditions
can facilitate the emergence of  a cul-
ture and a community that reflects the
principles of  unity, justice and equali-
ty? How would … this educational
process be so deeply embedded [in]
the community that it would be direct-
ly related to the needs and exigencies
of  the time?” 
While school systems tend to aim

for such goals as equipping students to
participate in society economically or
become law-abiding citizens, she cited
the junior youth program as a system
that encourages young people to take
charge of  their growth and learn to be
contributors, and brings parents and
educators together in conversation. 
Culture is a strong force in shaping

every human being, but the Revelation
of  Bahá’u’lláh empowers each of  us to
turn that power around and play a role
in transforming society. 
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in the 1870s. Though the activities of
the Commission — formed in 2008 as a
result of  the country’s largest-ever
class action court settlement—brought
out a number of  truths many
Canadians were unaware of, reconcilia-
tion still lies ahead. “We [white citi-
zens] need to start telling a more hon-
est story in our schools and in our pro-
fessional associations and in our social
gatherings and in our faith communi-
ties,” she said. Specific calls to action
have been issued at the level of  govern-
ment and policy, but it’s unclear what
forms social dialogue needs to take—
only that “It will take many heads,
hands, hearts and spirits working
together at all levels of  society” to heal
the division and bring about “shared
prosperity on those lands we all share.” 

Mr. Butera, a survivor of  Rwanda’s
1994 ethnic genocide, said that to gain
full understanding and empathy with
victims of  the policy, “you cannot go
through this with your mind alone. …
You need to bring your heart with you
and to feel the actual pain of  the sto-
ries.” In speaking out over the years
against injustices and mass crimes—
including his work with Canadian
Senator Romeo Dallaire, a champion of
human rights for the Bahá’ís in Iran—
Butera acknowledged he has encoun-
tered indifference and inertia. In addi-
tion to ensuring the stories of  such
injustices as the Indian school system
continue to get told, he said, it is essen-
tial to take steps to end the vestiges of
humiliation and cultural injury. “This,
too, will take a long time,” he said. “I’m
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Marie Wilson

Plenary session — From Truth to
Reconciliation: Indigenous Peoples

and the Future of Canada
Late in 2015, the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission of  Canada
released its final report about the devas-
tating effects of  the Indian Residential
Schools program run by the Canadian
government for about 120 years.
Conference attendees heard a few of  the
thousands of  video interviews the
Commission conducted over several
years: survivors recounting their forcible
relocation into church-run schools as
children, families torn apart, loneliness,
hunger, humiliation, and even punishment
when they spoke in their own language.  
To appreciate the “great potential and

glorious future” of  this continent’s
indigenous peoples as ‘Abdu’l-Bahá fore-
saw it, “we must examine the grievous
past” as a step toward a just society, said
Dr. Payam Akhavan, a Bahá’í in Montreal
who is an international law professor and
former UN prosecutor. He moderated a
panel including Marie Wilson, an award-
winning journalist and a member of  the
Commission; Eloge Butera, a human
rights activist who participated as an
honorary witness; and Bob Watts, a
Bahá’í of  Mohawk/Ojibway ancestry and
university educator who was the
Commission’s Executive Director. 
Ms. Wilson noted a long-standing atti-

tude of  racial and spiritual superiority
that led to the relocation policy starting

Eloge Butera Bob Watts
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truly blessed to be able to say that I am
using my legal education to this pur-
pose.”  
Mr. Watts recounted that when stu-

dents enter his course on reconciliation
at Queens University in Ontario and
find out often-obscured historical details
about the treatment of  North America’s
indigenous peoples, many are shocked
and angry that nobody told them
before. When they discuss
what to do about it, he said,
“it may be everything from
making sure their children
understand the history of
Canada” to “trying to build
relationships and bridges
between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous people.”
More tangible steps in offi-
cial policy—for example,
reforms in child welfare or
greater access to resources
for First Nations—are slow
in coming when officials do
not see that those are
important to their con-
stituents. Bahá’ís can make a difference
through the way they participate in
society, he said; endeavors such as the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission
do not create justice but rather “point
the way to how we can manifest justice,
how we can manifest oneness, how we
can manifest the unity that we all hold
so dear.”  

Plenary session — “The Word
that Shineth and Flasheth amidst

the Books of Men”: Text,
Translation, and the Nature of

Reality  
Words are a gift that reveals connec-
tions between the spiritual and material
worlds, and people depend on words to
share knowledge and understanding.
Dr. Steven Phelps, who spent 13 years

in the Research Department of  the
Bahá’í World Center and still involved
in translation of  Bahá’í writings, com-
mented on some challenges of  translat-
ing the Word of  God while preserving
its power “as a vehicle for the expres-
sion of  the highest truths.”  
The nature of  divine revelation lim-

its how humans might understand it,

even in its original language. Many
“ecstatic” works of  the Báb were
revealed within “a new linguistic
space” that set aside conventional form
and grammar, and even in more easily
understood works Bahá’u’lláh advises
us of  the “infinite truths [that] lie
within a drop” of  the ocean of  revela-
tion. 
Still, the “infinitely precious” legacy

of  millions of  words from Bahá’u’lláh,
the Báb, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and Shoghi
Effendi encompasses “not just the pre-
cepts of  a new faith community but
the outline of  a world-embracing spiri-
tual revolution.” Because many more
people around the planet must have
access to that body of  revelation and
guidance, the centuries-spanning task
of  translation continues.
Fortunately, Phelps indicated, those

who take part in that quest can draw
on abundant guidance on the nature of
the Word itself, guidelines from
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the peerless example of
Shoghi Effendi, and the experience of
many translation teams. 

Plenary panel — Citizenship and
Participation

Citizenship has great powers: to unite,
to divide, to create a sense of  shared
responsibility and action. A panel of
three, chaired by Canadian govern-
ment attorney Afsoon Houshidari,

Steven Phelps (Photo by Dylan Sheper)
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offered perspectives from the varied
views of  their professions. 
Dr. Arash Abizadeh, a political phi-

losophy professor at McGill University
in Montreal, noted how citizenship in a
participatory democracy (compared
with, say, being subjects of  a monarchy)
carries a status that is associated with a
particular set of  rights, a scheme for
participating, and a sense of  identity
and common cause that fosters patrio-
tism and shared sacrifice. But such a
mode of  citizenship can reveal a “dual
character”: even as it creates some
degree of  legal equality among citizens,
it also creates a reduced status for “for-
eigners” from outside one’s borders. 
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How then could the construct of  cit-
izenship be freed of  that divisive nature
and channeled, in Houshidari’s words,
for “the empowerment of  populations
to participate in processes of  social
transformation?”
Some 25 years ago, a wider vision of

global citizenship, acknowledging “the
Earth as a common homeland,”
achieved a spark of  acceptance in the
United Nations arena, said Mr. Carl
Murrell, the U.S. National Spiritual
Assembly’s representative at the UN.
At first the concept “was rejected
almost at every stop” because many
members felt it disrespected national
sovereignty. But while Murrell was
working with the Bahá’í Office of  the
Environment, organizations concerned
with the environment would talk open-
ly about the Earth as one. And as codi-
fied in the 1992 statement known as
Agenda 21, that discourse came to
incorporate not only “a profound sense
of  respect for … the well-being of  the
entire human family” but also the one-
ness of  humanity itself  and a “unifying
vision of  a peaceful, prosperous soci-
ety.” Its influence in UN circles grew,
Murrell said, largely because con-
cerned organizations had an “organiz-
ing principle” to rally around, and
spaces created to share their learning.
Nowadays, the concept of  a common
homeland “flows out of  the lips” of
people at every level of  the UN com-
munity. 

Dr. Gerald Filson,
the Canadian Bahá’í
Community’s Director
of  Public Affairs, said
that as we exercise our
responsibilities as global
citizens,  the emerging
and evolving conceptual
framework of  Bahá’í
thought has to be
brought into play. As an
example he cited Bahá’í
participation alongside
fellow religious organi-
zations in discourse and
social action regarding

resettlement of  refugees. It can be
most effective if  we are open to learn-
ing from their experience about both
principles and methodology. But we
should also be prepared to bring Bahá’í
perspectives to that work; awareness of
the constructive and destructive forces
operating in the world, for example,
can influence how we act or talk in
partnership with others. While Bahá’í
individuals, communities and institu-
tions “are at a very early stage” in
engaging our conceptual framework in
such partnerships, he said, we are
obliged to strike a balance: to be
“agents of  unity” but also active “in
transforming society and transforming
ourselves… learning to practice

Genevieve Labbe (Photo by Clara Haskell)
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[Bahá’í concepts] with others in a
way that is humble, that adopts a
learning mode.” 

Plenary panel — Technology
and Values

Technology is a word that might
have an impersonal ring. But Mark
Towfiq, a California software engi-
neer; Mitra Solomon, an internet
marketing executive; and Matthew
Weinberg, director of  the Bahá’í
Internet Agency, explored how tech-
nology creates human possibilities
that are strongly driven by the val-
ues of  the people who produce it, but
also can be influenced by the con-
scious choices of  those who use it. 
At its root, Towfiq clarified, tech-

nology results from people
using their God-given facul-
ties, “discovering properties
in nature and applying them
to change our environment”
—be it fire, farming, printing,
energy, weaponry. While
technology has been used for
great benefit over history, as
one scholar observed, the
popularity of  specific prod-
ucts are often “tied to one of
the seven deadly sins.” One
thought Towfiq advanced
about making technology
more coherent with

Bahá’u’lláh’s admonition to be “anx-
iously concerned with the needs of  the
age ye live in” is to learn from the
processes of  study, consultation, action
and reflection inherent in Bahá’í com-
munity building. Much like the “agile
model” that has been developed in busi-
ness, it is aimed at optimizing a human
endeavor—and one moral factor is the
result envisioned from that process. He
shared hopeful examples of  websites,
such as Code for America and the
Detroit Water Project, that he
explained were developed in grassroots
consultation about human needs.
Solomon pointed to the dual nature

of  online social media such as
Facebook, Twitter and Snapchat.
Statements from those companies indi-

cate they all espouse constructive
goals: “they want to empower people,
they want people to share, and they
want to connect the world.” But in the
process the networks also enable
“trolling, cyberbullying, divisive lan-
guage.” Not only does this experience
shape its users and foster passivity, but
the various services also shape each
other as they constantly evaluate how
to collect and exploit data about their
users. On a positive note, Solomon
mentioned sites that encourage con-
scious engagement, such as Wikipedia,
created expressly to amass knowledge
through online collaboration, and
Nextdoor, built to create bonds of
friendship and support within individ-
ual neighborhoods.
Weinberg set out a case that even as

technology is interlinked with human
progress and acts as “a magnifier of
human intention and capacity,” it “can-
not become a substitute for human
judgment and action.” The power
structures and flaws of  a society, he
said, are often embedded in the tech-
nologies it produces, and in turn they
“can shape the very moral terrain in
which we make decisions.” Hazards
include immoral or violent uses; a “tech
fix” mentality that treats technology as
a solution to human problems rather
than a means; or “reverse adaptation”
—letting one’s life revolve around a
convenient device. Individuals and fam-
ilies, no doubt, have power to become

active agents in
their choices,
Weinberg noted.
But on the level of
society, he cited
scholars who sug-
gest rebuilding
our relationship
with technology
by creating con-
sultative spaces
remarkably similar
to what Bahá’is
and collaborators
use in their learn-
ing processes. The
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Online Book Review Repository

Check out the latest postings of  book reviews on the ABS Online Book Review Repository at:
http://bahai-studies.ca/publications/journal/book-reviews/

No Jim Crow Church: The Origins of South Carolina’s Bahá’í Community
by Louis Venters. xii + 321 pages, Gainesville, FL: University Press of  Florida, 2015. 
Review by Richard W. Thomas for Journal of  Bahá’í Studies. Available at University Press of  Florida and
Amazon.com

Toward a Socially Responsible Psychology for a Global Era
edited by Elena Mustakova-Possardt, Mikhail Lyubansky, Michael Basseches, and Julie Oxenberg, New York:
Springer, 2014, xxi + 289 pages. Review by Michael Penn for Journal of  Bahá’í Studies. Available through
Springer and at Amazon.com
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The Journal of Bahá’í Studies

Latest issue of The Journal of Bahá’í Studies
Vol. 26, No. 3    Fall 2016

Contents

From the Editor’s Desk Linda S. Covey and Roshan Danesh

Walking the Spiritual Path with Both Feet Planted 
Firmly on the Ground Joyce Baldwin

A Personal Journey toward Reconciliation  
Patricia Verge  

A Necessary History: Teaching On and Off  the Reservations
Linda S. Covey

Building Intercultural Community: Insights from 
Indigenous Bahá’í History Chelsea Horton

Encouragement, Challenges, Healing and Progress: The Bahá’í Faith in 
Indigenous Communities Alfred Kahn

Cover: Salmon Richard Shorty



challenge, he said, is to “create oppor-
tunities for reflection at all levels of
society that allow us to consciously
build ways of  life that integrate tech-
nology into a desirable conception of
what it means to be human.”

Plenary panel — Art, Beauty
and the Human Spirit 

Heartened by Bahá’u’lláh’s writings
on “the true worth of  artists and
craftsmen” and His assurances that
“the arts and wonders of  the world”
have a heavenly source, the panel of
Sky Glabush, Ontario artist and edu-
cator; Leili Towfigh, Massachusetts
ceramic artist; and Siamak Hariri,
Toronto architect and lead designer of
the Bahá’í House of  Worship in Chile,
shared spiritual approaches that help
them keep their aspirations high even
amid workaday concerns. 
Glabush outlined sev-

eral recent exhibitions of
his artwork, with
glimpses of  how he
addressed questions sug-
gested by his 40-year
spiritual journey in the
Bahá’í Faith since child-
hood in Saskatchewan.
He shared inspirations
that led him to choose
particular media and
techniques—mostly
paintings or other rela-

tively flat presentations, along with a
few sculptures—as well as their
intended visual effect. Some pieces are
abstract personal expressions of  com-
ing to terms with behaviors, thoughts,
feelings, and even the very nature of
the self. However, an exhibition titled
“Display” was intentionally provoca-
tive, starting with its centerpiece: a
mural-size impression of  a 1963
Toronto Bahá’í proclamation display,
prominently featuring the sentence
“Say: All are created by God” in what
he called “the most secular, … the
most maybe atheistic space I could
think of—a commercial gallery.”
Continually conscious of  “questions
about the role of  religion in our imag-
ination,” Glabush previewed new
works for an upcoming exhibition:
floor weavings that could be seen as
prayer mats or welcome mats, “a refer-

ence to being
invited in.” 
Towfigh

lightheartedly
noted that the
creation of
ceramic art
brings “great
experiences in
detachment”:
clay flying off
the spinning
wheel if  it’s
off  center;

edges of  a pot
slumping if  the artist is not sufficient-
ly “kind to the clay”; a nearly finished
piece exploding in the kiln if  every air
bubble hasn’t been worked out in
advance. “A lot of  breakage comes
along the way, just as with our devel-
opment as individual souls,” she said.
“This happens a lot; don’t be sad. It
builds character.” But she also shared
brief  videos abundantly demonstrat-
ing the meditative nature of  several
successful processes. In her work at
the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, she added, she appreci-
ates the perspectives of  math and sci-
ence specialists who create alongside
her. “Their approach to their [art-
work] is very systematic,” she said,
and rather than stereotypical flares of
ego she is more likely to witness “dis-
cussions about collaboration on [the
formulation of] a glaze.” 
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Plenary Panelists, Leili Towfigh, Sky Glabush, Siamak Hariri (Photo by Clara Haskell)

Breakout Session Panelists  (Photos by Clara Haskell)



For Hariri the creative process,
that search for material expression of
a spiritual aspiration, finds a great
parallel in the long obligatory prayer:
“it speaks to this idea of  longing,
yearning, beseeching, begging… Let
me touch Your beauty just a little bit.”
Architecture is highly collaborative—
not just with co-workers but also with
the client—and the best work comes
when such a spirit inspires care and
meditation on the details, as well as
conscientiousness in bringing the
work together in a coherent whole. 
An example from his firm’s work

with the Chilean Temple: From the
start the building was conceived as a
form of  embodied light. “It took us
two years to invent the material”—
cast glass layered with marble—that
would capture light in the envisioned
way, he said. Even that seemed to rely
on a mystical process, because the
stone used in construction had been
kept for seven generations by a quarry
waiting for “just the right project.”

Plenary presentation —
Advancing in Bahá’í-Inspired

Education
As much effort as Bahá’í scholars and
educators have made to develop sys-
tems and materials that reflect Bahá’í
teachings, Dr. Sona Farid-Arbab told
the 40th ABS Conference, many years
of  hard work lie ahead before the
world can claim to see a true Bahá’í
curriculum for comprehensive educa-
tion.
In the meantime, how can we hope

to advance Bahá’í-inspired education?
Dr. Farid-Arbab, former director of
the Office of  Social and Economic
Development at the Bahá’í World

Center and currently an adviser to the
Moral Education Research Center at
the Beijing Academy of  Educational
Sciences, said current efforts in
Bahá’í-inspired education can focus
either on assessing the current direc-
tion of  educational theory and prac-
tice or on advancement in new direc-
tions.
One new direction, she suggested,

could be to augment and reform cur-
rent systems, working alongside like-
minded colleagues to incorporate
Bahá’í spiritual and social principles,
with emphasis on moral qualities
alongside academic outcomes. “This
would be the minimum definition” of
Bahá’í-inspired education, she stated.
But is that approach worthy of

Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation, which calls
into being “a new race of  men”?
Instead, Farid-Arbab said, such a high
aim asks us to “be engaged in a rigor-
ous search for educational content
that would progressively endow each
generation with the characteristics of
a human race entering the age of
maturity.” After all, a spiritually and
materially transformed humanity will
not “come into being as if  by magic.”   

She warned against carelessly
accepting ideas that can pose danger
for humanity, such as paradigms that
deny the idea that anything could be
considered objectively good or bad,
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Sona Farid-Arbab (Photo by Dylan Sheper)
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and view morality as the mere prod-
uct of  “personal feelings and prefer-
ences.” Such a concept not only steers
education away from qualities that
Bahá’u’lláh states young people must
develop, but is already exerting “a
devastating influence … on today’s
social and political structures and
processes.” 
To complement current systems’

preoccupation with cultural, social,
physical and mental capacities, there
are two intimately related elements of
the human soul that Bahá’ís are “in a
unique position to treat … at an
appropriate level of  depth,” she said:
understanding and spiritual qualities.  
A conception of  understanding

inspired by Bahá’í writings will help
people see beyond artificial divisions.
While encompassing such things as
information, reasoning, physical
action or mental computation, under-
standing is not synonymous with any
of  them. “As one advances in under-
standing … there are significant
moments of  insight and grasp of  spe-
cific facts and meanings,” Farid-Arbab
said, but rather than a measurable
series of  achievements, “the process is
more like moving forward along a
path” that may have milestones but
has no predetermined end.  
The gift of  understanding, much

like spiritual qualities such as love,
justice, generosity and truthfulness,
“can be seen as a constituent of  who
we are.” All these are capacities of  the
soul that are intimately linked with
each other. 
“The challenge before Bahá’í-

inspired educational endeavors,” she
said, “is to learn to engage simultane-
ously in fostering spiritual qualities
and nurturing the understanding of
concepts not only belonging to the
spiritual realm, but also to the realm
of  the physical and social sciences, to
literature and the arts, to history and
political thought.” Such an approach
dissolves the wall between spiritual
and material education and embraces

an “expanded rationality” that reads
reality and avoids relativism.
Some evidence for the effectiveness of

that type of  approach is within grasp,
especially in the results of  the junior
youth spiritual empowerment program,
she pointed out. Years ago, as the pro-
gram in Colombia worked with thou-
sands of  people ages 12–15 in a process
of  action, reflection, study and consulta-
tion, a new picture of  “the reality of  a
human being” at that age range
emerged. Many young people have been
aided to become agents in their own
transformation, in part through the
insights into language and moral struc-
ture included into the materials. 
Other incremental advances are

bound to emerge from well-rounded
efforts in Bahá’í-inspired education, she
said—but only if  those involved “fix
[their] eyes … on the vision of  the
human being Bahá’u’lláh intends to
raise” and the new civilization that will
result.

- Report by Editors of
The American Bahá’í 

Report on breakout sessions continued
in December issue of  ABS Bulletin.
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Conference Video and
Audio Recordings
available for free

viewing and download
on the ABS Website
http://bahai-studies.ca/proceed-

ings-and-recordings/

Plenary Arts Evening, Mary Darling and Clark Donnelly (Photos by Dylan Sheper)



The ABS Executive Committee was pleased to present the Awards for Distinguished Scholarship at the 40th Annual
Conference to Dr. Todd Lawson and Dr. Benjamin Schewel.
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2016 ABS Awards for Distinguished Scholarship

Dr. Todd Lawson was the recipient of  the 2016
Award for Distinguished Scholarship — Book
Category his book, Gnostic Apocalypse and Islam:
Qur'an, Exegesis, Messianism and the Literary Origins of
the Babi Religion, published by Routledge in 2012.

Dr. Benjamin Schewel was the recipient of  the
2016 Award for Distinguished Scholarship —
Graduate Thesis Category for his Doctoral
Dissertation in Philosophy, “Seven Narratives: An
Analysis of  the Contemporary Scholarly
Discourse on Religion” defended at Katholieke
Universiteit Leuven in 2014. 

Bahieh Moayyad-Khademi Memorial Award
This award was established in 2006 in memory of  Bahieh Moayyad-Khademi, to honor her interest and dedication
in supporting the cause of  education and recognizing young Iranian Baha’is for their achievements in academic
studies and assisting them in attaining higher education.

The 2016 Bahieh Moayyad-Khademi Scholarship Award was presented to two individuals, Mr. Farzan Ma’sum and
Mr. Farham Sabet.

Upcoming ABS Webinar Schedule
Wednesday, November 16, 2016 8:oo p.m. EST with Kevin Naimi
Topic: Transforming Humanity: Reflections on a Bahá’í Approach to Social Theory
KEVIN NAIMI is a Doctoral candidate in the Sociology of  Education at the University of  Toronto. His work focuses 
creativity and the empowerment of  young people.

Wednesday, December 21, 2016 8:oo p.m. EST with Tara Nault and Michele Nault McIsaac
Topic: Weaving Road to Reconciliation
TARA NAULT is the Director, Aboriginal Health with BC Ministry of  Health. Tara has worked with First Nations and
Aboriginal communities for over 30 years and is a graduate in Indigenous Governance from the University of  
Victoria. Tara is Métis with cultural roots in Saskatchewan and Manitoba.

MICHELE NAULT MCISAAC is a Métis woman originally from Saskatchewan and has lived and worked on Vancouver 
Island for over 30 years. Michele holds a degree from the University of  Regina in Adult Education and Training. 
Michele has been a presenter and facilitator on Aboriginal wellness.


