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PREFACE

THIS BOOK IS AN INTRODUCTION to the vast ocean of the writ­
ings of the Rib, the young and charismatic Persian Prophet and
Forerunner of the Baha'i religion. I spent my undergraduate years

in the Bab's birthplace, the city of Shiraz, where I studied at Pahlavi Uni­
versity. Memorable occasional visits to the House of the Rib (which was
demolished in 1979 by the Iranian Revolutionary Guards) were the ulti­
mate inspiration for my future work on the Bah's writings. During those

years, one of my best friends was my fellow student, Bahram Yalda'L
Being of the same age, we took many of the same courses, and I always
sat beside him. He was the most selfless, gentle, quiet, and peaceful per­
son I have ever met. Years later I received the shocking news that Bahram,
together with his kind and brave mother, had been put to death by the
Islamic regime simply because they refused to recant their faith as Baha'is
and renounce their right to freedom of conscience, their right to be
human. The same fanatical and intolerant culture that had executed the
Bab in 1850 was continuing to kill the Bab's spiritual heirs, the Baha'is, at
the end of the twentieth century.

My actual research on the writings of the Bab began a decade ago
when a dear friend gave me a most precious gift. lt was a copy of the
Persian Bayan, the most important of the Bab's works. When I opened it,
I recognized instantly the name of the book's previous owner, written in
his own handwriting on the first page. It was my martyred friend, Bahram.
The one who gave me this gift was unaware that Bahram and I had been
friends in our undergraduate years in Iran.

lt was in this mysterious context that I began to read again the Per­
sian Bayan, while remembering my friendship with Bahram in Shiraz. I
became entranced by the Bab's creativity and could not stop studying
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the works that flowed from His prolific pen. Thus began a journey of
exploration that has culminated in this book. Through it I hope to share
some of the vibrant and creative experience that I have had in studying
the works of the Bab. Even so, it is only a beginning and an invitation to

further study and research.
Many people have contributed in various ways to the realization of

this book, and although it is impossible to mention them all, I am grate­
ful to everyone. A number of scholars including Dr. Muhammad Atoan,
Dr. Nosratollah Mohammadhosseini, and Dr. Iskander Ha'i made con­
tributions that were essential. I am also grateful to the Research Depart­
ment of the Baha'i World Centre for assistance with the provisional
translations that are included in this volume. My research has benefited
from the supporting environment of the Department of Sociology and

Anthropology at Carleton College. My thanks go to my editor and the
Association for Baha'i Studies for publishing this book as the first volume
of the Bah.fi Studies Series published by Wilfrid Laurier University Press.
I would like to thank my wife Bita, who always eagerly read various drafts
of the manuscript, gave me insightful comments, and enthusiastically
supported my work.

furthermore, I would like to express my love and gratitude to my
parents who taught me from an early age the love of reading. This work
is an expression of their love and sacrifices throughout my life. Finally, I
wish to thank Arden Lee for loving me like a son these last thirty years.

I dedicate this book to my beloved and noble friend from Shiraz,
Bahram Yalda'i.



INTRODUCTION

I
N THE MIDDLE OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, the world ofShi'ih
Islam was in a state of fervent messianic expectation. Devout believ­
ers were awaiting the advent of the holy figure known as the Twelfth

Imam, who had been in concealment for a thousand years. According
to the prophecies recorded in the Traditions, when the Hidden Imam
reappeared he would arise, as the Qa'im, to unleash jihad-holy war­
on the forces of evil and unbelief, and would usher in the Day of Judg­
ment and the Resurrection. When in IR44 a mild and refined
twenty-five-year-old merchant from Shiraz, Persia, declared that He was
that promised figure of Islamic prophecy, it sent a shock wave through
Persian society.l His name was Siyyid 'Ali-Mul).ammad Shirazi, and He
took the title of Bah (the Gate). Response to the Bab and His teachings
ranged from ecstatic embrace by those who became His followers, to
hostile and violent rejection by the government and clerical hierarchy.
Determined to extirpate the newborn religion, the authorities launched
a campaign of brutal persecution against the Babis, culminating in the exe­
cution of the Bab Himself before a firing squad in the public square of
Tabriz on July 9, 1850.2

In fact, the Bab had made a claim even more startling than that of
being the Qa'im. He also claimed to be both a new Prophet and the her­
ald of yet another messianic figure even greater than Himself, referred to
as "He Whom God shall make manifest" (Man Yu?hiruhu'llah). The
essence and purpose of the Bab's own mission (as the Bab would always
stress) was to prepare the people for this second and greater Advent. In
IR63 one of the Bab's followers, Mirza f::Iusayn 'Ally-i-Nud, Baha'u'lIah,
would publicly claim to be that Promised One. In the century that followed,
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the religion Baha'u'llah founded-the Baha'i Faith-would attract adher­

ents far beyond Iran and the Middle East and would become a world

religion with millions of followers across the globe.3

This book is an exploration of the creative and revolutionary ideas of

the Bab through a study of some of His numerous writings. It should be

regarded as a preliminary attempt to analyze and describe the overall

vision and the substantive message contained in the Bab's texts. For a

number of reasons, including their formidable difficulty and apparently

hermetic nature, the Bab's writings have scarcely been studied by schol­

ars. When they have been studied, those texts have often been approached

in a literalistic framework and without sufficient attention to their sym­

bolism, and thus they have frequently been misunderstood. This book

offers a new approach to the writings of the Bab. Going beyond literalism,

it attempts to understand the individual texts within the context of the

totality of the Bab's works as well as His world view and His own expla­

nations of His intentions, His rhetorical choices, and, above all, the lan­

guage of symbolism and metaphor He employs throughout His works. As.

a tentative and preliminary exploration, this book is not intended to be

a comprehensive or comparative study of the writings of the Bab. Each

of the Bab's texts discussed here could, and no doubt will, become the sub­

ject of many volumes of analysis and commentary in the future. In addi­

tion to the many topics that are only brief1y touched on in this book,

much more could be said about all the multiple allusions and meanings

contained in the Bab's writings, as well as the theological and philosoph­

ical ideas they contain. For brevity's sake, all these aspects must be omit­

ted here and left to future scholarship.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, the story of the Bab and

His followers, and their torture and martyrdom at the hands of the Per­

sian state authorities and fanatical Muslim clergy, touched a receptive

chord in some Western intellectuals who learned of it. Prominent among

those intellectuals was the Cambridge orientalist, Edward Granville

Browne. Despite the scorn of his colleagues, who derided him for spend­

ing his time on what they considered a minor and ephemeral phenom­

enon, Browne dedicated his career to recording and studying the Babi

movement. He was convinced he was witnessing "one of the most remark­

able phenomena of the present century," and he believed the Bab's reli­

gion was "destined to leave a permanent mark in the world." The religion
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of the Bab, he observed, "whatever its actual destiny may be, is of that stuff
whereof world-religions are made."4

Those first Europeans who became intrigued by the story of the Bab
were influenced by various currents of romanticism and tended to con­
centrate on celebrating the natural, innocent, and courageous character
of the Bab and His Revelation.sAlthough their accounts did help to gain

wider recognition for the Bab and His movement outside the Middle
East, they generally failed to go beyond traditional simplistic categories
and did not even scratch the surface of the complexity and rich symbol­
ism of the mystical and theological system co"ntained in His works. A
recent wave of scholarly research, however, has enkindled new excitement
and curiosity about the Bab, and there is now a growing body ofliterature
on His history and writings.6 Some authors, however, have tended to dis­
miss the Bab's works as mere "archaeological" phenomena devoid of any

real significance, let alone relevance beyond a limited historical context.?
Within the literalist interpretive approach, several common features have
contributed to producing such conclusions. These features include the
tendency to treat the Bab;s writings as completely separate from the writ­
ings of Baha'u'llah, lack of attention to the complexity and creativity of
both the form and the content of the Bab's texts, and overlooking the sub­
tleties of the Bab's language and logic of expression, especially the rhetor­
ical and symbolic uses of language through which He transforms
traditional concepts and at times completely reverses their meanings.

Are the writings of the Rib merely of"archaeological" interest, or do
they have a value and importance that transcends the limits of their his­
torical moment and speaks with relevance to the present? In a sense, this
book is an attempt to answer that question, for it is only by coming to a

better understanding of the Bab's works that we can correctly judge their
significance, both in historical perspective and in terms of their contem­
porary relevance. In this chapter I will address the issue through a gen­
eral introductory methodological examination of the historical
background and writings of the Bab.

The Bab's Critique ofIslamic Traditionalism

Before September 11, 2001, few could have imagined that one of the effects
of modern Western technological advancement would be the dramatic
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and violent intrusion, upon the Western world, of the seemingly remote
and arcane internal conflicts of Islam. The events of September 11 placed
Islam at the centre ofWestern cultural and political discourse as the West
struggles to make sense of what seems a bewildering, medieval mindset
centring around holy war or jihad as a religious duty. A series of troubling
but crucial questions have come to the fore: Is religion, particularly Islam,
ultimately only conducive to conflict and hatred? Is the "clash of civi­
lizations" inevitable? What went wrong in the Middle East's encounter
with modernity? Why has nothing comparable to Christianity's Reforma­
tion occurred within Islam? Does any possibility exist for genuine recon­
ciliation, mutual respect, and peace among the religions of the world?
The writings of the Bab provide a challenging, novel perspective from
which to examine such questions.

Between the traditionalist rejection of modernity (including its post­
modern modifications) on the one hand, and the atheist rejection of reli­
gion on the other, there has existed a third position within Islam-a
modernist, eclectic, though somewhat inconsistent and contradictory,
interpretation of Islamic holy texts. This approach sought to safeguard
the sacredness of tradition while imposing upon it a limited and super­
ficial modern form.8 But modernist Islam failed to question certain fun­
damental assumptions, and thus its ideology essentially consisted of
superficial revisions and borrowings from the West imposed over the
same traditionalistic bases without a thorough reexamination of their
underlying cultural and religious concepts. Not surprisingly, the modernist
approach has been relatively unpersuasive and ineffectual in the Muslim
world.

Against a background of intellectual and political impasse within
Islam, the historic significance and revolutionary import of the writings
of both the Bab and Baha'u'llah stand out. For there was indeed a radi­
cal reform movement in Islam-so radical in its transformation of Islamic
concepts and categories that ultimately it has ceased to be perceived as
a part of Islam at all-in much the same way that Christianity, although
appearing at first to be a reform movement within Judaism, came to be
recognized as a separate and independent religion. But the movement ini­
tiated by the Bab was far more than an Islamic Reformation. The Bab
engaged in a foundational reexamination of traditional conceptions of
religion and religious identity, expounding a spiritual world view that was
dynamic, historical, and oriented toward progress and communication.
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At a time when the Middle East was ignoring the West, and Muslim
religious leaders were insisting on adherence to the old traditions and
rituals, avoiding communication and contact with non-Muslims, and
rejecting any form of learning that came from the inferior "infidels," the
Western world was rapidly improving its technological, economic, polit­
ical, military, and cultural institutions and extending its influence through­
out the world-including the Middle East. While the Islamic world was
dominated by the culture of traditionalism, which defined the old ways
as sacred, eternally valid, and unalterable-and hence obstructed change
and progress-the West was experiencing the exact opposite trend: the rise
of the culture of rationalization and rationalism called modernity.

Modernity, of course, does not necessarily mean a rejection of all
tradition. Yet it does imply a rational and deliberate reexamination of tra­
dition in terms of consistent and universal criteria, a process that can lead
to the selective retention of those aspects of tradition that are conducive
to progress and universal moral principles. Social and economic advance­
ment depends on such an open and dynamic attitude toward truth and
values, while blind traditionalism obstructs progress and creativity in
any society.

But religious traditionalism in the Middle East was very different
from traditionalism as it was defined by Max Weber.9 For Weber, tradi­
tional authority was based more on the idea of habit than on the delib­
erate elevation of tradition to the realm of the sacred. The kind of
traditionalism Weber was concerned with is much easier to overcome
because practices based on mere force of habit and on taken-for-granted
institutions can easily crumble when confronted by the advantages of a
rational, deliberative, calculative, and purposive orientation. The tradi­
tionalism of the Middle East (like most religious traditionalism in gen­
eral) was much more entrenched and resistant to change because the
eternal validity of tradition was grounded in the eternal validity and truth
of divine revelation itself. Islamic traditions and rituals, the realm of the
religious laws or shari'ah, were defined as binding because they were the
Word of God. And because it was assumed that the Word of God was not
only eternally valid but unchanging, traditions were perceived to be
absolute and unalterable because they represented the eternal, unalterable
will of God.

In Islam, this traditionalism was based on belief in the finality of the
Islamic Revelation: after the Prophet Mu1).ammad, there would be no
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further revelation and no change in the religious law. So strong was this
traditionalism that it was even projected into the past: all the previous
revealed Holy Scriptures, it was reasoned, must have advocated the same
laws and rituals as those found in the Qur'an since divine truth is absolute
and the divine will is eternal. The apparent inconsistency of the sacred
texts and laws of Judaism and Christianity with the those of the Qur'an
was explained by the doctrine of"corruption of the texts": the followers
of the older religions were presumed to have altered their own holy books
for the sole purpose of refuting Islam.

In Islam, the static thesis of finality, or the "end of history," has

remained the underlying force of a traditionalism that categorically rejects
all that is modern (and, for that reason, by definition heretical), has
blocked socioeconomic vitality and creativity, and has exacerbated the
social and economic problems of Muslim nations, but which also finds
its own difficulties to be a further vindication of its hatred of the "infidels."
Even modernist Islam, while more progressive than militant traditional­
ism, remains imprisoned within the same set of traditional assumptions
about the finality of the Islamic Revelation and the eternal, unchanging
nature of religious law. While modernist Islam is more flexible in adopt­

ing some superficial elements of modern culture, it has never questioned
the fundamental premises of the traditionalistic model. The result, for the
world of Islam, has been the cultural and spiritual deadlock described
above; continuing social, political, and economic problems; and the per­

vasive negative perception and suspicion of the West and its institutions.
The writings of the Rib offered a novel solution to Islam's cultural and

spiritual impasse. The Bab's dynamic approach to truth questioned all
forms of traditionalism. His transformative interpretation of the finality
doctrine overturned the very foundations of Muslim traditionalism by
explaining divine revelation-past, present, and future-as a continuous
process that was cyclical and progressive. What had been the basis of tra­
ditionalism became, in the Bab's writings, the foundation of a thorough
critique of the traditionalist orientation itself.

The Bab's approach to the challenge of modernity was utterly differ­
ent from that ofIslamic traditionalists. Muslim traditionalists attributed
the Middle East's backwardness, and its political and economic subjuga­
tion to Europe, to the Muslims' own failure to adhere to the traditional
practices of early Islam. The solution they proposed was fundamentalism:
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the wholesale rejection of modernity and a return to the practices, insti­
tutions, and laws of over a thousand years ago. The traditionalist expla
nation is of course too simplistic and does not confront the real questions.
The Muslims' failure to observe Islamic practices of the past cannot
explain the rise of the Western "infidels" to power and their cultural cre­
ativity, for Western peoples were even further than the Muslims in their

deviation from Islamic practices. Still, this view was a major factor that
contributed to legitimizing traditionalism, and it has remained a great
obstacle to development and creativity in the Middle East.

According to the Bab, however, it is absolutely true that the solution

to the problems of Islam lies in a return to the original creative spirit
and source of the religion. But this return to the source, as it unfolds in
the writings of the Bab, is the exact opposite of a return to the former
Islamic rituals and practices. In the Bab's theology, the creative spirit of

Islam is the same divine spirit that has been the source of all the reli­
gions and civilizations of the past. The creative nature of that spirit is
defined by the progressive and historically specific character of divine
revelation. Thus the creativity of the divine spirit involves not the conser­
vation but the abrogation of previous social laws and practices, and their
periodic renewal in new forms. 10 Return to the creative spirit of Islam is
thus simultaneously a return to the creative spirit that animated Judaism
and Christianity. Such a return to the spirit of Islam, therefore, far from
demanding adherence to certain historically specific social laws and prac­

tices, requires no less than a thorough questioning of the traditionalist
logic behind those practices, as well as a dynamic spiritual orientation
and a cultural transformation based on the requirements of justice and
progress in the contemporary world. In this systematic reexamination, the

Bab advocates adopting useful elements of Western modernity-for
example, He encourages trade relations with the West and urges learning
from the sciences, arts, and industries of the Christians (that is, Euro­
peans). But He rejects the particularistic, materialistic, and morally harm­
ful aspects of modernity that obstruct the progress of human civilization.

Beyond Fundamentalism and Sociologism

Although the writings of the Bab, and in even more explicit ways those
of Baha'u'l!ah, offer an elegant solution to the crisis of Islam in the
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contemporary world, the relevance of the Bab and His writings goes far
beyond the question of Islam and modernity. One of those aspects with
wider import is the Bab's approach to all religions, an approach that
addresses the fundamental sources of conflict between religious com­
munities and which has relevance not only for traditional religious dis­
course but for the sociology of religion.

In discourse about sources of religious conflict, the positions repre­
sented by religious fundamentalism and sociological reductionism (soci­
ologism) are regarded as essentially extreme opposites. Although these two
views are assumed to represent contradictory perspectives and dissimi­
lar methodologies, the reality is much more complex. In fact, the view­
points and methodologies of these groups have much in common, and
they share an important premise that is directly related to the persistence
of religious conflict in the world. Thus the need for a thorough reexam­
ination of the current approach to religion is not confined to varieties of
religious fundamentalism; it is crucial for academic sociologism as well.

Religion is a multi-dimensional phenomenon, possessing a meta­
physicallspiritual and a social/empirical aspect. Religion advocates a
metaphysical vision as the revelation of a transcendent Absolute Reality;
at the same time religion is embodied in particular forms of human
beliefs, behaviours, organizations, and institutions that are subject to
sociological and historical dynamics. Any adequate approach to the study
of religion must recognize these two dimensions. Traditionalist religious
discourse and classical sociology of religion, however, both deny the
multi-dimensional character of religion, and both insist on reducing reli­
gion to one of those two aspects. Religious fundamentalism defines reli­
gion solely in terms of the transcendental/metaphysical dimension and
denies the relevance of the social/historical aspect. In this dogmatic per­
spective, religion is absolute and the divine Word is an expression of the
eternal, unchangeable will of God. It is not surprising that, from this
standpoint, conflict between religions is inevitable: the absolute charac­
ter of religion means that only one's own religion is true and all other reli­
gions must be false.

The dominant perspective in sociology of religion, while taking a
position opposite to fundamentalism, actually culminates in some of the
same implications. This view usually defines religion in terms of its
social/cultural dimension and denies the reality of any transcendental/
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metaphysical aspect. Some of the greatest sociologists have even turned
the sociology of religion itself into an argument for the non-existence of
God and the soul. In their theories, religion is viewed as a social con­
struction that can be adequately explained by the culture of a particular
society, while the notion of divine revelation is defined as an error that
can be disproved through scientific reasoning and evidence. Marx and
most of the Marxists reduced religion to the material and economic
aspects of society; denied the possibility of the existence of God, revela­
tion, or the soul; and dismissed the idea of God as an illusion. Following
l:euerbach, who reduced theological propositions to products of human
beings' alienation from their own nature, Marx explained religion in
terms of material alienation within the civil society.ll Durkheim consid­
ered the ideas of both the soul and God to be illusions misrepresenting
the real nature of religion, which was the collective consciousness/con­
science of society, its common culture, projected (that is, alienated) onto
a distorted conceptual realm. 12 Freud defined God as the psychological
misrecognition of the unconscious perception of the father that is pro­
jected onto an imaginary realm. 13 And Auguste Comte conceived sociol­
ogy itself, "the positive science," as the refutation of theological and
metaphysical perspectives. 14

But when closely examined, all these forms of analysis, despite their
claims to rest on scientific-that is, objective-methods, are themselves
methodologically unscientific. Sociology as an empirical science can­
not, by its own definition, make judgments on the truth value of any
metaphysical or theological propositions. Whether God exists is not a
question that can be resolved by using the empirical tools of sociologi­
cal research. Thus when Marx, Comte, Durkheim, or others use the
authority of sociology as "science" to deny the validity of the metaphys­
ical dimension of religion, they are no longer speaking as scientists and
sociologists. They are, instead, making a rhetorical appeal to the author­
ity of science in order to persuade readers to adopt what, in reality, are
their own particular metaphysical assumptions. While they are of course
convinced that these assumptions are brute "scientific" facts about real­
ity, the premises offered as axiomatic are actually metaphysical assump­
tions. These assumptions have led to oversimplified and inaccurate
representations of religion, and as a result science is portrayed as an
enemy of religion.
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Within the boundaries of empirical inquiry, sociologists can justifi­
ably discuss the social and psychological conditions under which people
are more or less likely to believe in certain forms of religious beliefs and
practices. They can also legitimately establish empirical regularities con­
cerning the relation of certain social conditions to certain forms of con­
ceptualizing the sacred. Yet none of these endeavours is the same as

proving or disproving metaphysical propositions about religious phe­
nomena such as the existence of God, the soul, or revelation. It is pos­
sible to assume that a God exists as a metaphysical truth, and yet to state
that the understanding of that truth, as well as the forms of its concep­
tualization, are dependent on the dynamics of cultural development and
the specific conditions of human social existence. Human inadequacy
to comprehend the Absolute, and the dependence of various forms of
conceptualization on social factors, have nothing to do with the metaphys­

ical question of the existence or non-existence of that Absolute. Thus
sociologism's denial of the existence of the transcendental/metaphysical
dimension of religion is an expression of its own tacit materialistic meta­
physics that masks the axiomatic nature of that metaphysics-that is,
conceals the fact that something is heing accepted as an assumption with­
out proof-hy labelling its particular metaphysical propositions as scien­
tific facts.

Not all sociologists of religion, of course, go as far as Marx and
Durkheim in subordinating religion to the social realm. Yet even contem­
porary liberal and postmodern approaches to religion usually view reli­
gion as conditioned by the particular social culture in which it develops.
The differences between religions are ascrihed to the differences between
cultures, and because each of those cultures represents a series of unique
historical conditions, those cultures (and religions) are considered incom­
mensurable. The existence of any common universal truth among all
religions is explained in material terms-that is, as resulting from the
similarities in the basic universal conditions of human life to which every
culture must respond in its own way.

Thus people are considered to be imprisoned within different closed
theological/cultural universes, and all religions are doomed to eternal
separation from one another. It is easy to see how this particular per­
spective unwittingly undergirds the alienation of religions from one
another. Religions become conceived of as closed cultural frameworks, a
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situation leading inevitably to mutual rejection and conflict. In other
words, despite the good intentions of theorists, sociologistic methodol­
ogy's reduction of religion to sociocultural phenomena provides a "sci­
entific" basis for justifying the alienation of religions from each other
and thus contributes to a situation in which religion is a force for hatred
and communal strife. While for decades this approach to religion was
the accepted norm in academic disciplines, emerging trends have put
into question these premises as well as the various assumptions associated
with the now increasingly discredited doctrine of cultural relativism. IS

The perspective advocated by the Bab in the 1840S transcends the lim­

itations of both religious fundamentalism and the sociological reduc­
tionism just described. The key to this perspective is the recognition of
religion's multi-dimensional character. Each religion, with its particular
practices and laws, is explained as the product of the interaction between
the divine Will and a specific set of historical, social, and cultural condi­
tions. The Will of God is not static but ever-creative, renewing the form
in which It manifests Itself in accordance with humanity's stage of devel­
opment; the various religions are all viewed as diverse, sequential expres­

siems of the same divine truth. The writings of the Bab direct attention
away from the token or secondary manifestations of religion-those laws
and practices that are diverse-and they focus attention instead on the
one common source of all those varying expressions: the divine Will. In
other words, the Bab's writings combine historical consciousness with
mystical consciousness, encompassing both dimensions of religion and
emphasizing that the core reality of all the religions is one and the same.

The Crisis ofModernity

The significance of the writings of the Bab, as well as those of Baha'u'lhih,
is not limited to questions of religion and religious truth; Their writings
are also directly relevant to the contemporary social and political crises
of Western civilization. For if the Middle East has failed to adequately

address the challenge of modernity because of its own imprisonment
within a predominantly traditionalist outlook, the West has equally failed
to deal with its own crisis of modernity because it has not applied the spirit
of systematic search and deliberation to the realm of spiritual truth. The
consequence of this failure is the persistence of a contradiction at the
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heart of Western modernity, the effects of which are increasingly evident
in the breakdown of its moral premises and an inevitable slide into rel­
ativism with regard to truth and values.

The Western achievement of modernity was founded on the realiza­
tion and institutionalization of certain fundamental moral principles
including equality, freedom, and tolerance, based on a definition of
human beings as endowed with inalienable human rights. Various legal
and cultural institutions were created to institutionalize the egalitarian
moral individualism of Enlightenment philosophy at the levels of the
family, civil society, and politics, and to protect people's rights and free­
dom. Rejecting traditionalism, Western intellectual leaders accomplished
this moral construct in the name of logic and reason. Since they them­
selves did not question the static premises of religious traditionalism,
they tended to equate revelation with traditionalism, and thus founded
"the republic of reason" on "the ruins of religion."

The philosophers of the Enlightenment believed that human reason
and logic alone could arrive at truth and infer right values. However, rea­
son alone, absent any human spiritual dimension, is unable to deduce uni­
versal moral values. In fact, the system of morality advocated by
Enlightenment philosophy was caught in a fundamental contradiction
between the ethics of consequences (utilitarianism) and the ethics of
inalienable human rights. 16 Enlightenment philosophy not only failed
to recognize the tension between these two moral theories, but it also
failed to realize that its own assumptions about the possession of rights
by individuals were based on taken-for-granted spiritual principles derived
from the sources of its own cultural and philosophical heritage-the
teachings of Judaism and Christianity. Enlightenment philosophers
assumed that they were rejecting religion even while they were tacitly
using religious premises as the precondition for the operations of their
own reason.

Ilowever, in the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
many of the remnants of those religious underpinnings were increas­
ingly detected and rejected by various political philosophers. The result
was the emergence of a moral crisis: concepts such as equality and inalien­
able human rights are founded on metaphysical beliefs that posit the
sacred nature of humans as created in the image of God-and, as even
some who do not accept those religious origins have argued, such rights
can only be founded on that kind of religious belief. I?
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With the rejection of any metaphysical construct as an illusion, Nietz­
sche, in the nineteenth century, announced the death of all truth and
values. Throughout the twentieth century, the crisis of modernity deep­
ened, and with disillusion came skepticism that reason could indeed solve
all human problems. The optimism that had greeted promises of"scien­
tific" models of society turned into revulsion as those models yielded
totalitarianism and world war. In the mid-twentieth century, modernity
itself was pronounced dead and a "postmodern" age was proclaimed.
According to postmodernist theorists, modernism had simply made the
same metaphysical mistake: by elevating reason to the status of a transcen­
dent source of universal truth, modernism had only replaced one meta­
physical illusion with another.

The thorough rooting out of metaphysical assumptions has led to
the prevalent view that there are and can be no "foundations" for anything,
that all values are relative, and that there is no objective and rational cri­
terion of moral judgment that can transcend the values and ideas of spe­
cific cultures and traditions. The disturbing and ominous message of
some contemporary theorists is that human beings have no universal
human identity independent from their local, cultural identity. The only
apparent source of authority that many could see as a basis for moral
principles, or even human identity, was, ironically-tradition.

Thus, in the West, no less than in the Islamic world, tradition once
again has been elevated to the realm of the sacred. The celebration of
tradition and the reduction of human identity to cultural categories has
become the ultimate message of a discursive reason stripped of all ves­
tiges of spiritual values. Now that reason has been abandoned as a tran­
scendent Absolute, the challenge of postmodernity is to locate some
ground for values and ethics in order to safeguard the positive aspects of
modernity-its egalitarian and democratic principles-without return­
ing to repressive religious traditionalism. The forces of globalization have
only exacerbated this crisis and thrust upon the world the imperative of
finding an ethical framework to regulate relations between actors­
whether nations, peoples, cultures, or corporations-in an interdepend­
ent global society.

The twenty-first century finds itself trapped between awareness of
the need for a universal ethic and a global moral framework, and perva­
sive suspicion of universalism and of foundations. We are thus left with
a cult of tradition that eliminates the possibility of any universal criterion



for judging among contending cultures and normative practices in the
world. The spirit of this contradiction is nowhere more visible than in the
heart of the very idea of postmodernism and cultural relativism itself.
Advocates of these theories venerate diversity and equality, and yet they
do so by denying the possibility of any objective, rational, and universal

ground for morality and truth. Thus the acceptance of diversity, which
is a reflection of the consciousness of the equal value of all human beings,
has become turned into the worship of tradition. The dark side of cultural
diversity, however, is that racism, patriarchal suppression of women, rit­

ual mutilation, genocide, colonialism, and other practices that oppress one
segment of society and maintain the dominance of another are also ven­
erable cultural traditions. 18 And it has not escaped some repressive regimes
that Western postmodernist theories of cultural relativism can be invoked
to rebuff demands from the world community that those regimes con­
form to international standards of human rights, by claiming that their
repressive traditions and practices cannot be judged by outsiders employ­
ing culturally alien notions such as universal human rights.

The positive egalitarian and democratic principles ofWestern moder­

nity can be safeguarded with integrity only if the spiritual foundations of
those principles are rediscovered-but not by a return to traditionalism.
What is called for, instead, is a reexamination of Western instrumental
rationality's approach to religion and spiritual principles, and the appli­

cation of the spirit of systematic search for truth to the spiritual as well
as the material dimensions of life. Reason need not be alienated from
the spiritual dimension of human reality. A dynamic understanding of
human civilization and culture can be harmonized with a dynamic

approach to the mystical and spiritual dimension of reality. Such an
approach to truth is the heart of the message of the Bab.

The writings of the Bab, and those of Baha'u'llah, unfold a vision that
is simultaneously historical and mystical, in which phenomenal reality is
linked to its transcendental ground, the principle of the unity of all beings.
Human reason, assisted and inspired by a spiritual perspective, becomes
empowered to discover the basis of universal moral truth which is eter­
nal in its principle while relative in its histurical expression and realiza­
tion. Although elements of the outline of such a new moral order can be
found in the writings of the Bab, it is in the writings of Baha'u'llah that
this complex mystic-historical consciousness is systematically realized
as the global consciousness of the oneness uf humanity.



Shi'ih Millenarianism and the
Renewal ofCharismatic Authority

In A.H. 1260 (A.D. 1844), when the Bab made His proclamation, millenar­
ian expectations in the Shi'ih world had reached an intense pitch as the
time for the return of the Hidden Twelfth Imam approached. In Shi'ih
Islam, authority was charismatic, and was vested in the Imams, in contrast
to Sunni Islam, where the Qur'an and the oral Traditions (ljadith) formed
the basis of a routinized and traditional type of authority. The Shi'ih

ITmims, beginning with 'Ali ibn Abi-TaIib (Mu~ammad's cousin and son­
in-law), were regarded as the only legitimate leaders of the Muslim com­
munity and as the vicegerents or successors of the Prophet. Later Shi'ih
theulugy also defined th0m as endowed with infallible authority inspired

by divine knowledge. But in A.H. 260 (A.D. 874), when the Eleventh Imam
died, the Twelfth Imam went into concealment or "occultation." For
more than seven decades afterwards, mediators called Babs (Gates) or
Nti'ibs (Representatives) communicated between the Hidden Imam and
the people. The fourth of those Gates, however, claimed that the Imam
had gone into an indefinite "Grand Occultation," during which time he
would cease to communicate with the people. According to the doctrine,
the Twelfth Imam remained alive but, because of the threat from his ene­
mies, in concealment from which he would only emerge shortly before
the Day of Judgment. Then, as the Qa'im (He who will arise) or Mahdi
(He who is rightly guided), with his sword he would unleash holy war
against the forces of evil, would vanquish the unjust and the unbelievers,
and would initiate a reign of justice in the world. He would be followed

by the return of Christ, along with Imam I:Iusayn as well as the other
Imams and holy figures of Islam.

During the Twelfth Imam's occultation, the question of leadership
within the Shi'ih community became particularly problematic. The
Imam's absence left a gap which became filled by the traditional author­
ity of the 'ulama, the scholars of religious law, who increasingly attempted
to extend and consolidate their power and influence in society. To legit­
imize their authurity, these clerics increasingly defined themselves as the
general representatives of the Hidden Imam on earth. During the eigh­
teenth and nineteenth centuries, the 'ulama's power was greatly expanded
by the triumph of the U~uli school of Shi'ih Islam. U~Uli doctrine held that
true knuwledge ('ilm) belonged unly tu the Hidden Imam, but in his



absence conjecture (~ann) was a valid basis for legal inferences by expert
jurist-scholars. These scholars were certified by their professional educa­
tion and by the permission or licence conferred on them by senior legal
scholars, which allowed them to make independent judgments. Each
Shi'ih believer was expected to follow and obey a particular religious
scholar on matters oflaw. This ideology also encouraged the creation of
a corporate hierarchy among Shi'ih scholars, one which was increasingly
centralized and, with its increasing tendency to have a universal centre of
imitation, resembled the Christian papacy.19

For centuries, the Islamic clergy had defined and determined all

aspects of individual and community life, including the minutest details
of the individual's private concerns, as phenomena subject to the regu­
lation of the shari'ah. Since a correct understanding of those laws required
expert knowledge possessed only by the 'ulama, the clerical elite's func­

tion and authority became further entrenched. With the victory of U~uli
doctrine and its corporate centralization, the 'ulama's power expanded to
an unprecedented extent.

This form ofauthority, by its very nature, was based on tradition and

acted to conserve and guard the sacred ways of the past. It was in this sit­
uation, in the decades preceding the Bab's proclamation, that Shaykh
Alpnad-i-A1).sa'i (1743-1828), and later his successor Siyyid Ka~im-i-Rashti

(1793-1843), revived interest in charismatic authority by focusing atten­
tion on the Imams, particularly the Hidden Imam. Moreover, they attrib­
uted their own authority not only to their traditional and professional
education, but to mystical knowledge received directly from the Hidden
Imam. The community of Shaykh Al~mad's adherents was characterized
by fervent millenarian expectations, complex mystical and esoteric knowl­
edge, insistence on the absolute transcendence of the divine Essence (and
hence a categorical rejection of the Sufi pantheistic doctrine of the unity
of existence, or va~datu'l-vujud),a reinterpretation of the traditional
doctrine of the Day of Resurrection as physical but not material, and
ambiguous assertions concerning the necessity of the presence of a liv­
ing Gate (a Bab) to the Hidden Imam for the guidance of the Shi'ih com­
munity.20

On the fifth of ]umadi'l-Avval, 1260 (the eve of May 23, 1844), the Bab

met with Mulla l:fusayn, a young Shaykhi kader and scholar whose jour­
ney in search of the Promised One had led him to Shiraz. According to



the account of that meeting as recorded in The Dawn-Breakers, Mulla

1~lusayn had privately decided upon two tests he would put to anyone
claiming to be the promised Qa'im. The first test was to explain the "mys­

terious allusions" in a treatise Mulla I:Iusayn had written on the esoteric

teachings of Shaykh Al)mad and Siyyid Ka7:im. Anyone who could unravel

these mysteries would then be asked to reveal a commentary on the

Qur'an's Surih of Joseph, but "in a style and language entirely different

from the prevailing standards of the time." Mulla I:Iusayn had once

asked Siyyid Ka?im to reveal such a commentary but Siyyid Ka~im had

declined, saying that such a task was beyond him. However, he told

Mulla I:Iusayn, "He, that great One, who comes after me will, unasked,

reveal it for you. That commentary will constitute one of the weightiest

testimonies of His truth, and one of the clearest evidences of the lofti­

ness of His position." Mulla I:Iusayn's account, according to the Dawn­

Breakers, continues:

"'I was revolving these things in my mind, when my distinguished Host
again remarked: "Observe attentively. Might not the Person intended by
Siyyid Ka7;im be none other than I?" I thereupon felt impelled to present
to Him a copy of the treatise which I had with me. "Will you," I asked
Him, "read this book of mine and look at its pages with indulgent eyes?

I pray you to overlook my weaknesses and failings." He graciously com­
plied with my wish. He opened the book, glanced at certain passages,
closed it, and began to address me. Within a few minutes He had, with
characteristic vigour and charm, unravelled all its mysteries and resolved
all its problems. Having to my entire satisfaction accomplished, within
so short a time, the task I had expected Him to perform, He further
expounded to me certain truths which could be found neither in the
reported sayings of the Imams of the Faith nor in the writings of Shaykh
AQmad and Siyyid Ka~im. These truths, which I had never heard before,
seemed to be endowed with refreshing vividness and power. "Had you not
been My guest," He afterwards observed, "your position would indeed
have been a grievous one. The all-encompassing grace of God has saved
you. It is for God to test His servants, and not for His servants to judge
Him in accordance with their deficient standards. Were I to fail to resolve
your perplexities, could the Reality that shines within Me be regarded
as powerless, or My knowledge be accused as faulty? Nay, by the righteous­
ness of God! it behooves, in this day, the peoples and nations of both



the East and the West to hasten to this threshold, and here seek to obtain
the reviving grace of the Merciful. Whoso hesitates will indeed be in
grievous loss...." He then proceeded to say: "Now is the time to reveal
the commentary on the Surih of Joseph." He took up His pen and with
incredible rapidity revealed the entire Surih of Mulk, the first chapter of
His commentary on the Surih of Joseph. The overpowering effect of the
manner in which He wrote was heightened by the gentle intonation of His
voice which accompanied I lis writing. Not for one moment did He inter­

rupt the flow of the verses which streamed from His pen. Not once did
He pause till the SUrih of Mulk was finished. I sat enraptured by the
magic of His voice and the sweeping force of His revelation. At last I
reluctantly arose from my seat and begged leave to depart. He smilingly
bade me be seated, and said: "If you leave in such a state, whoever sees you
will assuredly say: 'This poor youth has lost his mind."'21

On that night, which marked the first day of the Babi era, and which

would be observed afterwards as a holy day, MulIa J:Iusayn became the first

to acknowledge his belief in the Bab. After him seventeen others recog­

nized the Bab through their own independent search. Together these first

eighteen disciples, seventeen men and one woman, were designated the

"Letters of the Living."

In the very work that the Bab began to write that night in the pres­

ence of Mulla J:Iusayn, the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph, Or

QaYYllmu'!-Asma' (The Self-Subsisting Lord of All Names) as the Bab

preferred to call it,22 the Bab refuted the traditional authority of the

Muslim religious jurists, including the U~Uli justification of rational con­

jecture. He claimed that the age of true knowledge had begun, and hence­

forth no religious leader of any faith was justified in pronouncing binding

judgments:

o concourse of divines! Fear God from this day onwards in the views
ye advance, for He Who is Our Remembrance in your midst, and Who
cometh from Us, is, in very truth, the Judge and Witness. Turn away
from that which ye lay hold of and which the Book of God, the True
One, hath not sanctioned, for on the Day of Resurrection ye shall, upon
the Bridge, be, in very truth, held answerable for the position ye occupied.

In all His Tablets, God hath verily ordained vain imaginings and
conjecture (:::ann) to be a manifest sin.n ... God verily hath made it



unlawful for you to pronounce, in clear defiance of truth, any injunction
or to exercise any legal judgment while bereft of the absolute knowledge
of this Book.24

With what authority did the Bab make such audacious statements,
overturning the entire basis of the Shi'ih clerical establishment? One of
the most significant yet misunderstood aspects of the Bab's writings is this
very question-what station and authority He claimed for Himself, and
specifically, the apparent change in that claim over the course of His mis­
sion. In the early writings -it appears that the Bab is identifying Himself
as the Gate (Bab) to the Hidden Imam. Less than halfway through the six
years of His ministry, He begins to explicitly proclaim His station to be

that of the Hidden Imam, a new Prophet, and the Manifestation of the
Primal Will of God. But does this apparent difference in His claims rep­
resent, as some have said, a change in His own consciousness and percep­
tion of His station, or, as others suggest, is it accountable to mere con­
cealment or dissimulation (taqiyyih)?25

I will argue that the works of the Bab throughout the seven years of
His Revelation express a message that, rather than being discontinuous
or reflecting an evolving consciousness, is unitary and cohercnt from

beginning to end. Despite the prodigious diversity of His texts and the
range of topics and symbols in His writings, all these elements can be
seen to unveil systematic aspects of a single underlying logic. The grad­
ual disclosure of the Bab's actual station signified neither a change of

consciousness nor mere dissimulation; moreover, the multiple stations He
claimed were a coherent and integral part of His message and theology.
As we shall see, that message and that theology is defined by the princi­
ple of the unity in diversity of all reality. The history of the gradual dis­
closure of the Bab's identity will be shown to express the very principle
that is the heart of that identity. What at first appears to be concealment,
once placed in its full context, becomes visible as the consummate disclo­
surc. In the Bab's early writings, the exalted nature of thc station Hc
claimed is unmistakably evident, but for rhetorical reasons related to the
reception of the people, His writings appear to convey the impression
that He is only the Gate to the Hidden Imam. Yet even when the Bab
describes His station ambiguously, from the very beginning it is evident
that He is defining it in an unprecedented way.



The BriefMinistry ofthe Bah

Many of the details and specific dates of various events in the life of the
Bab are subject to differing opinions among various authors. The short
historical account presented here is intended only to provide the gen­
eral background necessary for the discussion that follows and is tentative
and preliminary. This study concerns the works of the Bab and not the
history of His life. For more extensive and complete accounts of the his­
tory of the Bab, readers should consult some of the works specifically
devoted to that subject. 26

After the eighteen Letters of the Living accepted the Bab, the Bab dis­
patched them to different regions to proclaim His advent. As evidence of
the Bab's claim, they carried copies of two of the major works He had
revealed during the first days following His declaration in Shiraz: the
Commentary on the Surih of Joseph (the Qayyumu'l-Asma') and the
Hidden Treasured Epistle (~a~ifiy-i-Makhzunih). Bearing these testi­
monies, Mulla f:Iusayn, the first Letter of the Living, travelled to various
parts of Iran, while the second Letter, Mulla 'Ali Bas!ami, departed for
Baghdad and the Shi'ih holy city of Karbila, then in the Ottoman empire.
The last of the Letters of the Living, Mulla Mu~ammad 'Ali, surnamed
Quddus, accompanied the Bab to Mecca and Medina.

The Bab's journey to Mecca and His declaration of His station to the
Muslims present there before the Ka'bah, the traditional Sacred House of
God, have a unique symbolic significanceP In both His early and later
writings the Bab makes it clear that the House of God in Mecca is sacred
only because the divine Word, as revealed in the Qur'an, attributed that
House to God. The true repository of the Sacred, however, is the divine
Word itself, which is identical with the Recipient of divine revelation.
All the laws of the Qur'an, the Bah asserts, including the duty of pilgrim­
age, were ordained in order to prepare the people for His advent; the
true focal point of pilgrimage and the embodiment of the Sacred House
of God is the Bab Himself. Seventy thousand pilgrims were gathered
there in Mecca by virtue of His previous command (when the same spirit
spoke in the person ofMu~ammad) in His former book (the Qur'an). But
now He Himself was present in that very spot, and yet all were paying
homage to a mere token of His command while disregarding His own
presence and His authority. This event decisively marked the end of the



age of the appearance of truth in symbolic form (the Sacred House made
of clay) and the inception of the age of the revelation of the inner truth
(the Bab).

In the Bab's early works, including the Commentary on the Surih of
Joseph, He had called on His followers to gather in Karbila. Given the set
of expectations associated with the rising of the Qa'im, this summons
would have been understood as signalling preparation for the beginning
of the apocalyptic holy war foretold in the Islamic Traditions. Yet, in
issuing this call, what the Bab was actually doing was something very
different. The most important function of that call was to implicitly
announce His identity as not merely the Gate to the Hidden Imam, but
as the Qa'im Himself. This point was not missed by those enemies of
the Bab who were familiar with the esoteric language of the Shaykhi

school. The Shaykhi leader I:Iaj Karim Khan-i-Kirmani declared that the
author of the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph must be claiming to
be the Qa'im since only the living Imam could authorize holy war.28

Karim Khan was correct that the Bab was implicitly claiming to be the

Qa'im, but was the Bab actually authorizing holy war? This question­
the Bab's position toward holy war-is an aspect of the Bab's writings and
teachings that has been widely misunderstood and requires close exam­
ination. I will argue that although the Bab ~akes use of Shi'ih millenar­

ian symbols, and nominally appears to accept the idea of holy war, in fact
He completely undermines the concept by defining holy war in such a way
as to make it contingent on the realization of impossible conditions-thus,
in effect, nullifying it. This topic will be fully explored later in this book,
but as an example, one of those conditions He set was that waging holy
war must not result in any sort of grief or sadness for the people. Although
the Babis had gathered in Karbila for the expected jihad, the Bab unexpect­
edly cancelled that decree, and instead of going to Karbila, He returned

to Iran. He explained that the reason He did so was the persecution of His
followers by the Muslim clergy, who had imprisoned the Bab's messen­
ger and rejected His message. As the Bab explains, it was His desire to see
no harm or sadness befall anyone that led Him to alter His previous
command to gather in Karbila for the inception of the expected holy
war. Although victory was not in doubt, the persecution of His disciples
meant that such a holy war would surely cause grief and loss of life.29

The Bab's alteration of the divine command in this instance represents an



GATE OF THE HEART

important expression of His interpretive reversal of the concept of holy
war. That reinterpretation would become much more explicit in the later
period of His mission, in the form of the new laws that He decrees.

While in Bushihr, the Bab received the news of the Muslim clerics'
opposition to His writings. As He explains in one of His works, each act
of denial by the people was like the blow of a sword cutting His heart in
pieces-a spiritual martyrdom far more painful than any physical death.30

In an action similar to His decision to cancel His journey to Karbila, the
Bab announced that because the people had displayed opposition to the
divine bounty conferred upon them through His revelation, they would

henceforth be deprived of receiving the divine words from Him. On
Jumadi'th-Thani 15,1261 (June 21, 1845), the Bab wrote a number of letters
indicating that He would withdraw from direct contact with the people,
would not respond to their questions, and would not send them new rev­
elations, and that this withdrawal and withholding would last for five
years, beginning that same day.3l

It is crucial to understand the reasons for this pattern of withdrawal.
The Bab was not personally seeking to proclaim His station; rather, as He

explains, He did it as His duty to transmit to the people the revelation
entrusted to Him. But when they reacted to His message with opposition,
denial, and persecution, He was saddened and decided they were not yet
worthy of receiving it. Thus He withdrew from contact with them and in

that period sometimes even spoke as if He had no prophetic message for

them at all.
One of the Bab's tablets announcing the beginning of this period of

withdrawal is the Kitabu'l-Fihrist (Indexical Tablet). In it the Bab states that

from "this day" God has forbidden giving His words to the people for the
duration of five years.32 In the same text, the Bab lists His own writings up
to that point, including some earlier works written before His declara­
tion. The significance of this tablet is not merely that it provides the Bah's
own catalogue of His writings up to that time. As the listing was made on
the occasion of a turning point in the history of His mission-His deci­
sion to withhold further revelation-the Kitabu'l-Fihrist not only reflects
on the list of His writings but also on crucial events in the Bah's life and
mission. In this work He identifies His first Letter of the Living, Mulla
f::Iusayn, as His representative among the people-the Gate to the Gate (a
title by which Mulla f::Iusayn was already known) and as the one to whom
all questions concerning the writings of the Bah should be directed.33



IN I KlJUU~.lllJN

There has been some confusion about the meaning of the Bab's five
years of withdrawal from contact with the people. Denis MacEoin has read
this statement as referring to the fact that for five years after the Bab's dec­
laration He would conceal His true station as the Qa'im.34 But this point
is unrelated to the five years mentioned in the Kitabu'l-Fihrist and sim­
ilar texts of that time. As we saw, this five-year period begins thirteen
months after the Bab's declaration and does not concern the conceal­
ment of His station. Instead, it concerns His abstention from responding
to questions and His withholding the revelation of new works either as
the Gate to the Qa'im or as the Qa'im Himself.

But the passionate insistence of the Bab's followers, as well as the
Bab's own character, led the Bab to alter His decree, and gradually He
began to respond to questions. About six months after the beginning of

His withdrawal, on Mu1)arram 15, 1262 (January 13, 1846), He wrote the
Khulbiy-i-Dhikriyyih (Sermon of Remembrance), which presents a new
account of His works up to the writing of that text. Together with the
Kitabu'l-Fihrist, the Khutbiy-i-Dhikriyyih is a crucial source for dating

various early works of the Bab.35 In it, the Bab lists the works He wrote
during the years A.H. 1260-1262 as fourteen, comprising four major books
(kutub; singular, kitab) and ten shorter books, or epistles (~a~aif; singu­
lar, ~(/~ifih). He now identifies these fourteen texts as written by the four­

teen sacred figures ofShi'ih Islam (the Prophet Mu1)ammad, His daughter
hi!imih, and the twelve Imams). It is noteworthy that the Bab is now
implicitly identifying Himself not just as a Gate to the Hidden Imam,
but also as the Gate to the Prophet and all the other sacred figures.

After the Bab returned to Shiraz around July 1845, He was under vir­
tual house arrest for more than a year. Apparently in late September of
1846 He left Shiraz for Isfahan, staying there about six months, after
which He was banished to the remote prison fortress of Makli in the
mountains of Azerbaijan. The Bab's arrival at the prison of Makli, around
July 1847, marks the most important turning point in His mission.36 Dur­
ing the previous three years (May 1844 to July 1847) the Bab had alluded
to His true station in veiled, symbolic language, but from this point
onward, and through the last three years of His life (July 1847 to July 9,
1850), His writings are characterized by open and unambiguous procla­
mation of His true station and mission. In these writings the Bab formally
abrogates the Islamic Dispensation and initiates a new Dispensation with
new laws.



The Bab remained confined in the prison of Maku for about nine
months. In His writings He identifies Maku with Makkah (Mecca)­
alluding to the identity of His Revelation with all the previous Revelations.
During the Makli period the Bab wrote some of His most important
works, including the Persian Bayan and the Arabic Bayan. At the end of
this period, in April 1848, the Bab was exiled to the prison fortress of
Chihriq,37 During His incarceration there, He wrote many new works,
including the greater part of the Kitabu'l-Asma' (Book of Divine Names)
and Panj Sha'n (Five Modes of Revelation).

In June 1848, a few months after arriving at Chihriq, the Bab was
taken to Tabriz to be interrogated by the leading Shi'ih clerics, led by
conservative segments of the Shaykhi leadership, who had now joined the
orthodox clergy in opposing the Bab.38 When asked about His revolution­
ary claims, the Bab formally announced to them that He was the Qci'im.
In support of His claim, He began to reveal divine verses. The clerics
interrupted Him rudely and questioned His authority since He was dis­
regarding the traditional rules of grammar. They demanded that the Bab
answer irrelevant questions concerning superstitious medieval concep­
tions of knowledge which were then current among the Shi'ih clergy.
But their questions clearly indicated that the traditionalist clerics were fail­
ing to face the Bab's claim; they were treating Him as if He were merely
claiming to be an ordinary divine and hence they insisted on testing His
conformity to the same ossified tradition that He was fundamentally
invalidating. The scene presented an ironic contrast between the force­
ful authority of the young revolutionary prophet and the priestly tradi­
tionalism and obscurantism of the scholar-guardians of the old religious
order. Faced with the clerics' repetition of their own doctrines, the Bab
reaffirmed His authority on the grounds of His ability to reveal divine
verses, and He refused to dignify their questions with any answer. After
the interrogation, the Bab was taken back to Chihriq.

In June 1848, during the first months of the Bab's imprisonment in
Chihriq, some eighty-four of His followers, including Quddlis, 1'ahirih,
and Baha'u'llah, gathered in a historic conference at the hamlet of
Badasht.39 Shoghi Effendi states that "The primary purpose of that gath­
ering was to implement the revelation of the Bayan by a sudden, a com­
plete and dramatic break with the past-with its order, its ecclesiasticism,
its traditions, and ceremonials. The subsidiary purpose of the confer­
ence was to consider the means of emancipating the Bab from His cruel



confinement in Chihriq. The first was eminently successful; the second
was destined from the outset to fail."40 It was at Badasht that Tahirih,
who, although a woman, was one of the Bab's most prominent disciples
and a Letter of the Living-dramatically proclaimed the formal abroga­
tion of the Islamic Dispensation through the gesture of appearing unveiled
in the presence of the male Babis. Symbolically representing the formal
break between Islam and the new religion, she declared: "I am the Word
which the Qa'im is to utter, the Word which shall put to flight the chiefs
and nohles of the earth!"41

The last two years of the Bah's imprisonment in Chihriq marked the
beginning of a new and heightened stage of persecution by both the state
authorities and the Shi'ih religious establishment. It was during this time
that the first massive confrontation took place hetween government
troops and the persecuted Bahis, who were forced to take shelter in the
shrine of Shaykh Taharsi in Mazandaran. The state, unable to defeat
them, promised amnesty if the Babis left the shrine and surrendered their
weapons. That promise, however, was a cruel ruse and the innocent Bahis

were slaughtered. Throughout this entire episode, which lasted from Sep­
tember 1848 to May 1849, hundreds of the Bah's followers, including half
of the Letters of the Living, were killed, among them the first and the
last Letters of the Living-Mulla I:Iusayn and Quddus.

The Bab was once again taken from Chihriq to Tahriz. This time, hy
order of the Grand Vizier Amir Kabir and the signed decree of many
Muslim clerics, He was condemned to death and was executed by firing
squad on July 9, 1850. First a regiment of soldiers in three files was ordered
to open fire upon Him in turn. But after the clouds of smoke had dissi­
pated, the astounded crowd of onlookers discovered that the Bah had
disappeared. The bullets had only severed the ropes binding Him, and He
was eventually located in His prison cell finishing a conversation with His

amanuensis. The regiment refused to fire at Him again, and another was
called in to complete the execution. At the time of His martyrdom the Bah
was just thirty-two years 01d.42

Reading the Writings ofthe Bab

Most of the works that have been written about the Bab deal with the his­
tory of His religion rather than I lis writings. Even those few works related
to His writings are usually concerned either with the chronology of major



works, the discussion of rituals, or the analysis of individual texts. One
reason that the content of the Bab's writings has not yet been adequately
studied is the problem of accessibility. The vast majority of the Bab's
writings have not yet been translated or published.43 Almost all His works
were written during a period of seven years, but the quantity of writings
He produced in that short period is overwhelming. The amazing rapid­
ity of revelation, the pace at which the words passed through His pen
and His lips, appears as a constant theme in His writings. In contrast, all
the revelation of the Islamic Dispensation took place over twenty-three

years and is contained in one book, the Qur'an. The Bab frequently com­
ments that He is able to reveal divine verses equal in volume to those of
the Qur'an in just a few days and nights. Observing the flow of revelation
was a powerful force that attracted many people to become believers in
the Bah.

Even for those who read the original languages, the Bab's writings
present formidable challenges. The complexity and the esoteric charac­
ter of those texts has understandably baffled readers and translators.
Moreover, the language the Bab uses is unique to Him. The majority of
His writings are in Arabic but a significant number are in Persian; both
His Arabic and Persian, however, are linguistically innovative and non­
standard, and deliberately so. This point has been lost on many readers,
who have all too quickly and simplistically attrihuted deviation from con­

vention to mere error. Yet, more important than the linguistic style, it is
the complexity of the ideas, their philosophical and mystical depth, as
well as the multi-faceted symbolic character and highly subtle rhetorical
coding of the Bab's discourse that make these texts so difficult to under­
stand, but that also account for their richness, beauty, and fascination.

One notable aspect of these texts' difficulty-an aspect which at first
glance may seem arcane and esoteric-is their extensive use of the sym­
bolism of letters and numbers. In Arabic, as in Hehrew and other ancient
languages, each letter has a numerical value (the numbers were originally
written as their letter equivalents, similar to roman numerals). The use of
letter-number symbolism in mystical texts is often associated with the
gematria of the Cahala, hut it was also an important component of eso­
teric Islamic traditions and was widely practised in Shaykhi circles. Over
the centuries, the fact that the surihs of the Qur'an usually begin with a
series of disconnected letters led many Muslims to believe that those mys­
terious letters stood for secret knowledge. One of the signs expected of the



Qa'im was that he would unravel the mystery concealed within those let­
ters and would disclose the inner meanings of the Holy Text. Hence, in
accordance with such millenarian expectations, as well as to convey mul­
tiple levels of meaning and allusion, the Bab often employs letter­
number equivalence as one of the many symbolic modes of His discourse.

Another aspect contributing to the difficulty of reading the Bab's writ­
ings is that they are heavily intertextual: the Bab often employs quotations
from and allusions to the Qur'an and Islamic Traditions, which are so
interwoven into the fabric of His text as to make them indistinguishable

from His own words. This stylistic feature in itself is highly meaningful and
symbolic. Intimate knowledge of the Qur'an is required to identifY those
allusions and quotations, but knowledge of their traditional meanings is
only the first step toward understanding their meaning within the Bab's

texts. The presence of references to esoteric terms and concepts from
Shaykhi discourse further adds to the challenge of understanding the
Bab's works. Yet, the most important reason for the complexity and dif­
ficulty of His writings is the intense creativity and symbolic nature of

the Bab's thought. The meaning of individual texts cannot be under­
stood except within the context of the totality of the Bab's own writings;
when one single text or passage is extracted from that totality and read
out of context, it becomes vulnerable to serious misinterpretation and

even reversal of meaning. For all these reasons, the writings of the Bab have
presented a daunting challenge to readers.

The Bab's writings can be grouped into three broad stages, each char­
acterized by a particular dominant thematic focus. The early writings,
up to the beginning of1262 (A.D. 1846), are primarily defined by the inter­
pretive mode of revelation. While the interpretive mode continues
throughout all three stages of His writings, a progressive shift of empha­
sis takes place, moving from interpretation to philosophical elucidation
and culminating in legislative pronouncements. The second, philosoph­
ical, stage begins with the gradual end of the Bab's withdrawal from con­
tact with the believers and His willingness to answer questions in the
Persian language-an innovative departure, for in the tradition estab­
lished by the Qur'an, Arabic was the language of revelation. During this
period, although the interpretive mode continues, centre stage is now
taken by an elaborate set of explanations of the metaphysics of being and
creation. With the exile of the Bab to Maku, a new, legislative form of
revelation is initiated. During this third stage the mystical and historical



principles become explicitly united in the Bab's writings. Millenarian
attention is now intensely focused on the new Promised One, "He Whom
God shall make manifest," Who, according to some writings of the Rib,
would appear nine years after the inception of the Bab's Dispensation.

In the year 9, (A.H. 1269IA.D. 1852) Baha'u'llah's Revelation began,
and in 1863 He made public His claim to be Him Whom God shall make
manifest. Baha'u'llah's Revelation, as it unfolded in the years of His min­
istry, would turn the mystic-historical message of the Bab into a world reli­
gion centring on the principle of the oneness of humankind. Thus the
wider importance of the Bab's writings lies in their inextricable relation
to those of Baha'u'llah. The theological foundations of the Baha'i teach­
ings are first articulated in the writings of the Bab; thus those writings are
indispensable to understanding the theology as well as the history of the
Baha'i Faith. If the Bab reinterpreted the Islamic concept of holy war in
ways that effectively excluded violence, Baha'u'llah would formally and
unequivocally abrogate it altogether, making the removal of the sword
(with its implications of the larger principle of the equality and unity of
all human beings) the cornerstone of the religion that would become
known to the world as the Baha'i Faith.44 Yet it was the writings of the Bab
that set the stage for the message of Baha'u'llah.



A SHORT CHRONOLOGICAL LIST

OF THE BA.B'S WRITINGS

T
HIS SECTION PROVIDES a brief annotated listing of some of the
major, or more frequently mentioned, works of the Bab in

chronological order. In this study, three stages of the Bab's writ-
ings are distinguished. The first, interpretive, stage comprises works
written up to the middle of the first month of A.H. 1262 (A.D. 1846). This
stage corresponds to the period covered in the Bab's own listing of His

main works in the Khu!biy-i-Dhikriyyih. In addition, within this first
stage the Bab made yet another listing (the Kitabu'l-Fihrist) of His works
written up to thirteen months after His declaration. A comparison of
these two texts can identify the precise date of the revelation of texts
within the first stage.

The second, philosophical, stage consists of works the Bab wrote dur­
ing the remainder of His stay in Shiraz and His six months of residence
in Isfahan (January 1846-April1847). In addition to other evidence for dat­
ing the texts of this stage, we have a manuscript written by one of the
greatest direct witnesses and scholars of the Babi Dispensation, Siyyid
YaJ:.ya Danlbi, surnamed VaJ:.id, who transcribed some of the main works
the Bab wrote in Isfahan.

The third, legislative, stage encompasses works written during the
period from the Bab's departure from Isfahan for Maku in April 1847 to
His martyrdom in July 1850. The writings of the third stage are easily
identifiable because in these writings the Bab discloses His station explic­
itly and uses new categories and concepts that were only implicit in the
earlier stages. However, there are countless other clues for dating each of
the Bab's works, the most important of which clues are His own references
to dates within His texts. Yet for many other works, a precise dating awaits
further research.
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Some Works ofthe First Stage
(To January 1846)

1 Fi's-Suluk I (On thc Virtuous Journey I). This very early work was writ­
tcn bcfore the declarat;on of the Bab and even before the death of Siyyid
Kazim. A short tcxt, it was most likely written for Mulla Hasan and is

me~tioncd in the Kita~u'l-Fihrist.In the text the Bab rcfers to a work by

Siyyid Ka~im with a similar title.' Unlike Siyyid Ka~im's work, the Bab's
focuscs on the inner and mystical meanings of religious law, turning rit­

ual action into a spiritual journey. The mediating category is love for the
four layers of the divine covenant in the Islamic Dispensation.

2 Fi's-SulUk II (On the Virtuous Journey II). This work was written after the
Bab's declaration, for Abu TaIibi'I-f:!usaynavi, and is also mentioned in the
Kitabu'l-Fihrist. It unites the question of ethics and moral conduct with

the idea of spiritual journey by emphasizing the philosophical purpose of

any action, namely, seeking contentment with and acquiescence to the
will of God. It discusses various types of contentment with regard to dif­
ferent aspects of lifc.

3 Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih I (Commentary on the Surih of the Cow I). This

work, written within a year, was completed at the end of A.H. 1260 (A.D.

1844) and is an interpretation of a juzv, or one-thirtieth, of the Qur'an. It
interprets various verses of the Surih of the Cow in terms of the self­
referential and ultimate truth of the Word of God, namely, the Primal

Will of God and its covenantal manifestations.

4 Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Yusif (Commentary on the Stirih of Joseph), commonly

referred to as the Qayyumu'l-Asma' (The Self-Subsisting Lord of All

Names). This crucial text, written in honour of Mulla f:Iusayn, was begun
on the night of the Bab's declaration in May 1844 and completed during

the next forty days. Consisting of 11l chapters, it interprets various verses

of the Qur'anic Surih of Joseph in terms of the principle of progressive rcv­

elation, disclosing both the station of the Bab and of Baha'u'llah.

5 ~lpfiy-i-Makhzunih (Hidden Treasured Epistle). This work was written
shortly after thc declaration of the Bah and consists of fourteen prayers
and visitation tablets, one of which is related to the night of the Bab's

declaration. Sometimes it is assumed that this work was written before
that event, but in addition to its content, even the terminology used in
the title of the text shows that it must have been written afterwards:
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"God, glorified be He, hath verily sent forth this mighty and hidden
Epistle unto one of His Testimonies, MuJ:1ammad the Son ofJ:Iasan, peace
be upon both of them. And it hath verily been revealed through the Rem­
nant of God and the Lord of the Age, peace be upon Him, unto His Gate,
the Remembrance, that God's testimony may be delivered through the
agency of His Remembrance to all the peoples of the world."2

6 Kitabu'r-RtiJ:1 (Book of the Spirit). This text was written at sea during the
Bab's return journey from Mecca and is mentioned in the Kitabu'l-Fihrist.

A large work, consisting of approximately seven-hundred short stirihs, it
is written in the language of Qur'anic revelation. Referring to the Qur'anic
prophecy of the descent of the Spirit, the Bab identifies Himself with

Jesus and the Holy Spirit. Given the work's context-the journey return­
ing from Mecca and the realities of the sea voyage-the Bab frequently

mentions the beauty of natural phenomena such as the wind, the waves,
dawn, and sunshine, and interprets their true meaning as vehicles and

symbols of the inner spiritual journey to the real House of God, which is
the truth of the Bab Himself.'

7 Tafsir-i-BismilIah (Commentary on Bismillah). A commentary on the
opening phrase of the Qur'an, "In the name of God," this text is men­

tioned in the Kitabu'l-Fihrist.ln this work the Bab discusses the four sta­

tions of mystery (sirr) and analyzes each of the nineteen letters of the

opening phrase of the Qur'an as references to the four levels of the divine
covenant, while at times equating each of those letters with one of the

sacred figures of the Islamic covenant.

R ~aJ:1ifiy-i-A'maI-i-Sanih (Epistle on the Devotional Deeds of the Ycar).

This work is mentioned in the Kitabu'l-Fihrist. Written in Shiraz, it con­

sists of fourteen chapters and provides various prayers and visitation
tablets related to the twelve months of the Islamic calendar.

9 ~aJ:1ifiy-i-Bayna'I-l:laramayn (Epistle Revealed between the Twin Shrines).
This text was written betwecn Mecca and Medina, on the first day of A.B.

1261, in response to questions posed by Mirza MuJ:1it-i-Kirmani and Siyyid
'Aliy-i-Kirmani. It is mentioned in the Kitabu'l-Fihrist. Consisting of an
introduction and seven chapters, it affirms the station of the Bab, answers
various questions regarding talismanic symbols, and offers prayers and vis­

itation tablets for the rites associated with both the process of spiritual
journey and pilgrimage to the shrine of Imam J:Iusayn.



10 Kitlibu'l-Fihrist (Indexical Tablet). This work was written in Bushihr on
Jumadi'th-Thani 15, 1261 (June 21, 1845), shortly after the Bab returned
to Iran from Mecca. It recounts the story of His life, lists the works He has
written up to that date, and informs the believers of His decision to with­
draw from them for five years.

11 ~aJ:.llfiy-i-Ra<;laviyyih (Epistle of Ri<;la').4 This work consists of fourteen ser­
mons (khutab; singular, khutbih), written at different times, many of them
during the journey to Mecca and Medina. The first chapter, entitled

\

Khutbiy-i-DhikriyyihXSermon of Remembrance), was written at the end

of the first stage of the Bab's writings and gives His works up to that date

as four books and ten epistles, identifying the ~aJ:1ifiy-i-Ra4aviyyihas the
sixth epistle. Other chapters emphasize the absolute transcendence of

God, the meaning of the martyrdom of Imam !:fusayn, and the station of

the Bab; and assign exalted spiritual meanings to the history of the Bab's
life and various dates during His journey to Mecca and Medina. In the

Khutbiy-i- Jiddah (Sermon of Jiddah), the Bab also lists the names of His

works that were stolen during that journey.

12 Sharl).-i-Du'a'-i-Ghaybat (Commentary on the Occultation Prayer), also

called Tafsir-i-Ha' (Interpretation of the Letter Ha') and ~aI).ifiy-i­

Ja'fariyyih (Epistle ofJa'far). This work, consisting offourteen chapters,

was written in the early to middle part of the first month of A.H. 1262 and

was one of the last works to be produced during the first stage. It is an

interpretation of a prayer enjoined by Ja'far a~-~adiq, the sixth Imam, to
be read during the occultation of the Qa'im. The Bab identifies occulta­
tion with the existential station of forgetting the divine revelation within,

which requires prayer in order to regain true self-consciousness. Various

chapters deal with the preconditions of true prayer, and in the last three
chapters the occultation prayer is interpreted. This work frequently turns
to a discussion of the letter Hi'. It is quoted by Baha'u'llah in the Kitab­

i-lqan, and parts of it were translated and discussed by Nicolas in his
introduction to his French translation of the Persian Bayan.s

Some Works ofthe Second Stage
(January 1846-ApriI1847)

1 ~aI).ifiy-i- 'AdHyyih (Epistle of Justice: Root Principles). This work, some­
times also called ~al).ifiy-i-U~I-i-'AdHyyih,on the fundamental or root
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principles of religion, is one of the texts that announce the inception of
the second stage of the Bab's writings. It was written in the second half of
the first month of 1262 (late January 1846) and is the first major work
that the Bab wrote in Persian.

2 ~al:llfiy-i-Furu'-i- 'Adliyyih (Epistle of Justice: Branches). This work is a dis­
cussion of some of the branches and main laws of the Islamic religion
(such as obligatory prayer, alms, and jihad). It is sometimes assumed that

it was written before the Epistle of Justice: Root Principles, but it seems
to have been written after that work. It is not listed in either the Kitabu'l­

Fihrist or the Khulbiy-i-Dhikriyyih (which was written just days before

the Epistle of Justice: Root Principles). And at the end of the Epistle of Jus­
tice: Root Principles, the Bab refers to the branches of religion as a topic
which follows that of the present work.

3 Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar (Commentary on the Surih of Abundance). This
long work interprets the Qur'anic Surih of Abundance through various

levels of meaning. It was written during the final months of the Bab's stay

in Shiraz. Various authors have noted that it was written while the Bab was

in Shiraz after His return from Mecca. Yet we can identify its date more

precisely. It was written in honour of Siyyid Yal:ya Darabi (Val:id) when

he met the Bab in Shiraz. VaI:id himself has specified the date when this
occurred, in a letter in which he says that he attained the Bab's presence

in the month ofJumadi'I-Avval1262 (April 27-May 27, 1846).6 Thus this
commentary must have been written around May 1846, about four months

before the Bab's departure for Isfahan.

4 Tafsir-i-Ha' (Commentary on the Letter Ha'). This text was written after

the Commentary on the Surih of Abundance but before the Bab's depar­

ture for Isfahan. In it, the Bab asks the addressee of the tablet to read the
Commentary on the Surih of Abundance. The Commentary on the Let­

ter Ha' is usually thought to have been written in honour of Siyyid Yal:ya
Darabi. But this cannot be accurate, for in the above-mentioned letter
VaJ:1jd himself identifies the recipient of the tablet as Abu'l- J:Iasani'l­

J:I usayni, a prominent notable of ShirazJ Internal evidence also makes it
clear that this work cannot have been written for Vahid. The entire tablet
is devoted to disclosing the structure of spiritual reality through an inter­
pretation of the letter Ha'. The tablet affirms that the seven stages of
divine creative Action are identical with the seven stages of the hierarchy

of spiritual stations, as diverse reflections of the reality of the Bab.
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5 Tafsir-i-Sirr-i-Ha' (Commentary on the Mystery of Hel'). This work was
written shortly after the Commentary on the Letter Ha' and as a comple­
tion of the latter. In discussing the mystery ofHa', the Bab emphasizes the
incontrovertible testimony of His own writings and identifies recogni­
tion of His true station with recognition of the divine revelation that is
present within all beings, as the ultimate mystery and truth of all reality.

{i Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Va'l-'A~r (Commentary on the Surih of the Afternoon).
This work was written in one night, in October or November 1846, dur­
ing the Bab's stay in Isfahan, in honour of the imam jum'ih (the mulla who
leads the Friday prayers) of that city. Interpreting various parts of the
short Qur'anic surih, the Bab discusses many fundamental issues in reli­
gion including how to recognize spiritual truth, the nature of the human
being, the meaning of faith, the nature of good deeds, and the precondi­
tions of spiritual journey.

7 Risaliy-i-Ithbat-i-Nubuvvat-i-Kha~~ih (Epistle on the Proofs of the
Prophethood of MuQammad). This work was written in Isfahan in hon­
our of the governor of that city, Manuchihr Khan. The Bab argues that
nothing is random with respect to the reality of the Manifestations of
God, including the Prophet Mu~ammad.Thus in addition to the Qur'an,
which is the supreme and sufficient testimony of His truth, every aspect
of the Prophet's life (including the names of His parents, the place and date
of His birth, and so on) possesses spiritual meanings and offers distinct
signs for the seeker of truth.

8 Tablet to Mirza Sa'id. Written in Isfahan, this work addresses three philo­

sophical questions asked by Mirza Sa'id-i-Ardistani. One of the most ex­
plicit and complex philosophical writings of the Bab, the tablet discusses
the enigmatic concept of the True Indivisible Being (BasifU'l-lfaqiqah), the
question of the eternality or origination of the world, and the issue of

the emanation of plurality out of the One. The key ideas in the text are the
absolute transcendence of the divine Essence and the creative action of the
Primal Will.

9 RisaIah Fi'l-Ghina' (Treatise on Singing). A discourse that takes its point
of departure from the Islamic law regarding music, this text was written
in honour of Sultanu'dh-Dhakirin. Instead of offering a traditional dis­
cussion of the Islamic law related to singing and music, however, the Bab
defines the philosophical conditions of moral or immoral action by dis­
cussing the dual station of the human being as possessing both an aspect
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of divine revelation (existence) and an aspect of specific determination
(essence). Like every other human action, singing becomes moral or
immoral depending on the intention of the actor and the function of
the act.

Some Works ofthe Third Stage
(April 1847-July 1850)

I Bayan-i-Farsi (Persian Bayan). This crucial text is the Mother Book of

the Babi Dispensation. Comprising nine vd~ids (unities) of nineteen
chapters or bdbs (gates)8-with the exception of the last unity, which has

only ten gates-the greater part of the work was written in the prison of

Makli, but, contrary to some prevalent assumptions, the last parts may
have been written in Chihriq, after the Bab was interrogated by the cler­

ics in Tabriz. The Persian Bayan abrogates Islamic laws and traditions
and sets down new laws and teachings. However, the various laws are dis­

cussed as symbols referring to deep spiritual meanings and vehicles to
prepare the people for the advent of Him Whom God shall make mani­

fest. Both the form and content of the book affirm the underlying meta­
physics of unity in which all things are manifestations of an inner reality

which is the revelation of God within them.

2 Bayanu'l-'Arabi (Arabic Bayan). This work is sometimes assumed to have

been written before the Persian Bayan for the simple reason that it seems
as if the latter is an elaboration of the former. In reality, however, like the
Persian Bayan, most of the Arabic Bayan was written in Makli, although

the last sections may have been written in Chihriq. The text is a con­
densed form of the Persian Bayan, written in the language ofdivine verses.

While much shorter in length than the Persian Bayan, the Arabic Bayan
contains eleven full unities, whereas the Persian Bayan ends with gate 10

of the ninth unity. The parts of the Arabic Bayan that are not matched by
the Persian Bayan (from gate 11 of the ninth unity to the end of the
eleventh unity) were written after the Persian Bayan was completed.

3 Dala'il-i-Sab'ih (Seven Proofs). This work was written in Makli, as attested

within the text. It discusses seven arguments vindicating the claim that the
revelation of divine verses is the sufficient proof of the truth of the Bab.
The addressees of this work have been identified as Mulla Aq.mad-i-Katib

and f:lujjat-i-ZanjaniY
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4 Tablet to Mulhi Baqir. This tablet discusses the majesty of the Promised
One of the Babl Dispensation-Him Whom God shall make manifest­
and the appropriate method to employ in approaching His claim and
Revelation. It was written in honour of Mulhi Baqir and was also sent to
Siyyid YaJ:1ya Uarabi (VaJ:1id).

5 Kitabu'l-Asma' (Book of Divine Names). This work, the complete text of
which is more thal\ three thousand pages, is the largest revealed book in
sacred history. It cOhsists of nineteen unities and 361 gates (chapters).
Many parts of the text are yet to be located. Some of the chapters were writ­
ten during the Bab's imprisonment in Maku, and others while He was in
Chihriq. The dates are indicated in the text itself. This book approaches

various categories of human beings as reflections of divine names and
attributes and discusses ways that all of reality can be spiritualized through
the recognition of the supreme Source of divine revelation.

6 Kitab-i-Panj Sha'n (Book of the Five Modes of Revelation). One of the last
major works of the Bab, this book was written within the first days of the

spring of 1850, the final year of the Bab's life, three or four months before
His martyrdom. Panj Sha'n consists of nineteen chapters, each dealing with
one of the names of God, corresponding to the first nineteen days of the
year, that is, the days of the month of Baha (Glory). These names also
correspond to the nineteen figures of the Babi Primal Unity. Panj Sha'n
explains many fundamental spiritual concepts such as nearness to God,
light, beauty, and unity. Each chapter was written in honour of one of
the Babis, and the chapters can all be considered as independent tablets
as well. The Tablet of J:lurUfat, or Tablet of Nineteen Temples, is one of
these chapters.



I

The Interpretive Revelation



1

The Mode of Interpretation

*
I

N MANY WAYS, the religion founded by the Bab was unprecedented
in sacred history. One of its most unusual and distinctive features
concerns the Scriptures that record the Bab's revelations. Histori­

cally, the primary form in which revelation was communicated was the
spoken word. Subsequent generations of believers had to rely on the
indirect record of that revelation, transmitted first through the oral tra­
dition and only set down in writing many years later. But with the Bab,
for the first time, revelation has been recorded in writing-either directly
by the Bab Himself in His own hand (although He also chanted the words
as He wrote them down) or by the amanuensis who wrote down the
words as the Bab spoke them. Unlike past Dispensations, when the Prophet
addressed groups of people verbally, virtually all of the Bab's revelation
was communicated to His followers in written form, with manuscripts
being copied and passed from hand to hand. And indeed, only the writ­
ten works of the Bab are regarded as authoritative Sacred Text.

Thus in studying the Rib's writings, we are not dealing with the inter­
pretive paraphrase of successive generations of believers, but with the
corpus of His own written works. Ascertaining the authenticity of the
Sacred Text is no longer an insolvable issue as it was in previous Dispen­
sations, when it was not possible to know which parts of the Scripture
accurately represented the Prophet's words and which were paraphrase,
interpretation, or error due to the vagaries of the oral tradition. The most
significant issue regarding the authenticity of the Bab's writings is the
presence of some, occasionally significant, transcription errors in some
transcribed and published copies of His works. In Persian and Arabic

39
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the presence or absence of a single dot distinguishes one word from
another, and such transcription errors have sometimes led scholars to
misread certain texts. for this study, whenever possible, different ver­
sions of particular manuscript texts have been consulted and compared.

The cultural milieu in which the Bab lived was a highly literate one,
in which the epistolary genre was extensively developed. Many of the
Bab's writings are thus in the form of letters, called "tablets," and fre­
quently were answers to questions asked of Him, often concerning the
meaning of passages in the Qur'an. Hence much of the Bab's writing,
especially in the early stage, consists of explanations or commentaries,
sometimes very extensive, on verses or surihs of the Qur'an or the Tra­
ditions attributed to the Prophet Mul].ammad or the Imams.' Revela­
tion, i~er words, in the writings of the Bab, often takes the form of
interpretation and commentary on previous revelation. The discourse
of commentary on the Qur'an has a long tradition in Islamic scholarship.
But although the Bab uses the traditional form of commentary, He does
not merely offer His interpretations as another contribution to that
Islamic discourse. He uses the genre against the grain of the established
tradition; He interprets the text, in fact, to transform that tradition,
reversing and redefining conventional meanings.

The interpretive writings of the Bab, particularly those that are extant,
belong chiefly to the first three years of His ministry. Some of His most
famous interpretive works, written before His imprisonment in Maku,
include the commentaries on the Surihs of the Cow, Joseph, Abundance,
and the Afternoon.2 It is reported that while in Maku, the Bab wrote nine
commentaries on the entire Qur'an, although these commentaries are
not extant;3 unfortunately, many of His commentaries were stolen or
los1.4 Although the Bab did continue to write commentaries during the
second and third stages of His writings (such as the Commentary on the
Verse of Light II, which belongs to the third stage),5 it is the earliest stage,
up to the middle of Mul].arram 1262 (mid-January 1846), which empha­
sizes, and is best defined by, the interpretive form of writing.

A Typology ofthe Modes ofRevelation

The Bab's interpretations are utterly unlike any normal interpretive or
exegetical work. Not only does the form of the interpretive writing
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undergo a fundamental transformation, but so does the entire role and
meaning of the interpretive act itself. Therefore, before examining some
of the Bab's commentaries in more detail, it is necessary to identify His
hermeneutical principles and His approach to interpretation.

The Bab's interpretation is interpretive revelation. In interpretive rev­
dation, the relation of the interpreted text and the interpreting text is
qualitatively different from the relation between those two texts in a
scholarly interpretation. Understanding this fact is a key to comprehend­
ing some of the enigmatic aspects of the early writings of the Bab. Yet, even
before discussing the hermeneutical principles operating in the Bab's
interpretive works, we must locate interpretation, as a mode of writing,
within the overall typology of the modes of revelation found in the Bab's
writings and examine how these different modes are related to those of
the Islamic Dispensation.

A significant portion of the writings of the Bab is devoted to discus­
sion of the typology of the modes of revelation (shu'un-i-ayat) in which
His works are written.6 This emphasis on the modes themselves is not a
mere exercise in classification; it plays an important role in the structure
of meaning that defines the writings of the Bab. The Bab connects the
typology itself to many other metaphysical and theological matters and
derives far-reaching conclusions from His analysis. Aside from the fact that
understanding the typology, as we shall see, resolves any doubt about
the Bab's real claim and station as those are expressed in His earlier writ­
ings, it must be noted that, as the typology of the Logos-the creative
divine Word through which all things are called into being-these vari­
ous modes of revelation are the constitutive principles of reality. Thus the
modes themselves are keys for understanding the metaphysics, theology,
and indeed the entire world view of the Bab.

The Islamic Revelation, as the Bab explains, was characterized by four
modes of revelation: divine verses (ayat), prayers and supplications
(l11unajat, ad'iyih), commentaries and sermons (tafasir, khutab), and
rational, educational, and philosophical discourse (shu'un-i- 'ilmiyyih va
Izikamiyyih), while the Bab's revelation consisted of five modes, four of
which parallel the four Islamic modes.? In linguistic terms, the modes
of revelation can be understood, in part, as different registers, as they are
defined by the relationship, relative station, and attitude of the speaker
with respect to the addressee.8 The mode of divine verses is the direct



42 GATE OF THE HEART

revelation of God, uttered in the voice of God as the speaker addressing
His creation (an affirmation of "I am God"). This mode employs the
language of divinity, ascendancy, and lordship. In this mode God declares,
for example: "Verily, I am God and there is none other God but Me, the
Lord of all things. Verily, all else other than Me is My creation. Therefore,
o My creation, adore Me alone!"9 The word "Say!"-often encountered

in the Qur'an-distinctively precedes the utterance of revelation in the
mode of divine verses, as the voice of God tells the Prophet to speak, as
in this example: "Say! The verses of God are like unto life-giving water sent
down out of the heaven of His Primal Will upon the earth of your near­
ness to Him...."10

The mode of prayers and supplications is the reverse of the mode of
divine verses. Here the language of revelation is uttered in the voice of the
Prophet, but now speaking in the station of the creation, addressing the
Creator with an attitude of servitude and effacement (an affirmation of
"Thou art God"). This mode emphasizes the poverty and powerlessness
of the creatures before their Creator; for example: "I bear witness by
Thee, 0 My God, even as Thou didst bear witness unto Thyself, before the
creation of Thy Primal Will, that verily Thou art God, the Peerless, the

Single, the Self-Subsisting, the Eternal, the Everlasting. Thou hast ever
been independent of any description by anyone besides Thee, and Thou
wilt remain forever without the praise of anyone other than Thyself." II

The discourse of prayers is fundamentally an expression of servitude
and love-the love of the created being for God, as exemplified in this

passage:

Glorified be Thou, 0 my God! How sweet, therefore, is Thy praise in
my inner and outer being; and how abounding are Thy favours in my hid­
den and manifest states. Thou art He Who hath taught Me Thy Self
through Thy Self, inspired me with Thy Remembrance through Thy
Remembrance, and called me to Thyself through Thy Holy Counte­
nance. Were it not for Thee, I would cease to exist; and were it not for Thy
confirmations, I would not have attained any glory.J2

The mode of commentaries and sermons primarily expresses affirma­
tion of the words of God. Commentaries and sermons are uttered in the
voice of the Revelator speaking to human beings about God and His
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words (an affirmation of"He is God"). The commentaries are interpre­
tive works that aim to explain, in expository form, the true meanings of
the divine verses, as in this example: "Know thou that verily every 'food'
is a reminder of something delightful. But when it is joined with the true
meaning of,all,' it referreth to the reality which containeth and embraceth
everything. That, however, can only be realized in the Point of the Primal
Will, inasmuch as verily all the created manifestations are indeed hidden
within It."13

The sermons praise and describe transcendental spiritual realities that
are the cosmic manifestations of the Word. Often the Bab begins a work
with a brief or lengthy sermon that endeavours to connect the reader's
heart and consciousness to the divine verities. For example:

Praised be God, Who hath caused, through the pattern of His Signs
of Power, all that is vibrant to vibrate in the branches of the concourse
of the Heaven of Divinity. And praise be to God, Who hath caused,
through the evidences of His Will, the beingness of all beings to be
revealed within the branches of the concourse of the Heaven of the Man­
ifestations. And praise be to God, Who hath, through the revelation of the
mysterious depths of His earthly and heavenly Signs, caused all that is
radiant to radiate in the Stations of His Determination. 14

The fourth mode of revelation-rational, educational, and philo­
sophical discourse-is again spoken in the voice of the Revelator address­
ing human beings, but this time using rational arguments to demonstrate
the truth of the Word of God and explain the message expressed in the
prayers (an affirmation of"He is God Who is"). The fundamental func­
tion of this mode is to analyze the phenomenal world and to link it to the
transcendental realm, as in this passage:

Verily hath God created within thyself the similitude of all that He hath
fashioned in creation, that thou mayest not be veiled from any efful­
gence. Verily God hath generated within thy being the entirety of His
manifestations. He hath ordained that His home be the heart of His ser­
vant; by it the reality of existence shall be recognized, and the Fashioner
of men be praised, and the bounty of existence pour forth through His
ever-flowing Pen. IS
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The purpose of this mode is to show the signs of the unseen within the
visible realm, and to prove the world of divinity and dominion through
its manifestations in the earthly world, as in this example:

For verily the soul, while bound by the ephemeral and transitory things
of this world, is confined, in its understanding, to limited phenomena
only. However, once the soul hath soared beyond the realm of nature
and becometh submerged in the ocean of absolute unity, then can it
acquire the capacity to discern the reality of all sciences and knowledge
in their full plenitude. Thus 'Ali said: "0 Lord! Submerge me in the
reviving ocean of Thy unity and the fathomless depths of the sea of Thy
oneness." 16

This mode frequently employs logical argumentation and analysis:

Verily, that which hath forced some philosophers to conceive of the pres­
ence of the eternal intelligible forms (a'yani'th-.th.abitah) in the Essence
of God, and the doctrine of the True Indivisible Being, was their desire
to validate the concept of the knowledge of God, magnified be His sta­
tion! For they stated that knowledge must needs have an object of know1­
edge, and hence the affirmation of divine knowledge indicateth the
existence of pluralities within the Essence of GodY

To these four modes of revelation, which were present in the Islamic

Dispensation, the Bab adds a fifth, which He designates the "Persian
mode." In the Islamic Dispensation the Arabic language was the sole lan­
guage of revelation, but the Bab employs both Arabic and Persian as
vehicles of revelation. The Bab distinguishes His Persian writings as a
distinct mode of revelation although the content of these works may be
any of the four modes: divine verses, prayers, commentaries/sermons,
or rational discourse. The Persian mode of revelation thus represents the
integrative form of the other four modes.

In His writings, the Bab often discusses the typology of the modes of
revelation as a vehicle that in itself is richly symbolic. For example, in
the Persian Bayan we read:

Whatever is revealed by the Point hath been designated as the "Bayan."
However, this name referreth in its primary reality to the divine verses,
and in its secondary reality to prayers, third to commentaries, fourth to
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educational forms, and fifth to the Persian words. Yet, this exalted appel­
lation, on the hasis of its intrinsic worth, solely denoteth the divine verses
to the exclusion of all others. IS

As such, the merging of the five rivers should not be permitted: thus,
divine verses should remain within their own sublimity, prayers in their
own loftiness, commentaries in their own seat ofglory, words [of know1­
edge1in their own sacred horizon, and the Persian- words in their own
inaccessible and exalted heights. 19

[11 n this Dispensation, the writings of the Letters of the Living all pro­
ceed directly from the Sun of Truth Himself. Divine verses especially
pertain to the Point of the Bayan, prayers pertain to the Messenger of God
lMuryammad], commentaries to the Imams of guidance, and educa­
tional discourse (~uvar-i- 'iZmiyyih) to the Gates. However, all of these
proceed from this Ocean so that all people can behold the exalted sub­
limity of these Writings of the Primal Truth.20

This classification of the divine writings into either four or five modes

of revelation is the basis on which many of the later works of the Bab are
organized. Two major examples of such works are the Kitabu'l-Asma'

(Book of Divine Names), and Panj Sha'n (Five Modes of Revelation).

The Kitabu'l-Asma' discusses the meanings and implications of various

names of God. Generally each name is discussed in four different chap­

ters, and each chapter is written in a different mode of revelation. The title
of the other work, Panj Sha'n (five Modes), indicates its organizational

structure: it discusses nineteen names of God, each ofwhich is explained

through five modes of revelation.2l

The Logic ofthe Typology

The categories represented by this typology of the modes of revelation can

be seen as the logical expressions of the central theological principle

informing the writings of the Bab: the concept of the Point, a term refer­
ring to the Primal Will of God. The Primal Will is manifested in the
world by the Prophet or divine Messenger, Who is the nexus between
the Divinity and the created world. "The Point" thus refers to the Bab
Himself. The concept will be discussed extensively throughout this book
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but, briefly, the Primal Will is the Word of God, the Logos, through which
the creation of all things takes place. The four modes of revelation are log­
ical reflections of the structure of the Point or Primal Will: thus they are
the four modes of the creative Word of God.

In order to understand this subtle concept, we need to look at the
Bab's description of the ontological reality and structure of the Point.

According to the Bah, the Point possesses two stations. The first is the sta­
tion of the Point's divinity, the station of pure divine revelation, while the

second is the station of the Point's servitude, the station of createdness and

subservience to God. The Bah explains:

Verily the Point possesseth two stations. One is the station that
speaketh from God. The other is the station that speaketh from that
which is other than God, a station whereby He expresseth His servitude
for the former station. By virtue of the former, the latter worshippeth
God in the daytime and in the night season, and glorifieth Him at morn
and at eventide.

The substance of this gate is that God hath fashioned two stations for
the Sun of Truth. One is the station of His unknown and unknowable
Essence, the Manifestation of His Divinity. Thus, all His revealed divine
verses stream forth on behalf of God All else beyond this supreme Sign
present within Him is His creation .

And within the inmost reality of all things there hath been, and will
forever continue to be, a sign from God through which the unity of the
Lord is celebrated. This sign, however, is a reflection of His Will present
within it, through which naught is seen but God. However, within the
Will, that supreme Sign is the Will Itself, the Supreme Mirror of God,
which hath never referred, nor will it ever refer, to aught but God.... He
is the possessor of two signs, that of God and that of creation, and through
the latter he worshippeth God and boweth in adoration before Him. In
like manner, all things adore their Beloved through the sign of Creation,
though it hath never reached, nor will it ever reach, beyond its own sign
from God, which is present within it and pointeth unto Him. 22

According to the Bab, in the station ofdivine transcendence and pure
unity, the Point speaks from God and un behalf of God, in the mode of
divine verses. In the station of servitude, the Point speaks to God, in wor­
ship and adoration of Him, in the mode of prayers and supplications.
These two fundamental modes of revelation-divine verses and prayers-
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directly reflect the two stations of the Will as the reflection of divinity and
the sign of servitude.

The other two modes of revelation are further reflections of this same
structure. The commentaries and sermons represent the interpretation of
divine verses (and divine attributes) for the creatures. Rational discourse,
the Bab explains, is the elaboration of the mode of prayer. It is the expo­
sition of the spiritual truth of reality in the language of reason. The most
direct expression of the intimate relation between commentaries and
divine verses, on the one hand, and rational discourse and prayers, on the
other, can be found in the Persian Bayan. Here, the Bab refers to the
mode of rational discourse as a specific kind of commentary or inter­
pretation. While the commentaries are interpretations of divine verses,
rational discourse is referred to as "the answers and interpretations that
pertain to the;n-ayers."23

In the K{(ahu'I-Asma', the Bah explains that the essence of religion
itself is derived from the two stations of divinity and servitude, and that
the manifestation of these two stations is fourfold, corresponding to the
four modes of revelation.24 The logical basis of the typology of the four
modes of revelation becomes more evident when we note that, often in
His writings, the Bab equates His four modes of revelation with the first
four stages of the process of divine creative Action through which all
created things come into being, an equivalence that we will see explained
in detail in the Commentary on the Surih of Abundance.

A point should be noted about the term ayat (singular, ayih), trans­
lated as "divine verses." The Arabic word ayat is a most complex term, the
nuances of which cannot be captured by any single word in English. It
means "verses," "signs," and "miracles." Indeed the Bab's frequent dis­
cussion of the inimitable and incontrovertible character of the Word of
God contains all these meanings at the same time: the divine words are
God's supreme miraeIe, which is the sign of His majesty and glory, revealed
in the world in the form of the Word-that is, the divine verses.

Although ayat specifically refers to the mode of divine verses, it is
also used in a broader, general sense encompassing all four modes of
divine revelation. In other words, ayat, as the divine words, includes the
modes of divine verses, prayers, commentaries, and rational discourse. The
same feature is apparent in the statement in the Persian Bayan in which
the Bab applies the word Bayan specifically to the mode of divine verses
as well as generally to all His writings, saying that "whatever is revealed
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by the Point hath been designated as the Bayan. However, this name
referreth in its primary reality to the divine verses...."25

The distinguishing feature of all the divine words, of course, is that they
convey the divine revelation. That revelation is primarily due to the

unique station of the Point as the Manifestation of Divinity. The mode
that pertains to the station of Divinity, that is, the mode of divine verses,

is thus the primary mode of divine revelation and the source of all the

other modes. This point is discussed in the Persian Bayan in various
ways. In the following passage, the Bab states that for the Manifestation

of God the most beloved mode of revelation is that of divine verses. This

primacy is rooted in the intimate relation of the inmost reality of the
Point to the language of the divine verses:

These divine verses are the Word of the Will Himself, which is naught
but the Word of God. For the Essence of Eternity hath always been, and
will continue forever to be, beyond any change. But speaking the Word
pertaineth to the station of divine creation and generation. Inasmuch as
naught is seen in the Will but God, therefore this Word is attributed
unto God, for none but God is capable of producing its like. Those who
have been, or will ever be, in the presence of This Tree recognize that
these words proceed from His pure primordial nature, and that speak­
ing in such a mode is easier and closer to Him than speaking in the mode
of prayers, sermons, rational arguments, or the Persian modes. For this
is the language of His Inmost Reality which referreth unto naught but God
alone. It is for that reason that the divine verses are called the Words
(ayat) of God and praised as the divine LogoS.26

The Bab's Hermeneutic Principles

The Bab's interpretive mode of writing is based upon a unique and tran­

scendentallogic of interpretation, or hermeneuticsP This section will dis­
cuss some of the main metaphysical principles of that interpretive system.

The Bab's writings represent a harmonious and unified corpus, but
the immense magnitude of those writings, their diverse stages, and the vast

richness and complexity of the topics they address, all can make it diffi­
cult to recognize the harmony and unity of those works. From the begin­
ning, scholars of the Bab's writings have testified to their own difficulty,



and sumetimes total failure, to understand these texts. They have occasion­
ally found them vague, obscure, unsystematic, or simply incomprehen­
sible-and have frequently ascribed the difficulty to the author of the
text rather than to themselves as readers. E. G. Browne, for example,
described the Bab's writings as "set down, for the most part, not in the lan­
guage of the people, but in Arabic treatises of interminable length, at
once florid and incorrect in style, teeming with grammatical errors the
most glaring, iterations the most wearisome, and words the rarest and
most incomprehensible." lIe found the "great conceptions, noble ideals,
subtle metaphysical conceptions, and splendid, though ill-defined, aspi­
rations" which, he acknowledged, "do, indeed exist in the Beyan" to be "so
lost in trackless mazes of rhapsody and mysticism, so weighed down by
trivial injunctions and impracticable ordinances, that no casual reader,
but only a student of considerable diligence and perseverance, can hope
to find theIl}:'.Ahout the books of the Rib, Browne wrote: "They were, for
the most part, voluminous, hard to comprehend, uncouth in style, unsys­
tematic in arrangement, filled with iterations and solecisms, and not
unfrequently quite incoherent and unintelligible to any ordinary reader."28
Denis MacEoin, similarly, speaks of "the innumerable obscurities and
vagueness of even the most reliable texts"29 and characterizes the Bab's
Commentary on the Surih of Abundance as "for the most part, almost
unreadable, consisting of highly abstract and insubstantial speculations
on the verses, words, and even letters of the Sura on which it is supposed
to be a 'commentary."'30

The Bab, however, has frequently attested that His writings are neither
inconsistent nor contradictory, and that statements which may appear to
be contradictory assertions are actually diverse expressions of a single
underlying principle that is expressed in a particular manner in accor­
dance with the capacities of differing audiences.3l A careful analysis of the
Bab's writings discloses that throughout the three stages, all His writings
are animated by a common fundamental principle which has multiple
dimensions and forms. We may term this foremost hermeneutic con­
cept the principle of metaphysical unity. Although the principle becomes
increasingly explicit in the metaphysical and legislative stages of the Rib's
writings, its presence in His interpretive works is unmistakable. Indeed,
understanding the Bab's commentaries is dependent on comprehend­
ing this central idea. The concept of metaphysical unity also defines the



purpose and goal of those interpretive works. One of the most explicit
expositions of the end purpose of the interpretive act can be found in the
Bah's Commentary on the Surih of the Cow II:

Elevate the alphabetical letters of that divine verse unto the sublime
station of the manifestation of their heart. ... Verily that ascent is the
spirit of the Elixir of true knowledge, so that the servant may advance
all that is motionless unto the lofty station of vibrant motion, and make
manifest the Causes of his existence within the stage of the effect, and
reveal the fruit of the Final Cause in the rank and station of the recep­
tive phenomena. That is the true meaning of the words of Imam Ri(W,
peace be upon Him, that verily those endued with understanding cannot
know that which is there, except through that which is here.32

To interpret something is to uncover its true meaning. The text that
is to be interpreted consists of signs, specifically words, appearing as
combinations of the letters of the alphabet. The supreme task of interpre­

tation, the Bab explains in this passage, is to elevate these alphabetical signs
(which constitute the text) to the highest level of their own reality, the sta­
tion at which they reveal their true essential nature, or "heart." The con­
cept of "heart" (fu'ad) is one of the most important principles in the

writings of the Bab. The station of the heart is the highest stage of a cre­
ated being's existential reality. It is the reflection of divine revelation itself
within the inmost reality of things. To interpret the words, therefore, is
in essence to transform them into mirrors of divine reality. A true inter­

pretive act finds in the words, alphabetical phenomena, and signs of the
text nothing but the expression of divine attributes. In this sense the
text-and all reality-becomes a testimony to the unity of God, a praise
of the divine names, and an affirmation of the divine creative Action.
Finding the "thing in itself" in the realm of the "appearances" (in Kant­
ian terms), manifesting the infinite kingdom of the heart in the finite
phenomenal realm of the world, and beholding the world as reflecting
nothing but the proofs of the sovereignty ofGod, thus constitutes the ulti­
mate hermeneutical principle of the Bab.33 The Bab's interpretation of the
Tradition of Imam Riga' in the above passage concisely describes the
central role of symbolism in this interpretive process, for the spiritual
world ("that which is there") can only be known metaphorically through
the symbolism of the phenomenal world ("that which is here").



To engage in the act of interpreting the text at the level of the heart,
in terms of its supreme Origin, seeing the reflection of the divine mirrored
in every atom of creation, is to transform the phenomenal realm into its
ultimate spiritual reality. The interpretation of a text is simultaneously an
act of self-interpretation and self-transformation: through the act of
interpretation, the reader spiritualizes the self as well as the world. This
transformative act takes place through the symbol of the elixir. The term
elixir, of course, alludes to the symbolism of alchemy, which, as Jung has
argued, was not merely concerned with changing base metal into gold;
more significantly, the physical process was a complex, arcane symbolic sys­
tem representing stages of the mystical transformation of the self.34

After saying that the alphabetical letters must be elevated to the sta­
tion of the revelation of their heart, the Bab describes the spirit of this true
hermeneutics as the uplifting, by the "servant," of"all that is motionless
unto the lofty station of vibrant motion," and making manifest "the
Causes of his existence within the stage of the effect." The Bab likens this
self- transformative interpretive consciousness to the "spirit of the Elixir
of true knowledge," as the supreme agent that transforms potentialities

into actualities, the catalyst for the beautification and elevation of being.
The true Elixir, therefore, is a form of spiritual orientation in which the
receptive becomes active and the motionless becomes vibrant. For the
Bab these terms imply distinctive meanings. The Essence of God itself is
sanctified above any description of motion or repose. Such notions, there­
fore, can pertain only to the creation. The Action of the divine Primal Will,
which is the First Creation, is the vibrant and moving Final Cause of
phenomenal reality, and it is the Primal Will that brings into existence the
reality of all things. Although the world has the appearance of an inde­
pendent material reality, in and of itself it is only a shadow and a motion­
less non-existence. The task of true hermeneutics is to cause a fundamental
transformation in the phenomenal realm: to elevate the phenomena to
the station of the heart is to uncover the signs of divine revelation that are
enshrined within the reality of those phenomena, and to connect that
which is motionless to its true inner reality of vibrant spiritual motion.
This transformation is accomplished within the consciousness of the
interpreter.

These same vibrant and moving realities are more explicitly described,
in the same passage, as the Causes of the very existence of the human
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interpreter as well. The ultimate Cause of these Causes is the Primal Will,
or the Point, sometimes referred to as the "Tree of Truth" or the "Sun of
Truth." The Primal Will is also the essence of the Prophets or Manifes­
tations of God. The Will becomes the Cause of reality through its man­
ifestation in the process of divine creative.Action, which consists of seven
stages. These stages of creation, then, are the specific sequential Causes of
reality, which set reality into the vibrant motion of life.

True hermeneutics-the act of interpretation-thus is not separable
from either epistemology or the truth of being. The Bab's interpretive
works, like I lis theological and legislative works, all intend to spiritual­
ize reality in all its diverse aspects. By relating phenomena to their fun­
damental transcendental Causes, the interpreter unveils the mystery of the
inner reality of all things. In His commentary on the Surih ofAbundance,
the Bab states: "The greatest achievement of the servant is to elevate all
objects to their supreme station of detachment and unity."35 The Bab's
hermeneutics, which relates the meaning of the words to the ultimate
Origin and End of all being, is thus a method of disclosing the truth.36

An important consequence of this principle is the self-referential
character of interpretive revelation. Since the ultimate meaning of the
Word of God is the inner truth of the phenomena it refers to-which in
turn is nothing but the creative Word of God itself-any divine revela­
tion ultimately describes the very source of that revelation, namely, the
Point or the Primal Will. Thus interpretive revelation is characterized
by the unity of the interpreter (the Word or the Will of God), the inter­
preted (the Word of God), and the interpretation (the Word of God),
transcending the limitations of time and uniting past, present, and future.
When the Bab interprets a Qur'anic verse, the real meaning of the inter­
preted text is not something external to that act of interpretation. Rather,
the act of interpretation itself renews and recreates the meaning of the
interpreted verse. The ultimate meaning of the divine words is therefore
an eternally creative process of progressive revelation.

This interpretive principle is the key that unlocks the door to under­
standing the Bab's diverse and complex exegetical texts. Amid the diver­
sity of His interpretive writings, one can see that the animating principle
that runs through works like the Qayylimu'l-Asma' and the commen­
taries on the Surih ofAbundance, the Surih of the Cow, and the Surih of
the Afternoon, as well as others, is one and the same-a mystical love
which sees in everything the Countenance of the Divine Beloved.3l
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Universal Hermeneutics

Failing to recognize these metaphysical principles underlying the Bab's
hermeneutics, and their symbolic expression within His writings, how­
ever, inevitably leads to superficial readings that seriously misconstrue
and underestimate those texts. Such particularly has been the case with
some attempts to understand the Bab's discussions of the letters of the
alphabet. The assumption that those discussions are meant literally has
resulted in the conclusion that the Bab is merely expressing a supersti­
tious belief in the magical powers of letters. Based on this and other
similar misconceptions, the writings of the Bab have sometimes been
judged to be similar to, or merely imitating, the J::IurUfiyyih and
Nuqtaviyyih schools of thought.38 But although some elements found in
those two schools are confirmed in the writings of the Bab, the elements
He confirms have little to do with the issue of letters or their assumed lit­
eral divine character. Instead, the common points concern the mystic
world view and the sacred character of human beings as the image of
God, while the literal and exaggerated emphasis that the J::Iurufiyyih and
Nuq!aviyyih schools place on letters and their sounds as direct elements
of divine creation, as well as frequent reference made to the human head
as the primary representation of those letters, are foreign to the Bab's
teachings.

Undoubtedly, the Bab's writings are filled with interpretations of
alphabetical letters, and He often discusses the numerical equivalents of
various words. He also often employs a variety of sacred images and
designs. But all these phenomena are rooted in a mystical view of reality
that confers new meanings on all things. The meaning of the letter/num­
ber symbolism in the writings of the Bab must be sought in the context
of His own hermeneutical, theological, and moral principles.

According to the Bab, not only the realm of language but all other
aspects of phenomenal reality, including natural and cultural objects, are
symbolic signs that point toward spiritual meanings. Everything is a
divine text, and the entirety of being is a mirror of divine reality: what­
ever exists in the world is a sign, a verse, and a miracle that proclaims the
unity and sovereignty of God. From this perspective, reality itself is a
kind of language, consisting of words and letters that proclaim and cel­
ebrate the divine revelation enshrined within all things. Since all of cre­
ation is a symbol of God, the Bab's writings find in all phenomenal
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reality-including statements, words, letters, and numbers-references
to celestial reality and transcendental meanings.

As we shall see throughout this study, the writings of the Bab often
ascribe spiritual meanings to natural events. The sun, heaven, rain, trees,
water, fire, air, and earth, for example, are all interpreted as symbols of
profound spiritual truths. This symbolism is not due to any particular
property of a limited set of phenomena. Rather, being, as such, and exis­
tence in general are pointers to the divine beauty and divine love. So, for
the Bab, words and letters are not the only things endowed with spiritual
reference: He extensively interprets all things in this symbolic logic, and
His use of linguistic signs is just one example of this universal semiotics.
Yet, given the prevalence, particularly among the Shaykhis, of the millenar­
ian expectation that the Qa'im would unveil the inner meanings of the
disconnected letters of the Qur'an, it was inevitable that the Bab would

often use this particular symbolic medium, focusing on alphabetical let­
ters, to convey His message.

The other dimension of the Bab's universalization of hermeneutics
relates specifically to the realm of language. For the Bab, linguistic signs
carry an inexhaustible richness of meaning. He extends this richness of
meaning, this symbolic function, to all the different levels of language,
including the level of letters. In this way, He confers fresh and creative
meanings upon words in ways that defy the limitations of normal
hermeneutics, imbuing signs with infinite-although not arbitrary­

meaning. Language, in the writings of the Bab, thus becomes a fathom­
less ocean of representation of the Divine.

This last point is directly relevant to one of the most important aspects
of the Bab's writings, that is, His transformative approach to language. The
details of this transformative logic will be examined in part 3, when His
specific laws and ordinances are discussed. But this transformative aspect
also permeates His hermeneutics. One of the Bab's most important goals
was to fundamentally change the linguistic signs and the communicative
acts of humanity in such a way that the human tongue and pen become
sacred instruments of divine revelation. The Bab sought to educate
humanity so that human language would become the "throne of God"39­
purifying all aspects of language from selfish and hedonistic orientations
and reflecting the universal love of God such that every atom of exis­
tence would proclaim the glory of divinity.

Again, insufficient attention to these aspects has contributed to some



problems in reading the Bab's works. Denis MacEoin, for example, per­
sistently gives the impression that the writings of the Bab are obsessed with
the magical character of letters, and he devotes extensive space to dis­
cussing the Bab's Tablet of Nineteen Temples (also called the Tablet of the
Letters, Lawh-i-I IurUfat) as evidence for that claim. MacEoin sees in this
tablet only charms and magic devices and consistently translates the term
haykal, meaning "temple" or "body," as "talisman" and "talismanic device."
Such methodology leads to a literalistic and simplistic reading of the text,
closing off the possibility that there is any deeper symbolic content to
be found. For example, MacEoin writes: "Another early work, the ~a~ifa

bayna'l-~aramayn,contains a section dealing with talismans, with general
instructions for their construction."40 In a footnote he explains: "Two
forms of talisman (ti/ism; haykal) are referred to: rectangular (shikl al­

tarbi') and triangular (shikl al-tathlith) . ... This latter would seem from
the description on p. 30 (which says it should not be regarded as resem­
bling a Christian cross) to be identical to the pentagram talisman which
the Bab later made the Babi haykal proper."41 Elsewhere he says: "It is
not entirely clear what relationship (if any) exists between the haykals

described in the Panj sha'n and those in the shape of a pentagram com­
monly found by that name and evidently identical with the 'triangular'
talisman referred to in the ~a~ifa bayna'1-~aramayn."12

Although an extensive discussion of the problems in the above state­
ments is not possible here, a fuller understanding of the issues involved
should emerge by the end of this study.43 Nevertheless, a brief reference
to the spiritual meanings of these particular symbols may be helpful at this
point. As we will see, contrary to MacEoin's statement, the triangular
form has nothing to do with the pentagram temple, nor is it a rejection
of the way the cross is shaped. Furthermore, what is discussed in the
~al).ffiy-i-Bayna'l-I:faramayn are the various levels of spiritual symbolic
meaning of the two signs-the triangle and the square-in relation to dif­
ferent stages of the spiritual journey. The meaning of the triangle and
the square in the Bab's text is quite complex. In the passage referred to,
the Bab is answering a question regarding the triangle and square as two
talismans. However, He turns the question of these forms into an analy­
sis of deep spiritual meanings. He states that the forms of the triangle
and the square represent the seven stages of divine creative Action. The
triangle represents the first three stages and thus symbolizes Imam 'Alf,
whose name consists of three Arabic letters. The square, representing the



GATE OF THE HEART

next four stages, refers to MuJ:1ammad, whose name has four letters. The
name of the Bab ('Ali-MuJ:1ammad) is the unity of both forms, uniting the
stations of 'Ali and MuJ:1ammad. These are the stations of vicegerency
and prophethood, and at the same time they represent the stations of
divinity and prophethood because 'Ali is a name of God (the Most
Exalted) as well as the name of the vicegerent of MuJ:1ammad.

This particular text takes on yet another level of metaphysical allusion
when we note that the Rib is writing it while travelling between the two
sacred shrines, Mecca (the House of God) and Medina (the shrine of
MuJ:1ammad). The full title of the work is "The Epistle Revealed between
the Twin Sacred Shrines." Thus the Bab is physically situated between
the two places that symbolize, respectively, divinity and prophethood:
He is in between the "triangle" of 'Ali (Mecca, the House of Divinity)
and the "square" of servitude (Medina, the Shrine of the Prophet). This
relation defines the station of the Bah as the Bab, or Gate. As He says, He
is an A (Alif, a vertical line) which is located between the two B's (two hor­
izontallines). He is the nexus that brings the two stations together, the
Gate through which divinity and servitude are integrated. Thus the word
Bab (as written in three distinct Persian letters) is both the secret of the
trinity and the truth of the Christian sign of the cross.

At the very beginning of the text, the Bab proclaims: "Hearken unto
the command of the Remnant of God, and, for the sake of the Truth, ask
ye from the Remembrance of the name of your Lord, this Arabian Youth,
that which ye desire regarding the truth of the twin Sacred Shrines, the
Word of the twin supreme Clouds of Subtlety, and the Upright Line
standing betwixt the twin Worlds."44 Later, the Bab refers to Qur'anic
statements regarding the duty of the believer to enter the sacred gate
(bab) in a posture of kneeling, and connects this reference to entering the
gate of the Sacred House.45 In other words, the Bab is the Gate through
which the presence of God can be attained. He is the Gate that unites
the twin Sacred Shrines, just as He was at that moment literally situated
between Mecca and Medina. Thus the "triangle" and the "square" are
now realized in His own being. More specifically, the station of the Bab
is the unity of the primordial twin stations of the Point: divinity and
servitude. The first three stages of creation represent the same spiritual
truth that has been misconstrued by some Christians, in their phenom­
enology of worship, as a trinity that includes the realm of the divine



Essence, resulting in a reading of the shape of the cross in which the
realm of divinity is reduced to the realm of contingency. Although these
issues will become clearer later in this study, the point here is to demon­
strate the vastly more productive reading that is possible when one does
not assume that the Bab is only talking about magic charms.

As the Bab explains, these signs are intended to lead the consciousness
of the wayfarer to discover the underlying unity of all reality. Pilgrimage
is a pilgrimage toward God, a journey that aims at attaining the pres­
ence of God. This encounter can only take place in the various levels of
paradise. Thus the Bab connects seven levels of paradise to seven modes
of meeting God and pilgrimage. These levels correspond to the seven
stages of divine creative Action. Thus, at the highest stage of mystic con­
sciousness, corresponding to the station ofWill (Mashiyyat), there can be
no talismanic sign and all such signs must be discarded, for this is the
realm of unity, where no differentiation exists between triangle and
square. At this stage, only God is seen, without the presence of any phe­
nomenal indicator of the unseen reality. It is only at the second stage of
such consciousness, corresponding to the station of Determination
(Iradih), that duality comes into play and the two signs become distin­
guished from each other. After this comes the third stage of divine cre­
ative Action, corresponding to the station of Destiny (Qadar). This stage
is the beginning of the realm of plurality, and of the appearance of the tri­
angle. Next is the fourth stage, Decree (Qada'), the first of the last four
stages of divine creative Action, which together are represented by the
form of the square. The signs of the triangle and square, therefore, as
symbols of the stages of creation, refer to the divine names that are man­
ifest within the inner reality of all created beings. The believers/readers
are asked to recognize this same unity within their own inner being even
while worshipping God.46

As to the Tablet of Nineteen Temples, the reason that the Bab designs
a system of nineteen temples is not a belief in the magical powers of let­
ters. These temples are symbolic designs which express spiritual mean­
ings. As we shall see in' later chapters, the Bab creates these symbols to
represent a metaphysical world view of unity-a consciousness of the
universal solidarity of all beings, of the presence of the sign ofGod within
all reality, and of the need to see in nature and in society nothing but the
manifestations of the same divine creative Action. Thus, as the Bab



explains, through these Nineteen Temples will become manifest the hid­
den truth of the Islamic Tradition according to which all the truth of the
Qur'an is present in the "point." These temples have many more complex
mystical meanings, which are explicitly discussed in the writings of the
BabY Also, as we shall see, these temples are the same as the concept of
the pentagram temple (five-pointed star) mentioned in the Persian
Bayan.48

Organic Unity and Reciprocity ofSignification

Unlike the ordinary and practical perspective which perceives the universe
as a combination of distinct material objects, and unlike the mechanis­
tic world view that sees the world as a realm of differentiation without
transcendental reference, the world view reflected in the writings of the
Rib portrays all of reality as a unity in diversity, as diverse reflections of
the same truth, and as an interconnected, living and organic body. Accord­
ing to the Bab, not only do all beings testify to the unity of God, but it is
by virtue of that very fact that they are all organic, interconnected parts
orthe reciprocal system of signification we have been discussing. This
reciprocal feature means that each and every thing, to the degree of its
capacity, carries within itself all other things. Every individual thing refers
to all things, and any particular thing can potentially be deciphered
through any other thing. Each atom of existence is endowed with oceans
of perfections and attrihutes which are all reflections of the Divine Unity.
Nothing exists independent from any other thing, and nothing can he ade­
quately understood without reference to the totality of being.

Since everything is a mirror of all things, a true and holistic hermeneu­
tics will be able to unveil infinite meanings and the mysteries of the uni­

verse through the understanding of any single atom of existence. Thus a
drop of water, a ray of sunlight, or a glance of the eye can potentially
unravel the mysteries of the cosmos and the secrets of all that has been
and all that is to come. The Bah asserts:

Every created entity in itself reflecteth the Greater World.... Verily God
hath fashioned all things in the form of His Divine Unity in such wise
that when a servant is purified from all protestation and doubt and
instead reflecteth the splendours of the divine revelation unto him and



through him, in utmost equity, he will be naught but the sign of the
Divine Self, that "verily thcre is nonc other God but Him, the Beloved,
the Compassionate."49

Likewise, He says that those endued with true understanding can even
learn all celestial mysteries from the most humble and minute of creatures:
"Know thou, verily, tha~ God revealed the Qur'an even as He hath created
all things. Therefore, in this day, should a tiny ant desire to unravel all its
verses, and its abstruse meanings, and its stations, through the black of

its own eye, it shall be capable of achieving that, inasmuch as the mystery
of Lordship and the effulgence of the Eternal vibrate within the very
atoms of all created things."5o But it is the human reality that is particu­
larly reflective of the entire univcrsc, and it is the human heart that is sin­
gled out for a unique favour: "Verily hath God created within thyself all
that He hath fashioned in creation in His likeness, that thou mayest not
be veiled from any effulgence. Verily God hath generated within thy
being the entirety of His manifestations. He hath ordained that His home
be the heart of His servant...."51

This universal organic unity and interconnectedness of all things,
and its consequent universal mutuality of meaning, is applied by the Bab
to all the various aspects of phenomenal reality including the symbolic
realm of language. A single verse, a single word, or a single letter of the
divine Word potentially discloses all spiritual mysteries. His own inter­
pretive writings are partly a realization of this principle. It is in this con­
text that He writes: "Verily, each letter of the Qur'an is invested with as
many manifest meanings (fafsir) as the number of the atoms of all things

that are embraced by the knowledge of God. And each one of these man­
ifest meanings hath a hidden meaning (ta'vil), and each of these hidden
meanings possesseth an inward meaning (barin), and each inward mean­
ing containeth an inner inward meaning (batin-i-batin), and so on, as God
willeth."52

Understanding these various meanings, however, is dependent on the
level of spiritual understanding possessed by the individual reader. In
the following passage, the different levels of meaning are represented as
wellsprings corresponding to different individual stations. Each of the
wellsprings alludes to one of the rivers of paradise mentioned in the
Qur'an, which are composed of crystal water, milk, honey, and wine:
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Since God hath invested every letter with the ordinances pertaining
to all things, it is My intention, at this juncture, to allude to some of the
manifestations of the Fountain of Abundance (Kawthar), that those who
abide under the shade of the Garden of Innermost Paradise (al-Ifridaws)
may drink their fill, while in this nether world, of the crystal spring of
incorruptible water, and heyond them, those estahlished upon the lofti­
est seats within the Paradise (al-Firdaws) of the wellspring of pure milk,
and beyond them those who recline upon the snow-white couches 'neath
the shade of the tree of being within the tabernacle of time (zaman) of
the choicest wholesome honey, and beyond them, those who walk upon
the earth, as permitted by God, clad in robes of grandeur and beauty
and with the stature of sovereignty and glory, from the wellspring of
pure wine "delicious to those who quaff it."S~

In yet another statement, the Rib reaffirms that not only letters and

numbers, but all creatures contain within themselves infinite, mutually
referential meanings and that the purpose behind the organization of

creation in this way is to attain the knowledge of God:

... God hath created in the truth-sign of any thing that is called a thing,
the signs of all beings, that it would not he difficult for anyone to recog­
nize the manifestations of the tokens of His grace, and the effulgences of
His modes of justice, so that all beings may witness the revelation of His
sovereignty in the creation of all things, manifestly and truly, in such
wise that none may see anything but that he would behold Him before
seeing that object.54

Plenitude and Hierarchy ofMeaning

The principles outlined so far make it clear that, for the Bab, all created

things symbolically point to an infinite realm of spiritual meanings. It is
important, however, to note that the fact that the text has infinite mean­
ings does not imply, relativistically, that all meanings are equally true or

that they are indistinguishable in their truth value. Although there is

plenitude of meaning, there is also hierarchy.
The inexhaustible richness of meaning particularly applies to the

words of God as revealed by His Manifestations. Although many Islamic
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Traditions have said that the verses of God have multiple meanings, the
Bab maintains that such a multiplicity understates the actual truth: "That
which hath been reported previously concerning the existence of sev­
enty or seven hundred inner meanings for the Qur'an, know verily that
such a limitation is due only to the people's lack of ability to bear the
truth. Indeed, the meanings of the Qur'anic letters far exceed such num­
bers as to equal the number of all the atoms and determinations that are
encompassed within the knowledge of God... .";5

The principle of the plenitude of meaning is modified by the equally
crucial principle of the hierarchy of meanings, which we find empha­
sized in almost all the Bab's writings. The summit of this hierarchy is the
Word uttered by the Manifestation of God. In the following statement,
the Bab explains that the words that are uttered by the Manifestation are

not the same words when uttered by anyone else, even if they appear to
consist of exactly the same letters and signs. The words as spoken by the
Manifestation inherently contain all the multitude of His intention, while
those same words as spoken, and as understood, by a human being are
representations limited to that individual speaker's level of understand­
ing, which is determined by the person's spiritual station. That spiritual
station is conditioned, in turn, by the individual's recognition of the sta­
tion of the Manifestation as Speaker:

o ye people of the Bayan! We verily have revealed unto you the knowl­
edge of the exalted station of your being, which lieth in the words of
your Lord, that ye may nut, in truth, be veiled from Him Whom God shall
assuredly make manifest in the Day of Resurrection. For verily that which
ye utter is but a reflection of His revealed words that stems from you,
whereas that which He decreeth is God's own testimony unto Himself:
"Verily there is none other God but Him, the Omnipotent, the Self­
Subsisting."56

Discussing the meaning of "food" in the Qur'anic passage, "All food
was lawful to the children of Israel," the Bab uses an analogy to demon­
strate the hierarchy of spiritual levels and their corresponding "food":

Thus the food that God hath made lawful unto the Will doth not befit
the one who abideth in the station of Determination. For verily I have
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demonstrated this truth to thee through thine outward body, whereby that
which is partaken by the ear cannot be enjoyed by the eye. Thus, it is
incumbent upon thee to comprehend, in a similar way, such manifesta­
tions, that each station hath its own food. That which delighteth the eye
is not the same thing that delighteth the ear, inasmuch as the ear behold­
eth not and the eye heareth notY

In the writings of the Bab, the question of meaning has two different
dimensions. The reflective dimension pertains to the degree of clarity
with which the different layers of reality are reflected in a symbol. While
all created beings potentially reveal all reality, they reflect this reality in
differential degrees of clarity corresponding to their own existential level.
Those who occupy high spiritual stations are able to perceive meanings
that others at lower spiritual stations are unable to discern. The second
dimension is the creative dimension of meaning. Here the meaning of a
word is equivalent to the existential effect of the speaker's uttering that
word. The word spoken by the Manifestation of God is qualitatively dif­
ferent from the word of an ordinary human because it is the Creative
Word: it is creative in that it has the power to produce change at all lev­
els of reality and to bring into existence new states. Ordinary human
meanings can also produce creative results, although to a strictly limited
degree. The hierarchy of the meanings of symhols is thus a result of both

the reflective and creative dimensions of those symbols.
In a work explaining the Tradition "He hath known God who hath

known himself," the Bab begins His interpretation by setting out the
hermeneutical principles, or rules of reading, that are necessary to under­
stand the words of the Sacred Text. These rules are actually attitudes with
which the reader should approach that Text. The first rule is to purify
the heart in order to attain an understanding that is unbiased and undis­
torted by traditional received rules and methods: "I adjure thee," He
writes, "before any other utterance, to pay heed unto my counsels, that
thou mayest attain and be not of those whose affairs suffer, for verily
there is no path to recognition save through recognition of these coun­
sels. Pirst, thou must, before all else, purify thy heart from any rule that
thou hast acquired from thy divines and learned ones...."

The next rule is to be conscious of the principle of the hierarchy of cre­
ative meanings-that is, to refrain from reducing the divinely inspired,
revealed Word to mere human discourse, and to recognize that these
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words possess a vastly superior spiritual potency and meaning which is
expressed in particular terms according to the recipient's level of under­
standing:

Second, thou shouldst never compare the words of thy Imams with
the words of the people, for verily utterance is a manifestation of the
reality of the one who uttereth, and a mirror that retlecteth that which is
in his heart. Thus, just as their own being is a sure testimony for all the
worlds and an indisputable sign from God, glorified be He, so are their
words ... which do not resemble the words of any other creatures. Their
utterance, which is at once all-encompassing and all-perfect, is the proof
of God unto the people.... All existence is the outcome of one letter of
their utterance.... Thus the word of the Imam, peace be upon him,
embraceth all things and streameth forth in all the worlds according to
the conditions of their inhabitants.

The final rule is to consciously apply the second principle in regard
to the sacred words, as a safeguard against misinterpretation: "Third,
thou must refrain from interpreting, to the best of thine ability, the words
of the Immaculate Souls, in regard to any imperfections, but, rather,
[interpret them] through exaltation and honour."58 Any perception of
imperfection in such texts is an error on the part of the reader and a fail­

ure to grasp the meaning of the text.
The words of the Manifestation are unique in the sense that they are

the creative Logos through which all things come into existence. Infi­
nitely creative at all levels of reality, those words give rise to infinite mean­
ings. These infinite meanings are the intended meanings of the
Manifestation. What is meant, thus, by "words" is not just the visible
alphabetical signs and audible sounds-those are mere shadows or sym­
bols of the divine Word. When the Bab speaks of the infinite meanings
of the letters of the Qur'an, or when He deduces all reality from the
Point, He is not speaking of the empirical words and letters that are
accessible to human beings, but rather of the divine Word, which is iden­
tical to the Will of God. When the Manifestation of God utters this Word,
it becomes the set of meanings that are realized at the level of the Man­
ifestation, but when a human being utters that same word, he is express­
ing only a shadow of the word that was spoken by the Point of Truth. In
His commentary on the Letter Ha', the Bab writes:
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For verily each name hath infinite degrees, and the meaning ofeach thing
that is named pertaineth to its own degree. Behold the soul and the bod­
ies of the Family of God, and then examine their words. For instance, the
commonly used word "justice" ('adl): when uttered by God, glorified be
His mention, this word becometh the source of justice as destined within
the realm of the Will. Thus when a word issueth forth from the Con­
course on High, it assumeth its ultimate and supreme Meaning (the
Will).... Were all to gather together to produce even a semblance of
that "Justice," they would assuredly fail to do so, except for the same lit­
eralletters that spell the word, 'Ayn, Dal, and Lam, which are at the level
of their own existence, while the spirit (inner meaning) of that word is
utterly non-existent in the face of the Justice God hath fashioned for His
own Self. The same is true with regard to the word "Justice" as spoken by
the Apostle of God, for verily its spirit is derived from His Spirit, while
its literal pronunciation is associated with His body....59

The hierarchy of true interpretation is at the same time the hierarchy
of the plenitude of meaning. The existential level of the Point is absolute
and all-embracing: it encompasses all the infinite meanings of the divine
words and their individual letters, but access to all those meanings is
barred to ordinary humans. There is an important exception, however:

those authorized interpreters who have been specifically conferred the
authority to interpret the Word and have been granted access to the
meanings of the Manifestation. Their interpretations alone are therefore
reliably true and binding. Although the meanings of the Word that are
accessible to the human mind are multiple-indeed, infinite-even this
infinity of meanings itself is but a drop in the fathomless ocean of mean­
ings that is created and intended by the Manifestation.

The principle of the hierarchy of meaning implies that not only are

there limitless true meanings but also that there is a continuum of qual­
ity, in which all meanings are relatively more true or less true in relation
to each other. Hence, there are an infinite number of false and distorted
meanings as well. Only the meanings intended by the Manifestation, and
those of His authorized representatives, are purely true. All other limited
perspectives, depending on their level, can lead to insights or distortion,
true or false meanings. In the Persian Bayan, for example, the Bab asserts
that the true meaning of His own words is only accessible to Him Whom
God shall make manifest and His representatives:
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The substance of this gate is that nune shall encompass that which
God hath revealed in the Bayan except Him Whom God shall make man­
ifest, or the One Who is taught such knowledge by Him [Whom God shall
make manifest], as well as the Exalted Tree from which the Bayan hath
emerged. For should all the oceans in the heavens and on the earth turn
into ink, all the beings into pens, and all the souls into those who inscribe,
they would be incapable of interpreting even a single letter of the Bayan,
inasmuch as God hath destined for any letter thereof neither a beginning
nor an end.60

According to the Bab, true understanding of the revealed Word, thus,
is a matter of spiritual receptivity, attained by purifying the heart and

turning to the Source of the Word, rather than by exerting the intellect
alone or applying learning acquired from others. Such received tradi­
tionallearning as is the focus of clerical education indeed constitutes the
greatest obstacle to understanding the truth. As the Bab points out, the
interpretations prevalent among the masses and scholars alike are usu­
ally mistaken. Discussing the meaning of the Day of Resurrection, the
Bab states that" [w]hat is intended by the Day of Resurrection is the Day
of the appearance of the Tree of divine Reality, but it is not seen that any
one of the followers of Shi'ih Islam hath understood the meaning of the

Day of Resurrection; rather have they fancifully imagined a thing which
with God hath no reality."61 As we shall see in subsequent chapters, it is
"the gaze of the heart, and not that of intellect," which is the right method
of approach to truth: "For intellect conceives not save limited things.

Verily, bound by the realm of limitations, men are unable to gaze upon
things simultaneously in their manifold aspects. Thus it is perplexing for
them to comprehend that lofty station. No one can recognize the truth
of the Middle Way between the two extreme poles except after attaining
unto the gate of the heart and beholding the realities of the worlds, vis­
ible and unseen."62
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The Divine Chemistry of
Fire, Water, Air, and Earth

A
s WE SAW IN THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER, the fundamental pur­
pose of the Bab's hermeneutics is to uncover the signs of that
Divine Reality which is the supreme Origin, foundational Cause,

and ultimate end and goal of phenomenal reality. Thus in His writings the
Bab ceaselessly engages in both the interpretation and construction ofvar­
ious spiritual symbols. The heavily symbolic nature of His discourse is pre­
cisely because of the symbolic character of reality itself.

Symbols have two aspects: they represent both the otherness of the
symbol in relation to its referent (that is, in the symbol the referent is
being represented by something other than itself) as well as their unity
(for the symbol does after all represent or stand for the referent). In this
sense Coleridge's distinction between arbitrary sign and symbolic sign is
instructive. According to Coleridge, the relation of an arbitrary sign to its
meaning is completely random. An example of an arbitrary sign is an
octagonal shape meaning "stop": any other shape could be used because
there is no common meaningful feature that necessarily connects octagons
and stopping. It is only convention that links them together. Symbolic
signs, in contrast, are distinct from their meanings while at the same time
they participate in some way in the truth of that meaning because they
share some attribute or characteristic. A stylized image of the palm of a
hand meaning "stop" as a sign partakes of the symbolic because it depicts
the action of preventing motion. I

Using this definition of "symbol," we can see that for the Bab the
entire phenomenal world is symbolic. Although the created realm and all
the beings within it are categorically different from the transcendental
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realm, nevertheless they are the manifestations, the tokens, the reflec­
tions, and the revelations of that spiritual realm. In the language of the
Bab, the world is the mirror of divine attributes. The phenomena of the
world are thus symbols in the sense that they reflect the transcendental
realm: they are the shadows, traces, images, and representations of the
Divine. The image of the sun that is reflected in the mirror, of course, is
not the same as the actual sun. It is always a representation, never an
incarnation or a literal embodiment. Any assumption of the identity of
the two is erroneous. Nevertheless, the sun that appears in the mirror is
a true reflection of the sun.

This symbolic structure of phenomenal reality permeates the Bab's
writings, which treat reality and natural phenomena as the reflection of
the Countenance of the Divine Beloved. His writings themselves are
designed in various symbolic forms to remind people of the essential
truth of all things, namely their Supreme Origin and End. This symbolic
character is also present, as we shall see, in the way the Bab designs His laws.

One expression of this symbolic orientation is the Bab's interpretation
of the most visible components that constitute our ordinary experience
of the material world-the four classical elements of fire, air, water, and

earth. The Bab's writings affirm and reinterpret the reverence that was
shown toward nature by the pre-Socratic Greek philosophers who con­
ceptualized the Primal Matter, the source of all things, in terms of these
elements.2 In the Bab's extensive discussions of fire, water, air, and earth,

these elements serve as symbols of numerous spiritual concepts which are
central to the Bab's metaphysics. This chapter will outline a general sketch
of these interpretations.

Water and the Kawthar Fountain

In the opening chapter of the Bab's first work, the Qayyumu'!-Asma',
water and fire are used, often in mystical conjunction, as symbols of the
highest levels of spiritual reality. In that work, as He is revealing Himself
to Mulla J:Iusayn, the Bab announces that the Day of Resurrection has
begun: "We verily have moved the mountains upon the earth, and the stars
upon the Throne, by the power of the one true God, around the Fire
which burneth in the centre ofWater, as ordained by this Remembrance."3
Often in this work the Bab speaks of Himself as the "Burning Bush"
within the "Point of Snow," and reaffirms the Qur'anic verse according
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to which the Throne of God is "upon the water."4 In all these passages,
emphasis is on the unity of fire and water as a mystical union of oppo­
sites.

The most detailed use of water symbolism can be found in the Bab's
Commentary on the Surih of Abundance. Written in Shiraz around May

.1846, the commentary is an extensive interpretation of a short surih of the
Qur'an that reads in full: "We verily have conferred upon Thee the
Kawthar fountain of abundance. Therefore pray unto Thy Lord, and sac­
rifice. Verily, it is Thine enemy who will be without posterity."5 This surih
was revealed in response to the taunts of the enemies of Islam who had
derided Mu1:Iammad, saying He would be left without posterity or trace
in the future because His sons had died in infancy. In the surih, God
addresses the Prophet, telling Him that God has bestowed upon Him
the fountain of Kawthar, and that it is, instead, Mu~ammad's enemies who
will be without posterity.

The Bab's interpretation of this surih is very complex. Here I will
address briefly only His interpretation of the term "Kawthar fountain" as
an instance of water symbolism. Kawthar is a fountain that flows in par­
adise. In the Bab's interpretation, most visibly it represents the creative
force of the Prophet Mu~ammadwhich would produce, through His
daughter Fa!imih, His true and lasting posterity-the line of the Imams
through whom the creative spirit of Islam would be manifested in the
world in the centuries that followed. But in an important sense, the Bab
is also interpreting the surih as an affirmation of His own station: the
supreme Manifestation of the divine fountain of Kawthar is the Bab
Himself, Who is a descendant of the Imams, and Who is none other than
the Qa'im, for it is through Him that God's promise to Mu~ammad is fully
realized. (According to a Tradition, on the Day of Resurrection those
who have truly believed in God will be given a drink from the Kawthar
fountain and will never thirst again.)

Aside from the direct reference to the Bab, the Kawthar fountain, as
a symhol, embraces within itself the entire mystery of reality and the end
(goal) of creation. In order to understand this point we must pay atten­
tion to one of the most important and most often discussed interpre­
tive novelties of the Bab. He rdates the Kawthar fountain, and the divine
water that bubbles up from it, to the four rivers or springs of paradise
mentioned in the Qur'an. These four rivers are composed of"incorrupt­
ible, crystal water," milk "whose taste changeth not," "pure honey," and
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wine "delicious to those who quaff it."6 According to the Bab, the source
of these four rivers is the Kawthar fountain. It is the source of creativity
and plenitude, the wellspring that produces life and gives birth to civiliza­
tion. The "posterity" now being created out of the Kawthar fountain is thus

the new spiritual civilization being initiated by the Bab through His Rev­
elation. Together, the four rivers of paradise refer to the four levels of
the divine creative Word in both the realm of cosmic creation (takvin) and

the realm of revelation (tadvin). In the realm of creation, the four rivers

are the source of all reality and stand for the first four of the seven stages
of creation: Will, Determination, Destiny, and Decree.

The first and foremost of these rivers is the "incorruptible, crystal

water." Out of this river flow the other three. The incorruptible, crystal

water refers to the station of the Primal Will of God. This is the realm of

the Logos, the Word of God, and it is the agency through which all real­
ity comes into existence. Kawthar, the "fountain of abundance and plen­

itude," symbolizes that creative Word of God which is the source of life

and existence for all beings. The symbolic role of water as the creative

agent is visible in the realm of nature, where water is the primordial
source of life. The Qur'an refers to this creative role in passages such as

"We made all things living by virtue of water."? As the Primal Will, this

water is the pure revelation of God shed upon all things by virtue of their
coming into existence. All beings thus share a reflection, a trace, a shadow,

of that crystal water within their inmost reality. That trace is the sign of

the unity of all things which hints only at God. The Bab explains:

The first river is the stream of crystal, snow-white, and incorruptible
water, the inner essence of which is eternal (azali) fire, and the manifest
form of which is everlasting (sarmadi) water. It is a river that hath nei­
ther beginning, save itself, nor end, save its own essence. Verily, God hath
made it to flow out by itself for itself, without any mention of anything
besides itself. It is the river of transcendent unity, the water of supreme
detachment, and the ocean of divine oneness, which streameth forth by
the leave of God and as a testimony unto His revelation. .

Shouldst thou declare that the bed of this river is established of water,
and the ark moving upon it is made out of water, and the mariner and
those who enter the ark are fashioned out of its water, and the waves and
all that lieth deep within are from the same substance of its water, thou
verily wuuldst have uttered the truth. For verily the inner essence of that
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crystal water referreth to naught but its outer manifestation; likewise, its
outer manifestation revealeth naught but its inner essence....

Those who traverse the path of this river and quaff thereof behold in
it naught but the pure and absolute revelation of the divine uutpouring,
which only referreth unto the Sovereign Source of Revelation Who hath
shed upon them, and through them, the splendours of His Revelation. It
is a river that by its very essence drowneth all the names and attributes.H

Although this crystal water itself is sanctified beyond all things, a

reflection of it exists in every being.9 Indeed, the seat of this revelation and
effulgence is the human heart:

Verily, allusions are the share of the people of veils. But he who fix­
eth his gaze upon the Lord of Names will behold, at all times and before
all times, that invigorating water within the retreats of the branches of
Divinity ([ahat), clearly visible in the manifestations of the inmost real­
ity of his own soul. God, verily, will sustain him in all his acts and endeav­
ours according to his station.

Behold thou, with the glance of thy heart, the loftiest outpouring of
divine creation within thine own soul: thou wouldst find naught but the
crystal river of the incorruptible water of Kawthar at the sublime sta­
tion of divinity. It remindeth thee to testify that "there is none other God
but God" as thuu dost bear witness at all times and under all conditions,
without the slightest change in thine outward appearance or inner
essence. 10

Since the crystal water is the Primal Will out of which everything

comes into existence, the other three rivers-those of fresh milk, pure

honey, and red wine-represent various manifestations-that is, vari­
ous levels of differentiation and determination-of the crystal water.

The pure water itself is defined in terms of its absolute transparency.

This first stage of creation, Will (Mash iyyat) , represents the state of unity
which is not yet mixed with any specification. Therefore, the water lacks

any colour, or, rather, its colour is colourlessness. The second stage of
the divine creative Word is Determination (lnidih). At this stage, the

pure water enters into differentiation and is represented by the river of
milk. The water now has a colour but that colour-white-is the closest

to colourlessncss. The Bab writes:
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For the spring of fresh milk "whose taste changeth not" floweth through
the utterance of the determined essence which referreth to its snow­
white colour. Verily, as it appeareth in the first stage the crystal incor­
ruptible water is sanctified above any colour whatsoever, on account of
the transparent intensity of its purity, the shining glory of its station,
and the lofty proximity of its inner mystery to its Source of Revelation.
That the appellation ofsnow-white colour is attributed to it is merely due
to its station of limitation. I I

The third stage ofdivine creative Action is symbolized by pure honey.
It refers to the station of Destiny (Qadar). The fourth stage is Decree
(Qaqa'), symbolized by red wine. According to the Bab, each of these
four rivers flows out of one of the four pillars of the Throne of God and
each of the four stages of creative Action corresponds to one of the names
of God, referring to the divine functions of the Creator, the Ever-Living,
the Quickener, and the Slayer. 12

While at the level of cosmic creation, the Kawthar fountain of abun­
dance symbolizes the creative, generative revelation of God, it also has
meaning at the level of discursive revelation. Here, the Kawthar foun­
tain represents the Word of God which is revealed in four modes of rev­
elation. The four rivers of paradise, thus, also correspond to the four
modes of revelation. Paradise is ultimately the reflection of divine reve­
lation in the world. Thus, literally the ink that flows from the pen of the
Manifestation of God is the Kawthar fountain itself.

The crystal water is the revelation of divine verses: "[The mode of
verses is J the crystal, incorruptible water, which bttlongeth solely to God,

glorified be He. Inasmuch as it is sanctified above any combination with
anything that pertaineth to the realm of plurality, it referreth and attesteth
to naught save the Countenance of Effulgence shining within the Sover­
eign Source of Revelation." 13 In this passage we can see that the divine

verses pertain to the state of unity, the undifferentiated Point, the unmit­
igated revelation of God. Connecting the Kawthar imagery to that of the
Elixir, the Bab explains that few are pure enough in heart to recognize the
truth of the Manifestation by the divine verses alone:

The waters of that river flow forth from my tongue and pen with that
which God willeth, imperishable and everlasting. This water is the well­
spring of the Elixir, whose drinker was described hy the Imam, peace be



upon Him, as "Verily, a true believer is rarer than the philosopher's stone."
And so it is in reality, for fewer than the number ofthe philosopher's
stone have attained the full recognition of the Religion of God through
no other path than that of the crystal water of this supreme River. Ver­
ily, these are the chosen ones who have attained unto the summit of
detachment....14

All others, according to their level of sincerity, purity, and receptivity,

can drink only from the other three rivers/modes of revelation, which are
diverse reflections of the divine verses:

Those who have not quaffed of the crystal water of this river are inca­
pable of recognizing its sublime station. Verily they all, each according to
his nature and his object of love, drink from the other three rivers and
yield praise unto God, their Lord. But the true believer would not drink
of the three rivers before he imbibeth the crystal water of that lofty river.
For, in truth, the triple rivers are but diverse names of that primal river;
indeed, they are endued with life through the everlasting life of its invig­
orating water. 15

The second river, that of fresh milk, symbolizes the mode of prayers:

[T]he river of milk "whose taste changeth not" ... floweth through the
depths of prayers and supplications. It is the fresh milk and the manifest
mystery, whose inner essence revealeth the crystal, incorruptible water,
the outward form of which is pure milk. It is the water of the spirit of
prayer, through which man reacheth the summit of sanctity and reposeth
within the heaven of eternal reunion. 16

Discussing the spirit of prayer and the exalted station of His prayers, the

Bab states: "By thy life! Were the people to taste the delight of that milk,

they would assuredly be willing to rend, with their own hands, their own
bodies, that they might be permitted to recite a single prayer. For verily,
within each prayer vibrateth the spirit of divine Sovereignty, radiateth

the mystery of Eternity, and shineth forth the uttermost word of Servi­
tude before the Divine Justice."I?

The third river of paradise is the river of pure honey, representing
the mode of sermons. The sweet nature of this river makes it easier for

the people to appreciate it:
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[T]he pure Honey ... floweth out, by the leave of God, in the mode of
sermons. Verily the denizens of the realm of veils find it sweeter than all
other signs, for it withstandeth veils, by the leave of God, more so than
the first and the second rivers. Thus most of the enemies ofGod have con­
fessed to the eloquence of My sermons, notwithstanding the remoteness
of their station and the intensity of their denials. IS

Finally the fourth river, that of red wine, corresponds to the mode of

rational and educational discourse. This is the easiest and most accessible

mode of revelation for the majority of people:

Verily, amongst the rivers is the river of crimson-coloured wine.
Whosoever drinketh even a single drop thereof will be rapturously drawn
unto the station of holiness and nearness, without the slightest trace of
inebriation, headache, faintness, or disagreeable after-effects. Nay, rather,
it is exultation within exultation, from exultation to exultation.

When imbibed, every drop of this river attesteth to the first river, the
mode of verses; and to the second river, the mode of prayers; and to the
third river, the mode of sermons; as well as its own mode, which affirmeth
the allusions of the realm of Divinity, the signs of the world of Domin­

ion, the stations of the world, and the evidences of the domain of the
Kingdom. ror the people, for the most part, quaff of this river because
no one is able to deny the mode of Knowledge; indeed, the people are
enchanted by the revelation of this mode, which gusheth out through

the river of wine that perisheth not. It is the most delightful beverage
and is the mode of the ascendancy of Words within the world of veils. 19

The supreme Kawthar fountain of abundance, however, is the heart of the

Bab Himself:

By thy Life! Deep in My Heart, verily, existeth a transcendent Knowl··
edge that is purer than the crystal, incorruptible water, more delicate
than the fresh milk, sweeter than the pure honey, and tastier than the
crimson-coloured wine. Should I find conduits or pure hearts like thee,
I would assuredly manifest this knowledge by the leave of God, notwith­
standing that My mode of Knowledge profiteth not the veiled people, nor
others except the sincere amongst men of understanding.20

Another significant feature of the Kawthar fountain is the force with
which these divine rivers surge and flow. The Bab frequently attests to the
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speed with which revelation flowed from His lips and pen, as evidence of
the inimitable nature of that revelation. How much more powerful was
the inner experience of being the vehicle of revelation:

Verily, by virtue of the rapidity of the flow of the fresh milk of this
river, a complete book of prayer streameth forth from My Pen within the
course of six hours. Such rapidity is, verily, a most glorious sign within
the realm of miracles. For verily the outward rapidity of flow is evi­
dence of the inner surge. This surge is a daunting and highly perplex­
ing matter, recognized by all as being impossible to attain by anyone
save the One Whom God willeth. For the supreme honour is not in the
mere composition of the outward appearance of the words, but in tra­
versing the kingdom of Names and Attributes in less than the twinkling
of an eye. 21

But in addition to this invigorating pure water there is another kind

of water: the burning salt water that symbolizes death, remoteness, and

attachment to selfish desires. In His writings, the Baboften opposes "the
fresh and thirst-quenching waters" (ma'u'l-furat) to the "salt that burneth

bitterly" (mil~u'l-ujaj).The one streams forth in paradise, while the other

flows in the nethermost regions of hell.22

Fire and the Word

Although the Bab uses water to represent the Source of all life, when He

uses the four elements as symbols of the four stages of spiritual reality, it

is not water but fire that is the ultimate symbol of the Primal Will. For

example, in discussing the symbolic significance of the nineteen months

of the Babi year, the Bab writes:

The first three months are the fire of God, the next four months, the
air of eternity, and the subsequent six months are the water of divine
unity which streameth forth upon all souls, descending from the atmos­
phere of eternity, which in turn is derived from the fire of God. The last
six months pertain to earthly existence, whereby all that hath appeared
from these three elements may be established within the element of dust,
through which the fruit will be harvested.23
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Fire symbolism thus has a prominent role throughout the Rib's writ­
ings. I lis first work after the declaration of His mission, the Qayyumu'l­
Asma,' is filled with fire imagery. To understand some of these references,
it is helpful to note the relation the Bab draws between fire and the water
of Kawthar. In His commentary on the Surih of Abundance, the Bab
says that the "inner essence" of the "crystal, snow-white, and incorrupt­
ible water" "is the eternal (azali) fire," although its outward, "manifest
form ... is everlasting (sarmadi) water."24

The paradoxical relation involved in the unity of fire and water is the
key to understanding the complex meanings associated with this symbol
in the writings of the Bah. In the Qayylimu'l-Asmf, we encounter the fire­
and-water symbolism in passages such as these:

We have verily sent Thee in the midst of Fire. For, verily, God hath
revealed unto Thee this Furqan amidst Water and Thou art verily
inscribed by the Twin Names in the Mother Book.25

Verily, God hath granted thee permission to kneel in adoration and
approach that Fire. This Fire, which, for the one True God, burneth at the
very heart of the Water, prostrateth itself before the Truth.26

o peoples of the earth! Cleave ye tenaciously to the Cord of the All­
Highest God, which is but this Arabian Youth, Our Remembrance-He
Who standeth concealed at the point of ice amidst the ocean of fireP

Fire refers to the Creative Word of God, the inmost reality of the Pri­
mal Will. This fire, that is at the same time water, represents the union of
opposites, the synthesis of all oppositions, and the universal totality. The
Primal Will is "All Things" (Kllllll-Shay') in the highest sense of the term,
as "the reality that containeth and embraceth everything."28 Most directly,
however, the fire symbol is a reference to divine revelation and the Logos,
as expressed in the call of God that emanates from the Burning Bush.
The Burning Bush unites in a mystical symbol the three motifs of fire, the

tree, and the voice of God.
The Burning Bu~h, of course, belongs to the story of Moses, and it is

one of the most significant features of the Bab's self-definition in all His
writings. In the QayyUmu'I-Asma' the voice of God that spoke to Moses
through the Burning Bush is in fact the Bab: "0 People of effacement!"
the Rib writes, "Hearken ye unto My Call, appearing out of the Point of
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Confirmation, from this Arabian Youth Who hath addressed, by the leave
of God, Moses upon Mount Sinai. Verily God revealed, by the leave of
God, the Pentateuch unto Moses, for mighty is the Cause of God as
ordained in the Mother Book."29

This fire also symbolizes the ultimate paradise, the state of utmost
joy, and the supreme end of human existence, as it denotes the state of
attaining the presence of God and beholding the Countenance of the
Divine Beloved. Consequently the fire is directly related to the Day of
God, the day when the presence of God is attained. It is in this context that·

the Bab emphasizes the uniqueness of His station as compared to that of
Moses.3o While according to the appearance of the Scriptures, Moses'
encounter with the Burning Bush was limited to a few occasions, for the
Bab it is a ceaseless and eternal experience.3l

Parallel to the distinction between the two types ofwater-the life-giv­
ing pure water and the burning salt water-there are also two types of fire.
The fire of paradise, the fire of Divine Unity, is the fire of love, which
represents nearness to and union with the Beloved. The other fire is the
fire ofhell; it is the fire of hatred, selfishness, and envy, and represents sep­

aration, remoteness, and deprivation of faith. The fire of unity burns
away the veils and makes it possible to gaze upon the Countenance of God.
The fire of remoteness is itself the very veil that obscures the eye of the

heart.
A major difference between the two types of fire is already visible in

the unique feature of the divine fire. As the symbol of the Primal Will, this
fire is the unity of opposites: it is both burning fire and cool water. Con­
sequently the reflection of this fire in the hearts of the faithful creates
not only love and yearning, hut also peace and tranquility. The fire of
hate, on the other hand, is incapable of offering peace and life. It brings
only distress and agitation, negation, and death. The Bab discusses the dif­
ference between these two types of fire in reference to the story of the fire
with which the idol worshippers sought to burn Abraham. According to
the Qur'an, God made that fire cool and safe.32 The Bab describes this fire
as the fire that burns away all the veils and manifests the Beloved within
one's own being.33 The divine fire is pure light, whereas the hellish fire is
pure darkness. In the story of Moses and the Burning Bush, the fire is the
light through which the vision of God becomes possible. It is for these rea­
sons that the Manifestation as the Point of Fire is also the Sun of Truth:
the Sun is the Point of Fire itself.
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Turning away from the Manifestation of God, Who is the Source of
light, vision, and guidance, deprives oneself of light and constitutes the
fire of hell. One of the most significant symbolic expressions of the dis­
tinction between hellish fire and heavenly light is found in the very title
of the Bab. The numerical value of the word "light" (nur) is 256. The
word for "fire" is nar, which is equal to 251. The difference between light

and fire, thus, is 5-which is exactly the value of the word Bab. The Bab
thus is the touchstone determining whether one's lot is to be the fire or
the light-perdition or paradise.34

Just as the incorruptible and crystal water is characterized by pure

transparency, the celestial light is also defined in terms of its utter purity
and clarity. But the light is not merely visible itself; through its sacrifice
of itself it makes all other things visible. According to the Bab, light is also
a reference to the idea of martyrdom, and thus both concepts (light and

martyrdom) allude to the station of Imam J::Iusayn. The Bab expounds this
point in relation to the Shi'ih Dawn Prayer, in which various names of God
are celebrated. The first name mentioned is Baha (Glory), while the fifth
is Nur (Light):

Consider the Dawn Prayer revealed by Imam Baqir. It beginneth with
this: "0 thou God! I beseech Thee by the most glorious of Thy Glory
(Bahd), for all Thy Glory is glorious. 0 Thou God! I beseech Thee by all
Thy Glory." The allusion to Baha in this part referreth unto the Apostle
of God, the blessings of God rest upon Him. Witness the second part of
the prayer as a reference to the station of the Commander of the Faith­
fu�' till thou reachest the fifth part thereof, where it mentioneth the Light
(Nt/r), which pointeth to the Prince of Martyrs. The station of light
resembleth that of the lamp, which consumeth its own self in order to illu­
mine others, for there remaineth no trace of identity in the light. Thus
shouldst thou be alive, thou wouldst witness the lights of this Revelation
who will relinquish, by their own will, their own being in order to ren­
der victorious the unity of God, and His ordinances and prohibitions. 35

Air and the Word

After fire, the symbol of exalted spiritual mysteries is air. Like fire and
water, air also ultimately symbolizes different stations of the divine cre­
ative Action and Lugus. Onc of the must impurtant expressions of the
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organic connection between air and the Word is the mystic concept of the
"Breath of the All-Merciful" (Nafas-i-Ra~man),which occurs in various
mystic and spiritual traditions. The word is the motion of air and the
breath that proceeds from the lips of the speaker. In the story of creation,
God creates Adam by breathing spirit into his body. The breath of God
is the source of life and reality, the spirit of the Word of God that calls all
beings into existence.

In the Qayyilmu'l-Asma', the Bab identifies the Breath of the All­
Merciful as the Source of the divine Wind (the divine verses), which sows

the seeds of godly attributes in the holy city of the heart: "Curse ye not
the 'Winds,''' He writes, "for they verily have proceeded, in truth, from the
'Breath of the All-Merciful' by the Command of God. And We send them
not except to the sacred city, by the leave of God, that the divine attrib­
utes may be manifested therefrom at the behest of the Most Exalted God.
For He is God, Who is in truth the All-Praised."36

Discussing the four stages of the concept of"mystery," the Bab iden­
tifies the second station (the second stage of creation, or Determination)
as the station of the "Breath of the All-Merciful."37 At the same time, one

of the literal meanings of air is the sweet fragrance which is so frequently
praised by the Bab. Discussing the true "food" of different parts of the
body, symbolizing the first four stages of divine creative Action, He writes:

Next is the station of Destiny (Qadar), represented in thy body by
the nose. It behooveth the faithful to inhale the fragrance ofsweet savours,
for, verily, that is the food ordained by God for it. Thus it hath heen the
tradition of the Prophets and the Messengers, from the day ofAdam till
this Day, to make use of the best pure perfumes.... That is for him who
hath the means to obtain it; as for him who cannot, God hath made
water a sweet fragrance for the faithful. ...

For, verily, perfume is created out of the Sea of Destiny. Whosoever
is adorned with the virtues of God, glorified and exalted be He, must
make use of perfumes, and inhale sweet-smelling substances such as
clove or other creations of God, the Exalted, the Mighty. Verily God
shall sustain such a soul in the station of truth through His name, the
Ever- Living. 38

Like fire, air is defined in terms of its subtlety and lightness and is a
symbol of ascent to the Divine Beloved. In this context air and the wind



become inseparable from heaven and flight. A related symbul thus is the
divine bird, which plays a central role in the Bab's cosmic drama. The
relation of the bird to the air is twofold: not only does the divine bird soar
in the air of eternity, it also sings, through the vibrations of the transcen­
dental air, the song of the celestial Word. The Bab Himself is often referred

to as a celestial Bird. In His commentary on the Surih of Abundance~He
writes: "0 thou who hast fixed thy gaze upon these sparkling and vibrant
leaves of the Tree of the Supreme Cloud of Subtlety! Follow thou the

buzzing melodies of the Bees of Sovereign Divinity (Lahut) in the inmost

realities of these manifestations, and the songs of the Dove of Dominion

Uabarut) in the quintessences of these evidences, and the subtle plaintive
cries of the Birds of the Kingdom of This World (Mulk) within the iden­
tities of these allusions... :,.~q In another statement, He relates the procla­

mation of the divine Word by the celestial Bird to the sufferings of the

Prophet at the hands of the heedless people:

Verily, that which We sprinkled upon thee out of the ucean of Names
and Attributes is due to the sweet melodies of This Bird, Who hath first
soared in the air of the Supreme Cloud of Subtlety and then warbled in
the inner depths of these allusions; thereby it shone forth and was man­
ifest, circled around and revolved, rose up and stood upright, ... sighed
and bemoaned, cried and wept, then fell with anguish upon the earth,
trembling like unto a fish out of water, proclaiming the words of His
Lord, as permitted by God: 0 My God! I plead My grief solely unto Thee.
Ennoble My Cause, and fulfill that which Thou hast promised Me... :10

The Earth ofMagnification

The last of the four elements is earth. Like the previous three elements,
it is part of an interrelated spiritual symbolism. Earth, or dust, repre­

sents the fourth stage of creation, Decree (Qa4a').41 The most frequent

use of the symbol of"earth" in the writings of the Rib concerns the rela­
tion of earth to heaven. In an extensive chapter of the Kitabu'l-Asma', the

Bab characterizes God and His Prophets, particularly the Promised One

of the Bayan, as a divine farmer who tills the soil of the hearts:

Say! God verily cultivateth on earth as He pleaseth, at His bidding. Will
ye not behold? Think ye that ye are the sowers? Say! Glorified be God! We
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are, verily, the Cultivators. Say! Gaze ye then upon all even as ye behold
the most exalted of the renowned amongst you. Verily, that which is
shared by both the rulers and those who farm the lands is one thing:
they all abide by the bidding of God.

Say! We verily sow through Our verses in the soil of your hearts, spir­
its, souls, and bodies....

Thus God instructeth you how to sow for your ultimate end and final
abode, that haply in the Day of Resurrection, when He Whom God shall
make manifest revealeth His verses unto your hearts, ye may, with utter
love, become impregnated and show forth the noble fruits of what ye
carry at the bidding of God as swiftly as ye can....

Say! The verses of God are like unto a living, invigorating water, which
is sent down out of the heaven of the Primal Will upon the earth of your
nearness to God. Turn ye, then, instantly to God, your Lord. Purify ye,
then, your soil through that which He sendeth down out of the heaven
of divinity, and yield ye, without delay, His fruits. 42

At the human level, the reflection of the element of earth (dust) is the

human body. Although it is but dust, the human body is also the temple

of spiritual attributes and thus it is to be honoured and sanctified. Accord­

ing to the Bab, even the body is a symbol of the divine Word. In the pas­

sage, cited earlier, in which the Bab uses parts of the body (ear, eye, nose,

and mouth) as symbols of the four stages ofdivine creative Action, He says:

Then is the food of thine eyes, which is the gazing upon that which
remindeth thee of God.... This is the station of Determination (Iradih)
in thy body. Thus, make thou the food of the Will thy remembrance of
"God," and the food of Determination His remembrance, once thou hast
uttered the word of negation, "but Him." Next is the station of Destiny
(Qadar). It is represented in thy body by the nose. It behooveth the faith­
ful to inhale the fragrance of sweet savours, for verily that is the food
ordained by God for it. ... Then is the representative of the station of
Decree (Qaqd'), which is naught but the mouth. Upon its throne abideth
the king of knowledge, which is the tongue.43

Finally, the complex symbolism of earth or dust in the writings of
the Bab occurs in His discussion of those particular Houses, made of
earth and clay, that become sacred temples, the Point ofAdoration (Qib­
lih) for prayer, and places of pilgrimage. In the Persian Bayan, the Rib



explains the reason that exalted temples should be constructed in the
birthplace of the Promised One of the Bayan:

[T]he first land wherein the very body of Him Whom God shall make
manifest appeareth [His birthplace], hath always been, and will ever be,
the Sacred Temple.... The purpose of this ordinance is this, that when
a piece of earth is enobled by virtue of its association with His body, it
attaineth such an exalted station that it becometh the place of pilgrim­
age through the act of circumambulation around His House; then how
much more exalted would be the soil of the essential bodies that point
unto His magnificence, and the soil of the souls that reter unto His unity,
and the soil of the spirits that hint at His praise, and the soil of the hearts
that mirror His glorification. For in the foremost station of the heart,
the fire of love shineth forth; and in the second, the air of guardianship
ascendeth; and in the third, the water of unity surgeth; and in the fourth,
the dust of existence is e1evated.44

In the writings of the Bab, symbols such as these comprise a mystical

lexicon that conveys complex and often ineffable metaphysical concepts.

Understanding this mystical lexicon, and how the Bab employs it to

express, in condensed form, ideas that would need voluminous explica­

tion, is the key to deciphering what otherwise may seem bewildering and

arcane references in His writings.
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The Remembrance, the Gate, and the Dust

*

N
o DISCUSSION OF THE EARLY WRITINGS of the Bah can fail
to address the question of the nature of the claim to spiritual
authority that He makes in those works. In those texts, written

during the first three years of His ministry (May 1844-May 1847), the
Bah claims to be the Gate to the hidden Twelfth Imam. He also frequently
refers to Himself as the "Remembrance of God" (Dhikru'llah). However,
in His later writings, those set down during the last three years of His
life (May I 847-July 1850), the Bab declares His real station to be not only
that of the Twelfth Imam-the very Qa'im Himself-but also a new
Prophet, a new Manifestation of God, with the authority to promulgate
a new Holy Book with new laws.

Reconciling ·the apparent differences in the claims made by the Bab has
been a matter ofpuzzlement to some scholars. Although some have found
continuity in the Bab's claims,l others have assumed that the different sta­
tions the Bab attributed to Himself at various times reflect an alteration
or evolution of consciousness on His part-indicating, in effect, that
over time the Bab changed His mind about what station I Ie actually held.
But even those who espouse the theory that the Bab's claims changed
suhstantively have had to account for the fact that His earliest claims to
gatehood are accompanied by unmistakable indications of a status and
authority far more exalted than anything that would normally apply to
a Gate. MacEoin, for example, maintains that "for several years he
regarded himself and was regarded by his followers as the bab, or repre­
sentative on earth of the hidden Twelfth Imam.... Exactly how his claims
developed after that is not entirely clear."2 Yet MacEoin also notes what



he calls a "tension" in the Qayytimu'l-Asma' between "the Bab's claims to
be merely the gate of the Hidden Imam, the Remembrance of God (dhikr
Allah), and Seal of the Gates (khatim ai-abwab) on the one hand and
more dramatic proclamations of quasi-prophethood or even divinity on
the other."3 And MacEoin acknowledges that "Even at the earliest period,
there is evidence that the Bab claimed for himself and his writings a level
of inspirational authority well above that normally associated with the role
of babu'l-imam." But MacEoin explains away this crucial fact as the Bab's
own personal and more expansive intepretation of His role as the Gate:
"This is not to suggest that he entertained notions of a more exalted sta­

tus for himself at this point, merely that the function of babiyya (or
niyaba) as he understood and expressed it involved the ability to reveal
inspired verses and to possess innate knowledge."4

Lawson correctly points out that the early claims of the Bab concealed
an inward claim to prophetic consciousness.sAmanat, while arguing for
the gradual development and evolving definition of the Bab's self-concep­
tion, suggests that the Bab's early references to gatehood are in fact con­
cealed expressions of an inwardly self-conscious prophetic station.6

MacEoin, however, although recognizing that the early claim of the Bab
went far beyond the traditional conception of gatehood, seems to argue
for a qualitative break in the Bab's own concept of the nature of His
claim, with prophetic consciousness emerging only in the last two to
three years of His life.?

Another possible theory is that the apparently different claims sig­
nify that the Bab was merely engaging in the traditional Shi'ih practice of
dissimulation (taqiyyih), and was modifying His statements in a partic­
ular way at times because He did not want to be seen as making an exalted
claim.8 While it is undeniable that the Bab employed judicious conceal­
ment of the full truth (as He Himself has said), I suggest that the reality
is far more complex, subtle, and meaningful than the explanation of
mere dissimulation allows. To understand the nature of the Bab's claims
as they unfold in His writings during the different stages of His ministry,
we must examine in some detail several different, interrelated, crucial
clements. These factors include the revolutionary nature of the Bab's
assertions, set against the background context of the prevailing beliefs
of Shi'ih Islam; the rhetorical considerations that the Bab Himself has
cited as His reasons for couching His discourse in the terms He uses in



particular texts; and the nature, meaning, and complex implications of
the Bab's claims considered together and situated within the context of
His metaphysics and theology.

The Revolutionary Nature ofthe Bab's Claims

Whether friend or foe, none of those who have come into contact with
the teachings of the Bab has denied their revolutionary character. That His
writings and claims were so radically challenging as to threaten Shi'ih
traditionalism literally at its very roots becomes eminently clear when
the Bab's claims are considered in light of traditional Shi'ih doctrine and
eschatological expectations. The Shi'ih held a firm belief in the finality of
the prophethood of Mu1)ammad, although it should be noted that a Tra­
dition does assert that the Qa'im "will come with a new Cause-just as
Mu1)ammad, at the beginning of Islam, summoned the people to a new
Cause-and with a new book and a new religious law (shar'), which will
be a severe test for the Arabs."9 The Qa'im was expected to appear at the
end of time, accompanied by specific signs, manifesting overt temporal
sovereignty, and initiating a reign of justice that would precede the end
of history and the Day of Judgment. 10

The entrenched expectations about the Qa'im, based on various Tra­
ditions, were overwhelmingly in terms of violent imagery: war, blood,
and conquest of the enemies of Islam and the unbelievers. Traditions
said of the Qa'im that "his task is naught but the use of the sword, and
he shall not accept repentance from anyone." Unlike Imam 'Ali, who
tolerated the presence of unbelievers in Iraq, the Qa'im was expected to
act on the basis of the "red book" and would "reign by shedding blood and
slaying the enemies of God"; he would "fight with the people and enslave
them."11 According to other Traditions, the Q.fim would offer Islam to
the Jews, Christians, Sabeans ($abi'in), atheists, heretiCs, and infidels
throughout the East and the West and "whoever refuses to accept Islam
will have his throat slit by him so that there will be left not even a single
disbeliever on earth, either in the East or the West."12 The Imam Baqir is
reported to have said that "the Qa'im will fill the earth with justice even
as it was filled before him with oppression. God will conquer the East
and the West for him, and he will kill so many of the people that none
but the religion of Mu~ammadwill remain on earth."13 In a Tradition
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attributed to Muqammad, the Prophet foretold that two signs would
herald the advent of the Qa'im. One was a banner which would unfurl
itself at the time of his appearance and call out to the Qa'im, bidding
him to "rise up and kill the enemies of God." The other was his sword,
which would be unsheathed at the moment of his appearance and would
address the Qa'im, saying, "Rise up, do not let the enemies of God get
away," whereupon he would unveil himself and "slay all the enemies of
God."14 In another Tradition, Imam ~adiq is believed to have said, "In the
reign of the Qa'im the Shi'ih will be the leaders and rulers of earth. Each
one of them will possess the force of forty men ... each one of them will
be braver than a lion and swifter than an arrow, so that they will crush our
enemies under their feet and kill them with their bare hands."ls

Of course, the image of the Day of Judgment as a bloody Apocalypse
and of the return of the promised prophetic figure wielding a sword and

waging war, conquering and slaying the unbelievers, is not unique to
Islam. Significant parallels can be found in Jewish and Christian Scrip­
tures and history. At the time of Jesus, the Jews expected the awaited
Messiah to demonstrate sovereignty- interpreted literally as military

might and political dominion. Of course Jesus did not conform to those
expectations and was accordingly dismissed by the Pharisees as an
imposter yet was judged so threatening to the authority of the leader­
ship that He was condemned to death.

Christian expectations of the Second Coming of Christ, as described
in the Book of Revelation, predict the unleashing of the horsemen of the
Apocalypse, who would wield "a great sword,"16 and lead an army of"two
hundred thousand thousand" to "slay the third part of men."I? The vision
of the "end time" recorded in the Book of Revelation is similar to the

Shf'ih expectations of the Qa'im in terms of its imagery of the sword,
war, blood, judgment, and the initiation of a reign of justice:

And I saw heaven opened, and behold a white horse; and he that sat
upon him was called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he doth
judge and make war. His eyes were as a flame of fire, and on his head
were many crowns; and he had a name written, that no man knew, but
he himself. And he was clothed with a vesture dipped in blood: and his
name is called The Word of God. And the armies which were in heaven
followed him upon white horses, clothed in fine linen, white and clean.
And out of his mouth goeth a sharp sword, that with it he should smite



the nations; and he shall rule them with a rod of iron: and he treadeth the
winepress of the fierceness and wrath of Almighty God. And he hath on
his vesture and on his thigh a name written, KING OF KINGS, AND
LORD OF LORDS.IS

In the context of Shi'ih beliefs, to make any claim of prophethood
was nothing less than heresy punishable by death. And when judged lit­
erally against some of the descriptions recorded in the Traditions, the
Bab's claim to be the Twelfth Imam and the Qa'im could not but be
regarded as false and blasphemous. After all, the Bab was a mild, refined
young merchant from Shiraz, with well-known parents and life history:
how could He possibly be the Imam who had been living in occultation
for a thousand years? Moreover, the Bab showed no signs of demonstrat­
ing any sort of worldly sovereignty of the type promised in the Traditions,
as they were literally understood.

Although the Bab certainly had ample reason to assume that if He
openly claimed the station of the Qa'im-let alone the station of prophet­
hood-He would be quickly put to death, mere dissimulation does not
satisfactorily explain why He phrased His claims as He did in His early
texts. For the exalted, extremely challenging, and even provocative, claims
that the Bab made in those works were perfectly clear to some readers,
including some of His most hostile opponents. Inflamed by what they saw
in the Bab's Qayylimu'l-Asma', the Shi'ih and Sunnl 'ulama issued a joint
decree condemning the book as a heretical claim to a new revelation. 19

And the first polemical work against the Bab, written by the prominent
Shaykhi, Karim Khan-i-Kirmani, made several powerful arguments using
statements in the Qayylimu'l-Asma' to support his charge that the Bab was
patently claiming to be the Qa'im and the recipient of a new revelation
equal to that of Muryammad,zo

To understand the meaning of the Bab's claims, we must understand
the subtle connotations of the word bab as used in His texts. In His early
writings, bab was apparently used to mean the Gate to the Hidden Imam.
If we read this term in the sense it would have had in the Shi'ih context
of the time, the obvious interpretation of such a claim to gatehood would
be that it asserted attainment to a particular level of religious scholarship
within the community of religious scholars and clerics. The traditional
Shi'ih world view conceived of five root principles or pillars of the Faith:
the unity of God, prophethood, the Day of Resurrection, divine justice,
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and the successorship of the Imams. Shaykh Al:imad-i-Al:tsa'i, in his writ­
ings, appeared to alter this rendering, however, and seemed to imply that
there was, instead, a hierarchy of four principles: the unity of God,
prophethood, the successorship of the Imams, and the "Shi'ih."21 The
last element, which he seems intentionally to have left vague, referred to
the leader or leaders of the community in the absence of the Imam. The
early writings of the Bab appear to identify the Bab's station as this fourth
category.

However, in traditional Twelver Shi'ih Islam, the term bab referred to
the four representatives of the hidden Twelfth Imam during the decades
following the Imam's Lesser Occultation. Shortly before the death of the
fourth Gate, the Hidden Imam sent a final message instructing the Gate
not to appoint a successor because "the second occultation has come and
there will not now be a manifestation except by the permission of God
and that after a long time has passed, and hearts have hardened and the
earth become filled with tyranny... ."22 The Bab, in His early writings,
identified Shaykh Ai).mad and Siyyid Kaz:im as two of the Gates of the
Imam, while He identified I Iimself as the Supreme Gate, and His first
believer, Mulla J::Iusayn, as the Gate of the Gate (Babu'I-Bab).23

Although the Bab's early writings seem to indicate that He is claim­
ing to be a mere representative of the Imam, a Gate among other Gates,
a closer reading of His works reveals a very different picture. It becomes
evident that the Bab was not using the familiar Shi'ih terms in their
received meanings but in a new and different way, infusing fresh signif­
icance into those symbols in order to claim from the very beginning to
be the Qa'im, a new Prophet, and the manifestation of the Primal Will.
To perceive the continuity of the central elements of the Bab's writings,
His self-conception, and His message, it is necessary to have an intimate
understanding of the totality of His early and later works. Although a full
discussion of the complexity of the Bab's early claims is only possible
after we have considered the entire course of His writings, a general
examination of the issue is necessary at this stage.

Dissimulation, Rhetoric, and Wisdom

Obviously the Bab was keenly aware of the rhetorical and psychological
considerations inherent in attempting to communicate to an audience a
message that not only contradicted their expectations and their most
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cherished beliefs, but which also profoundly threatened the very founda­
tions of their religion and their entire world view. Ideas at the periphery
of a belief system are usually more open to question and may even be sub­
ject to revision without causing alarm, although, in the realm of religion,
so strong is the force of traditional conservatism that even the smallest
details may be insisted upon as firmly as if they were core beliefs. The
houndaries of normal discourse are determined by the point at which dif­
fering interpretations threaten the core of the belief system.24 And the
closer to the core the beliefs in question are located, the more resistance
is encountered. To challenge core beliefs is to challenge the entire belief
system itself. When faced by such a radical and alarming message, the
normal initial reaction is some degree of shock and rejection. At that
point, however, an individual faced by dissonance between the new claim
and one's existing beliefs must decide whether to reexamine those beliefs
in light of the challenging new idea, or whether to cling to the existing
heliefs and to reject the new claim by defining it as erroneous because it
does not conform to the standard of those beliefs.

In the case of the Bab's claims, there was another crucial aspect: His
message not only challenged the foundations of traditional Shi'ih Islam
as a set of beliefs, but more specifically it directly threatened the basis of
the Muslim clergy's power and authority. His claims thus not only had spir­
itual implications but revolutionary social implications as well, implica­
tions that were deeply alarming to the powerful clerical establishment.

To be willing to subject to reexamination one's most deeply cher­
ished beliefs-beliefs that constitute the foundation of one's personal
identity-and accept the possibility that those beliefs may be mistaken
requires an extremely high degree of psychological and spiritual matu­
rity. It requires an absolute dedication to searching out the truth above
all, no matter where that search leads, and a willingness to recognize the
truth once one encounters it, no matter what the consequences. Few
people possess such a level of absolute justice and love of truth that sur­
passes all other allegiances and inclinations. Thus the majority of the
audience to whom the Bab would offer His message could be expected to
respond to it initially with shock, denial, and rejection.

To cushion the shock for His audience, the Bab expresses His chal­
lenging message through His writings in such a way that the message will
be less likely to evoke an automatic response of fear, defensiveness, and
hostility. An important distinction must be made between the motivation
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for the Bab's concealment of the full and complete truth in this context,
and the motivation generally associated with dissimulation. Traditionally,
dissimulation was employed by the Shf'ih in times of persecution and
danger; thus the main motivation was to avoid harm to oneself. But here,
in contrast, the primary motivation concerns the audience's reception. In
other words, the Bab is applying principles of wisdom in rhetoric in
order to communicate His message effectively to His audience. Therefore,
given His audience's state of receptivity, He initially couches His claims
in terms that can be identified with beliefs located closer to the periph­
ery of the Shf'ih belief system. To claim to be a Gate to the Qa'im, while
surprising, was not seriously threatening to the core of the belief system.
Once that station was accepted, the next level of the belief system could
be approached-the fact that the Bab was not merely a Gate but the very
Qa'im Himself Having reached that level of reorganization of their inter­
nal belief structure, the Bab's followers would be better prepared to receive

the most challenging fact about His station: that the Bab was claiming to
be a Prophet and the recipient of a new revelation.

The Bab's rhetorical method is distinguished from mere dissimulation
in another, profoundly significant respect: none of the apparently dif­

fering claims He advanced was untrue: each of the titles He ascribed to
Himself in the successive stages of His writings was an integral facet of the
complex reality of His own station. He revealed those aspects consecutively,
like layers gradually unfolding to finally disclose the heart and the whole.

By the Bab's own account, it was the spiritual condition and level of

receptivity of the people around Him that necessitated the gradual
divulgence of His message. Accordingly, He explains, at the beginning
of His mission He did not disclose His true station to the generality of
the people because He knew that His claim to prophethood was far
beyond the ability of the people to bear. In one of His later writings, the
Seven Proofs, He explains:

Consider the manifold favours vouchsafed by the Promised One, and
the effusions of His bounty which have pervaded the concourse of the fol­
lowers of Islam to enable them to attain unto salvation. Indeed observe
how He Who representeth the origin of creation, He Who is the Expo­
nent of the verse, "I, in very truth, am God," identified Himself as the Gate
[Bab] for the advent of the promised Qa'im, a descendant ofMu~ammad,
and in His first Rook enjoined the observance of the laws of the Qur'an,
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so that the people might not be seized with perturbation by reason of a
new Book and a new Revelation and might regard His Faith as similar to
their own, perchance they would not turn away from the Truth and
ignore the thing for which they had been called into being.25

In the Qayyumu'l-Asma', He writes that the reaction of the people to

the full truth would be shock:

o Qurratu'l- 'Ayn!26 Stretch not Thy hands wide open in the Cause,

inasmuch as the people would find themselves in a state of stupor by
reason of the Mystery, and I swear by the true, Almighty God that there
is yet for Thee another turn after this Dispensation.

And when the appointed hour hath struck, do Thou, hy the leave of
God, the All-Wise, reveal from the heights of the Most Lofty and Mys­
tic Mount a faint, an infinitesimal glimmer of Thy impenetrable Mystery,
that they who have recognized the radiance of the Sinaic Splendour may
faint away and die as they catch a lightning glimpse of the fierce and
crimson Light that envelops Thy Revelation.27

In the Epistle on the Proofs of the Prophethood of Muqammad, the

Bab notes that if He disclosed the full truth of His station, the people

would react with denial and rejection:

Verily, hut for the recognition that the knowledge of that exalted sta­
tion involveth endless conditions which none except God can reckon,
and since not all that a servant knoweth can be disclosed, and had it not
been for the duty of concealment and the dread, as alluded to by 'Ali,

the Son ofI:Iusayn, glorified be His mention: "How many are the essences
of knowledge which, should I reveal them, I would be told that I am
amongst the worshippers of idols," I would have divulged the true secret
of that glorious station. 2R

In the Commentary on the Surih ofAbundance, writing to someone

whom He judged to be receptive, and thus to whom He could impart

more of the truth, the Bab explains:

Por, verily, the people comprehend not that which I behold within these
remarks, witness not that which I perceive within the words, and dis­
cern not the Repositories of the signs. Had I been questioned by anyone
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but thee, I would not have divulged these remarks, inasmuch as they are
far more precious in Mine estimation than the crimson Elixir. This
notwithstanding, I have refrained in some places, on account of the gaze
of the foes, from explicit affirmation of the ocean of utmost tranquility,
and enshrouded My words in the dark depths of the air, for those who
fail to witness the Countenance of the Attributes within a darkness that
is hard, thick, blind, intense, dusty, and gloomy, so that no wicked-doer
may discover the true secrets of the Family of God, the blessings of God
rest upon them, and thus spread disorder on the earth without the leave
of the righteous.29

And yet, even though the Bab used the language ofwisdom, His ear­
lier writings did convey unmistakably the full magnitude of the station

and spiritual authority He was in fact claiming. This disclosure is most
evident in the modes of revelation the Bab employs in His writings and
what can be inferred from His use of those modes, given the way He
Himself defined them.

The Modes ofRevelation and the Station ofthe Bab

Although in His early writings the Bab only claims to be the representa­
tive of the Hidden Imam, other levels of implied meaning are clearly
present, and they are crucial to understanding the actual claim that the
Bab is making in those texts. His first book, like many of His other works,
is expressed as a direct revelation of God in the language of divine verses,
similar to the verses of the Qur'an. However, if the Bah were only a human
representative of the Imam, it would have been inconceivable to reveal
divine verses like those of the Qur'an. No Imam (much less any of the
Gates) had ever produced a single divine verse, for the revelation ofdivine
verses was categorically confined to the station of the Primal Will. In
Islam, even the words of the Prophet Mul)ammad are not all considered

to be divine verses. Mul)ammad was able to reveal divine verses only
when He was the vehicle of the Point of the Qur'an, receiving revelation
from God imparted to Him through the angel Gabriel. His other words,
although considered holy, were not believed to be the Word of God. But
no Imam, and certainly no Gate, could ever be the Point of the Qur'an
or the vehicle of the revelation of divine verses.
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From the very beginning, however, even when the Rib was claiming
to be the representative of one of the Imams, the very statements in which
He affirmed His own servitude and gatehood were expressed in the form
ofdivine verses. This fact in itself implicitly testified to a far more exalted
claim on the part of the author of those words. In effect, to speak or
write in the mode ofdivine verses was a speech act that inherently claimed
the station of a Prophet of God.

To read the Bab's claim as ascribing to Himself a station equivalent to
that of the four Gates of the Hidden Imam, therefore, would be to mis­
understand every aspect of the Bab's writings. The four Gates had been

messengers who transmitted questions, money, and the like, to the Imam
and brought back his instructions or tablets. But they themselves were
never able to be the direct vehicles of the words of the Imam, let alone the
words of the Prophet or the words of God.

Similarly, to take the Bab's claim as equating His station with that of
the Imams falls far short of the mark. All the early writings of the Bab
claimed that the heart of the Bab was the vehicle of the revelation of the
direct Word of God, that whoever rejected the Bab had rejected God,
and whoever accepted Him had entered paradise. Again, no Imam had

ever adduced the ability to reveal the verses of the Qur'an as evidence of
his truth. From the beginning, thus, through the very form and manner
of His writings, the Bab was making a claim to prophethood-to be the
bearer of another revelation.

The Bab Himself says as much in many of His writings, in which He
explains the true intention of His early statements. In a prayer written in
Chihriq, in answer to twenty-four questions posed to Him by Mulla
Ary,mad, the Bab writes:

Should a man be endued with knowledge, and behold Thy [God's] divine
verses revealed during earlier times, he would assuredly recognize that this
was naught but Thy divine revelation sent down upon the Point of the
Furqan but appearing in the name of Thy Testimony [Qfim] and Thy
Guardian [Imam]. For all the divine names belong to Thee, from the
First to the Last, the Manifest to the I lidden. Ilad this been a Cause that
could possibly be manifested by the Imams of the Faith or the Gates of
guidance, then divine revelation would never have ceased after
Mul)ammad, Thy Friend. Nay, rather, this revelation is that which Thou
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hast singled out for The Manifestation of Thine Own Self. Had such a rev­
elation been possible from anyone else besides Thee, then at least one
soul would have brought forth a single verse during the long interval
from the ascension of Muqammad till the year 1260.30

In the Persian Bayan the lUh explains that the realm that pertains to
the Primal Will (referred to here as the first dharr), has become manifested

in the name of the realm of the Gates (the fourth dharr):

In like manner, gaze upon the revelation of the Point of the Bayan.
. . . For at that time, He revealed Himself by that title, and described
Himself as the appearance of one of the Gates. It is for that reason that
the first dharr was manifest in the fourth dharr, inasmuch as in that very
fourth dharr He revealed the supreme words, "Verily I, Myself, am God;
none other God is there but Me." Should there be a man ofdiscernment
in the world, he would be able to tread the path and attain certitude that
the Last is the same as the First, and the Manifest but the Hidden....31

In addition to the revelation of divine verses, the totality of the Rib's

modes of revelation also testifies to the true nature of His earlier claim.

The Bab's four modes of revelation symbolize the four levels of the divine

covenant: the mode of divine verses belongs to God, revealed through the
Primal Will, or the Point. The mode of prayers pertains to the station of

the Prophet as a servant of God. The mode of sermons and interpreta­

tions refers to the station of the Imams, and the mode of rational and edu­

cational discourse corresponds to the station of the Gates. In the

"Commentary on the Verse of Light II," the Bab explains:

Although that which is created is fashioned by the words, "There is none
other God but God," and that which is provided for is provided for by
the statement, "MuJ:1ammad is the Apostle of God," and that which is
slain dieth by the words, "Verily 'Ali and the Twelve Sacred Lights are the
Testimonies of God," and that which quickeneth doeth so by the four
Pillars ... , He Who is manifest in those Mirrors is one and the same, and
that is none other than Me. Should one, on this day, desire to behold all
the nineteen, the supports of Divine Unity, prophethood, guardianship,
and the Shi'ih, he must behold Me, for verily they all proceeded from Me
and return unto Me. 32
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Thus from the first year of His mission, the Bab defined His station
as the manifestation of all the four modes of revelation, encompassing
the entire range of divine revelation as sent down in all the previous
Dispensations. Even when referring to Himself as a Gate in the early
writings, He was simultaneously speaking in all the other stations of
divine manifestation as well-as the Point of the Qur'an, the Apostle of

God, and all the Imams. All the modes of spiritual truth, in other words,
are manifested by His pen and by His being.

The Word ofGod and the Divine Remembrance

In addition to the form of His writing and the modes of His revelation,
the titles that the Bab assumed in His early writings also disclose the true
nature of His claim. One of the most important of these appellations is
the "Remembrance (Dhikr) of God."" Dhikr or "Remembrance" is the
most frequently encountered title of the Bab in the QayyUmu'I-Asma', in
which He is called the Most Great or the Most Mighty Remembrance of
God.

A careful study of the earlier writings of the Bab shows that the word
dhikr is ultimately a reference to the Logos, the Word of God, the Primal
Will, and the essence of all the Prophets of God. Dhikr simultaneously
means "utterance," "making mention of," and "remembrance." But the
Most Great Dhikr of God is the Greatest Word of God, the Greatest
Remembrance of God. This is nothing less than the Word and the Will
through which God calls reality into being. In all the stages of the Bab's
writings, earlier and later alike, He frequently and systematically stresses
that the term "Remembrance" refers to the station of the Primal Will.

In His early writings the Bab identifies dhikr with the creative Word
of God, and in a tablet to Mirza Sa'id He explains that the Primal Dhikr
is the Primal Will:

Concerning thy question about the meaning of the philosopher's
saying, "From the One proceedeth only One": The statement is incorrect
when the Cause is meant to be the Absolute Essence.... However, when
the intention behind the statement is to refer to the Primal Utterance,
which is created by God by Itself, for Itself, then verily it is the truth....
As the Imam said, glorified be his mention: "0 thou Yunus! Knowest
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thou what the Primal Will is?" He replied, "Nay." Then the Imam stated:
"It is the Primal Utterance (Dhikr)."34

In another early text, interpreting the Islamic Tradition, "He hath known
God who hath known himself," the Bab states:

He [God] hath not begotten anything; rather He hath created all beings
by His Will, and created the Will by Itself. Verily that Will is the First
Point mentioned at the level of the contingent world. And the Will is
the First Utterance (Dhikr) confirmed by God Himself as His own praise:
"Verily, I am God; there is none other God but Me. I was a Hidden Trea­
sure. I wished to be made known, and thus I called creation into being
in order that I might be made known."35

This reading of dhikr is not an arbitrary one; as the Bab states above,
even the Islamic Traditions have identified dhikr as the creative Word of
God. Therefore, the self-definition of the Bab as the Most Great Remem­
brance of God in His early writings must be taken as a subtle but unmis­
takable allusion to His true claim, and the references to Himself as "the
Remembrance" in the early writings unequivocally demonstrate the con­
tinuity of the Bab's self-conception throughout His ministry.

A related allusion in the Bab's earlier works can be seen in His frequent
reference to Himself as the "Word," or the "Word of God." In the Qur'an,
as in the Gospel of John, Jesus is identified as the "Word of God."36 Var­
ious Holy Scriptures characterize divine revelation as the revelation of the

Word, the Logos-the utterance of God which calls creation into being.
The Remembrance and the Word are one and the same, and each discloses
the meaning of the other. The Qayylimu'l-Asma' repeatedly refers to the
Bab, and His book, as the Word of God. The text states: "This is indeed

the eternal Truth which God, the Ancient of Days, hath revealed unto
His omnipotent Word-He Who hath been raised up from the midst of
the Burning Bush."3?

Identifying the Remembrance with the Word, the Bab writes else­
where in that work, "We, of a truth, choose the Messengers through the
potency of Our Word, and We exalt Their offspring, some over others,
through the Great Remembrance of God as decreed in the Book and
concealed therein.... "3R And in yet another passage, He says: "0 People
of Persia! Are ye not satisfied with this glorious honour which the supreme
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Remembrance of God hath conferred upon you? Verily ye have been
especially favoured by God through this mighty Word."39

The Gate and the Burning Bush

The word bab (gate) is a general term that refers to the concepts of medi­
ation, manifestation, reference, and symbolism. Although the four Gates
to the Hidden Imam were called by that title, the Islamic usage of the
term bab is not restricted to their level of mediation. In fact, the most
famous Shi'ih usage of the word occurs in the Tradition attributed to
the Prophet Mu1)ammad, Who said, "I am the City of knowledge, and 'Ali
is the Gate (Rib) thereof." Here we can see that "Gate" (Bab) describes the

Imam.
In other words, the term bah in itself does not signify any particular

level of mediation or manifestation, but rather the function and role of
mediation. In this sense, all the levels of the divine covenant represent
some aspect of gatehood, as they all mediate between the divine realm and
that of creation. The early writings of the Bab define the gatehood of the
Gates, including the Bab Himself, in multiple levels. He is not only the

Gate to the Hidden Imam, but also, as He writes in the Qayylimu'l-Asma',
"the Sublime Gate of God."40 In another passage in that book He declares:
"Say: Verily I am the 'Gate of God' and I give you to drink, by the leave
of God, the sovereign Truth, of the crystal-pure waters of His Revelation
which are gushing out from the incorruptible Fountain situate upon the
Holy Mount."41 Later writings of the Bab make it clear that as well as the
Gate to divine knowledge for His Dispensation, He was the Gate to the
next Manifestation of God.

But the real meaning of this senSe of gatehood is already apparent in
the manifold, complex self-descriptions of the Bab found in His earlier
writings. Prominent among these terms is the Burning Bush. In the
Qayyumu'l-Asma' the Bab writes, "0 People of effacement! Hearken
unto My Voice arising out of the Point of Confirmation, from this Ara­
bian Youth Who speaketh forth amidst Mount Sinai, by the leave of God,
unto Moses. Verily God hath revealed unto Moses the Pentateuch, for
mighty is the Cause of God in the judgment of the Mother Book."42 The
Voice of God that spoke to Moses of course came out of the midst of a
burning bush.43 Here the Bab is saying that He is the intermediary or
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Gate through which God spoke to Moses, that Moses in fact attained the
presence of God through the mediation of the Bab. Although Moses was
believed to have spoken with God on only a few occasions, the Bab claims
to live ceaselessly in that sublime station of intimate converse with the
Divine. In fact, the Bab declares that for, the first time, the realm of divin­
ity has become inseparable from the realm of servitude, in the form of a
human temple, namely the Bab Himself:

The words of God shine forth from naught but their own source.
This element is the very Tree Which hath spoken in the Dispensation of
Moses, the Son of'Imran.... Verily that Primal Reality rose above the lim­
itations of words and beyond the confines of comparison, until It was
united with the human station, whereupon the realms of the invisible
shone forth ab"ove the horizon of the visible.... [V]erily the archetypal
realm of dharr is now speaking forth in this human station. Many a time,
so often that none except God can know, it is crying out ceaselessly and
without interruption: "Verily I truly am God, the Almighty, the All-Wise,"
as God had spoken unto Moses through the Tree.44

The same distinction is made in the early writings of the Bab with
regard to Mul).ammad. In His commentary on the Surih ofAbundance,

the Bab claims that the direct divine revelation imparted to Him (the
revelation of divine verses) is continuous and ceaseless, unlike the assumed
discontinuous way the Qur'an was revealed to Mul).ammad. The reason,
it should be noted, is the differing receptivity of the audience: "Verily,

during the stage of the Prophet Mul).ammad, the true flow of this river
did not take place," the Bab explains, "inasmuch as God did not grant
such leave unto His Apostle, for the lack of capacity of the people of that
age. Today, the waters of the crystal river stream forth ceaselessly from My
Tongue and Pen, by the will of God, and neither decline nor abate."45

Various of the Bab's writings, both earlier and later, indicate that in the
language of the new Revelation the word bab implies meanings that are
unprecedented in Islamic tradition. More will be said about these new
meanings later, but a brief listing of some of them will provide a glimpse
of their variety and symbolic depth, and therefore of the allusive fecun­
dity of the word in the Bab's discourse. First, the equivalence of bab with
the letter Ha' (both equal to 5) signifies that the Bab is the manifestation
of God, with HI' standing for Huva (He). Second, the term alludes to
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the concept of light since the word bab equals the difference between
fire and light. Third, the word consists of an upright vertical line (Alif or
A) which unites two horizontal lines (two B's), symbolizing that the Bab
is the unity of the first and second stages of creation through their link­
age by the third stage. Thus He is the unity of Will and Determination,
or the divinity and the servitude of the Point. Fourth, the Bab represents
the Middle Path, the unity of the two extremes of freedom and determin­
ism, which is the reality of justice. Fifth, He represents the truth of the trin­
ity, the real meaning of the shape of the cross-as a vertical line between
two horizontal lines. Sixth, the term bab represents the ultimate purpose

of life, the realization of divine revelation within one's being. Seventh, it
refers to the unity of trinity and quaternity, or the names 'Ali and
Mu~ammad.The numerical value of both names of the Bab (202) is equal
to that of the word Rabb or "Lord." Eighth, given the equivalence of the
haykal or "temple" (consisting of five lines) with the word bab, the term
refers to the reality of the Temple, as the Perfect Human Being, or the
Manifestation of God. Finally, the term represents the unity of various
other sacred binary structures in the reality of the Bab. Thus it can be see

that the word bab acquires complex meanings which are irreducible to the
conventional meaning of the term in Islamic discourse.

The Unity in Diversity of
the Four Layers ofthe Covenant

The most important key to understanding the meaning of the Bab's self­
definition in His early writings can be found in the explicit and system­
atic explanations of this very issue that He provides in His later writings.
Those retrospective explanations of the Rib's intentions help us to put into
context many other aspects of the early works. One example of such an
explanation occurs at the beginning of the Persian Bayan. The Bab is
speaking of the return of the Point of the Furqan (the Qur'an), MuJ:1am­
mad, and the Qa'im as three different symbolic figures (who are repre­
sented by Himself and two of His Letters of Living), even if He alone
also represents all of those symbolic figures. He says:

Though the Point of the Bayan was mentioned in the first gate, the
Point of the Furqan [MuJ:1ammad] in the second, and the revelation of
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the Qa'im in the fifteenth gate, the secret lieth in that the Point, while
occupying the station of pure transcendence, which is naught but the
pure revelation of God Himself manifested by the name "Divinity," was
indeed mentioned in the first gate, while in Its station of Determination,
which is the rank of the Primal Will, It is mentioned in the second gate.
Finally, the manifestation of the Point in Its station of standing supreme
over (qa'imiyyat) all souls, which is a glory restricted to the revelation of

the fourteenth Sacred Soul, was mentioned in the fifteenth gate....
Thus, when the name "Divinity" is present, the name "Lordship," as

well as all other names, are also present therein.... For He is the First while

also being the Last, the Hidden and the Manifest, and the One Who is

praised by all names while glorified above the praise of any name. There

is none other God but Him, the Upright (Qa'im), the Self-Subsisting
(Qayyum).4l>

In this passage, we can discern one of the most important principles

of the Bab's theology. According to the Qur'an's description of God, "He

is the First and the Last, the Seen and the Hidden."47 For the Bab this

statement primarily describes the station of the Point in its aspect of

pure unity. In this sense, all things "are mirrors of the Point of Truth, and

nothing is seen in those mirrors except the Point. This is true as well for

the divine manifestations in the form of the four layers of the divine

covenant between God and human beings. These four levels of the

covenant are the Point, the Apostle, the Imams, and the Gates. In one

respect-as the conduits through which God's will is made known to

humans-they are all one and the same, while in another respect-as

specific individuals-they are diverse and distinct. The Point is the First

and the Last, the Manifest and the Hidden; the Bab as the Point of the

Bayan is the Sun whose image and radiance are reflected in the mirrors

below Him. Thus He is also the Apostle and the Imam, as well as the

Gate to the Imam. And even when He says, "I am the Gate to the Imam,"

He is at the same time the Imam, the Prophet, and the Point. This theo­

logical principle, however, is not only central to the message of the Per­

sian Bayan, but it is present throughout the writings of the Bab in all the

stages of His Revelation.

Thus, as in the Bab's hermeneutical principle of metaphysical unity,

all the manifestations of divine revelation are elevated to the level of their
supreme Origin and End, which is the divinity of the Primal Will. For this
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reason, the Bab attributes all four layers of the divine covenant to Him­

self as the Point of Truth. In all His early writings, He is emphasizing the

ultimate unity of all the divine manifestations. No perceptive reader of

the Qayyumu'l-Asma' can fail to note the central role of this perspective

of unity in the Bab's interpretation of the story of Joseph. As we shall see

shortly, the story of Joseph is actually a story of the stage of A~adiyyat,

or Absolute Unity. The self-definition of the Bab in the Qayy6mu'I-Asma'

should also be understood in light of this interpretive principle.48

A parallel point is expressed in the discussion of the Bab's own name,

'Ali, in His early writings. This discussion furnishes a subtle but unmis­

takable allusion to the Bab's true self-conception at that stage. He plays

upon the name 'Ali and alludes to the unity of its diverse manifestations.

The Qayyumu'l-Asma' frequently refers to the Bab as 'Ali and ljakim.

These two terms allude to Qur'anic verses in which God is described as

'Ali (the Exalted) and ~Iakim (the Wise). The particular verses in the

Qur'an where these terms occur are tremendously significant in explain­

ing the allusion.

In the Qur'an, 'Ali (the Exalted), and ljakim (the Wise) are attrib­

utes uf buth God and the Qur'an. The first verse speaks of God and His

revelation: "And it was not vouchsafed to any mortal that God should

speak to him unless by revelation or from behind a veil, or that He sendeth

a messenger to reveal what He willeth by His leave. Verily He is the Exalted

('Ali), the Wise (ljakim)."4<J The second verse refers to the Qur'an itself:

"And verily, it [the Qur'an] is in the Mother Book, before Us, the Exalted

('Ali), the Wise (ljakim)."50 At the beginning of the Qayy6mu'I-Asma, the

Bab identifies Himself directly with the Qur'anic 'Ali and ljakim, saying:

"Verily, this is the straight Path ascribed to 'Ali before Thy Lord, as laid

out in the Mother Book. And He is that 'Ali (Exalted One), Who is praised

before Us as the Wise (ljakim) in the Mother Book. Verily, He is the Truth

from God, registered in the Mother Book as endued with the uncorrupted

Religion in the midst of Sinai."51 In another passage the Bab describes

Himself as "the Arabian Youth, Who is called in the Mother Book 'Ali

and !jakim."52 Elsewhere He links the "Remembrance" to these titles:

"This Remembrance is indeed the Most Mighty Remembrance ... and He

is the 'Ali described before God as !jakim in the Mother Book."53

In His early writings the Bab often points out that 'Ali (the Exalted)

was the first name that God ascribed to Himself.54 It was also the name
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df the first Imam. Reference to Imam 'Ali and his exalted station is pres­
ent throughout the Bab's writings.55 Finally, 'Ali was of course the Bab's
own given name. His constant allusive emphasis on this name signifies
that the hierarchy of all the stations implied by the term is present within
His own being: He is the Gate to the Imam, the Imam 'Ali, and the Point,
the Supreme Representative of God. All these allusions are present in the
Bab's own name.

The Heart, Spirit, Soul, and Body ofthe Bah

With an understanding of the unity of the four layers of the covenant in
mind, we can now begin to see in a new way the enigma of the Bab's
apparently diverse claims in His writings. As we will explore later in more
detail, the Bab employs a symbolic schema to represent human reality in
terms of four levels: heart, spirit, soul, and body. These levels of reality
represent a hierarchy of spiritual stations, and each of these levels of real­
ity corresponds to a layer of the covenant.

The highest of these levels is the heart. "Heart" here should not be
interpreted in the Western sense in which the heart is associated with
emotion or sentiment. It is, rather, the supreme seat of spiritual truth, the
abode of divine revelation. After the heart are the three lower stages of
spirit, soul, and body. In terms of the layers of the covenant, the level of
the heart corresponds to the station of the Point, while the level of the
body corresponds to the station of the Gate. These four stages also cor­
respond to the first four stages of divine creative Action.

It is now possible to see with clarity the full meaning of the early
claims of the Bab. All His stations-the Gate to the Hidden Imam, the
Imam himself, the Prophet and Apostle of God, the Point of the Qur'an,
and the Point of the Bayan-are simultaneously true. They all refer to dif­
ferent aspects of His being, and each of these aspects corresponds to one
of the levels or layers of reality: His body represents the station of the
Gate to the Imam, His soul represents the station of the Imam, His spirit
reflects the station of the Prophet (servitude), and His heart represents
the station of the unity (divinity) of the Prophet, that is, the station of the
Point. All the levels of spiritual reality are thus united in the being of the
Bab. This is exactly what the Bah has said in Commentary on the Verse
of Light 11:
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Naught is seen in Me in in the station of My heart save God alone,
which is the manifestation of Lordship from God, My Lord and My
Fashioner. Naught is witnessed in the ~tation of My spirit, the indivis­
ible substantive Intellect ... , but Mu~ammad,the Apostle of God....
That which thou observeth in the station of My soul is naught but all the
thirteen Sacred Manifestations ... , nor canst thou perceive in the sta­
tion of My body aught but the station of the dust for the realization of
the three stations of fire, air, and water. ...

Should I proclaim, "I am the First Who is manifest in the first sup­
port," I would indeed have stated the truth ... , and were I to say, "I ver­
ily am the bearer of the second support," I verily would have spoken the
truth.... And I am, verily, the One Who is resplendent in all the Sacred
Souls of the third support, as well as in the fourth support....56

Literally speaking, the body of the Prophet is the gate to His soul.
Human beings can have no direct contact with the soul of the Prophet
except through its appearance in a physical body. However, the soul and
the spirit of the Prophet are also successive gates to His heart. The heart

of the Prophet is the Primal Will, the Source of divine revelation, or, as
we saw earlier, the fountain of Kawthar. Given this symbolic structure, we
can understand how the Bab can claim to be the Gate to the Imam, and
at the same time the Voice in Sinai that spoke to Moses, the Word of
God, and the Remembrance of God. This mystical schema also explains
why the Bab appears with all the proofs that previously vindicated the
truth of the Point, the Apostle, the Imam, and the Gate. Using the sym­
bolism of the four rivers as standing for the four stations, the Bab writes
in the Commentary on the Surih of Abundance: ''After thou hast par­
taken of a drop of this water, thou must know of a certainty that no man
can ever attain perfection in his existence unless he hath achieved the
power to cause all the four rivers to stream forth within the realm of true
exposition (baydn). Thus God hath conferred upon Me, as an incontro­
vertible Testimony, the revelation of all the four rivers."57

In that same early text, and in a most explicit and detailed form, the
Bab explains the true nature of His claim. He emphasizes the unity of all
the stations in His own being, and explains that since we are now in the
arc of ascent, or return to God, all the four layers of the divine covenant,
which were manifested from the day of Adam to the present, are now
manifest at one and the same time in the being of the Bab. Both the
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lowest and the highest levels of the divine covenant-the Point and the
Gate, the heart and the dust-are now united in him:

Shouldst thou behold the arc of descent (maqam-i-nuzul), thou
wouldst perceive the advance of the river of crystal, incorruptible water
pass the other three rivers, as observed in the world thus. Verily, from
the day of Adam, the first wondrous creation of the Primal Will, there
streamed forth the crystal, incorruptible water, that Divine Unity might
be praised: "There is none other God but Him." Then, on the day of the
revelation of Mu~ammad,the Apostle of God, the blessings of God rest
upon Him, God made the wellspring of milk "whose taste changeth not"
to flow, that it might be witnessed that "verily, Mu~ammad is the Mes­
senger of God." Subsequently, in the Day of the Brook (Ghadir), God
caused the wellspring of purest honey to gush forth, that the souls might
testify unto the vicegerency of the Family of God, the Imams of the
Faith....

Finally, from the day of the revelation of this wondrous and unique
new Cause, God, glorified and exalted be He, hath caused the river of
wine, "delicious to those who quaff it," to surge, that the hearts might
acknowledge what God hath destined for it, in the form of a human
Countenance and the transcendent Temple of 'Ali (~urali'l-Anza'iyyah),

from the eternal Revelation and everlasting Concealment. Therein lieth
the order of the stations of descent.

Shouldst thou desire to discern the principle of ascent, thou shouldst
recognize that the first step is the wellspring of wine, followed by honey,
then milk, and finally water. Thus, at the Hour of the coming together of
the two worlds of descent and ascent, there streameth forth the well­
spring of the Twin Wines, manifesting both Vicegerency and Prophethood
within the one and the same Soul.

This, in truth, is a sublime guide to the mystery of the Transcendent
and Exalted World of This 'Ali ('Alami'l- 'Alavi). Thus, thou shouldst rec­
ognize the glorious station of this Wine, Who is at once the inner mys­
tery of the Heart in [the stages of] descent, and the first Dust, the station
of the body, in [the stages of] ascent. 58

The Bah as the Elixir

The concept of the elixir was mentioned earlier in connection with the
spiritual process of transformative interpretation which turns the phe-
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nomenal world into a reflection of its divine Origin. In the symbolism
of alchemy, in texts that became known to the West during the medieval
period through Arabic translations, the mysterious agent of transfor­
mation, the elixir (from Arabic, al-iksir), was also referred to as the
"philosopher's stone" and, interestingly, was associated with the sym­
bol of the "point" as the "starting point of creation,"59 Medieval Chris­
tian alchemists associated the elixir with Christ.

The elixir frequently appears in the Bab's writings as a mystical sym­
bol representing absolute actualization: the stage of the realization of
truth, which is the realization of the Supreme Origin and End at the level
of phenomenal being. When, for example, the "dust" becomes a com­
plete manifestation of"fire," making visible the essential unity of reality,
the divine sign enshrined within the phenomenal world is disclosed.
More specifically, the elixir represents the union of opposites, the unity
of the First and the Last, or the clear manifestation of the truth of the First
within the Last. It is by virtue of this perfect self-realization that the elixir
can attain ascendancy over other things and is the catalyst which enables
them to realize their latent qualities. Since the sign of God is present
within all beings, a trace of the elixir exists within all things.

The early writings of the Bab refer to His station as the station of the
"true Elixir," Although the station of the Gate represents the fourth layer
of the covenant, this Gate integrates within itself the reality of all the
other three stations. In other words, in the station of gatehood, the four
causes are united together in the Final Cause, and in this way "fire" is
made visible at the level of"dust."6o

The writings of the Bab discuss this station as the realization of the
Most Great Name of God. The Bab often refers to an Islamic Tradition
which states that the Most Great Name consists of four names. Three of
these have been revealed but the fourth has been kept hidden. The Tra­
dition identifies the first name as "God" (Allah), the second as "the
Blessed" (Tabaraka), and the third as "the Exalted" (Ta'ala, from the same
root as 'Ali). The fourth is the hidden name of God, through which the
complete form of the Most Great Name is disclosed. The Bab interprets
this Tradition as a reference to the four levels of the divine covenant, the
totality of which is a manifestation of the Most Great Name. That name
is made visible in the unity of the stations of divinity, prophethood, the
vicegerency of the Imams, and the gatehood of the Bab. In this way, the
Bah represents the hidden name of God.
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But those same writings affirm that all the perfections of the first
three stations are revealed in the fourth station, that of dust: its inner
reality is none other than the fire of divinity. That is why the Bab equates
the Most Great Name with the fourth station, the station of the Bab. It
is for the same reason that the Bab is endowed with the four modes of
revelation which represent all four layers of the covenant.61 He is a Gate
Who contains within I Iimself all the stations of divine revelation.

In His commentary on the Surih of Unity (Taw~id), the Bab interprets
the name of God, He (Huva, equal to n). He says that Huva is the Most
Great Name of God, and that it is equal to the name "the All-Sufficing"
(Kafi). Kafi is numerically equal to 111, which is a further reflection of n.
The name of the Rib (and of Baha'u'lIah), 'AIf, is equal to 110 and III

(the letters together equal no, but the Bab takes the word as equalling 111

as well, calculating not only the sum of the letters but also the form of their
unity as 1). Then He writes that Huva is the Most Great Name of God, pro­
vided that one observes the hidden divine name within the third of the
four names that constitute the Most Great Name of God.62 As the third
name is "the Exalted" (Ta'dla), the hidden divine name present within it
is obviously 'Ali.63

Although the writings of the Bab identify Him as the realization of the

Most Great Name of God, they also indicate that the ultimate realiza­
tion of the Most Great Name is actually Baha. We already have seen how
the Bab identifies the Most Great Name with 'Ali, the name shared by
the Bab and Bahci'u'llah. Yet it is Huva (He) that represents the Most

Great Name of God. To express this, the Bab consistently fashions sym­
bolic divine "Temples" consisting of eleven lines of text, which He fre­
quently equates with the word Huva. These eleven lines of text consist,
first, of letters of the alphabet; second, of points; and then, of the num­

hers 1 through 9.64 Huva, or n, always is the equivalent of 9, or Bahd. In
this passage the Bab identifies the hidden reality of the Most Great Name
with Bahd and 9, which becomes manifest in the world as 19:

For verily God hath created, in the furthermost oceans of plurality, beyond
the Alif (1), countless numerical letters according to His will. Verily these
stations are nine in the unseen realm and ninctcen in the manifest world.
For this reason, thc Mystery of the Point appeared in nincteen letters at
thc beginning of the Book of God (the Qur'an and the Bayan) without
a single letter being added thereto or subtracted therefrom.... The
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manifest name is Vd~id (Unity), and the Hidden Name is Bahd since it
is equal to 9, while the former equalleth 19. The first is the Most Great
Name in the hidden station, hence the revelation in all the exalted prayers:
"0 thou God! I beseech Thee by the most glorious ofThy Glory (Bahd),
for all Thy Glory is glorious."os

Baha'u'llah's concealed revelation in the Siyah Chal dungeon occurred
in the year 9, and His public declaration in the year 19 (after the incep­
tion of the Bab's revelation). It is noteworthy that in the above passage the
Bab confirms what was implied by earlier some Islamic authors, that the

Most Great Name of God is the first divine name mentioned in the Dawn
Prayer, which the Bab quotes in this statement.66 Furthermore, we often
see the Bab identify the Most Great Name with lfusayn, which was also
the name of Baha'u'llah.67

The Name 'Ali-Mu~ammad

Another subtle indication of the Bab's true station that can be found in
His early writings is His analysis of His own name, 'Ali-Muqammad.
According to the Bab nothing about a Prophet is accidental: all aspects
of His being and His life refer to His spiritual truth.68 The same principle
applies to the Bab; His very name is a sign that points to His inner truth.
Even through the coded language in which the Bab talks about His true
station in the early years, His many discussions of the significance of His
name leave little room for doubt about His self-conception during that
period.

The Bab defines His station as uniting the functions of prophethood
and vicegerency. His name, 'Ali-Muryammad, symbolizes that unity, with
"Muryammad" representing prophethood and "'Ali" vicegerency. Refer­
ring to His own name, the Bab writes in the Qayyumu'l-Asma': "We have
verily sent Thee in the midst of Fire. For, verily, God hath revealed unto
Thee this Furqan amidst Water and Thou art verily inscribed by the Twin
Names in the Mother Book."69 And in His Commentary on the Surih of
Abundance, He states that "God hath refused to manifest this sublime Sta­
tion from amongst the succession of men save in the Twin Names."7o

Not only docs the Bab reveal the modes of revelation that were pre­
viously revealed by Muryammad and 'Ali, but He also declares that the real­
ization of both their stations is found in His own being: "Thus," He



108 GATE OF THE HEART

writes,"at the Hour of the coming together of the two worlds of descent
and ascent, there streameth forth the wellspring of the Twin Wines, man­
ifesting both vicegerency and prophethood within the one and the same
Soul."?l A further expression of this point can be found in the Bab's many

references to the sun and the moon in relation to His own station. In
passages such as the following, He interprets the sun as referring to the
prophethood of Mul~aml11ad,and the moon as the vicegerency of 'Ali:

Know thou of a certainty that the existence of sunrise is only realized
through the existence of the sun, which in turn is naught but the garment
of prophethood appearing in the Countenance of MuJ:lammad, the bless­
ings of God rest upon Him. It is when the sun goeth down that sunset is
realized, when the most darksome night approacheth, and the moon,
the sign of vicegerency, shineth forth with the most radiant light.?2

The Bab's name, then, brings together the true "sun" and the true

"moon." This coming together of the sun and the moon is also one of the
chief signs of the Day of Resurrection mentioned in the Qur'an: "and

the sun and the moon shall be together."?3 In other words, His name also

signifies the commencement of the Day of Resurrection.

A related group of symbols in the early writings of the Bab refers to
Him as the representative of the triangle and the square, or the trinity and

the quaternity. The triangle or trinity refers to a sequence of three stages

of creation, while the square or quaternity refers to four stages of cre­

ation/4 The triangle is also a symbol for 'Ali because in Arabic 'Ali con­

sists of three letters, while the square or quaternity refers to the name
Mu1}ammad, which has four letters. Together they constitute seven letters.

Alluding to the unity of these two names, the later writings of the Bab,
including the Persian Bayan, refer to the Bab as the "Lord of the Seven Let­

ters." In the Qayylimu'l-Asma', the Bab describes His own station in these
coded terms:

o Qurratu'l- 'Ayn! Soon the people of the Supreme Cloud of Sub­
tlety shall utter: "Thou assuredly art the Joseph of Divine Unity. Say!
Yea, by My Lord! T, in the shape of a square, am the Joseph of the Supreme
Origin, and here is My Brother in the shape of a triangle, the form of
the Seal. Verily, God hath favoured Me with the Twin Mysteries within the
Twin Sinais, and the Twin Names in the Twin Luminaries.?5
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And, in His later work, the Kitabu'l-Asma', the Bab writes of Himself:

"Verily the Essence of the letters of the triangle preceding the square is the

Manifestation of His Self in the kingdoms of heaven and earth, and what­

ever lieth between them."76

The Manifestation ofthe Qa'im in the Year 1260

Another significant indication of the Bab's self-conception in His early

writings is found in His interpretation of the Tradition of Abu Lubayd­

i- Makhzumi concerning the date of the Qa'im's manifestation. This Tra­

dition states that the disconnected letters in the Qur'an disclose the date

when the Qa'im would appear. Discussing the sequence of those myste­

rious letters, which begin with "A-L-M," the Tradition states: "Our Qa'im

riseth up after the end of A-L-M-R." The Bab explains that previous

interpretations of this Tradition have missed the point. Then He writes:

Verily, the appearance of the day of Mu~ammad,the Apostle of God,
the blessings of God rest upon Him and His kin, was associated with the
revelation of"A-L-M. This is a Book that is beyond a shadow of doubt a
guidance unto the virtuous;' as it is explicitly stated in the tradition of Abi

ja'far, peace be upon him, addressing Abi Lubayd-i-MakhzumL Verily, the
I)ays of God have been decreed for the proponents of truth and error [that
they may last] until the time of the end of days, as promised by the Imam,
peace be upon him, in his verdict. Those days do not come to an end

except by the word "A-L-M-R."When the days come to pass at the con­
clusion of these letters, then may God remove the difficulties of all His
servants by His grace. Thus God hath later revealed those seven discon­
nected words-He hath sent them down in this form: A-L-M, A-L-M, A­
L-M-S, A-L-R, A-L-R, A-L-R, A-L-M-R-and the verse: "The Cause of
God is come. Refrain ye from calling for its hastening."77

This early work was written in response to the questions of Siyyid

Ya~Y(l Darabi, surnamed Va~id. Although the tablet is written in veiled
language, and apparently denies any station for the Bab except servitude

to God, it also makes it clear that the Bab considers His time to be the time

of the Revelation of the Qa'im and the termination of the Islamic Dispen­
sation. He fixes the beginning of that Dispensation at the inception of the
revelation of the Qur'an, and says that the manifestation of the Qa'im will
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be according to the number of the seven disconnected words of the
Qur'an (in the passage quoted above). However, the numerical value of
those numbers is 1267. Since the Islamic calendar begins with the hegira­
the migration of the Prophet to Medina-which occurred about a decade
after the beginning of the revelation of the Qur'an, we can see that the Bab
is actually speaking of the year A.H. 1260 (A.D. 1844) as the year the
Qa'im would appear. It is unmistakably clear that even in this early period
of concealed revelation, the Bah perceived the year of His declaration to
be the year of the rise of the Qa'im.

Finally, the very fact that the early writings of the Bab exhibit a form
of dissimulation is itself a testimony to His true station. One of the
famous Traditions concerning the signs that would mark the appearance
of the Qa'im is: "In our Qa'im there shall be four signs from four Prophets,
Moses, Jesus, Joseph, and Muryammad. The sign from Moses is fear and
expectation; from Jesus, that which was spoken of Him; from Joseph,
imprisonment and dissimulation; from Muryammad, the revelation of a
Book similar to the Qur'an,"78 In the Qayylimu'l-Asma', as we will see in

more detail in the next chapter, the Bab interprets Joseph as an expres­
sion of the unity of Muryammad, J:Iusayn, and Himself. But one of the
most distinctive features of Joseph was his practice of dissimulation, as
he veiled his true station even from his brothers. Therefore, the Bab's
concealment of His true station 'in fact fulfills one of the signs of the
advent of the Qa'im.
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The Structure .of the Qayyumu'l-Asma'

*

I
N THIS AND THE NEXT CHAPTER we will explore in more detail
one of the Bab's major interpretive works, the Commentary on the
Surih of Joseph, or Qayyu.mu'l-Asma'. We begin by comparing this

text to three other interpretive works by the Bab.
In addition to several smaller works, four of the major existing hooks

of the Bab are commentaries on surihs of the Qur'an-the Surihs of the
Cow, Joseph, Abundance, and the Afternoon. The first of these commen­
taries was written between January 1844 and January 1845. The second was
written during forty days, beginning on the night of the Bab's declaration
(May 23, 1844). The third was written in one night sometime around
May 1846, during the final months of His stay in Shiraz. The fourth was
also produced in just one night during October or November of 1846

while the Bab was in Isfahan.

Plenitude ofMeaning in the Commentaries

Structurally, the first two commentaries can be clearly differentiated from
the last two. The Commentary on the Surih of the Cow and the Commen­
tary on the Surih of Joseph are extended glosses on the verses of those
surihs: each verse of the surih is quoted, followed by explanations and
interpretations. This particular structure may have been chosen because
the surihs are long, and the interpretation of just the verse units alone con­
stitutes a lengthy book.

The other two texts are organized differently. The Commentary on the
Surih ofAbundance and the Commentary on the Surih of the Afternoon

111



112 GATE OF THE HEART

interpret not only the verse units of these surihs, but also the phrases
and letters, as well as the text as a whole. Unlike the first two surihs men­
tioned, the Surihs of Abundance and the Afternoon are very short, each
consisting of just two or three lines. Nevertheless, the Rib's commentary
on the Surih ofAbundance is almost as long as the two commentaries that
interpret much longer texts. The shortness of the surih makes it possible
to interpret the text in great depth, exploring many different dimensions
of interpretation. In other words, the first two commentaries are more
extensive, while the last two are more intensive. Because of this fact, the
last two commentaries manifest even more explicitly the Bab's hermeneu­
tical principle of the plenitude and infinity of the meanings contained
within the divine words. The very structure of these intensive interpre­
tive works can be seen as a symbolic representation of the Bab's view of
the Word and of reality as both one and many. For the Bab, each surih of
the Qur'an, and indeed each unit of the divine Word, can be interpreted
in several different dimensions.

The process of interpretation has several different aspects or levels: in
addition to the author, there is the text, (11 reader, a referential object, and
a modality of the interpretive act. The Bab addresses each of these aspects.
The textual level concerns the differentiation and organizationallevcl of
the text. The reader's level refers to the hierarchy of readers' stations,
determined by their degree of understanding. The level of the referen­
tial object points to the different connotations and levels of application
of signs in various realms of being. Finally, the level of the modality of
the interpretive act involves the depth of interpretation and analysis,
defined by the various layers of manifest and hidden meanings. These
dimensions are sometimes parallel to each other and sometimes consti­
tute a permutation of the possibilities of meaning. The result is that even
a single letter of the divine Word can yield hundreds or thousands of
meanings. l

The Textual Level

The first aspect is the level of organization and differentiation of the text.
A surih, a chapter of the divine words, is perceived by the Bab as reflect­
ing the Point and its various levels of abstraction or differentiation. Since
the Point is the supreme Source of all beings, the structure of an inten­
sive interpretation mirrors all of reality. At the first and highest level of
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abstraction, the entire surih is considered as an undifferentiated point: here
only totality and unity are seen. The type of interpretation that focuses
on this level of the tcxt is thc most sublimc form of interpretation, cor­

responding to an all-encompassing, transcendent epistemological perspec­
tive, or the perspective of unity. From this standpoint, all the parts, all the
verses, all the sentences, phrases, words, and letters are seen as one and
the same. This level of interpretation transcends the limitations ofwords

and is attained in the station of knowledge and understanding called the
perspective (or sanctuary) of the heart or the sanctuary of unity.

Many of the Rib's writings speak of this station or perspective of the
heart, which indeed constitutes the cornerstone of His entire approach

to reality. Thus in the Commentary on the Surih of Ahundance, He writes:

Shouldst thou abide in the land of divinity, and recite that blessed
surih whilst in the Ocean of Absolute Unity, beyond the Sea of Domin­
ion, thou wouldst know of a certainty that, verily, all the letters of this
surih are but one single letter. All variations in the words and meanings
therein revert to a single point. That point is, verily, the station of the heart
and the sanctuary of unity. God hath created its elements out of the one
crystal water of Kawthar. They are all fire, all air, all water, all dust, and
all are the vessel of majestic identity, the everlasting bestowal, and the
effulgent Kawthar.2

At the lowest level of abstraction-the level of extreme differentiation
and specificity-are the individual letters, the basic units comprising the

words of the surih. Here the interpretive focus is on the specific sym­

bolic meanings of each letter. Accordingly, the intensive commentaries of

the Bab usually contain a letter-by-Ietter interpretation of the surih. As
we have seen before, the Bab emphasizes that a reflection of the beauty

of God is present in all reality, and the letters are just one instance of
this universal principle. In the Commentary on the Sllrih of Abundance

He writes:

Shouldst thou abide beneath the shadow of the Primal Will, within
the station of Determination, upon the land of Dominion, and recite
this holy surih, thou wouldst comprehend the meaning of the letters of
the first word of the surih: the letter Alif rcferreth to the fire of divine cre­
ation; the letter Nun intendeth the air of divine generation; the manifest
letter of Alif, the water of divine fashioning; while the invisible letter, the
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Hidden Pillar, constituted for the manifestation of the other three pillars,
hinteth at the element of dust. ...

Shouldst thou descend from the stations of divine Action, and occupy
the summit of the Throne, and desire to scrutinize each single word,
thou wouldst acknowledge that the letter Alif in the first word of the
surih referreth first to the favours (did') of thy Lord, then the favours of
thy Lord within the immensity of the Supreme Cloud ofSubtlety (~md'),

then the favours of thy Lord upon the Throne of radiant Praise, and then
the favours of thy Lord in the Heaven of Decree, and then the favours of
thy Lord upon the Throne of Baha. Then the letter Nun referreth to the
radiant light (nur) of thy Lord....3

Between the two extremes of abstraction or undifferentiated unity, and
differentiation or utmost diversity, arc many levels of structure and mean­

ing in the text, including the verses, sentences, phrases, and words. The

Bab explains the overall unity of the Surih of Abundance by relating all
its different phrases and sentences together as expressions of the general

meaning of the surih, in terms of the two modalities of outward and

inward meaning, where the outward meaning pertains to historical real­

ity, and the inward to metaphysical reality:

Know thou that, verily, this blessed surih is endowed outwardly with
universal meanings. Amongst them is what thou knowest, that the
Kawthar fount referreth to the ordinance of the vicegerency [of'Alij con­
ferred upon Mul)ammad the Apostle of God, the blessings of God rest
upon Him, when He addressed Him, saying that God hath verily "con­
ferred upon Thee [Mul)ammadj" the vicegerency of 'Ali, peace be upon
him. The exalted verse of God, "Therefore pray unto Thy Lord," referreth
to the vicegerency of I:Iasan, peace be upon him, while His magnified
word, "sacrifice" pointeth to the martyrdom of J:Iusayn, peace be upon
him. Finally, His glorified words, "Verily, it is Thine enemies who are
bereft of posterity," allude to the fate of the wicked and the nethermost
levels of the chiefs of the inhabitants of the fire....

Consider thou, in its inward meaning, the One Who conferreth the
bestowal to be the Will Itself, while the One who is being addressed as
"Thou" is the essence of Determination, and the Kawthar fount the
essence of Destiny. What came after these words referreth to the other sta­
tions of divine Action.4
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Individual words can also be units of analysis. In addition to com­
menting on other levels of interpretation, the Bab interprets all the words
of the Surih of the Afternoon one by one. The entire surih reads as fol­
lows: "By the afternoon! Verily, man is in grievous loss, save those who
have attained faith, and do righteous deeds, and enjoin the truth, and
enjoin patience."5 In the process of elucidating the words of the text
including "by," "afternoon," "man," "grievous loss," "faith," "righteous
deeds," "truth," and "patience," the Bab touches on many fundamental
issues of religion including the nature of the human being, the meaning
of faith and its opposite (that is, "grievous loss"), the nature of good
deeds, and the true function of patience in attaining the ultimate Truth.6

The Bab explains the phrase "By the afternoon" (Va'[- 'a~r) by analyz­
ing the meaning of the letter Vav (here meaning "By") as well as "after­
noon" ('a~r) and their mutual connection. Vav is the second letter of the
name of God, Huva (He), consisting of the letters Ha' and vav. Vav (6)

is the immediate (succeeding) manifestation ofHa' (5), and they appear
successively in the name that refers to the unseen Essence of God. In this
way Vav is a reflection of"He." However, "He" itself, which is equal to 11,

is manifested in the name of God, 'AU (the Most Exalted), because 'AU is
equal to 110, which is a reflection of 11, and thus of "He." "Afternoon,"
according to the Bab, refers to the station of Imam 'Ali because the sta­
tion of the Prophet Mu1)ammad is that of the sun at its zenith, and the
immediate manifes'tation or successor of the noon is the afternoon;
moreover, it was 'Ali who led the afternoon prayer on behalf of the
Prophet.?

The Reader's Level

The second aspect of the interpretive act refers to the level of the reader.
One of the interpretive styles most often employed by the Bab is to pres­
ent various meanings of the same sign according to the station of the
reader. Each reader belongs to a distinct level or perspective, which
depends on the individual's existential spiritual station and corresponds
to certain possible forms of understanding. In His hermeneutics, the
Bab often distinguishes these levels of comprehension in terms of the
seven stages of divine Action and their corresponding realms of exis­
tence. For example, those who live in the realm of the Will, which is the
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highest station as it is nearest to God, possess a greater, more ample per­
spective than those who abide in the (lower) realm of Determination,
and so on.

One of the most frequently found typologies of these levels classifies
readers according to their place in the hierarchy of metaphysical realms
on a continuum of nearness to or remoteness from the Divine-described
(in descending order) as the realms of Lahut (Divinity), Jabarut (the
Celestial Dominion), Malakut (the Heavenly Kingdom), and Mulk (the

Earthly Kingdom). However, the number of stages, as well as their des­
ignations and order, are flexible and they vary in the Bab's writings. In the
Commentary on the Surih of the Afternoon, for example, interpreting the
letter Rei' (the last letter of 'a~r, or "afternoon") as a reference to ra~mah

(grace), the Bab gives different meanings for "grace" as the concept applies
at each of the levels of creation, from high to low:

Then there is the sixth letter of the surih, Ra', which referreth first to
that universal Grace by which God created the Primal Will, prior to all
things, by the Will's own causation, whereby He ordained It to be the
Cause of all essences. [The letter Ra' also pointeth unto1 the Grace of
oneness by which God fashioned the souls ofall who are embraced by His
knowledge in the Book. Next, it hinteth at the universal Grace which
descendeth unto the station of Destiny, that surging and bountiful sea
within which all the creatures are distinguished.... Finally, it indicateth
the Mercy that hath encompassed all things ... the all-embracing Grace
which encompasseth the believer, the unbeliever, and all beings.8

The Referential Level

The third aspect of the interpretive process concerns the objective ref­
erence of the signs. Since the divine words are considered to be creative
as well as descriptive, each word has specific applications and manifes­
tations at all levels of objective reality. Each divine utterance is under­
stood as penetrating all grades of existence, giving rise to various
meanings at each level. An example of reference to the grades of existence
is the eight stages in the longitudinal chain of being. These stages cor­
respond to the eight levels of paradise, beginning with the level of
Ahsolute Unity, and continuing with the seven stages of divine creative
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Action. The stages of being also correspond to the hierarchy of spiri­
tual stations (after Absolute Unity, seven stages beginning with Bayan or
True Exposition) as well as the hierarchy of beings (the realms of eter­
nal paradise, prophets, humans, angels, jinn, animals, plants, and min­
erals). Thus words like "faithful" or "grace" in the passage quoted above
have distinct meanings at different levels of objective reality. Although
all beings are embodiments of divine grace, all participate in faith in
their Creator, and all sing His praise, the words "faith" and "praise" mean
very different things at the level of the Prophet and at the level of ordi­
nary humans, and so on.9

The Modality Level

Finally, the modality of interpretation provides yet another source of
diversification of meaning within the interpretive act. Each sign can be
interpreted in its outward and manifest, or inward and hidden, aspect.
These dimensions, in turn, can be further divided into a range of other
levels such as the "hidden of the hidden" and the "manifest of the man­
ifest." The continuum of levels extends from the most subtle, mystical,
divine, essential, abstract, and immaterial, to the tangible, concrete,
earthly, material, and historical levels of reality.

In the following passage, the Bab refers to some of these dimen­
sions of interpretation that manifest aspects of the plenitude of mean­
mg:

Know thou that each letter thereof [the Morning Prayer of Imam
'Ali] pertaineth to seven stations that were enjoined by the Imam to Jabir
in reference to true recognition. Everyone uf these stations referreth to
the four worlds that are at times referred to as Divinity (Ldhut), which is
the realm of the heart and the first dharr; Dominion (Jabarut), which is
the realm of the intellect and the second dharr; and the Contingent King­
dom (Mulk), which is the realm of the soul as well as the third witness­
ing spot and the declarative word of Divine Unity; and finally the
Kingdom (Malakut), which is the station of testimony as well as the
fourth witnessing spot and the word of magnification. Each one of these
realms applieth to all the eight rings of the chain of being, as realized by
the people oftruth. IO
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History and Text in Two Commentaries

The existing commentary on the Surih of the Cow consists of two parts.
The first part is an interpretation of the first juzv (one-thirtieth) of the
Qur'an (which includes the first 141 verses of the Surih of the Cow), while
the existing copy of the second part interprets only a few verses of the sec­
ond juzv and remains incomplete. I will refer to the latter work as Com­
mentary on the Surih of the Cow II. Both parts are written in the mode
of educational/rational discourse. Yet the Rib has mentioned that during
His journey to Mecca and Medina He also revealed in the language of
divine verses a complete interpretation of the second part of the Surih of
the Cow. Some authors refer to this work as the Commentary on the
Surih of the Cow II. Unfortunately this text was stolen on that same jour­
ney to Mecca. It seems that the Bab began to reveal the (later stolen) text,
which was in the mode of divine verses, before completing the existing
first part, which is in the educational/rational mode.

Opinions differ on when the existing first part was written, and var­
ious dates for the completion of the text have been proposed, including
the beginning of the year A.II. 1259, the beginning of 1261, and the begin­
ning of 1260. 11 The Bab Himself specifies within the text that He began
to write it on the night of Siyyid Ka~im's passing, which occurred at the
end of 1259 (corresponding to December 31,1843). Thus the Bab began
to write this work five months before I lis declaration. He also tells us
that the work was completed at the end of 1260. This chronology is con­
firmed by the fact that within the final parts of the text the Bab refers to
His meeting with Mirza Mu1).iH-Kirmani while He was in Mecca. 12

In both the Commentary on the Surih of the Cow and the Commen­
tary on the Surih of Joseph, which deal with long Qur'<inic chapters, the
basic unit of analysis is the verse. Nevertheless, the structures of the two
commentaries are different. The Commentary on the Surih of the Cow
is a continuous text without division into chapters, while the Commen­
tary on the Sl1rih of Joseph is divided into 111 chapters or surihs corre­
sponding to the verses in the Qur'anic surih. The main difference between
the two works, however, lies in their substantive interpretive framework,
which involves the relation of the text to history. The Surih of the Cow
(the second and longest chapter of the Qur'an) addresses many subjects
including the progression of prophets and cultures in time: it relates
the story of creation, Adam and Eve, their fall, their children, Noah,
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Abraham, the children of Israel, Moses, Jesus, and MuJ:tammad, as well
as the story of various communities and their relationship to God's
covenant and justice. The Bab's commentary on this surih, however,
interprets all the verses of the Qur'anic text as referring to the stations of
'Ali, MuJ:tammad, f:Iusayn, and other sacred figures of the Islamic
covenant. 'Ali and f:Iusayn are often presented as the ultimate intended
meanings of all the verses of the surih including those verses that deal with
various historical figures, such as Adam, Israel, and Moses, as well as
those that describe various laws and ordinances, and even those verses that
refer to objects such as stone, rivers, and bread. The Surih of Joseph, in
contrast, relates the story of the life of one person, Joseph. But the Bab's
commentary interprets Joseph's life as symbolizing major turning points
in sacred history and Joseph himself as a progression of historical fig­
ures: in addition to representing himself, Joseph also symbolizes Imam
f:Iusayn, the Bab, and the Promised One of the Babi Dispensation.

The Surih of the Cow begins with the three disconnected letters Alif,
Lim, Mim (A, L, M). Interpreting those letters, the Bab writes:

For the people of truth, this verse representeth the recognition of God,
glorified be He, for they recognize all the Qur'anic letters as one letter, and
all their meanings as a single meaning, regardless of the difference in let­
ters and the diversity of meanings.... For verily they behold naught but
God....

The letter Alif referreth to MuJ:tammad, the blessings of God rest
upon Him, for He representeth the Guardianship of God (Allah); the
letter Lim referreth to 'Ali, peace be upon Him, while the letter Mim
standeth for hi!imih, the blessings of God rest upon Her. Verily, God
hath created Lam and Mim by His bidding, so that when joined together
they signify the word Be (KUIl), whereby the heavens and earth were
raised up by His Command.l.J

In the first part of this passage, the disconnected letters of the Qur'an
are understood as references to the sanctuary of the heart and the undif­
ferentiated unity of the Word or Logos, where the diversity of surihs,
verses, phrases, and words all merges into the unity of those letters. Then
at the level of divine Action and differentiation of those letters, the let­
ter A is interpreted as Allah and His representative MuJ:tammad, which
becomes the cause of the letters Land M-standing for 'Ali and Fa!imih.
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These two letters together, the Bab says, constitute the creative Word
"Be," which calls all reality into being. The numerical value of Land M
together equals the value of the letters comprising the word "Be" (K and
N, or kun), or seventy. Out of the union of 'Ali and Fa!imih, the Imams

were created. In terms of the stages of creation alluded to here, A corre­
sponds to the Primal Will in its pure unity and transcendence, while Land
M represent Will and Determination, whose union makes possible the

third stage of creation, Destiny. Out of this union all reality comes into
existence.

In interpreting the verse, "0 Adam! Dwell thou and thy wife in heaven,

and partake ye plentifully therefrom wheresoever ye desire; but unto this
tree draw not nigh, lest ye become of the transgressors,"14 the Bab says:

The Primal Adam is the Will, Who is the Primal Utterance (Dhikr),
manifested in the primal realm of contingency. His consort is Determi­
nation, which is the resolution regarding the Primal Utterance, and
heaven is the heaven of Oneness and not that of Absolute Unity
(A~adiyyat).This is so inasmuch as therein no mention can there be of
proximity to the tree, whether in the realm of probability or in reality. Fur
it is the eternal heaven; whoever is admitted therein doth not leave, and
he who is kept out shall never enter....

The heaven of the Primal Adam is the Sea ofAbsolute Unity. After he
[Adam] became intimate with his wife, who is naught but the station of
the definition of Adam, their Lord made them to dwell in the heaven of
unity, and commanded them to approach Him through the ways of
divine unity and the manners of celestial qualities, and the awareness of
that which they desire, endlessly and infinitely. He then covenanted with
them not to approach the tree, which is the sign of Absolute Unity. For,
verily, whoever gazeth upon it with the eye of contingency shall never rec­
ognize it and would thus punish himself: whilst he who gazeth upon it
with the eye of the tree itself will truly recognize the tree because then the
one who hath recognized it and the object of his recognition become
one (Absolute Unity). This tree is the tree of Mu~ammad,wherein the
sign of Absolute Unity is manifest, and it is the furthermost direction of
the Will. But the Primal Adam and llis wife approached it through their
knowledge, but not action, and thus they became transgressors.... And
the first child born in the realm of contingency after their transgression
is the Sea of Destiny, which remaineth beyond the comprehension of
anyone save God. IS
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In this passage, the process of creation-that is, the descent of the Primal
Will through the seven stages of creation-is designated symbolically as
the transgression of Adam and Eve, representing the first and second
stages of divine creative Action, respectively.

Regarding the Qur'anic verse, "0 Children of Israel! Remember My

favour wherewith I showed favour upon you; and be true to your covenant
with Me, I will he true to My covenant with you,"16 the Bah states:

Israel is in truth 'Ali, peace be upon him, and those who were
addressed by him are his progeny, who are the eleven Imams, peace be
upon them. God thus hath commanded them to reveal their guardian­
ship within themselves, inasmuch as God hath verily shed the splen­
dours of His revelation upon them and through them. "Be true to your
covenant with Me": this covenant is the epitome ofservitude on their part,
that ") will be true to My covenant with you"; thus it hestoweth the lord­
ship of God on them and through themY

Explaining the verse, "And remember when We rescued you from the

people of Pharaoh.... They slew your male children ... ," 18 the Bab says:

This verse is addressed to hi!imih, her husband, and her father, the bless­
ings of God rest upon them, and Pharaoh, the father of all evils ... and
the object of this, Yazid, the curse of God be upon him. 19 The reference
to slaying pertaineth to the progeny of the Apostle, and their Prince,
J::Iusayn.... By God! Through his martyrdom the signs of glorification
and the tokens of praise were slain, causing all who dwell in the worlds
of creation and generation to weep and lament for the intensity of his
affliction. 20

Interpreting the verse, "And when Moses asked drink for His people,
We said, 'Strike the rock with thy rod'; and from it there gushed twelve
fountains ... ,"21 the Bab states: "The striker is MuQ.ammad, the blessings

of God rest upon Him and His kin; the rod is 'Ali, peace be upon him; the

rock is ta!imih, the blessings of God rest upon her; and the fountains,
the twelve Imams, peace be upon them. For 'Ali, peace be upon him,
occupieth two stations: one is the station of guardianship amongst them,
while in the station of the rod he remaineth separate from them."22
Finally, the Bab interprets the verse, "Thus We have made you a middle
people ... ,"23 as follows: "Verily, God hath ordained that, within the
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stages of divine Action, the middle people indicate the six stages of Deter­
mination, Destiny, Decree, Permission, Term, and Book. These are the
Causes of creation and are the Witnesses unto the people of the Supreme
Cloud of Subtlety."24

The interpretive structure of the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph
reverses this pattern. Where the Commentary on the Surih of the Cow
took historical events as symbolizing spiritual figures, the Commentary
on the Surih of Joseph sees the account of one spiritual figure as symbol­
izing the progression of historical events. The two commentaries, taken
together, thus express two different sides of the same truth. This cssen­
tial mutual interdependence of the commentaries has largely been neg­
lected, however, and, instead, qualitative breaks between the two tcxts

have been emphasized.25 But in fact the unity of apparently opposite
interpretive logics which we see in these commentaries is the hallmark
of the Bab's theology: the two seemingly opposite types of relation
bctwccn phcnomenal history and the Sacred Word are expressions of

the principle of progressive revelation.
In the Commentary on the Surih of the Cow, we see the unity of all

the Manifestations of God. Here, all the Prophets are one with
MuJ:1ammad, and all refer to the inner station of 'Ali and J::Iusayn. In this
commentary, it is the crcative Word of God, the Logos, and the creative
divine Action that are the innermost truth of all the Prophets, of all
beings, and of all the divine verscs. In other words, while the Qur'anic
surih describes various events and cultures in history, the Bab's com­
mentary consistently explains the meaningful, teleological, and purposive
character of history. History in all its manifestations is the expression of
an ultimate spiritual reality, namely, the divine Action or the Primal Will,
where origin and end are one and the same. Conversely, the Commen­
tary on the Surih of Joseph shows the progressive march of history as
interrelated stages of the realization of the same spiritual meaning and

purpose.
As we have seen before, this unity of the two approaches is the essence

of the supreme interpretive principle of all the works of the Bab: to dis­
dose, through the interpretive act, the supreme Origin, Cause, and End
of all things within the phenomenal realm so that all things are seen as
the mirror of their underlying reality and truth-the revelation of God
enshrined within them. For the Bab, the truth of all phenomena is that
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essential unity, or the reflection of the Countenance of the Beloved,
within the heart of all things. As the Word of God, in the Holy Scrip­
ture, treats phenomenal reality in terms of its hidden truth, everything
then points to the Will, Mu1).ammad, and the other manifestations of the
Logos.

But if the Commentary on the Surih of the Cow emphasizes the one­
ness of all religions, all Prophets, all divine Revelations, and all beings, the

Commentary on the Surih of Joseph emphasizes the other side of this
truth. The spiritual truth that is the inner reality of Joseph is manifested
within the phenomenal realm in a progressive and historically specific
form. The aspect of unity is inseparable from the aspect of historicity

and progress. Together they constitute the principle of progressive rev­
elation, the bedrock of the Rib's metaphysics.

Dating the Qayyumu'l-Asma'

Before discussing the structural features of the Commentary on the Surih
of Joseph, the Qayylimu'l-Asma', two points need to be clarified. First, the
writings of the central figures of the Baha'i Faith usually identify this
work as the Bab's "First Book." However, in Sources for Early Beihi Doctrine
and History, Denis MacFoin faults 'Ahdu'l-Baha for "mistakenly" referring
to the Qayylimu'l-Asma' as the "first book" of the Bab, as if this reference
were evidence that 'Abdu'l-Baha was unaware that the Bab had written
other works previously, including the Commentary on the Surih of the
COW.26 However, MacEoin himself says that such references "must he

taken as meaning the first work composed subsequent to the inception
of [the Bab's J prophetic career," although he is unwilling to ascribe this
understanding to 'Abdu'I-Baha.27

It is obvious, however, that 'Abdu'l-Baha is referring to the fact that,
within the ministry of the Bah-that is, within the category of books
written by the Bab as the founder of a new religion-the Qayyumu'l­
Asma' was the Bab's first work. In fact 'Abdu'I-Baha is following exactly
the Bab's own usage. In the Epistle of Justice: Root Principles ($a1).ifiy-i­
'Adliyyih), the Bab designates Mulla f::Iusayn as the first learned one of the
"First Book" (the Qayyumu'I-Asma').28 And in the Seven Proofs the Bab
speaks of enjoining the laws of the Qur'an "in His first Book," again refer­
ring to the Qayy(Imu'I-Asma'.29
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The second point relates to the date when the Qayy1imu'I-Asma' was
written. MacEoin has argued that this work was composed over a long
period stretching from the night of the Bab's declaration in Shiraz to the
time when the Bah was in Mecca and Medina. He bases this inference on
textual evidence within the Qayyumu'l-Asma' including "two references
to 'this month of Ramadan,'" which he assumes to be ('most probably
Ramadan 1260/August-September 1844." He also cites various references
to Mecca, the Sacred House of God (the Ka'bah), such as "his call 'from
this protected land, the station of Abraham,'" which he takes as "appar­
ently Mecca," and the Bab's statement, "'when I went to the Ka'ba (al­
bayt), I found the house raised up on square supports before the Bab;
and, when I sought to perform the circumambulation around the Ka'ba,
I found that the duty imposed in truth in the Mother of the Book was
seven times,'" which he interprets as referring to "what seems to have
been yet another experience in Mecca." MacEoin adds that "these refer­
ences, all of which occur in the later sections of the book, strongly sug­
gest that it was completed during the Bab's pilgrimage to Mecca."3o

Although a categorical conclusion would require further research,
there are reasons to doubt the accuracy of this argument. The Bab Him­
self says that the text was written within forty days. In a letter written in
Bushihr (or possibly Muscat), on the return journey from Mecca, the
Bab says: "This lowly One hath completed the Commentary on the Surih
of Joseph in forty days, during which I wrote parts thereof each day."31
MacEoin as well as Lawson have argued that this "forty days" cannot
mean forty successive days, but must indicate forty days scattered over
many months. But there are problems with that interpretation. In none
of His works does the Bab speak in this way. Furthermore, the full con­
text of the statement does not fit that reading.

The Bab is discussing the miraculous speed of His writing as a proof
that His revelation is inimitable. As evidence, He refers to the writing of
the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph in forty days, and of a previous
Epistle (most likely the Hidden Treasured Epistle) in one night. In that
context, forty days cannot mean many months. The Bab frequently com­
pares the speed of His revelation to that of the revelation of the Qur'an.
The latter was revealed over twenty-three years while the Bab reveals the
equivalent amount in just a few days. But obviously, with respect to the
Qur'an, "twenty-three years" does not mean 8,395 consecutive days of
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revelation. If"forty days" means almost a year, then the comparison with
the Qur'an in terms of the speed of revelation is meaningless.

In fact, other textual evidence within the same letter further confirms
that the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph may have been written in
forty consecutive days. In the letter, the Bab writes: "Now it is ten months
that the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph hath been circulating
amongst the people ... yet no one hath even completed an accurate tran­
scription thereof." He adds that those parts that have been sent from Shi­
raz are filled with mistakes. But how could anyone complete an accurate
copy in the last ten months if the commentary itself had not already been
finished at least ten months before that date? And if the commentary

had just been completed after the trip to Mecca, how could the Bab expect
there to be a complete copy many months before He had finished writ­
ing the text?

The fact that the Bab revealed the commentary in forty days itself is
quite meaningfuL As we will see shortly, the QayyUmu'I-Asma' is struc­

tured around forty units (each chapter consisting of forty verses) because
this number symbolizes "before Me" (ii, equal to 40). As to the textual evi­
dence within the QayyUmu'I-Asma mentioned by MacEoin, the Bab's
references to the month of Rama4an or the House of God in Mecca

seem, rather, to be signifying deeper symbolic spiritual meanings: the
QayyUmu'I-Asma' interprets all the Qur'anic terms as references to their
inner truth, which is the reality of the Bab Himself. The month of
Rama4an and the House of God are no exceptions to this rule.

MacEoin, however, reads the Bab's references to the month of
Rama4an literally, taking them as evidence that those parts of the text were
written in Rama4an of 1260, four months after the declaration of the
Bab. But this cannot be the case. One of these references is in the Surih
of the Book (Kitab), which is Surih 41 of the text:

o Concourse of Light! Hearken unto My Call in this Sacred Month:
this verily is "the month of Rama9<in, in which the Qur'an was revealed."32
I verily am God, none other God is there but Me.

God hath verily sent down unto Me, on this Night of Power (Laylatu'l­
Qadr), His Revelation....

Say, verily, I am the Sacred House, and My True Month, according to
the Book of God, is 'Ashura, the tenth of Mu~arram,the Sacred Month.
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Whoso glorifieth the Month of God and His Book, which is revealed in
very truth to proclaim My truth and the Mighty Truth, and reciteth dur­
ing that month a single letter thereof, shall assuredly receive the blessings
of the All-Merciful, His angels, and those endued with knowledge amongst
His servants.33

When we examine this statement, it becomes clear that the Bab is

identifying Himself and His Revelation symbolically as both the month
of Ramasian and the tenth of Mu~arram,rather than literally recording
the date of writing. Since the Qayylimu'l-Asma' is the hidden truth of
the Qur'an, like the Qur'an it is (symbolically) being revealed in the

month of Ramasian, on the Night of Power. And since the Bab is the real­
ity of J:Iusayn, each day of the revelation of the text is also the tenth of
Mu~arram-the day of the martyrdom of l:lusayn. In other words, all the
days of all the revelations of the Bab are, metaphorically, the Night of
Power, the twenty-third of Rama9<in, and the tenth ofMu~arram.It is sig­
nificant that Islamic Traditions frequently mention that the Qa'im's call
from heaven would be heard on the Night of Power in the month of
Ramasian and that he would announce that he would arise on the tenth
of Mu~arram ..l4 In other works, the Bab uses the Night of Power to refer

to His own reality. The word for "power," qadr, is numerically equal to 304.

Since zero can be ignored in the calculation, according to the Bab the
number is actually 3 + 4 = 7, which stands for the Bab's name, 'AIi­
Mu~ammad (also 3 + 4 = 7).35 Some Traditions have interpreted the
Qur'anic verse referring to the revelation of the Qur'an on the Night of
Power as signifying the revelation of the Qa'im.36

Further evidence that the Bab's references are metaphorical and sym­
bolic is afforded by the description, in the same chapter of the Qayylimu'l­
Asma', of the Bab as being present on Mount Sinai. This, once again,
obviously cannot be meant literally. But there is yet another reason why
we can be sure that this chapter could not have been written after the
Bab's departure from Shiraz. We know that shortly after His declaration,
the Bab sent one of the Letters of the Living, Mulla 'Ali Bas!amf, to Iraq
to proclaim the new Cause to the major learned figures of that area.
Bas!amf carried with him a copy of the Qayylimu'l-Asma' as evidence of
the truth of the Bab's claim. Basramf was imprisoned, and a joint coun­
cil of Shf'ih and Sunni clergy tried Him and condemned the author of the
Qayyumu'l-Asma'. In their decree they quote from various parts of the
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text to support their indictment. This important document proves that
it is most likely that Bas!amf's copy contained at least half of the book
because the clerics' decree includes quotations from chapters 62 and 65.3'

Bas!ami had left Shiraz about two months after the Bab's declaration.
Since the Surih of the Book is the forty-first chapter of the text, it must
have been written before Bas!ami's departure, in which case the men­
tion of the month of Rama~ancannot be a literal reference to the date of
writing.38

The Bab's references to Mecca and the House of God must also be
taken as metaphorical. We can see that everyone of them is an interpre­
tation of Qur'anic verses, and they all describe the reality of the Bab.
l~rom the very beginning, the Bab refers to Himself as the "Sacred
House"-for His reality is the true place of pilgrimage. In the Surih of the
Book, quoted earlier, the Bab says, "Say! I verily am the Sacred House, and
My True Month, according to the Book of God, is 'Ashura, the tenth of
Mu~arram." This passage was written long before the Bab's journey to
Mecca.

In His early writings the Bab identifies the four levels of the divine
covenant with the four true Points of Adoration to which one turns in
prayer (the Qiblih, which is the Sacred House). The heart's Point ofAdo­
ration is God; the intellect's is the Prophet Mu~ammad; the soul's is the
Imam; and the body's is the station of the Bab, Who is the Sacred House
of God.39 Since He is the Sacred House, the entire text is being revealed
"in the Sacred House," and the term "Protected Land" (Baladu'I-Amin)

becomes the designation for Shiraz, where the Bab then resided. Fur­
thermore, the "Twin Sacred Shrines" (which normally refer to Mecca and
Medina) now refer to the places of the Bab's birth and declaration in
Shiraz.40 The identification of the Bab as the House of God is explicitly
affirmed in the earlier parts of the Qayylimu'l-Asma' itself, passages that
we know were revealed in Shiraz. For example, in the Surih of He (Huva),

chapter 45, we read: "Praise be to God, Who hath revealed this Book, in
truth, unto His Servant, and ordained the angels of the heavens and earth
to be Its bearers, that they may circle round this Bab. For verily We have
appointed the Sacred House, in truth, to be in His heart."41

The same symbolic equivalence occurs in the statement quoted by
MacEoin. MacEuin's translation is: "'when I went to the Ka'ba (al-bayt),

I found the house raised up on square supports before the Bab; and,
when I sought to perform the circumambulation around the Ka'ba, I
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found that the duty imposed in truth in the Mother of the Book was
seven times." The Bab's original text, however, is more nuanced. It does
not say "when I went to the House of God"; rather, it says, "when I sought
(aradtu) tht; House of God."42 Such a "visit" to the Ka'bah may in fact
have been a metaphorical and spiritual "journey." The point of the Bab's
statement is to disclose the hidden meaning of the pilgrimage laws in the
Qur'an. The Bab is saying that they all refer to the being of the Bab. Thus
the House of God is based on "four supports"-the four levels of the

covenant, which are united in the fourth support (the Bab); and the duty
of circumambulating is seven times, as a reference to the name of the Bab.

However, the exact date of the revelation of the Qayylimu'l-Asma'
cannot be ascertained with certainty and needs more research. A compli­

cating aspect is that toward the end of the book (chapter 92) the Bab
speaks of five people from the holy land who have just been accepted as
those who have preceded in faith, including the "youth from Qazvin,"
and mentions the Bab's dispute with "the remote soul" within the twin

sacred shrines. If we assume that these references are to Letters of the
Living coming to Shiraz to find the Rib, then we can say that the text
was revealed in approximately forty consecutive days-approximately,
because within forty days of the Bab's declaration no one had accepted
Him other than Mulhi J:Iusayn.

The Structure ofthe Commentary
on the Surih ofJoseph

The Bab's decision to use His interpretation of the Surih of Joseph as a
vehicle to declare His mission is not accidental. The first message conveyed'
by the very form of the commentary concerns the Bab's true station. To
understand this fact, we must note that in the writings of the Bab, one spe­
cific Qur'anic verse holds particular significance. This verse, which is
repeated twice in the Qur'an, says, "God, there is none other God but
Him, the Ever-Living (lfayy), the Self-Subsisting (Qayyum)."43 Accord­
ing to the Bab, this verse is realized in His own Revelation, which mani­
fests the names of God "the Ever-Living" and "the Self-Subsisting." In
the Bab's later works, He Himself represerits the name "the Self-Subsist­
ing," while His first eighteen believers symbolize the name "the Ever-Liv­
ing." Qayyum (Self-Subsisting) implies not only that which exists in itself,
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but also that which is the source of the existence of everything else: all
other things depend on it. The Manifestation of God, as the Point of the
Will, is the Qayyum, whereas all things are created by it amI depend upon
it for their existence.

The first eighteen believers in the Bab are the representatives of the
name "the Ever-Living" (ijayy); their lives are dependent on the Qayyum,
the Self-Subsisting. Numerically Qayyum is equivalent to the word
"Joseph," both being 150. "Joseph," therefore, stands for the divine name

Qayyum (which also, as the Bab says, refers to Qd'im), and thus Joseph
becomes the vehicle for the proclamation of the new Revelation. In other

words, the Bab is the Qayyum and, ultimately, the true Joseph.
The Bab makes these connections explicitly in a letter addressed to His

uncle Mirza Siyyid Mul).ammad, which explains His station as the real­
ization of the "Mystery" of Mul).ammad:

Inasmuch as every morning I saw thee reciting these words, "I believe
in the Mystery of the Family of Mul).ammad," I now intend to lift the
veil, that thy deed may mirror thy words.... The inception of the year
1260 [18441 was the beginning of the revelation of"Mystery." Hence it was
revealed: "There is no power nor strength except in God, the Exalted
('AU), the Mighty ('A~im)." For after the period of negation, the cycle of
affirmation is completed by the year 1260, which is the beginning of the
Mystery ofMu~ammadand His Family, the blessings of God and all His
glory rest upon them. Inasmuch as the revelation of this Mystery is the
revelation of God Himself-that is, a revelation in the station of divine
Lordship rather than mere prophethood or guardianship-He revealed
Himself through the proclamation: "Verily, I Myself am God; there is
none other God but Me."

At the time of this Revelation, the first to recognize Him was
Mul,1ammad, the blessings of God rest upon Him-as it is explicitly men­
tioned in the Tradition-then the Commander of the Faithful, peace be
upon him, and then the Imams, peace be upon them. This is the mystery
of the Qur'anic verse, "When Joseph' addressed His Father, saying, '0
My Father! I saw eleven stars, and the sun and the moon; I saw them
bowing down before Me."'44

That statement provides us with the crucial terms to understand the
complex layers of symbolism in the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph.
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The reference to the concept of"Mystery" is perhaps the most significant
key unlocking the entire text. Although it will be discussed in more detail
later, the passage just quoted needs some initial clarification.

Let us examine the following part first: "The inception of the year
1260 [1844 J was the beginning of the revelation of 'Mystery.' Hence it
was revealed: 'There is no power nor strength except in God, the Exalted
('Ali), the Mighty ('A?im).' For after the period of negation, the cycle of
affirmation is completed by the year 1260, which is the beginning of the
Mystery of MUQammad and His Family...." Here the Bab connects the
date of the inception of His Revelation, the year A.H. 1260 (A.D. 1844), to
a famous Islamic Tradition frequently mentioned in His own writings. The
Tradition consists of a negation ("There is no power nor strength") and
a letter of affirmation, "except," which is followed by the affirmation ("in
God, the Exalted ['Ali], the Mighty ['A?im ]"). The Bab is saying that the
entire cycle of Islam is the affirmation subsequent to the negation. The
completion of the affirmation becomes the beginning point of the appear­
ance of the Mystery of the Islamic Revelation. It symbolizes the inception
of the age of the disclosure of hidden meanings and the inner truth of
Islam.

The numerical value of the words of affirmation, "in God, the Exalted,

the Mighty" (Billdhi'l-'Aliyyi'l-'A?im), is 1260 (68 + 141 + 1051). Note that
here God is referred to by the name 'Ali (the Exalted). As we will see, the
identity of the name of God with the name of the Bab plays a significant
role in the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph. In addition, in His writ­
ings the Bab often refers to Himself as the "Great" or "Mighty" ('A?im),

while referring to the Promised One (Baha'u'llah) as the "Most Great" or
"Most Mighty" (A'?am).

In the last part of the statement, the Bab makes it clear that "Joseph"
is equal to the divine name Qayyum, which is the truth and inner reality
of the Qa'im. Thus the Bab interprets the surih of His own name as the
means of declaring Himself to the world. And indeed, "Qayyumu'l­
Asma''' was the Bab's favourite name for the commentary. This title can
be translated as "The Self-Subsisting Lord of All Names," implying that
all names, including the names of God, subsist by virtue of the name
Qayyum.

But the most visible clue to the secret of the Qayyumu'l-Asm.f is
found in the Bab's reference to the sun, the moon, and the eleven stars
bowing down or prostrating themselves before Joseph. Here, the Bab
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links the Qayyumu'l-Asma' to the secrets revealed in His later works.
The statement in fact provides one of the most interesting examples of
the continuity of the Bab's early and later writings.

The organizational structure of the Qayylimu'l-Asma' itself refers to
the spiritual meanings that are unveiled in the text. In the tablet quoted
above, the Bab explains: "And He prefaced each surih with two of the
verses of the Qur'an, that it should indicate that He is the Point of the
Furqan in the letter Ba' of the opening phrase of the Qur'an (Bismillah),
upon Whom, according to the Tradition, all depend for' their existence.
And He ordained each surih to consist of forty verses that it might point
to the number of the words 'before Me' (li, equal to 40) in the verse 'bow­
ing down before Me.'" The number of verses in each chapter is there­
fore a testimony to the station of the Bab as the Qayyum, the One before
whom Mu~ammad, 'Ali, and the Imams bow down. However, in the
Khutbiy-i-Dhikriyyih, the Bab describes the number of verses in the
Qayylimu'l-Asma' slightly differently. Calling the Qayylimu'l-Asma' "the

Book of J:!usayn" (Kitabu'l-J:!usayniyyah), He explains that it is "an inter­
pretation of the Surih of Joseph, peace be upon Him. The entire book con­
sisteth of 111 perspicuous surihs, each containing forty-two verses."45

The number 42 is equal to the word bali (read as bald) or "yea," refer­

ring to the affirmative response uttered by the faithful to the primordial
covenantal call of God, "Am I not your Lord?" However, both numbers
of verses, forty and forty-two, are literally correct. In fact the identity of
the two is the key to understanding the statement of the Bab. As the Bab
mentioned, each surih consists of forty verses preceded by two Qur'anic

verses: the opening phrase of the Qur'an ("In the name of God, the Most
Gracious, the Most Merciful"), followed by the specific Qur'anic verse that
is interpreted in that particular chapter. Forty verses then follow in the
interpretive body of the chapter. As we saw, the Bab identifies the two
opening verses with the Letter Ba', the first letter of the opening phrase
of the Qur'an, which is considered to contain all spiritual mysteries, and
which is the Point of the Qur'an. The forty- two verses of each surih equal
half (yea), and of these, the first two represent Ba', and the next forty
represent li. The difference between the words bali (which is written bli)
and li is the letter Ba'. Thus the Bab is saying that each surih of His text
expresses the fact that the Bab Himself is the Point of the Qur'an, hidden
within the first two Qur'anic verses. This B, representing the Bab, precedes
the concept of li (before Me, for Me). The word li itself refers to the
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absolute sovereignty of the Point. Thus the station of the Point, the hid­
den truth of the Qur'an, has now become manifest in the sovereignty of
the Bab. It is this unity that represents the fulfillment of the divine
covenant.

Both the Qur'anic SUrih of Joseph and the Qayyl.imu'l-Asma' con­
sist of 111 surihs. But there is a minor organizational point here that has
gone unnoticed. Various writers have assumed that each surih of the
Bab's text is an interpretation of one of the verses of the Surih of Joseph.
Since the latter has 111 verses, the commentary contains 111 surihs. How­
ever, the first surih of the Qayyl.imu'l-Asma' is an introductory chapter
which does not interpret any of the verses of the Surih of Joseph. The
interpretation of the Surih of Joseph begins with the second chapter of
the Qayylimu'l-Asma'. Yet the number of surihs in the Qayyl.imu'l-Asma'
is 111. This puzzle is easily solved when we note that surih 81 of the Qayyli­
mu'l-Asma' actually interprets two consecutive verses, 80 and 81, of the
Surih of Joseph.

The number of chapters in the Qayyumu'l-Asma' also conveys an
important symbolic meaning. For the Bab, both 110 and 111 (110 + 1 as the
integrative form of all the letters) are the numerical value of His own
name, 'Ali-a point He makes clear in another early work, the Commen­
tary on Bismilldh. In this text, which is a detailed interpretation of the
opening phrase of the Qur'an, the Bab writes: "Verily the number of the
name of'Ali, peace be upon Him, is 1ll."46 Then the Bab explains that the
name 'Ali consists of three repetitions of the number 1. The unity of these
three I'S refers to the unity of God, MUQammad, and 'Ali in the person of
the Bab, whose name is 'Ali. The Surih of Joseph, then, consists of III

verses because the hidden meaning of "Joseph" is "'Ale'-the Bab.

The Unity ofDivine Verses and Interpretation

Like its structure, the form in which the Qayyl.imu'l-Asma' was revealed
also communicates much about its message and the station of its author.
A perceptive reader will immediately notice a fundamental paradox in the
Qayyl.imu'l-Asma', a paradox which is at the same time the most visible
clue to the content of this complex work. Although the text is a com­
mentary-an interpretive work-it is written in the mode of divine
verses. As we have seen, the mode of divine verses is the language of
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revelation associated with the Primal Will and the Point of the Qur'an.
The mode of commentary, which explains the meaning of the divine
verses, is primarily the language of the Imams, who were the interpreters
of the Holy WordY These two modes of revelation thus normally per­
tain to two different sacred stations. In the Islamic Dispensation, only
God revealed divine verses, and only the Prophet MuJ:1ammad, in His
role as the Point of the Furqan, was the recipient of such revelation. The

Imams were subordinate in station to the Apostle of God, and their
interpretations were never, and could never be, considered to be divine
verses.

This relationship is completely transformed by the Qayytimu'l-Asma'.

Here we have a work which is ostensibly an interpretation of a surih of
the Qur'an, and yet which is itself written in the mode of divine verses.
It is simultaneously divine verses and interpretation of divine verses. The
Bab penned many other interpretive works that were not in the mode of
divine verses: the existing commentaries on the Surihs of Abundance,
the Afternoon, and the Cow are written in other modes. However, none
of those works was the manifesto of the new Revelation. The significance
of the Qayylimu'l-Asma' as the Bab's declarative testimony of His mission
is thus mirrored in the form in which it was revealed.

The immediate meaning implicitly communicated by this unique
form is that its author, the Bab, is both the Qa'im (the Twelfth Imam) and
the Point of the Qur'an (a new Manifestation of God). Simultaneously,
the fundamental hidden message of the text is the identity of these two

stations in the reality of the Bab. The Qayyumu'l-Asma' announces the
advent of the "Great Announcement" foretold in the Qur'an, the incep­
tion of a new prophetic cycle, the commencement of the age of the dis­
closure of hidden meanings and inner secrets. The Imam is now the

vehicle of the Point of the Will, speaking through the Bab by means of
the direct revelation of divine verses. The Bab Himself is the identity of
different grades of spiritual reality, the manifestation of divine attrib­
utes, and therefore He is the First and the Last, the Manifest and the
Hidden.

The formal paradox of the Qayytimu'l-Asma' explains the ambiguity
of the use of the first person plural ("We"), as found throughout the text.
Although the first person plural, as the voice of the Point of the Will, is
the vehicle of the direct revelation of divine verses, here it actually refers
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most of the time to the reality of the Imam, who is now the Point of the
Will, and thus the Speaker of the verses of God. This paradox is also
echoed in many substantive features of the text. Next, we will examine four
types of textual paradoxes, those of mystery, fire, colour, and glorification.

These paradoxes are the most often repeated themes in the Qayyu.mu'l­
Asma', and as we will see, they are also crucial keys for unlocking the

enigmas of this work.

Four Levels ofMystery

The concept of "Mystery" is perhaps the most frequent topic encoun­

tered in the entire Commentary on the Slirih of Joseph. Hardly any of the

111 slirihs of the text is without explicit references to it. The Rib uses the

various expressions and types of mystery to allude to the reality of His own

station and the secret of the text itself. For example:

Seek ye eagerly God's Most Mighty Reward, through the Bab, for the
Bab of Truth, the Exalted Mystery of God, this 'Ali, Who is evident in
the Mother Book. ... 0 people of Glory! Hearken ye unto the call of
God, raised within the Inscribed Mystery, out of these Crimson Leaves,
that hath descended from the Throne upon this Snow-White Leaf, to
bow down upon the Yellow Dust.48

o people of the Supreme Cloud of Subtlety! Hearken unto My call
from this Radiant Moon, Whose Countenance shall never eclipse the
Face of this Youth of the East and the West, the One ye find mentioned
in all the Holy Scriptures as the Mystery that is hidden upon the Writ­
ten Line.... He verily is the Truth in the accent of Mul]ammad, and He
is the Mystery Who shineth forth out of the body of 'Ali, the hidden
Dove-like Light within the heart of Fatimili.... This is verily the Mystery
of Mysteries, Who hath been inscribed in the vicinity of the Water....49

Of course, references to "Mystery" are not limited to the Qayyumu'l­

Asma'. In the Bab's commentary on the Tradition of Truth, for example,
we find: "Such a station cannot be described by any allusion, notwith­

standing that its absolute nearness is remote, and its absolute remote­
ness is near. The veils are powerless to conceal it. He is Supreme over all
things, Hidden by the Mystery, and Veiled by the Hidden Mystery, that
cannot be unraveled except through Mystery."5o
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These passages give a sampling of the many references to the Bab as
the" Mystery," the "Mystery of Mysteries," the "Hidden Mystery," and the
"Mystery veiled by Mystery." The ultimate meaning of these references
is already evident in the Bab's own explanation of the "Mystery of the
Family of Mu~ammad"as explained in the letter to His uncle, Mirza
Siyyid Mu~ammad. In that tablet, the Bab refers to "the inception of the
year 1260" as "the beginning of the Mystery ofMu~ammad and His Fam­
ily," and states that "the revelation of this Mystery is the revelation of
God Himself-that is, a revelation in the station of divine Lordship rather
than mere prophethood or guardianship...."51 This passage not only
shows that the references in the Qayylimu'I-Asma' to "Mystery" indicate
that the Bah is the inner truth of Islam and the Qur'an, but they also

demonstrate that the concept of Mystery refers solely to the station of the
Primal Will, the Point of the Qur'an. As the revelation of Mystery is the
revelation of God, it is primarily expressed in the mode of divine verses.
It is interesting that the Arabic word for mystery (sirr) is numerically
equivalent to 26o-which itself points directly to the year in which the
Bab's Revelation began.

Yet this Mystery has multiple layers: the Qayyumu'l-Asma' often
speaks of the Bab as the manifestation of Mystery at various levels, includ­

ing the "Hidden Mystery." The interplay between various levels of Mys­
tery alludes to the realization of all the layers of the divine covenant in the
reality of the Bab. He is the Mystery revealed in the form of the Hidden
Mystery: in other words, He is the Point of the Will that speaks as the
Imam, the Qa'im. The most detailed explanation of the meaning of"Mys­
tery" can be found in the Bab's commentary on Bismilldh, where He
writes of four levels or stations of Mystery:

Verily God, glorified be He, hath ordained for His revelation unto
His creation, through His creation, four stations, which are referred to
symbolically within the writings of the Family of God, peace be upon
Them, as Mysteries. These stations are Mystery (Sirr), the Mystery of
Mystery (Sirru's-sirr), the Hidden Mystery (Sirru'l-mustasirr), and the
Mystery veiled by Mystery (Sirru'l-muqanna'-i-bi's-sirr). Likewise, they
allude to the First Station as the Point, which is the Pivot of the Book of
God in both Creation and Revelation. 52

The Bab explains that the Point is "the Blessed Tree," "the Fire in the
Rlessed Tree," "the Snow White Pearl," "The Primary Utterance," "the
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Glory (faZcil)," "the Eternal Sun," and "the Truth of MuJ:1ammad"-all
metaphors and designations indicating that this is the station of the Pri­
mal WiI1.5.~ He goes on to explain:

The second station is that of the Mystery of Mystery. On our part, we
have referred to it as the Tree that burgeoneth forth from Mount Sinai,
bringing forth oil, colour, and food. We have also called it the gold­
coloured Pearl, the creative station of Determination-which is naught
but the determination of that which hath been willed-the eradication
of vain imaginings and upholding of the Supreme Object of knowledge,
the Breath of the All-Merciful, the Command of God, and the absolute,
complete, exalted, and lofty guardianship of'Alf.54

The third station, the Hidden Mystery, is "the station of Imam J:Iasan,

Who is represented by Us as the Pure Tree, the Green Pearl, the Sea of Des­

tiny, the Most Exalted Mystery, and the Sublime Secret. ..."55 Finally,

the Bab explains the fourth station: "The Mystery veiled by Mystery is the

Temple of Absolute Unity.... Former Traditions referred to this station

as the Holy Tree, the Crimson Reed, the Fixed Decree, the Morn of Eter­

nity, the All-Embracing Mercy, and the Rank of J:Iusayn. He, peace be
upon Him, abideth in the Station of manifested Unity after the conceal­
ment of the Trinity."5b In this passage, the Bah is equating the four stations

of Mystery with the first four stages of divine creative Action, as well as

the station of the Point and the three stations of the first alphabetical

letter, Alif. The four stations of Mystery also refer to the stations of

MuJ:1ammad, 'Ali, J:Iasan, and J:Iusayn, as well as the four levels of the
covenant. The entire text of the Qayyumu'l-Asma' defines the station of

the Bab as the manifestation of Mystery, or the Primal Will, in the name
of other levels of Mystery, including the stations of the Imam and the Gate.

The Fire amidst the Snow

Another figurative pattern frequently emphasized in the Qayyumu'l­
Asma' is the unity of the elements of fire, air, water, and earth or dust. The
Bab is variously referred to as the "Burning Bush," the "Voice of the Burn­
ing Bush," the "The Fire within the Point of Ice," the "Celestial Heaven

around the Fire," and the "Sacred Earth of Revelation." The four ele­
ments symbolize, in metaphorical language, the four layers of the divine
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covenant, representing stations that originate from the Primal Will and
which end in the Gate. When the Bab indicates, as He does frequently in
the Qayyumu'I-Asma', that all these elements are united in His own

being, He is alluding to many spiritual secrets, including the true nature
of His mission. In addition, the description of the Rib as the "Fire amidst
the Snow" also alludes to His station as the Primal Will, in which the
opposites are united. The Bab, thus, is the Point that is the Source and the

Beginning of all creation and all revelation.
Colour symbolism plays a central role in the writings of the Bab, and

a significant symbolic reference often encountered in the Qayyumu'l­

Asma' is to the colour of the leaves, branches, roots, and soil of the Burn­

ing Bush, as in the following passages:

o people of the Throne! Incline your ears unto My voice, calling
unto you from this Yellow Leaf, burgeoning from the Green Branch that
hath risen from out of the Snow-White Tree, and brought forth, by the
leave of God, within the depths of the Seventh Sea, around the Point of
Fire, that: Verily, I am God, there is none other God but MeY

o people of the Supreme Cloud of Subtlety! Listen unto My call from
this Crimson Leaf, burgeoning from the Branches of this Green Tree,
resting upon the Yellow Tree that hath risen from out of the Snow-White
Root in this Soil of holiness: This is the Arabian Youth, Who is, in truth,
evident amongst yoU.58

I Iere the Bab is identified with the various colours of the leaf, the branch,

or the tree. These colours express symbolically the synthesis, in the Bab,
of the four levels of the covenant. This point becomes clear when we

note the symbolic meaning of colours in both the early and later writings
of the Bab: in terms of the stages of divine creative Action, white is the

colour of the Primal Will; yellow indicates Determination, green repre­

sents Destiny, and crimson corresponds to Decree.59 This colour symbol­
ism enables us to understand why the Bab is simultaneously the
Snow-White Tree, the Yellow Leaf, and the Green Branch, as well as the

Crimson Leaf of that Tree.
A further significant expression of the unity of diverse spiritual sta­

tions in the Bab is found in the Qayyumu'l-Asma's reference to the four
stations of divine praise. We will return to examine this topic in more
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detail later; but briefly, the station of glorification (tasbi~) refers to the sta­
tion of the Primal Will, whereas the celebration of God's praise (ta~mid)

corresponds to the station of Mu~ammad as the Apostle of God. The
exaltation of Divine Unity (Taw~idand Tilhlil), alludes to the station of
the Imams, while the station of magnification (takbir) points to the rank
of the Gate. With this key we can approach the following passage and

can perceive something of the complexity and levels of meaning that are

contained in it:

[I] n this mighty Paradise naught have I ever witnessed save that which
proclaimeth the Remembrance of God by extolling the virtues of this
Arabian Youth.... Magnify ye, then, His station, for behold, He is poised
in the midmost heart of the All-Highest Paradise as the embodiment of
the [glorification] (tasbi~) ofGod in the Tabernacle wherein [exaltation
of His unity] (tahlil) is intoned.

At one time I hear His Voice as He acclaimeth Him Who is the Ever­
Living, the Ancient of Days, and at another time as He speaketh of the
mystery of His most august Name. And when He intoneth the anthems
of the [magnification] (takbir) of God all Paradise waileth in its longing
to gaze on His Beauty, and when He chanteth words of ... glorification
of God all Paradise becomes motionless like unto ice locked in the heart
of a frost-bound mountain.60

Recurring expressions in the Qayylimu'l-Asm,i' speak of the appear­
ance of "glorification"-indicating the Primal Will-at other stages of

divine praise, including that of "magnification"-the rank of the Gates.

Through such expressions, the Bab is divulging, in symbolic language, that
He is the Primal Will Who has appeared in the name of gatehood, as

well as a Prophet Who is manifested as the Imam.
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The Qayylimu'l-Asma' as Interpretation

*

I
:-.J THIS CHAPTER we will focus on the substantive message of the
Qayyumu'l-Asma', the Bab's commentary on the Surih of Joseph, as
the unveiling of the hidden mysteries of that Qur'anic surih. Iden­

tifying the message of the Bab's commentary, however, has proved an
elusive goal for some readers, who have been baffled by the way it defies
expectations that it should conform to the standard features character­
izing the genre of commentary in Islamic discourse.

Existing discussions of the Qayyumu'l-Asma' are frequently a testi­

mony to the failure of readers to understand it. The often-quoted state­
ment of Browne is a good example: "A commentary in the strict sense of
the word it is not, but rather a mystical and often unintelligible rhap­
sody."1 As we have seen, it certainly is apt to term this work mystical,

and perhaps even a rhapsody, hut once we decode its symholic lexicon,
the references and allusions that at first may have been baffling or "unin­
telligible" become clear.

The Word and the Remembrance

One of the distinctive messages of the Qayyumu'l-Asma' is the unity of
Author and Text. The identification of the Bab with the Qayyumu'l­
Asma' so pervades the book-many chapters begin with that very mes­
sage-that it would be impossible to touch on all the references to it. In
a sense, the Qayyumu'l-Asma' represents a theological synthesis of the
apparently differing definitions of the Word of God-the Logos-that
occur in the Gospel and in the Qur'an.

139



140 GATE OF THE HEART

The Gospel defines the reality of Jesus as "the Word." But the Qur'an
reserves that status for the Qur'an itself-Qur'dn means "recitation,"
"reading," and "the Word." Mu~ammad as the Apostle of God received
the divine Word through the angel Gabriel, but according to the typical
interpretations held by Muslims, Mu~ammad Himself was not consid­
ered to be the Word of God. Thus, for Muslims, the ultimate repository
of sacred reality is the Qur'an and not the Prophet. However, the Qur'an
does confirm that Jesus was the Word and the Spirit of God.2 Thus within
the Qur'an itself there is already a hint at their unity.

But it is the Qayyumu'l-Asma' that most directly indicates that the
Word of God signifies both the scriptural revelation and the heart of the
Prophet: the inner reality of the Bab is the Word, and the truth of the
inscribed, revealed Word of God is the same as the existential, living
Word of God. The Bab terms the scriptural Word the "Silent Book," while
characterizing the Manifestation of God, the Prophet, as the "Speaking
Book." The Speaking Book is authoritatively prior to the Silent Book:
the Silent Book owes its binding character to the fact that it is uttered by
the Speaking Book, and the utterances of the Speaking Book supersede
all that has been previously recorded in the Silent Book. This key fact
becomes an integral and central part of the historical consciousness that
permeates all the Bab's theological writings.

In the Qayylimu'l-Asma', both the text and the Bab are frequently
called the Dhikr (Remembrance, Utterance), as well as the Kalimah (the
Word). The Qayylimu'l-Asma' is also frequently called the "Qur'<ln" or the
"Inner Qur'an." The Bab is variously referred to as the Word of God
speaking through the Burning Bush to Moses, as the reality of Jesus, and
as God's testimony to humankind. For example, at the beginning of the
Surih of the Friend (Khalil) the Bab speaks of the dialectic of Dhikr as the
Text, the Bab, and the Word: "Praise be to God, Who hath revealed this
Utterance (Dhikr), in truth, unto the Remembrance (Dhikr), that the
people may be mentioned in the Mother Book by virtue of the Most
Great Remembrance (Dhikr)."3 The following statements from the
Qayyumu'l-Asma' represent just a few instances of the same principle:
"This is the Utterance (Dhikr) of the Power of God, that appeareth
through the Most Great Word (Kalimah), this Youth, Whom the faithful
call in truth by the name 'Ali. ... We have verily revealed this Book unto
the Most Great Word and ordained Him, in truth, to be the Midmost
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point in the realm of justice";4 "This book is the Remembrance of God
that, in truth, is revealed unto the Most Great Word for the entire world."5

This principle of the identification of Author and Text explains Why
the verses of the Qayytimu'l-Asmf alternate between using Dhikr to refer
to the Bab and to refer to the Qayytimu'l-Asma'. In a similar way, through­
out the text the Qayytimu'l-Asma' is called "the Path of God," and the Bab
is referred to as the "Exalted Path of God, this 'Ali." The Bab is also often
identified as the "upright Alif"-the letter A, a vertical line which is
unwavering and straight, and thus the symbol of the true Path of God, the
supreme Standard of truth, the straight line of justice and moderation.
The close interplay between the Qa'im, the essence of justice, and the
divine Path is a frequent feature of all the writings of the Bab, particularly
the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph.

The First Chapter ofthe Qayyumu'l-Asma'

Before discussing the details of the Bab's interpretation of the Surih of
Joseph, it is useful to examine some aspects of the opening chapter of this
work. Given the structure of the book, the first chapter is a general com­
mentary on the entire Surih of Joseph. The title of this chapter is "Mulk"
(Sovereignty). The first three chapters that follow it contain statements
to the rulers, the divines, and the entirety of the faithful; the Bab addresses

them in a sequence of descending authority, beginning with those whose
authority encompasses all the people. As we shall see later, this is also
the sequence in which the Bab called upon the leaders of the people to
propagate His mission: first the rulers, then the divines. The reason for

this order was that the concept of "rendering the Cause of God victori­
ous"-a prominent principle in the Qur'an-is dependent on the accept­
ance of the Faith by the kings and leaders of the nations. The individual's
role in that duty was to follow the initiatives made by the kings and the
rulers in helping the new Cause.

In the title and content of the chapter, we can already get a glimpse of
the interpretive style that characterizes the Qayytimu'l-Asma'. The chap­
ter affirms the dominion of God and the sovereignty of the Bab, and the
fact that the legitimacy of temporal authority is derived from the Bab's
absolute dominion and kingship:
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o concourse of kings and of the sons of kings! Lay aside, one and
all, your dominion which belongeth unto God....

o King of Islam! Aid thou, with the truth, after having aided the
Book, Him Who is Our Most Great Remembrance, for God hath, in very
truth, destined for thee, and for such as circle round thee, on the Day of
Judgement, a responsible position in His Path.... God, verily, hath pre­
scribed to thee to submit unto Him Who is His Remembrance, and unto
His Cause, and to subdue, with the truth and by His leave, the countries,
for in this world thou hast been mercifully invested with sovereignty,
and wilt, in the next, dwell, nigh unto the Seat of Holiness, with the
inmates of the Paradise of His good-pleasure....6

The concept of sovereignty and the announcement of the Bab's sov­
ereignty are directly relatcd to the Qur'anic surih bcing intcrpreted in
this text. Thc Surih of Joseph is in fact the account of how divine sover­
eignty became realized in the life of Joseph, who was invested with author­
ity and dominion after enduring much suffering. The title and the message
of the introductory chapter of the Qayyumu'l-Asma' allude to verse 101

of the surih, which reads: "0 My Lord! Thou hast invested me with sov­

ereignty (mulk), and hast taught me to expound the signs. Thou art the
Creator of the heavens and of the earth. My Guardian art Thou in this
world and the world to come. Cause Thou me to die a Muslim [submis­
sive to God], and join me with the just." The beginning of the Qayylimu'l­

Asma' thus captures thc essence of the story of Joseph by announcing the
sovereignty of the Bab. One can already perccive that Joseph symbolizes
the Bab Himself.

The Qur'anic versc just quoted, which is the last verse in the portion
of the surih that recounts the story of Joseph, expresses Joseph's prayer
to die a Muslim. The introductory chapter of the Qayyumu'l-Asma',
however, announces a startlingly new definition of Islam: "Verily, the
essencc of religion is none other than submission unto This Remcm­
brance. Thus whoso seeketh Islam (submission to God), let him submit
unto this Remembrance. For God will inscribe his name in the Book of
the Righteous as a true Muslim, and he will be praised as one who is
faithful. Whoso rejecteth this true Islam, God shall not accept, on the
Day of Resurrection, any of his deeds."? Here, in this very first chapter,
which declares the mission of the Bab, we have a direct assertion of the
Bab' spiritual sovereignty: belief in and submission to Him is the new
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standard and criterion of faith, and the acceptance of righteous deeds is
Jependent on His recognition. Now we can more clearly see why this
chapter is titled "Sovereignty."8

A related fundamental feature of the Qayyumu'l-Asma', which is
expressed in its introductory chapter and confirmed throughout the text,
is the association of the Bab with 'Ali and ljakim, as previously men­
tioned. In the opening paragraph we read: "Verily, this is the straight Path
ascribed to 'Ali before Thy Lord, as laid out in the Mother Book. And He
is that 'Ali (Exalted One), Who is praised before Us as the Wise (ljakim)

in the Mother Book. Verily, He is the Truth from God, registered in the
Mother Book as endued with the uncorrupted Religion in the midst of

Sinai."9 As we saw before, this passage alludes to passages in the Qur'an
in which God and the Qur'an are described as "the Exalted (Ali), the
Wise (ljakim)," and the Bab fulfills both Qur'anic meanings of these

terms. IO

But the reference to 'Ali, the Exalted, who is T-Jakim, the Wise, also
implies subtle meanings that are directly related to the Qur'anic Surih of
Joseph. According to that surih, God conferred sovereignty upon Joseph
because ofJoseph's wisdom and his interpretive ability; he attained that
authority because he could interpret dreams, stories, and signs in general.

The Bab not only engages in an interpretation of the supreme Sign, which
is the Word of God, but He also is the ljakim, the Wise, and thus the
sovereign. In verse 23 of the Surih of Joseph, it is written: "And when he
had reached his age of strength, We bestowed on him judgment (~ukm)

and knowledge; for thus We recompense the well-doers." The word ~ukm
means both wisdom (or judgment) and authority. Hence we can see that
Joseph was endowed with the knowledge of interpretation as well as
~ll/km, or wisdom and dominion: in short, he was invested with author­
ity because of his wisdom. The Bab is invested with supreme authority by
God, and He is called by God the exalted Ali who is ljakim, the Wise.

Although the Qayyumu'l-Asma' defines the Bab as the ultimate truth
of Joseph, here again the station of Joseph is defined as a shadow of the
Bab. If Joseph was granted wisdom in his age of maturity, the Rib, accord­
ing to the QayyUmu'I-Asma' attained it in childhood:

o Spirit of God! Call to mind My bounty to Thee, when I conversed
with Thee in the centre of holiness, and assisted Thee through the Holy
Spirit, that Thou mayest address the people, with the new wondrous
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tongue of God, with that which God hath wondrously ordained con­
cerning the mystery of the heart. Verily God hath taught Thee the Book
and the Wisdom (lfikmah) in Thy childhood, and shown favour unto the
people of the earth by virtue of thy Most Great Name. 11

Finally, the term most often encountered in the first chapter, and
which plays an important role throughout the text, is Dhikr, the Remem­
brance of God. We have discussed the meaning and significance of this
term as a title of the Bab. However, it should be noted that the frequent
identification of the Bab in the Qayyumu'l-Asma' as the Dhikr (the
Remembrance, the Utterance) is directly related to the Qur'anic Surih of

Joseph. Toward the end of the surih, after the account of Joseph's life, we
read that the Surih of Joseph and the Qur'an are in fact a Dhikr for the
people of the world: "This is one of the secret histories which We reveal
unto Thee.... Thou shalt not ask of them any recompense for this. It is
simply a Remembrance (Dhikr) for all humankind." Clearly, in the Surih
of Joseph, Dhikr is the Word of God, the Qur'anic surih itself. The Bab's
interpretation of that surih identifies the Bab as that very Word of God
which is being interpreted. In the Commentary on the Surih of Joseph,

the interpreter, the object of interpretation, and the interpretation are
all one and the same.

The Interpretation ofthe Story ofJoseph

Although the Qayylimu'l-Asma' is an interpretation of the Qur'anic story
of Joseph, this interpretation is so subtle that it has been frequently missed
by various commentators on the text, who have sometimes concluded that
Qayyumu'l-Asma' does not interpret the Surih of Joseph or its story in
any methodical way at all. 12 But when the Bab's text is read in light of the
specific principles of interpretation, symbolism, and context that we have
been identifying, it becomes possible to see the coherence and systematic­
ity of the text: the Qayylimu'l-Asma' does indeed interpret the story of
Joseph in a systematic manner, and the essence of this interpretation
affirms the station and mission of the Bab as well as that of Baha'u'llah.

It is important, at this point, to recall the ultimate hermeneutical
principle of the Bab's writings. The supreme interpretive act manifests the
sanctuary of the heart, the moment of divine revelation, the sublime Ori­
gin and the ultimate End of all beings-within the object of interpretation.
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Hence, for the Bab the Surih of Joseph must also be referring, in its ulti­
mate truth, to the station of the Primal Will, to the Manifestation of God,
to divine revelation in human history, to the Promised One of all ages, to
the Bab Himself, as well as to Baha'u'llah. In other words, it is precisely
the substantive interpretation of the story of Joseph that makes the
QayyUmu'I-Asma' an announcement of the station and mission of the
Bah. In that interpretation, the figure of Joseph is a shadow of J:lusayn,
the Bab, and Baha'u'llah. And indeed it is stated at the beginning of an
early chapter (titled the "Surih of Joseph"), which speaks of the "beauty"
of Joseph: "Inasmuch as We found him (Joseph) to be One of Our sin­
cerely devoted Shi'ih, He was adorned by God, even as Our Beauty, with
a radiant shadow; for God hath never intended aught but Us when refer­
ring to the word 'beautiful' in the inner heart of the Book."13 In other
words, any "beauty" that is mentioned in the Qur'an refers to the revealer
of the Qayy6mu'I-Asma' (the Point of the Will), and thus Joseph partakes
of that eternal beauty. The story of Joseph, therefore, is about both Joseph
and the Countenance of the Divine Beloved that is reflected in his heart.
But this Countenance is most radiantly visible, at its zenith of revela­
tion, in the figure of the Bab and His Promised One, Baha'u'llah.

.:\'0 attempt to generalize about the Bab's commentary on the Surih

of Joseph can be truly adequate because of the complexity, subtlety, and
nuances that characterize the interpretation the Bab gives each of the
surih's HI verses. In fact, a discussion of the interpretation of each verse
would require at least a full chapter on its own. But in addition to the var­
ious levels of interpretation that unfold in each chapter, we can discern
in the Qayy6mu'I-Asma' the presence of an overall interpretation of the
story of Joseph as a whole. The Bab has said that He is interpreting the
surih of I lis own name, and that both the name of Joseph and the num­
ber of the verses of that surih (Ill) refer to His own being. At the same
time, the earlier parts of the QayyUmu'I-Asma' identify Joseph as Imam
l)usayn while Joseph's eleven brothers stand for the other Imams. Yet we
soon discover that the text introduces Joseph as the Bab Himself, and
later passages frequently interpret Joseph's brothers as the ones who were
the first to recognize the Bab. It becomes clear that the QayyUmu'I-Asma'
is presenting the story of Joseph as the dynamics of sacred history, cul­
minating in the Revelation of the Bab. And at another, higher level of
interpretation, the same story also refers to the return of the Bab in the
next Revelation as Baha'u'llah. Shoghi Effendi has thus described the
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purpose of the Qayyumu'l-Asma' as "to forecast what the true Joseph
(Baha'u'llah) would, in a succeeding Dispensation, endure at the hands
of one who was at once His arch-enemy and blood brother." 14

The account of Joseph given in the Qur'an is ostensibly a straightfor­
ward narrative of Joseph's life. Yet in the Bab's interpretation that story
becomes a complex, symbolic, mystical code in which the meanings of the
concrete details of the narrative are read at a higher level of abstraction.
These are indeed "symbolic," not "arbitrary," signs: the link between the
sign and its referent is made from the lower to the higher level through
the particular motif, feature, or attribute that is singled out as meaning­
ful. In His interpretations, the Bab abstracts a particular feature, which
relates to the metaphysical nature of the object or event, and this feature
is the relevant one that defines the essence of the symbol. For example,
the dark well refers to the abyss of undifferentiated unity; silver coins
stand for worldly passions; a caravan signifies spiritual search. To inter­
pret things at a high level of abstraction is in fact to see those things in
terms of their ultimate metaphysical reality.

Joseph's Dream and the Well ofAbsolute Unity

Examining the story of Joseph as narrated in the Qur\in, we can distin­
guish three stages in Joseph's life history. Each of these stages becomes the
occasion for new interpretive turns in the Qayylimu'l-Asma'. The first
stage comprises Joseph's childhood, ending in his being abandoned in a
dark well by his brothers. The second stage includes the discovery of
Joseph by a caravan journeying to Egypt and Joseph's adolescent life in
the Egyptian family that adopts him as their son, and it ends in intrigues·
against him by various women. The third stage includes the story of
Joseph's imprisonment, sovereignty, and reunion with his beloved father.
Let us examine each of these stages briefly.

Regarding the first stage-Joseph's childhood and the conspiracy of
his brothers, who cast him into the well-the Bab offers a radically inward
interpretation, in which Joseph stands for the Imam J::Iusayn, while the
brothers represent the eleven other Imams. This interpretation is partic­
ularly challenging and, on the face of it, counterintuitive, because in the
story of Joseph, his brothers commit a most evil act, and yet the Bab iden­
tifies them with the Imams, who are sinless. Although the interpretive
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logic may seem puzzling, once its mystical premises are grasped it becomes

understandable as both consistent and systematic.

From beginning to end, the story of Joseph is the story of a dream and

its fillfillment. The story begins with Joseph telling his father of his dream,

and the final resolution of the story is the interpretation and realization

of that dream. The Qur'an describes Joseph's dream thus: "When Joseph

said to His Father, '0 My father! I saw eleven stars, and the sun and the

11100n; I saw them bowing down before Me.''' Interpreting this verse in the

fifth chapter of the Qayyumu'I-Asma', the Bab writes:

Verily, the Most Gracious God hath unmistakably intended [by ref­

erence to Joseph), naught but f::Iusayn, the Self of the Apostle, the Fruit

of the Chaste One [Fa~imihJ,and the Son of 'Ali, begotten of Abi TaIib.
God hath verily shown f::Iusayn within the Sanctuary of His Heart
(Mash'arihi'!-Fu'dd), and above the Throne, that the Sun, the Moon, and

the Stars have manifestly knelt before Him in adoration of the One True

God. Hence when f::Iusayn addressed His Father, saying, "I saw eleven
Stars, and the Sun and the Moon; I saw them in very truth buwing down

for the Eternal God, by virtue of the embracing truth of My Cause." ...

Verily the stars of the Throne in the Book of God have bowed down

in very truth for the martyrdom of f::Iusayn, and they were indeed, accord­
ing to the Mother Book, eleven in number. It is God Who hath infused

the very essences of all things, willingly or otherwise, with the absolute
truth of His Unity through the Rays of His Light. He is the One Who, in

very truth, hath created the letters as a sign of Himself. It is He Who
hath ordained the Letters of His Transcendent Essence (Huviyyat) which

refer to His Absolute Unity (A~adiyyat), to be eleven in number. He is the

One Who hath ordained the Imams to constitute His Word of Unity,
and to manifest them in writing. And it is He Who hath commanded
the mystical kneeling down of the sun, the moon, and the stars in the

Mother Book, as decreed in this Book....
God hath verily intended by the sun, Fa~imih; by the moon,

Mu~ammad;and by the stars, the true Imams. They are the ones who, by
the leave of God, weep ceaselessly for Joseph, whether kneeling or stand­
ing. Verily all men, even as a dark cloud, lament with tears for that which
befell I.1usayn, bowing down in utter humility.ls

This dream is particularly significant because it is the frame for the
story of Joseph in the Qur'an-it begins the story, which recounts the
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process of that dream's realization, and the story concludes with Joseph's
words to his father, after all have bowed down before his throne in Egypt:
"0 my father! This is the meaning of my dream of old. My Lord hath now
made it true...." In the Bab's interpretation, the dream takes place in the
archetypal realm of the divine covenant and creation. The realization of
the dream in the realm of phenomena is the historical revelation of the
invisible and eternal divine truth. The throne in the dream is the Throne
of God, and the "bowing down" occurs in the everlasting divine Kingdom
that transcends time and space.

The Bab describes Joseph's dream as a dream vision in which God
has shown Joseph's true station in the realm of Absolute Unity. This
Joseph is, according to the Bab, none other than Imam f:Iusayn. Dream­

ing now becomes "witnessing." The Bab's subtle interpretive play here is
not to be missed. He uses the similarity of the Arabic terms ru'yci (dream)
and shahddah (witnessing/martyrdom) to connect Joseph's dream to wit­
nessing and to the martyrdom of I:Iusayn. The word for "dream" in Ara­
bic also has the connotation of vision or witnessing, just as "martyrdom"
also means witnessing or beholding. Thus Joseph's dream is actually
f::Iusayn's dream in which f::Iusayn, through his martyrdom, is testifying
to the unity of God. But this is a vision shown to I:Iusayn by God, and it
is because God is disclosing l:Iusayn's reality and the reality of all beings
to him, that f::Iusayn can bear witness to the unity of God. In this sense the
Witness and that which is Witnessed, the Beholder and the Beloved that
is gazed upon, become one and the same thing. This complex interplay

between dream vision and witnessing/martyrdom is explained by the
Babin the same chapter:

Praise be to God, Who hath interpreted the truth of f:Iusayn's vision
in a clear manner upon the land of the Heart in full truth. God verily hath
ordained that f:Iusayn's testimony of martyrdom, bearing witness unto
the Unity ofGod, by virtue of His very soul, is utterly pleasing and accept­
able to God. For God hath manifestly shown f:Iusayn his own soul,
through God's Testimony of Unity. 16

Here, dreaming and witnessing become a declaration of the Logos
and an affirmation of the declarative testimony of the unity of God. The
dream takes place in the celestial witnessing spot-the sanctuary of the
heart. The Imams who bow down before, and witness, the majesty of
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Husayn are the letters of this Word of witnessing. The Bab explains that
the cleven other Imams refer to the word "He" (Huva, equal to 11), and
that the twelve Imams together refer to the twelve letters of the declara­
tive testimony of the unity of God: "There is none other God but God"
(Lei ildha illa'lldh, which in Arabic has twelve letters).

The Imams bear witness by bowing down before God, but at a higher
level their obeisance is also a reflection of the witnessing, or self­

description, of God. J:Iusayn's station pertains to the realm of Absolute
Unity, where nothing exists except God. In that celestial state, J:Iusayn's
witnessing is the same as God's self-witnessing. In the realm below that of
Absolute Unity-the realm ofdivine oneness-this transcendental witness­

ing becomes differentiated in the form of the Imams and their witnessing.
The martyrdom of f:Iusayn symbolizes his unique station as the

"light"-that is, true annihilation in God and submersion in the Sea of
Absolute Unity. But within the Dispensation of the Bab, the truth of
f:lusayn is manifested through the Bab. As we have seen before, in His let­
ter to His uncle Mirza Siyyid MUQammad, the Bab interpreted the ulti­
mate meaning of the obeisance of the moon, the sun, and the eleven stars
before Joseph as recognition of the Bab by MUQammad and the ImamsY

Other subsequent chapters of the QayyUmu'I-Asma' deal with the

intrigue of Joseph's brothers against him, ending in their abandoning
him at the bottom of the dark well. The Bab consistently interprets these
events in creative, transformative ways. The well stands for the well of
Absolute Unity. It is deep and dark, a place where all differentiations and
distinctions are obliterated-the unfathomable realm of utter efface­
ment and nothingness. The Imams left J:Iusayn in the transcendental
depths of the well of Absolute Unity while they themselves returned to
the realm of divine Oneness, the realm of the Names and Attributes,
where differentiation and creation begins. Interpreting the brothers'
words to their father, Jacob-that they left Joseph with their possessions
and a wolf devoured him-the Bab writes:

God hath verily informed the believers of the truth regarding the
brothers of Joseph upon their return from the realm of Oneness
(Va~idiyyat),on account of that which, in truth, they had committed
with regard to Joseph. Verily, God is the knower of all things. Upon Their
return, they said, "0 Our Father! We went off racing upon the land of
'Ama' (the Supreme Cloud of Subtlety), and We left Joseph with the
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priceless gift of Absolute Unity (A~adiyyat), from Our Lord, besides
Whom there is none other God. Thus he was devoured in what had been
alluded to as the Sea of the Beginning, by those who fix their gaze upon
the names of God. For this reason they were described in the Mother
Book as wolves. 18

The "wolves" thus stand for the people of the time who understood the
truth of I:Iusayn in limited terms, within the realm of differentiation and

distinction, which was tantamount to denying him.
Interpreting other similar verses of the story, the Rib explains that it

was because the Imams decided not to divulge the Mystery of I:Iusayn to
the people that they left him in the hidden state of the well, waiting to be

discovered by future generations. The unveiling of the Mystery of I:Iusayn

to the people would take place through the Revelation of the Bab. There­

fore, the story of Joseph in Egypt symbolizes the story of the life and

Revelation of the Bab, and the next stages of the story refer to the stages
of divine revelation through the author of the Qayyumu'l-Asma' Him­

self. The Bab is the I:Iusayn who is appearing now with a new intensity of

revelation that was not possible at the time of the Imams. The Day of

God, the Day of the Revelation of the Speaker to Moses is now at hand:

the Bab is the Mystery of God unveiled.
A crucial point which relates the transition from I:Iusayn to the Bab

is discussed in the Surih of the Throne. The Bab writes:

Thus it was when the brothers of Joseph joined him in their journey to
the land ofAbsolute Unity.... these Letters of Absolute Unity concealed
the Letter Ha' within the dark well of the Mystery of the heart, amidst the
fire. And We verily revealed unto Joseph that which warneth them of
their doings. Erelong God shall manifest this Letter to them within the
abode of Mystery as it circleth around the Bab. 19

Here the eleven brothers stand for the numerical value of the letters of the
word Huva (He), concealing the Letter Ha' in the land ofAbsolute Unity.
The Bab often emphasizes that the letter Ha' represents both Imam

f}usayn and the Bab. Ha', or 5, refers to I:Iusayn because he was the fifth
sacred figure (after MUQammad, 'Ali, Fatimih, and I:Iasan); Ha' also
numerically stands for the title of the Bab. This passage clearly explains
that the appearance of I;Iusayn (Joseph) as the concealed Letter Ha' would
take place in the form of the Revelation of the Bab.
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The Family ofJoseph and the Maid ofHeaven

In the story of Joseph, a turning point occurs when a caravan stops at the
well and the drawer of water, letting his bucket down the well, discovers
Joseph. Joseph is concealed, brought to Egypt, and sold to the family of
an official, who adopt him as their own son. The official's wife falls in love

with Joseph but, failing to win his affection, she intrigues against him.
Later the other wives of the city, who had reproached her, cut their own

tlngers after seeing Joseph's beauty. Joseph is then sent to prison. The
Qayyumu'l-Asm,l' transforms this turning point into the story of the

childhood and the mystic experience of the Rib, Who is to reveal the

hidden mystery of l:lusayn.
The chapters of the Qayytimu'l-Asma' that interpret the verses related

to this part of the story emphasize three main elements: the caravan and

the journey to Egypt; the story of Joseph's (or l:lusayn's) new family; and

the story of the female figures in the life of Joseph. Let us examine each

of these elements briefly.
The lowering of the bucket into the well is interpreted by the Bab as

the gaze of love. The drawer of water beheld the Bab, Who was in the

Sea of Absolute Unity, with the eye of the heart and announced the glad

tidings of His appearance. But the other travellers failed to see Him

because they did not share that elevated perspective; thus they "sold" the
Bab for the paltry price of evil passions and worldly desires.20 The Egypt­

ian official looked upon Him with the eye of the heart and "purchased"

Ilim: he entered the Sea of Absolute Unity by setting aside all but God.2l

The caravan is also discussed in connection with the brothers' jour­
ney to Egypt. The Bab identifies the caravan as the caravan oflove, which

has emharked upon a spiritual journey. Egypt stands for the land of the

heart, where Joseph is waiting to be found. The caravan passes through
many cities and villages before reaching its destination. The Bab inter­
prets the reference, in verse 82 of the Qur'<inic surih, to the "city" as
alluding to Himself as the destiny of that spiritual journey.22 Recognition

of Him is the ultimate end and goal of the mystic journey. Likewise, in
the Surih of Remembrance (Dhikr), discussing Joseph's call to his broth­
ers when they were returning to their homeland, the Bab announces:
"Verily God hath ordained Me to be the most excellent Abode for the
travellers and the most excellent Seat for those who attain."23 In the
Surih of Lawful (i.lill), He writes: "0 ye the faithful! Wherefore keep ye
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afar, in your journeys, from the Abodes of God, this Bab, your true Habi­
tation?"24 In the Surih of Those Who Have Preceded in Faith (Sabiqin)

the Bab interprets the verse, ''And We placed between them and the cities

which We have blessed, manifest cities, and We ordained your journey
therein,"25 as a reference to the mediation of the Letters of the Living
(the manifest cities) between the Bab (the Blessed City) and the people.26

The spiritual voyage goes through the Letters of the Living to the Bab

Himself.
The second theme concerns Joseph's new family in Egypt. The Bab

interprets this family as the one into which He Himself was born. Thus,

a number of chapters of the Qayyumu'l-Asm,l' at this stage of the story

concern the Bab's own family. The most detailed of such discussions is the

Surih of Kinship (Qarabah). Here the Bab implies that the sign of His true

station can be found in the names of His parents such that His identity

as the Prophet and the Imam is symbolically disclosed in this outward
form. He also states that His grandfather is Ibrahim (Abraham), imply­

ing thereby that the Bab is also Joseph. Thus both Joseph and J:Iusayn as

well as 'Ali and Mui)ammad can be seen in His being:

Verily I have hailed this Remembrance by My Twin Names ['Ali­
Mul)ammadJ, which are the names of My Twin Friends amongst My
servants. Verily I have called, upon the Throne, His grandfather Ibrahim,
and His father the name of the twin first friends [Mul:ammad-Ri9a'], and
His mother the pure Fa!imih, that they who are endued with an under­
standing heart may bear witness, as soon as His Message is proclaimed,
to that Mystery of splendours that proceedeth from the All-Glorious,
the Ever-ForgivingP

In the same chapter the Bab addresses His male and female kinsmen,
His mother and His wife, and remembers His son Al:mad, who died in
infancy:

o ye kinsmen of the Most Great Remembrance! This Tree of Holiness,
dyed crimson with the oil of servitude, hath verily sprung forth out of
your own soil in the midst of the Burning Bush....

o Qurratu'l-'Ayn! Deliver the summons of the most exalted Word
unto the handmaids among Thy kindred....

o Thou Mother of the Remembrance! May the peace and salutation
of God rest upon thee. Indeed thou hast endured patiently in Him Who
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is the sublime Self of God. Recognize then the station of thy Son Who is
none other than the mighty Word of God....

o thou who art loved by the Supreme Beloved of My Lover! Thou art
unique amongst women.... Verily thy son Al)mad is, in very truth, with
the exalted Fatimih, nurtured by knowledge in the heaven ofholiness.28

Finally, the Qur'anic story, in the section of the surih concerning

Joseph's family in Egypt, deals with female figures in relation to Joseph.
The women appear to be embodiments of deceit and corruption, as well
as worldly desires and deception. The wife of the Egyptian official tries

to seduce Joseph, but when she fails, she accuses him of approaching her.

The women of the city were talking behind her back and ridiculing her.

She invites them to her home and shows them Joseph, whereupon they
all fall in love with him. But they all become part of the intrigue against

Joseph, who is sent to prison.

The interpretation offered by the Qayyumu'l-Asma' concerning the

female figures is most complex. In contrast to the apparent message of the

story of Joseph, where the female figures represent negative qualities, the

Bab interprets the female figures as representing the supreme spiritual real­

ity, the Primal Will. The female character stands for a Maid of Heaven

(!juri) who proclaims the Word of God to all humanity. It is noteworthy
that the Bab identifies this figure as "begotten by the Spirit of BaM.'"

This Maid of Heaven descends from her celestial chamber to the world,

but in a concealed manner. The Bab states that at this stage the faithful

arc unable to understand or to bear His truth. Thus she appears among

them arrayed in what He terms a "coarse" attire.

o Qurratu'l- 'Ayn! Let the Maid of Heaven, the inmate of the Exalted
Paradise, drape Herself in a coarse vesture and put on a veil of the most
beautiful silk. Then let Her step out of Her mansion, appearing by Her-.
self, upon the earth, in the beauty of the black-eyed damsel. Let Her lis­
ten to the sweet praise out of Thy holy breaths upon the Seat of the
Throne and in the celestial spheres, that haply those intoxicated and
bewildered amongst the dwellers on earth may be awakened by Thy
Cause, to an extent less than a single hair from the back of Her head, as
ordained by God. God verily knoweth all things....

"0 People of the earth! By the righteousness of the One true God, I
am the Maid of Heaven begotten by the Spirit of Baha, abiding within
the Mansion hewn out of a mass of ruby, tender and vibrant; and in this
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mighty Paradise naught have I ever witnessed save that which proclaimeth
the Remembrance of God by extolling the virtues of this Arabian Youth.
Verily there is none other God but your Lord, the All-Merciful. Mag­
nify ye, then, His station, for behold, He is poised in the midmost heart
of the All-Highest Paradise as the embodiment of the [glorification]
(tasbi~) of Cod in the Tabernacle wherein [exaltation of His unity]
(tahlil) is intoned...."

o Qurratu'l-'Ayn! Permit Her to divest Herself of Her coarse robe,
put on the garment She donneth in Her reserved Chamber. For verily
the dwellers of heaven have wailed out of their yearning for Her hair,
arrayed (malfijj) beneath Her veil. God is verily merciful unto His believ­
ing servants.

Return, 0 Thou Immortal Maid of Heaven, unto the holy Sanctuary
within Thy Mansion. Thou wouldst receive Thy reward solely from Me,
written down, verily, by Mine own hand in this Book through a single let­
ter of My Command that hath been inscribed around the Fire.29

The Bab's identification of the female figure as the Primal Will, the

Logos, and the Remembrance of God represents a reversal of the tradi­

tional patriarchal representation of the female in many previous reli­

gions.3D But the female figure here is not only a symbol of the Primal
Will; she also stands for Determination, the second stage of divine cre­

ative Action, which represents differentiation, duality, and the station of
oneness below the station of Absolute Unity. In this sense, the female

figure is mentioned in a "negative" way, relatively speaking, as the realm

of creation and differentiation, which is ontologically a step below the
level ofAbsolute Unity. In the same chapter of the Qayy{lmu'l-Asma', the

Bab interprets the Qur'anic verse, "When he saw that His garment was

torn from behind, he said, verily this is one of your womanish tricks,

for surely your cunning is serious,"3' in terms of the story of Adam and
Eve, with Eve as the symbol of duality and the perspective of differenti­

ation (that is, representing the existence of another human besides the
primal Adam). In other words, the "cunning of women" stands for the
allusions of the people who are veiled (from the truth) in the perspective
from which they behold the Countenance of the Beloved. The point is that

to behold anything other than God is to fail to grasp the truth of Divine
Unity: "Verily those who find themselves, within the Book of God, in
the sanctuary of the twin limits, are indeed identified by the angels as
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'women.'32 And We acquaint them, in truth, with that which the Most
Compassionate God hath attested in His mighty truth: verily this is one
of your feminine ploys, for surely your cunning is momentous in all the
Tablets."33

Just as the female figure stood for both the Primal Will and Determi­
nation, the Egyptian's wife has two different levels of significance; she
stands for a person of veils who is confined to the realm of allusions,
and she also represents the sacred and brave sister of I:Iusayn who gave
the weapons of holy war (knives) to I:Iusayn's devoted followers (repre­
sented by the women of the city) so that they could fight in the path of
God and be martyred like l:Iusayn for his love, cutting themselves in their
divine ecstasy.34

Prison and Sovereignty

The last part of the story of Joseph deals with his adult life: first in prison,
interpreting dreams, and then in Egypt, where he ultimately attains sov­
ereignty. Joseph's brothers, with the exception of the youngest, come to
Egypt to buy corn. But Joseph asks for his younger brother, Benjamin, to
be brought to him. Promising their father to protect Benjamin, the broth­
ers bring the young brother to Egypt. But Joseph hides his cup in Ben­
jamin's saddlebag, accuses him of theft, and arrests him. The brothers
return to their father and inform him of events. The father does not
believe them and sends them back to find both Joseph and Benjamin.
When they return to Joseph they offer a little money in exchange for

Benjamin. Joseph now reveals his secret and sends for his parents, and all
come to Egypt and bow down before Joseph's throne. He declares to his
father that this is the fulfillment of his childhood dream.

The Bab interprets this part of the story as symbolizing present and
future events of His own Revelation: all these verses are portrayed in
terms of the dynamics of the concealed revelation of the Bah, the Bab's
own dreams, His recognition by the Letters of the Living, the gatehood
of His first believer, the journey of the Letters of the Living to find Him,
and their eternal return to the city of the heart. Finally, the story becomes
the account of the future exaltation and sovereignty of the Cause of God.
The question of Joseph's authority becomes the fulfillment of divine holy
war, the conquest, of hearts, and the establishment of divine sovereignty
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on earth. Thus the Bab's own celestial dream and the Sea of Absolute
Unity are now realized in the form of a spiritualized world.

This part of the story is parallel to the previous one. In that part, the
Bab emerged from the dark well of Absolute Unity. He was Joseph and
l:Iusayn returning to manifest the divine mystery in His new appearance.
In the last part of the story, Joseph's brothers, here interpreted as the
Imams, return in a new form as the Bab's first believers, the Sabiqun or
Sabiqin (those who have preceded in faith), or the Letters of the Living.
The journey of Joseph's brothers to Egypt and their final settling there is
the completion of what would later be called by the Bab the "Primal
Unity" of the Babi Dispensation. In this sense, the Qayyumu'l-Asma'
represents the entire future metaphysics of the Bab.

In discussing the dreams of Joseph's two fellow-prisoners as well as the
dream of the king of Egypt, the Bab interprets them in terms of the con­
trast between those who would recognize Him and those who would
deny Him. The prisoners' dreams relate to the letters of affirmation and
the letters of negation. In the king's dream, the king sees seven green ears
and seven withered ones, which Joseph interprets as seven years of pros­
perous harvest and seven years of hardship. The Bab, Who interprets the
king's dream through His own "most beautiful dream," now interprets
Joseph's interpretation: the seven green ears are the seven letters of His
own name and the seven years of His mission. The seven withered ears
represent the seven gates of hell-the first opponents who would deny the
Bab. The Bab writes: "0 people of the earth! God shall cause you to jour­
ney through seven green ears by virtue of this Most Great Word, that ye
may find refuge in the one True God, and learn the path of the Remem­
brance."35

Joseph's brothers who came to Egypt for corn saw Joseph but failed
to recognize him until he later made himself known to them. Through­
out this last part of the story, the brothers represent the Sabiqun (the
Letters of the Living), the Concourse of Light, the people of truth, and the
faithful. They come from the holy land of Karbila in search of the
Promised One, and they meet the Bab but are unaware that He is the
object of their search. For example, in the Surih of Hearts (Af'idah), the
Bab writes: "0 concourse of Light! Verily, God hath ordained you to be
the brothers of Joseph. Ye attain His presence, and yet ye shall never rec­
ognize Him except when He maketh Himself known to you. It is when
ye recognize a glimpse of His Cause, that ye, in truth, shall be mentioned
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around the Throne."36 In the Surih of Grace (Ra~mah), interpreting
Joseph's command to place money, without the brothers' knowledge, in
their saddlebags so that they might return with Benjamin to Egypt, the
Bah writes: "We verily say, by the leave of God, unto the angels: 'Place
the sign of the Remembrance in the sacks of the souls of those who have
preceded in faith, that they may recognize it when they proceed to the city
of Absolute Unity, and that they may return to God through this Most
Mighty Path."'37

The Letters of the Living can recognize the Bab by beholding the sign
of the Bab within their hearts in the city of Absolute Unity. In other
words, beholding the divine revelation within their own hearts, they can
recognize the Bab through His verses. The Qayyilmu'I-Asma', therefore,

is itself the first "sack of corn" that was taken by the brothers to their
home. Again, the text which is interpreting becomes identical with that
which is being interpreted.

In the Surih of the Pen (Qalam), explaining Joseph's order to put his
drinking cup in his brother's saddlebag, the Bab writes: "We verily have
commanded angels, by the leave of the Exalted God, to place the drink­
ing cup of the Remembrance in the saddlebag of the faithful. ... 0 Crier!
Call out with verses unto the travellers that, verily, ye are the thieves, for

ye have hidden the drinking-cup of the Remembrance within the utter­
most sanctuary of your being."38 From this "cup" gushes out the invig­
orating water of life to the Letters of the Living. The love of the Bab is
hidden within the sanctuary of their hearts, the pure divine revelation shed
upon their being. Here the Bab is in fact defining the Letters of the Liv­
ing in subtle ways as the return of the sacred figures of Islam, an identi­
fication that will be made explicitly in His later writings.

Similarly, the later chapters of the Qayylimu'l-Asma' often speak of
those who have "preceded in faith." Mulla I:Iusayn, the first believer, is par­
ticularly addressed as "the Beloved Siyyid, the exalted I:Iusayn," and is
designated the bab, or gate, to the Bab.39 In the Surih of Glorious (Mujal­
tal), the Bab speaks of His first followers who have come to Shiraz from
Karbila, and affirms their faith in the new Cause.40 It is important to rec­
ognize that this chapter is the interpretation of the verse in the Surih of
Joseph in which Joseph discloses his true identity to his brothers and
tells them that today God has forgiven them. The affirmation of the faith
of the Letters of the Living is the fulfillment of this verse. The Bab writes:
"God verily hath forgiven those who, prior to this Dispensation, left the
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Sacred Land (Karbila) to find the Most Great Remembrance. For they
have followed Thee at the time of Thy oneness, when no one was aware
of Thy Most Great Cause."1l In the Surih of Those Who Have Preceeded

in Faith (Sabiqin), the Bab addresses His first believers, calling Mulla
J:Iusayn the gate to the Bab and one of the Sabiqin, and calling the Let­
ters of the Living the "manifest cities" between the people and the "Blessed
City," the Bab.'12

The final chapters of the Qayyumu'I-Asma' are particularly reveal­

ing of the Bab's true station. The Bab defines His own station in complex

and sublime symbols corresponding to the unveiling of Joseph's true
identity. The QayyUmu'I-Asma' is filled with pronouncements like this:

o people of the Supreme Cloud of Subtlety! Hearken unto My call from
this Radiant Moon, Whose Countenance shall never eclipse the Face of
this Youth of the East and the West, the One ye find mentioned in all
the Holy Scriptures as the Mystery that is hidden upon the Written Line.
. . . 0 people of the earth! Verily the Point hath reached Its Abode.... God
verily hath enjoined upon you, through this Book, to write with the most
exquisite writing, in golden ink. ... 0 Qurratu'l-'Ayn! Say! When I sought
the Sacred House, I found that the Ka'bah is erected upon four pillars of
support standing before the Bab; and when I desired to circumambulate
the House, I found that the Mother Book hath enjoined seven repeti­
tions; and when I wished to make mention of God upon earth, I found
the Fane (Mash'ar) and Mount 'Arafat existing around the Bab....

Verily this is the Light of the Fire on Sinai, He Who revealeth the
names of God through the hosts of manifestation.... He verily is the
Truth in the accent of Mu~ammad,and He is the Mystery Who shineth
forth out of the body of 'Ali, the hidden Dove-like Light within the heart
of fa~mih.... This is verily the Mystery of Mysteries, Who hath been
inscribed in the vicinity of the Water. ... Verily this is the inscribed Mys­
tery that hath been hidden in the heart of the Prophet. Verily this is the
Unseen Secret, hidden in the heart of the shining Arabian Guardian
('Ali), which hath been written around the Fire.... Thou art, in truth, in
the realm of holiness, the pillar ofglorification, and art, in very truth, and
with utter majesty, the essence of magnification.13

It is important to note a particular aspect of the Bab's commentary on
the Surih of Joseph as a unique interpretive work. A normal exegetical
work deals with the material of the past-an archaic text, a historical
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narrative, a set of events that have already taken place-and interprets
them in that context. This is not the case here. In the Qayyumu'l-Asma',
the meaning that is assigned to the story of Joseph is prophetic: the inner
truth of Joseph and his brothers is the inner truth of the Bab and His
Letters of the Living. Yet, when the Bab was beginning to WTite the QayyU­
l11u'I-Asma', those Letters of the Living were yet to recognize Him. This
recognition would take place precisely through their encounter with the
text of the QayyUmu'I-Asma'. In other words, the QayyUmu'I-Asma' is
actually creating the very (future) reality that it is interpreting.

The story of Joseph was the story of a dream and its subsequent ful­
t1l1ment. Yet here the dynamic of dream and reality is the dynamic of
true reality and its shadow representation in the world. Thus it is the
dream that represents the supreme reality-the realm of divine creative
Action-while the historical realization of the dream in the world is a mere
phenomenal reflection of that eternal truth.

No analysis of the QayyUmu'I-Asma' can he adequate if it fails to
appreciate that this text is not only an interpretation of the Surih of
Joseph, but also a commentary on the entire Qur'an itself. The various
chapters of the Qayylimu'l-Asma' are filled with interpretations ofvari­
ous surihs, and the entire text of the Qayyumu'l-Asma' is written like
the Qur'an, with frequent usage of Qur'anic concepts interpreted in new
ways. From the signs of the Day of Resurrection, to the stories of Khi<.1r
and Moses, the people of the cave, Dhu'l-Qarnayn (Alexander the Great),
Adam and Eve, Pharaoh and Moses, Noah, Abraham, and Jesus-all are

interpreted in the QayyUmu'I-J\sma'. Analysis of these aspects of the text,
however, would be a book in itself. Suffice it to say that the Bab consis­
tently interprets them all as a reference to His own Revelation. In this
sense, the Qayyumu'l-Asma' represents itself as the Hidden Secret of the

Qur'an, while that secret is none other than the Mystery of God-the
Bab Himself.

The QayyUmu'I-Asma' represents the station of unity, the realization
of the perspective of the heart: the interpretation (the QayyUmu'I-Asma')
is seen to be the same as the interpreter (the Bab), and it is identical with
the Qur'an and the surih that is the object of its interpretation. The story
which it interprets is the story of the Bab, the very Qayyumu'l-Asma'
itself. Past, present, and future are intertwined and merged in its transcen­
dental perspective of unity.
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The Sanctuary of the Heart and the Path to Truth

*

W
E HAVE SEEN that the Bab interprets all the phenomena that
are mentioned in the Holy Scriptures ultimately as refer­
ences to their supreme Beginning and End, seeing in all things

only the signs and traces of the divine Effulgence that permeates and
constitutes all creation. The mode of interpretation was based on the
perspective of unity that is attained in the sanctuary of the heart. In this
chapter we address the methodology and the epistemology that the Bab
prescribes as most conducive to the discovery of spiritual truth. In the fol­
lowing chapters we will examine His conception of being, with particu­
lar emphasis on the analytics of the Point and the arc of descent.

Discussions of the question of truth and the conditions that govern
the process of spiritual search are found throughout the writings of the
Bab, but several of His works directly address in detail the subject of
truth and methodology. Of these texts we will focus on two: an early
work, the Commentary on the Tradition of Truth, and a later one, His
analysis of the name of God, the Most Near, which is found in the book
Panj Sha'n.

Truth and the Declarative Testimony

The Persian Bayan defines the fundamental principle of faith as the declar­
ative testimony of Divine Unity, which affirms that "there is none other
God hut God." The entirety of the Bab's 'religion can be derived from
that statement. As He says:
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In chapter 1 of the number of all things, that which is enjoined by God,
glorified and exalted be He, is the recognition of these words: "There is
none other God but God, the Absolute and Utter Truth." For the whole
of the Bayan returneth unto these words, and the gathering of the next
creation shall proceed thereo( But the recognition of these words depen­
deth upon the recognition of the Point of the Bayan, Whom God hath
ordained to be the Lord of the Seven Letters. 1

The declaration of Divine Unity consists of two parts: a statement of
negation and a statement of affirmation. First all but God are negated, and
then the sovereignty of God is affirmed. This dialectic of negation and
affirmation is central to the Bab's discourse on truth. Its structure corre­
sponds to the Bab's conception of the sanctuary of the heart, within
which the vision of truth is possible. In this state, only when all but God
are cast away can the revelation of the Countenance of the Beloved be wit­
nessed in the heart. Phenomenal things are then discerned to be the man­
ifestations of their supreme Origin and End: nothing is seen in anything
but the signs and traces of divine revelation.

One of the most imp~rtant aspects of the Bab's epistemology is the
concept of servitude: it runs through the Bab's self-conception, His mode
of revelation, His ethics, and His approach to the mystic journey as the
necessary precondition for attaining truth. To know truth, one must
attain the station of servitude, which means to travel the path of humil­

ity, self-effacement, and negation of all but God. As long as the obscur­
ing layers of selfish desires, arrogance, and reliance on anything but God
still exist, one cannot become worthy of beholding the Divine Beauty.
When the station of servitude is realized, then the divine light will shine
upon the pure mirror of the heart. In this way servitude becomes, para­
doxically, the substance of divinity. That fact is the reason the Bab often
refers to the statement of Imam ~adiq that "servitude is a substance the
essence of which is divinity."

One of the Bah's works on this topic is an interpretation of the Tra­
dition of Truth (or the Tradition of Kumayl) , which reports a conversa­
tion between Imam 'Ali and one of his disciples, Kumayl. One day 'Ali
permitted Kumayl to ride with him on his camel. Kumayl asked: "0 my
Lord! What is the truth?" At first 'Ali refused to answer his question,
replying: "What hast thou to do with truth?" Then Kumayl said, ''Am I not
trustworthy of Thy mysteries?" to which 'Ali replied, "But that which is
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sprinkled upon thee is but that which overtloweth from Me." Kumayl
pleaded humbly, "Would a Bountiful One like Thee disappoint the hope
of a lowly beseecher?" 'Ali responded to Kumayl's question with five suc­

cessive statements about truth. Since Kumayl did not understand the full
import of the answers, he replied after each answer, "Please confer upon
me further explanation." After the fifth statement, 'Ali concluded his
response, indicating that the dawn had broken, the truth had appeared,
and no further question was relevant,2

The five sequential statements of 'Ali concerning truth are as follows:

"Pierce the veils of glory with no allusion."
"Efface the vain imaginings and confirm the Supreme Object of know1­
edge."
"Rend asunder the veil for the ascendancy of the Mystery."
"Be thou attracted, by the rapture of Absolute Unity (A~adiyyat), unto
the Divine attribute of Oneness."
"Behold, a light hath shone forth out of the Morn of eternity, and lo! Its
waves have penetrated the inmost reality of all [Temples of Unity]."

In His commentary, the Bab interprets these statements, as well as
Kumayl's conversation with Imam 'Ali, in terms of the dialectic of nega­

tion and affirmation, which is the logic of servitude and the path to

knowledge. The Bab explains:

[T]hou must know that Kumayl's response reflecteth his condition; for
he was not attired with the vesture of utter servitude, otherwise he would
not have questioned the truth.... For the truth of his being (~aqiqatah)

is a sprinkling out of His Glory that overflowed, for how can a ray com­
pete with the Countenance (Qam~) of the Sun? That is impossible, for no
being surpasseth its Origin (Mabda') . ... Then 'Ali said unto him, "What
hast thou to do with truth?" indicating that thou art in the station of
duality, which is utter blasphemy ... for He, the Truth, is closer to thee
than thy life-vein; thus, "What hast thou to do with truth?"

When Kumayl hearkened to the call ofTruth and recognized his blas­
phemy, he was reduced to insignificance before his Fashioner, dispelled
the thick darkness of his self, and pleaded, "Am I not trustworthy of Thy
mysteries?" This time 'Ali said yea, on account of His loving-kindness to
him, that the fire of his love would not be extinguished. He sprinkled
upon him out of that which overflowed from Him....
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After Kumayl understood the issue of his remoteness, he raised him­
self up to occupy the station of servitude. With utter humility before his
Lord, he said, "Would a Bountiful One like Thee disappoint the hope of
a lowly beseecher?" This time he intended to tear away the veils to become
worthy of reflecting the lights of the Beauty of His truth, which are naught
but His effulgence upon him and through him....3

In this passage, which is filled with complex allusions, the Bab explains

that Kumayl's very question and his mode of questioning were based
upon the wrong assumptions, wrong categories, and wrong method.

Kumayl could not recognize the truth because he was in the station of
duality-the spiritual level that perceives differentiation and plurality

rather than oneness and unity. He had to pass beyond this realm of dual­

ity to raise himself up to the station of servitude, where he could behold

the truth. But in this passage, the Bab speaks of the perspective of unity

in two apparently opposing ways. First, He states that 'Ali is the essence

of that truth which Kumayl seeks. But He also says:

Behold with the eye of thy heart, for, verily, the truth of thy being is
the Divinity of thy Lord, revealed unto thee and through thee. Thou art
He Himself, and He is thou thyself, except that indeed thou art that thou
art, and He is that He is....

Verily, God, magnified be He, ceaselessly sheddeth His effulgence,
gazeth upon thee through thee, and embraceth thee through thee. This
station is thine uttermost paradise and ultimate Goal. For verily the
inmates of the everlasting paradise make mention of naught but the
Most Great Remembrance of God and His Most Mighty, Most Won­
drous Name.4

Here the Bab indicates that the truth Kumayl seeks is nothing less than
his own true being. The station of duality has obscured Kumayl's vision
and prevented him from realizing that the truth is present within him, at

the core of his being, and it is only his alienation from his own being

that bars him from attaining the truth. In the above passage as well as in
other parts of the work, the Bab says that the essential truth of anyone (or,
indeed, of any created thing) is the station of divine revelation enshrined
within, and through, that being, in one's heart. This divine effulgence
shed upon each creature is the divine self-description for that being. It is
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important to note that although the Bab appears to be talking about the
Imam 'Ali in the Tradition, He really is talking about God as well as Him­
self- 'Ali being a name of God and as well as of the Bab. Thus it is not
'Ali as the Imam, but the Source of revelation which the Imam is receiv­
ing that is the "truth of 'Ali" being discussed.

The Bab finds Kumayl's inability to recognize the truth to be rooted
in the paradoxical fact that Kumayl could neither perceive the truth­
'Ali-that was manifest before him, nor could he behold the truth that was
so near to him-the reality of his own being. Although to the eye of dual­
ity this phenomenon may seem a contradiction, it is precisely the unity
of both aspects that the Bab emphasizes: the truth is 'Ali, while the truth
that is Kumayl's own being is a reflection of the revelation of 'Ali upon
Kumayl's heart. To recognize this truth, Kumayl must humble himself,
purify his heart, behold his own inner being, and discover the revelation
of the Countenance of the Beloved-the face of 'Ali-within his own
reality.

This mystical unity is further emphasized at the end of the passage,
where "the uttermost paradise" is described as the realization of the truth
of one's own reality, through the all-encompassing gaze of the eye of the
heart within the sanctuary of unity. Significantly, the Bab also terms this
same paradise "the Most Great Remembrance of God," which, of course,
is the Bab Himself. In other words, the Bab is none other than 'Ali, and
the truth of each soul is a reflection of the Bab's revelation upon the heart
of that person: "He made him to know his own self, through His state­

ment, 'But that which is sprinkled upon thee is but that which over­
floweth from Me'; thus the truth of thy being, 0 Kumay!, is a mere
sprinkling from the station of the Prophets, which in turn is that which
overfloweth from Me."5

As the Bab interprets the conversation between 'Ali and Kumayl in
terms of the logic of servitude, He also explains 'Ali's five statements on
truth as diverse expressions of the dialectic of negation and affirmation.
The first statement is discussed in more detail. The Imam commands
Kumay!, who now has become worthy of witnessing the truth, to "pierce
the veils of glory with no allusion." According to the Bab, this statement
asks for the veils to be torn away as the precondition for the divine glory
to shine forth. To "pierce the veils" means to transcend the realm of plu­
rality, the realm of allusion to this or that, to self and other: "Thus 'Ali
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replied, 'Pierce the veils of glory with no allusion.' He meant: 0 thou
Kumayl! Rend all veils asunder, for they are the creation of God. Be estab­
lished within the ocean of the Glory, their Creator, and forsake them all

without alluding to either Me or thyself...."6

As the Bah explains, the other four statements convey the same truth
in different ways. In the second statement, "Efface the vain imaginings,
and confirm the Supreme Object of knowledge," the vain imaginings are

the "veils" to be negated, and the Supreme Object of knowledge to be
affirmed is the "Glory." The Bab defines the "truth" in the first four state­
ments as "Glory," the "Supreme Object of knowledge," "Mystery," and

"Absolute Unity." As for the fifth statement, the Bab explains that the

truth is "light," which ultimately derives from the Sun of Eternity, the

Prophet MuQammad. The Bab also interprets the fifth statement in terms

of the stages of divine creative Action. In other words, the essential truth

of human beings is a reflection of the divine creative Action and its stages.
In this way, the interpretation of the Tradition of Truth expresses the

same interpretive principle which was operative in the Qayylimu'l-Asma'

and the Bah's other interpretive works. As He explains:

When Kumayl pleaded, "Please confer upon me further explanation,"
'Ali responded, "Behold, a light hath shone forth out of the Morn of eter­
nity, and lo! Its waves have penetrated the inmost reality of all [Temples
of Unity]." His goal, peace be upon Him, was to instruct Kumayl in the
diverse stations of Divine Action (Fi'l) and its effects: meaning, "0 thou
Kumayl! The 'Morn of Eternity' is 'Ali; the 'Sun of Eternity' is MUQammad;
'Out of' is l:Iasan and l~~sayn; 'Hath shone forth' are the Imams; 'light'
is Fatimih; 'Temples of Unity' are the prophets and the chosen ones; and
'Its waves' are thy station, 0 Kumayl, and the station of all Shf'ih beyond
thyself.'

The five statements of truth are followed hy a final comment by 'Ali

which refers to the concrete realization of truth in his own being and in
the heart of Kumay!. 'Alf says, "Extinguish the lamp; for verily the morn
hath now broken." The Bab then explains: "He meant that '0 Kumayl!

Extinguish the lamp hy whose aid thou walkest in the darkness of the
intellect, soul, and spirit, that haply the heart, which is the morn, may shine
forth within thee.' He thus alluded to the true meaning of truth in this
context, that '0 Kumayl! Extinguish the lamp, for I am the Morn."'s The
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"lamp" refers to those modes and methods of search that are imprisoned
within the lower levels of limitation and plurality and which must be
discarded just as lamps are extinguished when the sun rises. As an epis­

temic perspective, the "lamp" is what the Bab refers to (sometimes in
varying terminology) as the sanctuaries of intellect, soul, and body, while
the "morning" is the sanctuary of the heart. tiut this also means, the Bab
asserts, that 'Ali himself is that morn of truth, and that Kumayl must

realize the truth which is manifest before his very eyes.

The Tradition ofTruth and the Chronology ofRevelation

The Bah interprets the Tradition of Truth at multiple levels. Even as

He had explained the five statements of Imam 'Ali as they applied at the
individual level, signifying the stages in the soul's journey to the sanctu­

ary of the heart in order to attain truth, so He also interprets those five

statements as they apply at the collective level, referring to the chronol­

ogy of His own Revelation, which saw the gradual disclosure of His truth

to the people through a sequence of stages. The Bah indicates that His
entire mission itself is the realization of the Tradition of Kumayl. The

first five statements on truth symbolize the first five years, when His truth

was divulged gradually. The last of these statements, on the dawning of

the light, signifies the stage in which the truth of the Bah's station, and the
true meaning of the word Bah, became manifest. In the Seven Proofs,

He explains:

Examine the exalted answers offered twice previously, that thou
mayest attain certitude that the manifestation of the Awaited Promised
One is the very manifestation of the responsible Truth that thou hast
observed in the tradition of Kumayl: Behold in the first year, "Pierce the
veils of glory with no allusion"; in the second year, "Efface the vain imag­
inings and confirm the Supreme Object of knowledge"; in the third year,
"Rend asunder the veil for the ascendancy of the Mystery"; in the fourth,
"Be thou attracted, by the rapture of Absolute Unity, unto the Divine
attribute of Oneness"; and in the fifth, "Behold, a light hath shone forth
out of the Morn of eternity, and lo! Its waves have penetrated the inmost
reality of all [Temples of Unity]." Thou assuredly wilt see the light that
shineth forth out of the Morn of Eternity, as long as thou flee not and
fear not.9
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Given the significance of this chronology, it is necessary to determine
precisely which years are being referred to. In the Bah's later writings
such as Panj Sha'n, He says that during the first four years of His ministry
He appeared among the people as the Bab and they assumed Him to be
the Gate to the Hidden Imam. Then in the year 5, the true meaning of the
title of the Bab became manifest publicly so that the people would real­
ize that I Ie was the supreme divine Light, and the difference between
light and fire. At this time, His station as hoth the Qa'im and a new Man­
ifestation of God would he apparent. 10 In that same discussion, the Bab
notes that the date when He is writing this marks the passing of two
complete years after the termination of those first four years: In other
words, it was the end of the year 6, and the beginning of the year 7. 11 We

know precisely what that date was, as the Bah mcntions it in that same text:
Jumadi'l-AvvaI5, 1266 (March 19, 1850), which was also the anniversary
of His declaration, as wcll as the eve of the first day of spring, and thus
the eve of the first day of the Babi year.

The first year of the Bab's Dispensation began, not at the start of the
Muslim year 1260, but on the day of His declaration, Jumadi'l-AvvaI5,
1260 (May 23, 1844). Thus the ministry of the Bab comprises seven years:
the first four years correspond to the number of the Gates and the first

four statements on truth in the Tradition of Truth. The fifth year is the
year of the letter Ha', the fifth statement in thc Tradition, and the reve­
lation of the true meaning of the title Rib. The sixth year is the year of the
letter vav. Th us in the years 5 and 6, the letters I la' and Vav are combined,
forming the word Huva (He). In other words, after the first four years of
preparation, the truth of the Bab, as the manifestation of divine revela­
tion (the manifestation of "He") appears in the two next years. Shortly
after thc end of the sixth year, the ministry of the Bab comes to an end.
The Bab calls the seventh year the ycar of Abad (Eternity), the year of
His martyrdom, which occurred on July 9, 1850. Thus the beginning of
the year 5 was April 9, 1848. It was also in July 1848 that the Bab was
examined by the clerics in Tabriz and publicly proclaimed to them His sta­
tion as the promised Qa'im.

The Tradition of Truth designated the fifth stage of truth as the stage
of light and the morn of eternity. In the Qur'an, light is associated with
God, as in this passage: "God is the light of the heavens and the earth." 12

Although in the Rib's writings the terms "Light," "Morn of Eternity," and
"Sun of Truth" all primarily refer to the Bah, the first reflection of this
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Light is the Bab's first believer, Mulla ~usayn.13 In addition, the fifth
stage, the year of Light, was the stage of the heroic sacrifice and martyr­
dom of Mulla ~usayn and many of the Bab's other disciples during the

Tabarsi upheaval. For the Bab, such martyrdom is the concrete realiza­
tion and testimony of annihilation in God, the attainment of consummate
servitude, and ascent to the sanctuary of the heart. Just like the martyr­

dom of Imam ~usayn, the martyrdom of Mulla J::Iusayn and other believ
ers announced the vision of truth, a testimony which was acceptable to

God. The Bab says:

Consider the Dawn Prayer revealed by Imam Baqir. It beginneth with
this: "0 thou God! I beseech Thee by the most glorious of Thy Glory
(Bahd), for all Thy Glory is glorious. 0 Thou God! I beseech Thee by all
Thy Glory (Bahd)." The allusion to Baha in this part re[erreth unto the
Apostle of God, the blessings of God rest upon Him. Witness the second
part of the prayer as a reference to the station of the Commander of the
Faithful, till thou reachest the fifth part thereof, where it mentioneth the
Light (Nur), which pointeth to the Prince ofMartyrs. The station of light
resembleth that of the lamp, which consumeth its own self in order to illu­
mine others, for there remaineth no trace of identity in the light. Thus
shouldst thou be alive, thou wouldst witness the lights of this Revelation
who will relinquish, by their own will, their own being in order to render
victorious the unity of God, and His ordinances and prohibitions. 14

In this statement from the Seven Proofs, written in the Prison of Maku,

the Bab is clearly speaking of the year 5 as a year which is yet to come. He

also refers to the realization of the light in that year, through the self­
sacrifice of the believers, as an event in the future. The martyrdom of

Mulla ~usayn, and a number of other Babis, took place at the end of the

year 5, on February 2, 1849.

In a short letter written during His imprisonment in Chihriq, the
Bah states that His Cause is the very Truth that was asked of by Kumayl.
Then the Bab explains that the first five years of His ministry correspond
to the five statements on truth in the Tradition. After mentioning the

fifth, referring to the shining of the light out of the morn of eternity, the
Bab adds that "verily, at this time, the Sun of Truth hath reached the
Point of midday zenith." 15 The year 5, then, denotes the breaking of the
dawn, and the year 6 is the time of the Sun's rise to its zenith. The year 7

is the year of the setting of the Sun of Truth.
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Another important document which further confirms the accuracy of
this chronology is found in the Kitabu'l-Asma', in a passage in which the
Bab recounts where He has been on that particular night in each of the
years of His ministry. There are indications in that work that it was writ­
ten around the night of the anniversary of the martyrdom of Imam
l:lusayn, that is, Mu~arram 10, 1266 (November 26, 1849). The Bab states
that, in the first year, on this night He was mentioning his Lord before
Mu~ammad,while no one was with Him except "the Last Name" (Qud­
dus). This is most likely a reference to the time when the Bab was in
Medina, where the shrine of Mu1:Jammad is located, accompanied only by
Quddus, the last Letter of the Living (around Mu~arram10, 1261/Janu­
ary 19, 1845). Then the Bab says that in the second year, on this night, He
was in His own home, while only "the Most Exalted Name" (A 'fa) was with
Him. This must be a reference to His house arrest in Shiraz. "The Most
Exalted Name" probably refers to His uncle Siyyid 'Ali. The date would
have been around Mu~arram10, 1262 (January 8, 1846). In the third year,

He continues, He was alone in the city of Isfahan. This is a reference to
His early solitary stay in the house of the governor of that city (around
Muharram 10, 1263/December 29, 1846). Next the Bab states that in the
fourth year He was in the Prison of Maku, where only two people were
permitted by the guards to attain His presence. This would have been
about Mu~arram10, 1264 (December 18, 1847). Finally, He mentions that
in the years 5 and 6 (the years Ha' and Vav) on this night He was in the
mountain fortress of Chihriq; there were only two persons in His pres­

ence in the year 5, and one in the year 6. 16 These dates fit perfectly with
the previously mentioned chronology of the five years.

As we saw, the term "Morn of Eternity" refers primarily to the Bab as
the Manifestation of the Primal Will, and secondarily to the afflictions and
tests the Babis had to undergo at the Shrine of Shaykh TabarsL17 In fact
the Bab is making a sociological prediction here: that the Morn of Eter­
nity, the explicit and public revelation of the truth of the Bab in the year
5, would also be a period of brutal persecution for His followers. We can
see the logical relation between the two aspects of the meaning of the
"Morn of Eternity" when we consider that the public proclamation of
the Bab as the Qa'im and the new Prophet led to the self-sacrifice and
martyrdom of the "lights" of this Morn of Eternity. In this way, the
waves of the supreme Light (the Bah) penetrated the inmost reality of the
"Temples of Unity," or the Letters of the Living.
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Truth as the Creative Word

The writings of the Bab emphasize the fundamental epistemological con­
cept that the individual's understanding of reality is always determined
by that person's epistemic perspective, and that perspective is determined
by the existential, spiritual station and attributes of that individual. In
other words, the objective characteristics and limits of the suhject shape
the object that is understood by that subject.

In the history of Western philosophy it was Kant who made this
insight the core of his philosophical outlook. According to Kant, the
empiricist theory of knowledge, which treats the human mind as a blank
slate that reflects objective reality passively through sense perception, is
inadequate. Kantian theory replaced that model with a conception of
the mind as an active mental stru'cture that imparts form to the chaotic
manifold matter of perception, creating a particular perception and con­
ception of the world. These mental structures, which create our under­
standing of reality, are the a priori forms that constitute the conditions
of the possibility of experience and objectivity. The forms of intuition
(space and time), as well as the categories of understanding, are the basic
mechanisms of such a construction. IS

Kantian theory thus differentiates between the phenomenal world of
appearances, and the noumenal world of the things in themselves. The
world that we can know is only the phenomenal world, and this world is
given its particular appearance by the type of heing that we are. The
world of noumenal reality, in contrast, is beyond the reach of human
reason or understanding, and all the mind's attempts to understand it
must fail.l~

Kantian theory was, in turn, historicized in the writings of German
Idealists like Hegel, and was reinterpreted by many social theorists in the
form of the sociology of knowledge. Both the original Kantian theory
and the historicized sociology of knowledge, however, were trapped in
some form of the relativistic dilemma: once knowledge is held to be a
function of social or material conditions, "truth" (as classically under­
stood) no longer has meaning.

The writings of the Bab ofler a unique insight on this issue. While
the Bab relates different epistemic perspectives to particular existential
positions, He explains that the source of those existential positions is
spiritual in nature. One of the most direct expositions of this issue is
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found in Panj Sha'n, in which He explains the name of God, the Most
Near. He turns the topic of nearness to God into a discussion of the dif­
fering spiritual stations of people in their understanding of divine Truth.
Clarifying a prevalent misconception about the Sufi notion of the "unity

of existence" (va~datu'l-vujlld),He explains that the noumenal reality of
the world is not the Essence of God (for nothing else exists at the level of
the Essence), but is rather the realm of the divine Action, divine attrib­

utes, Logos, and Primal Will:

Bear thou witness ... that verily God, glorified be He, hath ever been,
and will ever exist without anything to exist with Him. He verily hath cre­
ated all things by virtue of His Will (Mashiyyah) , and hath created the Will
by Itself, out of nothing else.... All things are created and affected by It.

Then behold naught in the heavens, the earth, and that which lieth
between them, save as the effects thereof. They all, verily, are fashioned
by the Will and have proceeded from It, while It is verily created by Itself
and abideth beneath Its Own Essence. It hath proceeded from God, Its
Lord, and unto God, Its Fashioner, It shall return....

[T]hou must hear witness that the Will is in one sense all things and,
in another, devoid of them all; in one respect It is before all things and,
in another, devoid of them all; in one gaze It is above all things and, in
another, beneath them all. For, verily, all those different directions have
been created by the Will and generated through the modes of Its revela­
tion. Therefore, It is more manifest to things than even their own real­
ity, inasmuch as the first is a creature, created by It, the last is a creature
created by It, the seen is a creature fashioned by It, and the hidden is a
creature fashioned by 11.20

Kantian noumenal reality, in the Bab's terms, pertains to the realm of
the divine Word, the Primal Will. The Primal Will is the "true reality of

things"; in one sense it is all things, while in another sense it transcends
all things. Although the realm of the divine Essence itself utterly transcends
human knowledge, human beings can nevertheless have an indirect rela­
tion to the noumenal realm through divine revelation. This revelation is

manifested in various ages, in both the realms of cosmic creation and
spiritual civilization, by one of the representatives of the Primal Will:
"God, glorified and magnified be He:' writes the Bab, "hath made all the
pluralities to proceed from the Thrones of the Will, as He willeth. Even
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as thou dost witness that God hath caused all human generations to pro­
ceed from the First Wondrous Creation through a single drop of water.
Thus, verily, God hath created all things by the Will. ..."21

True reality, or the noumenal world, is manifested by the totality of the
revelation that is manifested in each age. However, the perspectives
through which human beings perceive and understand this revelation
are limited by the individuals' own existential stations. Those stations in

turn are determined by the revelation of the creative Word of God within
the inmost reality of the individual:

The Primal Will, once it is manifested in this world at the behest of
God, speaketh of all things, and by virtue of its speaking thereof, all
things are brought into existence. When He revealeth, "I am verily the
Mirror of God," a mirror is created in which naught is seen save the
Countenance of God. Therefore he [a person] would gaze upon the
Bayan, and would always refer to these words, inasmuch as his inmost
reality is verily created by this verse. He, therefore, would consider those
who fail to believe in those words to be of a lower spiritual station. And
he is correct at his own level of existence.

Likewise, when He revealeth, "I am verily the first to bow down before
God," there would be one whose inmost reality is created in the image of
those words. Thus, he would adduce proofs from the Bayan in that man­
ner and gazeth upon him who is above him as he doeth, on account of
his inability to comprehend the higher station. For verily his inmost real­
ity is generated beneath the station of the higher one.22

According to the Bab, this difference in existential stations, corre­

sponding to the dominance of a particular divine Word, or verse, in the
heart of the individual, is the objective basis of the differences of inter­

pretation and the contention about the meaning of the Holy Scriptures

that occur within a Dispensation. He continues:

Thus these two would dispute: This one sayeth, "Thou art an extremist
(ghali)," and the other one sayeth, "Thou art intolerant (qali)." This one
adduceth evidence from a word of God, and that one reasoIi.eth by
another word ofGod. But I affirm unto them: Ye both are true and right,
on the condition that thou not say unto him, "He is an extremist," and
he not say unto thee, "Thou art intolerant." As to thee who art in the
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lower station, thou verily art created by this verse, and thus thou wouldst
not comprehend above it. As to thee who art in the highest station, thou
art fashioned by that verse and thou canst understand the station beneath
thine existence.... Thus, wert thou to acquire wisdom, thou wouldst
not reject anyone because of his limitation, but must foster the growth
of all in the palm of thy mercy. Shouldst thou succeed in elevating him
to the realm of glory, great would be his blessings from thee; and should
he fail to ascend to thy height, thou shouldst train him within his own
rank of existence. For verily he too is a creation of thy Lord; God loveth
him and he loveth God...."23

This epistemological precept has far-reaching implications, especially
for discourse and communication. Because the diverse perceptions of
truth entertained by different minds are due to the varying reflections of
the divine creative Word in their hearts, an approach of humility and
tolerance is called for, as well as avoidance of conflict and contention.
Although no one can comprehend the Truth in its absolute reality, there
clearly is a hierarchy of spiritual stations and corresponding perspectives

on truth. The attitude of those who occupy higher stations must be one
of compassion and understanding toward those of lower stations. They
must try to educate them and assist them to understand, but they must
never forget the limits of their own understanding.

This epistemological doctrine should not be mistaken as a form of rel­
ativism, however, although it has some similarities to perspectivism,
which holds truth to be related to the perspective or standpoint of the sub­
ject. Here, the constitution of the subject's standpoint is not due to some
arbitrary material or social factor that is accidental to the noumenal real­
ity. Instead, the perspective is constituted by a specific aspect of the self­
disclosing act of the same creative noumenal reality. As we will see in the
next chapter, the two extreme perspectives discussed by the Bab in the
example above represent the twin aspects of the station of the Point,
which reveal the ultimate structure of reality. Each of these perspectives
thus unveils one aspect of the reality of being, while at the same time
they differ hierarchically in the degree of disclosure they represent, within
and between diverse, historically specific revelations of the Primal Will.

The Bab's epistemology is based on a metaphysics that defines the
creative Word of God as the supreme noumenal reality of the world. It
implies that recognition of the Word of God as revealed in each age is the
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ultimate state of truth-knowledge that is possible for human beings to
attain. One can most directly approach noumenal reality through the
sanctuary of the heart, which affords the only perspective from which

an all-encompassing gaze of unity is possible. Within the sanctuary of the
heart, from the perspective of unity, it becomes evident that there is no
contradiction in the divine words, and that if there seems to be any con­

tradiction, that pcrccption is accountable to the limitations of the read­

ers and their varying stations. In one of His tablets the Bab writes: "Beseech
thou God to open, through His grace, the gate of the heart unto thec,

inasmuch as, without the light of that sanctuary, man is unable to con­
ceive of contrary attributes within onc and the same thing."24 And else­

where He writes:

Such conclusive truth hath been revealed through the gaze of the heart,
and not that of intellect. For intellect conceives not save limited things.
Verily, bound by the realm of limitations, men are unablc to gaze upon
things simultaneously in their manifold aspects. Thus it is perplexing
for them to comprehend that lofty station. No one can recognize the
truth of the Middle Way hetween the two extreme poles except after
attaining unto the gate of the heart and beholding the realities of the
worlds, visible and unseen.25

The Bab provides another example of a typical dispute over doctrine,

in which different individuals with opposing, although equally abso­

lutist, orientations adduce different passages to support their positions,
unable to see that things have multiple aspects which are ttue sirtmltane­

ously:

For instance, in the Dispensation of the Furgan, 'Ali affirmed, "I am
the Ever-Living, the Imperishable." He whose inner reality is created
through the influence of that gemstone would not hesitate to believe in
these words and adduceth them as proof of his station. Still, there is also
another who referreth to that outward fate which befell him ['Ali], which
is known and manifest to all. He argueth, for example, that inasmuch as
God hath revealed to MuJ:1ammad, "Verily, Thou wilt die, and verily they
will die,"26 how can it be that the One Who hath said, "Verily, I Myself
am but a servant amongst His servants," would not be subject to mor­
tality? Thus this one calleth the other an extremist, and the other calleth
this one intolerant.
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Thus, 0 ye two beloved ones of Mine! Contend not. ... Thou art
correct: He is verily the Ever-Living, the Imperishable; and thou art also
right, thou who seest his shrine and bearest witness unto his death. How­

ever, thou must not be veiled by thy knowle4ge of his physical death.
For, verily, the station in which it hath been affirmed, "I am the Ever­
Living, the Imperishable," is different from this other mortal station. It
is a station in which he is a mirror of God, his Lord; whereas the station

that is subject to mortality is his created station, where he is subject to
change, transformation, slaying, quickening, and resurrection. Both sta­
tions are praiseworthy and beloved within their own level of existence.27

The underlying principles of the Bab's epistemology are confirmed and

further amplified by both Baba'u'lhih and 'Abdu'l-Baba. Baha'u'llah, in the

Seven Valleys, describing the Valley of Unity-the perspective from which

the wayfarer is able to see beyond the pluralities that cause conflict and

difference and to "look on all things with the eye of oneness"-explains

that "all the variations which the wayfarer in the stages of his journey

beholdeth in the realms of being, proceed from his own vision."28 Another

treatment of this topic is found in 'Abdu'l-Baba's commentary on the

Tradition "I was a Hidden Treasure ..."29 An important portion of'Abdu'l­

Baba's text is devoted to the debate between those who believe that the

essences of things are pre-existent, and those who believe the essences are

originated and created (the same issue the Bab uses as an example of dif­

fering perspectives). The views that 'Abdu'l-Baba discusses are those of the

Sufi followers of Ibn 'Arabi as opposed to the position advocated by

Shaykh A~mad,who frequently criticized the Sufis for thinking that the

essences of things-their archetypal kingdom, the realm of the "eternal

intelligible forms"-are present in the Essence of God and thus are uncre­

ated and pre-existent.

As Keven Brown has noted, the position articulated by'Abdu'I-Baha

is not that the two opposite views are equally valid.30 In fact, for 'Abdu'l­

Baha clearly Shaykh A~mad's arguments are more accurate. However, in

a manner identical to that of the Bab, 'Abdu'l-Baba explains that the posi­

tions and beliefs held by each of these two groups are perfect "in their

own stations." In other words, the two positions reflect the epistemic per­

spectives of the two groups, and each position is valid relative to the spir­

itual station of that group. Like the Bab, 'Abdu'l-Baha affirms that the

difference between the positions of the two groups is a product of the
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difference of the revelation of the divine names in their hearts. Although
all humans are manifestations of all the divine names and attributes, dif­
ferent names of God are predominantly manifested in different minds
and thus difference of ideas occurs.3t

In 'Abdu'I-BaM's analysis, it becomes clear that, again, the perspective
of unity and oneness is the approach closest to spiritual truth in its most
complete form. Therefore, those who turn their hearts toward the total­
ity of divine revelation will be enabled to behold reality in the sanctuary
of the heart, in ways that transcend more limited perspectives. The
supreme manifestation of this epistemic perspective of the heart is of
course the Manifestation of God, Who is the embodiment of all the
names and attributes of God, and for this reason His recognition is
emphasized as the most important step on the path of search for truth.
As we have seen, His station of servitude is subservient to His station of
divinity. Thus the perfect epistemological stance unites the two stations
of servitude and divinity with superiority given to that of divinity.

A glimpse of this perspective of unity is possible for people of high
spiritual station, as we can see in 'Abdu'l-BaM's resolution of the differ­
ent names that are manifest within the contending groups described.
Here 'Abdu'l-Baha distinguishes among not two, but three positions. The
third position is the perspective of the one who understands that both
names are valid, each pertaining to a different aspect of reality, and who
therefore sees no contradiction between the two names. For 'Abdu'l­
Baha, the third perspective is the most adequate one. This third perspec­
tive, however, is closer, but not identical, to Shaykh A~mad's position.32

According to 'Abdu'I-BaM, within some mystics the divine attribute
of sanctification and transcendence is dominant. Such people affirm
the sanctification of God from any association with the creatures. This
perspective corresponds to that of Shaykh A~mad, who rejects any form
of pre-existence for the contingent realm. Yet within other mystics, the
divine attribute of lordship and being the object of adoration is dominant.
These people cannot conceive of God without the existence of His crea­
tures. This position is the view of those Sufis who posit the essences of
beings in the Essence of God. However, for 'Abdu'l-BaM, there is a third
possibility. For this third group, although the name of Sanctification has
ascendancy in their being, the name of Lordship is also manifestly reflected
in their reality, and they are therefore closer to the station of real truth.
'Abdu'l-Baha explains that they affirm both the attributes of sanctification
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and lordship, each at its own appropriate level of reality. They recognize
that God, at the level of the divine Essence, is sanctified above all else,
and thus they understand that, at that level, only God is pre-existent and
there are no "eternal intelligible forms." Yet they also affirm the lordship
of God in the realm of the revelation of divine names and attributes. At
this level-the level of divine Action-they recognize the world as pre­
existent with the divine attributes, for here the existence of the divine·
attributes implies the existence of the created world}3

It is important to note that in this framework, the view that asserts the
pre-existence of the essences of things at the level of the divine Essence is
objectively false. Likewise, the view that denies the pre-existence of the real­
ities of things at the level of the attributes and the divine Action is incor­
rect. Each of the two views is correct only when it is applied to its own
appropriate aspect or level of reality. Thus we can see that this epistemol­
ogy is not any sort of metaphysical relativism. Metaphysical truth in itself
is not dependent on, or a product of, contingent and varying conditions,
although it is reflected differently in different objects-including minds.

As was noted, in Kantian theory the categories of understanding only
apply to the phenomenal realm of appearances and are incapable of
describing the noumenal realm of the things in themselves. According to
Kant, when we try to understand the unconditional realm of the noumena
through the limited categories of understanding, we find ourselves in an
epistemological impasse, the "antinomies of reason," where we can simul­
taneously affirm and deny the same proposition. While Kant tried to
resolve these antinomies through non-theoretical means, including moral
action and aesthetics, he proposed no epistemological solution to the
problem.34 In terms of the Bab's metaphysics and epistemology, we can
see that Kant's antinomies are a product of the limited epistemic per­
spectives that correspond to the categories of what the Bab calls intellect,
soul, and body. But by attaining the higher perspective of the heart one
can transcend the oppositions of the limited station of intellect and arrive
at a more comprehensive, holistic perspective. In fact, whenever the Bab
addresses a complex metaphysical question, He normally begins by
explaining that it is necessary to take this higher perspective in order to
understand reality: one must traverse the path of unity, submerge one­
self in the sea of the heart, journey in the realm of the divine names, and
attain the stage of utter servitude in order to be able to discern the truth
of things.
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The Primal ~ill as the Unity
of Subject and Object

*
I

N THE BAB'S META PHYSICS, a central role belongs to the concept of

the Primal Will of God. In this chapter, we investigate the concept

of the Will, its relation to God, and the stages of divine creative

. Action. As we have seen, in the Bab's writings the Primal Will is also

referred to by such terms as the "Point," the "Tree of the Will," the "Mys­

tery," the "Word," and the "Remembrance." In the texts that will be dis­

cussed here the Bab speaks of the Primal Will as the "Point."

The Analytics ofthe Point

One of the most important facts about the Point is its dual station. In a

scnsc, everything returns to this fundamental concept. In a key passage

from the Persian Bayan, the Bab explains that one station speaks "from

God," while the other speaks "from that which is other than God." The sec­

ond is the station of servitude for the first station. The first .station, He goes

on to explain,

is the station of His unknown and unknowable Essence, the Manifesta­

tion of His Divinity. Thus, all His revealed divine verses stream forth on

behalf of God All else beyond this supreme Sign present within Him

is His creation .

And within the inmost reality of all things there hath been, and will
forever continue to be, a sign from God through which the unity of the

Lord is celebrated. This sign, however, is a reflection of His Will present
within it, through which naught is seen but God. However, within the

181
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Will, that supreme Sign is the Will Itself, the Supreme Mirror of God,
which hath never referred, nor will it ever refer, to aught but God.... He
is the possessor of two signs, that of God and that of creation, and through
the latter he worshippeth God and boweth in adoration before Him. In
like manner, all things adore their Beloved through the sign of Creation,
though it hath never reached, nor will it ever reach, beyond its own sign
from God, which is present within it and pointeth unto Him. 1

Recognizing the limitations of all language in attempting to describe
the Divinity, we can approach an understanding of the dual station of the
Primal Will and its relationship to God using the philosophical concepts
of subject and object. God, as the unknowable Essence, transcends the
realm ofboth subject and object. God is the Supreme Subject without any
Object. The station of the Primal Will, however, can be described as the
unity of subject and object. The Primal Will is the Cause and the Ground
of Itself, while all other phenomena are created by the causation of the
Will, and the sign of God that is reflected in each being is actually a sign
of the Will.

The Bab refers to the Will's stations of divinity and servitude as two

"aspects" or "directions," the higher and the lower. The station of divin­
ity, the higher direction, is the Will as the supreme Mirror of God; here
nothing is seen in the Will except God. At this level there exists no men­
tion of anything except God: the Will is the sheer revelation of the
Absolute Unity of God, where there is no possibility of creation, differ­
entiation, or diverse names or attributes. The Bab usually designates this
station as the "Sea of Names" or the "Sea of the One True God." Those who

tread the path of this Sea behold nothing else but God. The Bab Joes
not call this the Sea of the Essence of God, because He emphasizes that the
divinity of the Will is not identical with the Essence of God, but it is the
aspect of unmitigated divine revelation in the heart of the Point.

The Will as object, however, represents something that is created, and
there is now mention of the Will itself as that created reality. This is the
aspect of the servitude of the Will, and is what the Bab refers to as the
lower direction of the Will. The Bab usually calls this station the "Sea of
Creation" or the "Sea of the Pirst Creation." In this station, there is men­
tion of the mirroring nature of the Will, or the "self" of the Will. It is
through the relation of this lower station to the higher station of the
Point that God is worshipped and adored by the Will.
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Since the distinction between the Sea of Names and the Sea of Cre­
ation (that is, the Sea of the created beings) is so pervasive in the writings
of the Bab, it is important to observe the basis of this distinction. As we
have seen, to attain a high level of spiritual understanding one must fix
one's attention on the inner reality of things and behold phenomenal
reality as the manifestation of the spiritual realm. However, things can be
regarded in two ways. They can be seen in terms of their own character­
istics and essence, or as manifestations of their Supreme Origin and End.
The example the Bab uses to illustrate this distinction is the mirror: one
can focus either on what is reflected in the mirror or on the mirror itself.

These two views can be applied to any being. The only view that is
acceptable to the Bab, however, is that which concerns God, the Primal
Will, and the stages ofdivine Action; thus both views are acceptable when
they are directed at the Point. One can focus on the hidden aspect of the
Point, in which nothing is seen but God, or the manifest aspect of the
Point, as the station of the Will, the Word, and the Primary Creation.

Here both perspectives in fact point to the divine realm, although the
latter aspect is subordinate to the former. Likewise, one can regard the first
believer (the first Letter of the Living) in either of these two aspects: in
his hidden aspect, which is the station of the Will, or in his manifest
aspect, which is his own essence as a Letter of the Living. In the latter
aspect, the first believer represents the second stage of divine creative
Action, Determination. Thus, in a secondary way, both perspectives are
acceptable with regard to all nineteen members of the Primal Unity. As
for all other created things, however, only the first perspective is accept­
able: in the realm of phenomenal reality, only the perspective which sees
in things nothing hut the revelation of the Will and its divine Action is
a spiritual perspective. The view that sees phenomenal things in terms of
their own contingent material essences is an ordinary perspective of lim­
itation. In the Persian Bayan the Bah writes:

In like manner, gaze upon all the Names and Attributes with His eyes.
Thus, when a servant cometh to know, he seeth that none knoweth but
Him, and when he obtaineth the power to accomplish something, he
seeth that none is powerful but Him, for in each Dispensation, all who
are guided by that Revelation are naught but the manifold modes of that
Manifestation of God. Therefore wert thou to look at all the Revelations
from the first, which was that of Adam, to infinity, thou wouldst not see
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anything endued with reality except through GO?, and wouldst fail to
recognize the Manifestation of Divinity except through the Exalted Tree
of His Revelation, which is naught but the Primal Will. This i.s the decree,
for naught else is possible in this contingent world....

This is the fruit of the existence of all things [all humans], since all
things depend upon the Primal Will for their existence, and naught is seen
in everything but the revelation of God, in accordance with the degree of
the reality of any entity which beareth the divine revelation.2

As we saw before, these two stations of the Will are the source of the

two fundamental revelatory modes of divine verses and prayers. The

divine verses issue from the higher direction of the Will, while the reve­

lation of prayers comes from the lower direction. In Panj 5ha'n, the Rib

summarizes the concepts discussed so far and relates the two directions

of the Will to differential stations of recognition by human beings:

Inasmuch as the recognition of the Eternal and Unseen Essence hath
been impossible ... , He, therefore, hath enjoined all, from the beginning
that hath no beginning to the end that hath no end, to recognize the Sun
of Truth, Who is the Mirror of His Essence and the Primal Will, Who is
the Throne of His Manifestation. He hath accepted the recognition of that
Sun of Truth as the recognition of His own Reality....

God hath ordained two stations for the Sun of Truth: the unseen sta­
tion, where naught is seen in the Will save God, and the manifest station,
where naught is seen in It except the Primal Will. And He hath ordained
the second station to be the creation of the first, and hath decreed the first

station to be the world of Names and Attributes for those servants who
traverse the Seas of Attributes and the Oceans of Glory, who move by
virtue of God and repose by His grace, whose firstness is from God and
whose lastness is through His grace ... who behold the Hidden Unseen
within the visible and manifest, even as other servants only see the Will
within the manifest.

Should one who traverseth the Sea of Names be present in the time
of Him Whom God shall make manifest, and desire to be granted per­
mission to ask Him questions, He would say: "Ask then God, thy Lord,
that which thou wiliest, for verily We are ready to answer." And should
He desire to grant him an answer, He would say: "Hearken then unto
what shall be revealed unto thee from God, for verily there is none other
God but Me, the best of those who are ready to answer." ... This hath
been and will continue to be the unseen station of the Sun of Truth and
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the higher direction of the Dawning-Place of the Sun of Eternity, while
the numerous series of prayers and supplications are but a droplet of
that Sea....

All, according to their capacity, are enjoined to love Him and recog­
nize Him and traverse the path of the Seas of Names and Attributes.
Should it be beyond their power, however, God hath ordained for Him
a different station and a lesser course, which is to recognize His manifest
station, known also as the Sun ofTruth, the Primal Creation, the Primal
Will, the Eternal Sun.... It is within this lesser station that after the
utterance, "There is none other God but God," servitude and its associ­
ation with the Manifestation of each divine Revelation have been men­
tioned. Should one fail to tread the path of that Sea, he must traverse
the path of this alternative Sea.3

It should be pointed out that these two stations are the same stations
that Baha'u'llah has identified as the higher and lower stations of recog­
nition when He states, like the Bab, that the creative Word of God has cre­
ated people in different ways, and that some traverse the path of the
highest station of recognition while others tread a path beneath that.
Giving an example of these two stations, Baha'u'llah says that one person
beholds the unknowable and exalted Hidden Essence in the Temple of
Manifestation, without any mention of connection or separation, whereas
another considers the Temple of Manifestation as the Manifestation of
God, and finds His ordinances and prohibitions the very ordinances of
God. Baha'u'llah states that both these groups are acceptable to Him
unless the advocates of the two positions engage in contention and dis­
pute, in which case both are unacccptable.4

Although Baha'u'llah's statement is sometimes mistaken as an expres­
sion of a relativistic epistemology in which all positions are equally valid,
the two positions He is speaking of are not just two contradictory state­
ments, but expressions of the dual character of the Point. While the first
station referred to is a higher station, the second is also an objective,
although lower, direction of the Will. Both are acceptable because both
are true, and each corresponds to a different aspect of the revelation of
the divine Word. But of the two, the first is closer to the truth of the
Will-as a mirror in which nothing is seen but God, a mirror in which
the revelation of the Sun within the mirror, and not the mirror itself, is
primary. However, Baha'u'lhih's statement must not be taken as sug­
gesting the divinity of Baha'u'llah. Both statements are references to the
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station of the Primal Will, although in the Point of the Will nothing

must be seen but God.
This logic is the same that informs 'Abdu'l-Baha's discussion of the two

philosophical positions on the nature of the essences of things: both are
correct when confined to their specific aspect. The most comprehensive

truth is the recognition of the dual aspect of the Point, with priority given
to the aspect of divinity. In other words, the very statement of Baha'u'l­
hih that affirms the dual character of the Manifestation of God and

acknowledges the validity of both aspects (with the priority of the first)

is the perfect view that synthesizes the apparently opposing perspectives.
This is exactly the third, overarching perspective that is emphasized by
'Abdu'l-Baha. Yet we can see that these are all different expressions of

the same analytics of the Point that is expounded in the writings of the

Bab.
The fundamental dual character of the Point, which corresponds to

its ontological station as both subject and object, is also frequently reflected

in the Bab's analysis of the two declarative testimonies of faith. Since all

modes of spiritual reality are reflections and revelations of the Point, the
essence of faith is contained in the recognition of the Point. Given the dual

character and station of the Point, the two expressions that constitute

the declaration of faith describe the two aspects of the Will. In the Islamic

Dispensation, these two declarative testimonies are represented by expres­

sions like these: "I bear witness that there is none other God but God," and
"I bear witness that Mu!}ammad is the Servant of God and His Apostle."

In the Persian Bayan, the Bab states that these testimonies are renewed

with each new Revelation:

tor example, at the time of the Revelation of the Apostle of God, were one
to say, "There is none other God but God; Jesus is the Spirit of God," he
would not have been considered a Muslim unless he added to "there is
none other God but God" the testimony, "MuJ:1ammad is the Apostle of
God." In like manner, at the time of the manifestation of Him Whom God
shall make manifest, the testimony, "There is none other God but God,"
will only be accepted if it is joined with the second testimony acknowl­
edging Him [Whom God shall make manifest]. These two testimonies will
indeed be the very testimony, "There is none other God but God," together
with the further testimony concerning the Point of the Bayan; neverthe­
less, in that day, naught is acceptable save His manifestation.'
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The Bab states that these words of God are alive and organic. They change
and progress. They appear in new forms, and thus a traditionalistic, static
approach to divine revelation has nothing to do with true faith. Only
those who change the words of the second testimony to affirm the Man­
ifestation for the current age will be accepted as recognizing Divine Unity.6

Because all reality, both physical and spiritual, derives ultimately from

the two stations of the Point, the Bab devotes much of I Iiswritings to dis·
cussing how the modes of revelation relate to these two stations. As we

have seen, of the four basic modes of revelation, the first two-divine

verses and prayers-refer to the dual aspects of the Point, while the next
two-commentaries/sermons and rational discourse-are derived from

the first two modes, with commentaries being expositions about the

divine verses, and rational arguments explaining the prayers. Rational

arguments correspond to the station of the Gates and the learned who

endeavour to understand divine Reality. But this mode of learning is a

reflection of the mode of prayer, which is the servant's attempt to con­

nect to the divine Reality. The mode of divine verses corresponds to the

Sea of Names, that stage in which nothing is seen in the Will except God,

and it is only the denizens of the Sea of Names who fully appreciate the
divine verses as conclusive testimony.7

The dual structure of the Point, and its reflection in the two primary

modes of revelation, is also reflected in the fact that the Bab sent His first

believer, Mulla I:Iusayn, to proclaim the Bab's message bearing two of
His works: the Qayyumu'l-Asma', which was revealed in the mode of

divine verses, and the Hidden Treasured Epistle (~al).ifiy-i-Makhzunih),

which was revealed in the mode of prayers.s The dual station of the Point
is also the reason that the QayyUmu'I-Asma' speaks of the revelation of
both the Qayylimu'l-Asma' and the Hidden Treasured Epistle as the Bab's

conclusive proofs:

We verily have sent down unto Thee, in addition to this Book, the Hid­
den Epistle, that the people may recite its supplications in the daytime and
in the night season, and learn from its sublime verses the paths of their
servitude to God, in the path of this Most Great Gate (Bab). This, verily,
is a mighty testimony from God unto the truth of the Most Great Remem­
brance.

Learn ye by heart that which ye can from this Snow-white Book, and
that Crimson-coloured Epistle, for God hath, in very truth, guaranteed
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for those who learn the former by heart and recite from the latter, in the
path of the Bab, a heavenly paradise.9

One of the most significant expressions of the dual structure of the
Point is found in the Bab's discussion of the unity of the two stations of
divinity and servitude within His own being. He frequently refers to the
Tradition, "Servitude is a substance whose essence is divinity," and empha­

sizes Imam 'Ali's saying that his manifest aspect is the station of the ima­
mate while his hidden reality is the Unknowable Hidden Essence.
Additionally, the Bab often speaks about the appearance of the divine
"fire" in the midst of"water," or the manifestation of fire within the "dust."

All these statements ultimately signify the dual station of the Point.

Causation and Creation

In religious and metaphysical discourse, one usually finds that views on
the relationship between God and creation are split between two oppos­
ing positions. These positions have sometimes been termed monism and
dualism. In the first, monistic position, which Max Weber called mysti­
cism, there is no separation between the world or the self and God; they
are ultimately one reality and God is immanent in the world. In the sec­

ond, dualistic position, which Weber termed asceticism, there is com­
plete separation between the world and God: God utterly transcends all
creation. 10

The writings of the Bab, in contrast, represent a complex approach

which does not correspond to either monism or dualism but in which the
highest "mystic" orientation is combined with the most powerful expres­
sions of "asceticism." With regard to the "mystic" aspect, the Bab's writ­
ings universally celebrate Divine Unity and attaining the sanctuary of
the heart. The form of consciousness that He desires to create is one
which sees the signs of God in all things, and in fact sees nothing but
God. In the Commentary on the Surih of Abundance, for example, the
Bab explains that

true belief in God is unattainable for anyone except at the time when
the light of the Countenance of the Effulgent Source of Revelation is
manifested in all His stations, tokens, movements, pauses, glances, allu­
sions, testimonies, evidences, and signs.
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Even as his heart is a pure manifestation of the Unity of the Essence,
and of the element of dust amidst the Fire of the Attributes, so too will
his body be like his heart, a manifestation of Divine Unity. All the atoms
of his body will, therefore, testify at all times unto the Unity of God and
the Manifestations of God, even as his tongue testifieth.

Should he attain unto such a station, his body would, as would his
heart, manifest naught but the revelation of the Absolute, the manifes­
tations of perfection, the evidences of the Essence, and the expressions
of the Attributes. Thus would he become the ideal of the Transcendent
World, the Universal Light, the Heavenly Mystery, the Bright Symbol,
the Divine Sign, and the Universal Tree. I I

Despite the all-embracing "mystic" orientation of His writings, the
Bah equally emphasizes the absolute transcendence of God. The two con­
cepts of immanence and transcendence are both integral aspects of the
Bab's theology that are reconciled and unified in the concept of the Pri­
mal Will or the Point.

In the last chapter, we saw that for the Bab the Kantian realm of the
noumena refers to the realm of the Primal Will and not the Essence of

God. This same principle is operating in all the works of the Bab that
deal with controversies and questions arising in various mystic and philo­
sophical schools of Islamic culture. Of these issues, perhaps the most
important in the history of Islamic philosophy is the question of the cre­
ation of the world by God. This issue has been the central point around
which ideas concerning the unity of God, the divine attributes, the pre­
existence or originated nature of the world, the distinction between the
Necessary Existent and the contingent existent, the nature of divine cau­

sation, and the problem of emanation have been discussed and debated.
For example, philosophers have been divided on whether causation

is rooted in origination or contingency. Is the need for an ultimate Cause
of the world due to the originated nature (~uduth) of the world or its
inherent contingency (imkan)? Those who find causation to be rooted in
the originated nature of the effect argue for the originated nature of the
world and reject the idea that the universe is pre-existent. In this approach,
God creates the world and brings it into existence out of nothingness. 12

The alternative theory sees causation as rooted in the contingency of the
effect. This approach sees the world as pre-existent and co-eternal with
God, while it conceives of the world as caused by a necessary God by
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virtue of the world's inherent contingency. Contingency is defined in
terms of the relationship of essence and existence: in contingent beings,
essence is distinct from existence. Since, in everything other than God,
essence is separate from existence, a cause is needed to join existence to

essence. But God, Who is the unity of essence and existence, needs no
cause: He is the Necessary Existent. 13

Those who argue for the originated nature of the world usually believe
that God is the Cause of all beings. At some moment, God, by His uncon­

strained Will, chose to create all beings and then brought every single

one into existence. 14 Those who argue for the contingency of the world

have usually defended some form of the thesis of emanation and medi­
ation, meaning that God created one reality, and that reality-an intel­

lect-caused another intellect, and so on, in a chain of causal mediations

until a final celestial intellect caused the earth and its inhabitants to come
into existence. Many Muslim philosophers spoke of the "tenth Intellect"

as the direct cause of earthlycreatures. 15 The crucial point here is that

according to the first theory God is the direct cause of all pluralities,

whereas in the second theory God can only be the cause of unity and
not of plurality.

However, despite their differences, the opposing parties in these

debates assume one point in common. They both believe that it is the

Essence of God which is the cause and the creator of reality. It is this

basic assumption that the Rib rejects. Because divine transcendence is
absolute, the Essence of God cannot be the cause of the world:

for that Essential Pre-existence which is not the cause of any thing, and
beside Whom nothing is present, and at Whose rank none can ever be
mentioned, is solely the Ancient Pre-existence of the Eternal Essence,
which hath ever existed by virtue of His own Existence. Naught is men­
tioned besides Him, and no plurality whatsoever can be uttered in the
absolute indivisible Unity of His Essence.

Immeasurably exalted is God above the claim of the philosophers that
the cause of the originated beings is the Pre-existence of the Essence,
seeking thereby to connect God with the contingent realm, and desir­
ing to demonstrate the presence of the eternal intelligible forms
(a'yani'th-thabitah), by virtue of the subtlety of the Indivisible, within
His Essence....
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Inasmuch as the Pre-existence of the Essence can never be associ­
ated with, or equal to, anything, and nothing is worthy of mention before
His station, it is not possible, therefore, that He could be the source of plu
rality. for, the condition of causation is the mode of association, resem­
blance, and utterance in relation to the effect. This, however, is both
impossible and forbidden in the realm of Dtter Essence, which in turn is
exalted beyond mention by any of His creatures....

The statement of the philosophers that the cause of the created beings
is the Essence is erroneous because of the lack of association, the utter
impossibility of change, and the precondition of the resemblance of the
cause and the effect. The truth is that the Cause of beings is God's Handi­
work, created by God Himself for Himself, and ordained to be the Cause
of all His creation. 16

It is thus, rather, the Primal Will which is both its own Cause and the

Cause of created reality:

Bear thou witness ... that verily God, glorified be He, hath ever been,
and will ever exist without anything to exist with Him. He verily hath cre­
ated all things by virtue of His Will, and hath created the Will by Itself:
out of nothing else.... All things are created and affected by It.

Then behold naught in the heavens, the earth, and that which lieth
between them, save as the effects thereof. They all, verily, are fashioned
by the Will and have proceeded from It, while It is verily created by Itself
and abideth beneath Its Own Essence. It hath proceeded from God, Its
Lord, and unto God, Its Fashioner, It shall returnY

This same theme is one of the focal points of the Bab's Epistle of Jus­

tice: Root Principles (~ai)ifiy-i-'Adliyyih). Exposing the incoherence of

both traditional philosophical positions, which are equally dualistic, the

Bab writes:

The advocates of the doctrine of the unity of existence are joining part­
ners with God by virtue of the testimony of the idea of existence itself.
for the "unity" affirmed by them is derivative of the existence of duality;
otherwise why would they deny the duality and affirm the unity? Likewise,
those who advocate that the cause of the existence of the contingent
beings is the Essence of God, and thus believe in some form of relation
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between the two, are disbelievers. For causation is dependent on the
association with the effect, and relation is dependent on the existence of
duality, whereas both conditions are utterly false. ls

In the Commentary on the Stirih of Unity, interpreting Stirih 112 of
the Qur'an, the Bab explains the phrase, "God begetteth not," in this way:

Verily, God hath intended by these exalted words to sanctify His Essence
utterly from any attribute of causation, refuting the views of those who
have considered the Essence to be the Cause of all causes. For, verily, that
Cause is His Handiwork, and that Handiwork is not preceeded by any
cause, to such an extent that the tongue of His Favoured Ones repeatedly
addressed this absence of causation by the Essence. Had it been the
Essence that was also the Cause, this would have required association
and resemblance. Yet, exalted and glorified then be God! He hath fash­
ioned the Will from nothingness, through Itself, and ordained It to be the
Cause of all that is other than It, with no descent of anything from His
Essence unto the Will. 19

We can see that the Bab defines causation as a relation between two

beings, where the two parties are associated with each other and in some

ways resemble one another. The Essence of God cannot be the cause of

creation in this sense because nothing exists at the level of the Eternal

Essence, let alone that such a thing could be related to, associated with,

or resemble God. Rather than the Essence, it is the realm of the divine
Action, the Primal Will, the Logos, and the Remembrance of God that is

the supreme Cause of the created world.
One of the most important expressions of this principle in the writ­

ings of the Bab is found in His discussion of the thesis of the unity of exis­
tence and its twin correlate concepts-the eternal intelligible forms and

the True Indivisible Being (Basifu'l-Haqiqah). Many Islamic philoso­
phers and mystics advocated the unity of existence, arguing that the

world is co-eternal with God, that it is thus uncreated, and that it is ulti­
mately one with God. One of the most well-known arguments for this the~

sis is that the essences of things, their "eternal intelligible forms," are
objects of divine Knowledge. Since there can be no knowledge without
an object of knowledge, the eternal knowledge of God logically requires
the pre-existence of these eternal intelligible forms in the Essence of God.
Since the Essence of God is the True Indivisible Being, the realities of the
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world must be nothing other than the Essence of God. Therefore, the
world of plurality is an appearance whose true existence is nothing but

God.20

Earlier, Shaykh A1).mad had addressed these very issues, emphasizing
the transcendence of God. His various commentaries on the works of
Mulla ~adra are basically a refutation of the doctrine of the unity of exis­
tence; he finds the Sufis to be infidels who have subverted Islamic truth

and principles. One of the most important discussions exemplifying
Shaykh A1)mad's standpoint is his refutation of Mulla Muryammad
Murysin-i-FaY9-i-Kashani's concept of the knowledge of God. Shaykh
AQffiad distinguishes two types of divine knowledge: that which pertains
to the level of the divine Essence, and that which corresponds to the level
of divine Action. God's knowledge at the level of His Essence is the same
as the Essence itself. Such knowledge has no object of knowledge and is
not dependent on the existence of the essences of things in the Essence
of God. God's knowledge at the level of divine Action, in contrast, is asso­

ciated with the objects of knowledge, and becomes the cause of the cre­
ation of the world. This second knowledge, however, is not eternal but
originated and created.21

The Bab confirms the absolute transcendence of the Essence of God
from the realm of creation, but although He endorses the basic point of
Shaykh Arymad's position, He takes a more nuanced standpoint with
regard to Sufism. While strongly condemning the vulgar forms of Sufism
and their parallel philosophical expressions, the Bab notes that the true
intention of some Sufis has not been entirely different from His own
position. In the Persian Bayan, He writes:

And this statement of the famous author who hath meant by "sea" the sea
of the Will and not that of the Eternal Essence, testifieth unto this same
truth: "The Sea is the Sea as it hath eternally existed, while those in the
phenomenal world are naught but diverse waves and forms." They can
be likened unto the very reflections and shadows appearing in mirrors that
point toward the Sun, inasmuch as the level of the contingent world is
naught but the realm of the mirrors; naught else is attainable. 22

In other words, the Bab affirms that the concept of the eternal intel­
ligible forms pertains to the realm of the Primal Will. Thus the True Indi­
visible Being is the divine Action, the Logos. However, both these
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concepts-the True Indivisible Being and the eternal intelligible forms­
are false if they are attributed to the realm of the divine Essence. It is in
this context that the Bab often categorically affirms that God's knowledge
is the same as His existence. Just as the existence of God is not depend­
ent on the existence of the creatures, the knowledge of the Essence is also

absolutely independent from any form of existence of the world and its

objects.

Thus the station of association or pairing (iqtiran) and that which pre­
cedeth it merely pertain to the station of His Action (Fi'l) and His Man­
ifestation, which is created. God, the Fashioner, created the Action through
Action itself, and established it beneath His shadow. Indeed, all descrip­
tions intended for the recognition of God describe its station; and the
encompassing dominion of its Word is the encompassing dominion of
God's Word. Nothing whatsoever 'neath His shade escapeth Him,23

One of the most direct discussions of this issue can be found in a
tablet of the Bab to the poet Mirza Sa'id-i-Ardistanf.24 It answers three

questions about the concept of the True Indivisible Being, the issue of pre­

existence versus origination, and the Neoplatonic statement, "From the
One proceedeth only One."25 The doctrine of the True Indivisible Being

(from the well-known assertion that "the True Indivisible Being is all

things") assumes that the essences and realities of things-their archetypal

forms, or the eternal intelligible forms-exist in an undifferentiated man­

ner in the Essence of God. God is the True Indivisible Being and is one

with the essence of all things. The Bab refutes this argument by showing
that, logically, it reduces to absurdity:

Concerning the doctrine of the True Indivisible Being, as mentioned
by some philosophers as evidence for a common existence between the
Absolute Being and utter nothingness: this is, undoubtedly and for many
conclusive reasons, a false concept.... Among these reasons is the incon­
trovertible testimony of the intellect, that naught existeth besides the
Essence of Eternity, and that He posesseth no attributes, of whatever dif­
ferent meaning, save His own Essence....

Thus, no recourse is there for one who claimeth the truth of the idea
of the True Indivisible Being, except to assert one of two blatant errors:
either the pre-existence of pluralities in the Essence of God, or the descent
of the Essence into the rank of the dust. Both of these are impossible, nay,
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forbidden, inasmuch as there can never be any descent for the Essence of
God, nor can any mention ever be uttereu, other than of Him, at His

level. He is God; all else are His creatures, and there can be no third
between, or besides, them. 26

The Bab explains that the source of such confusion is the logical error, a

false analogy, on the part of the philosophers who have assumed divine

knowledge to be similar to human knowledge:

Verily, that which hath forced some philosophers to conceive of the
presence of the eternal intelligible forms in the Essence of God, and the
doctrine of the True Indivisible Being, was their desire to validate the
concept of the knowledge of God, magnified be His station! For they
stated that knowledge must needs have an object of knowledge, and
hence the affirmation of divine knowledge indicateth the existence of
pluralities within the Essence of God.

Exalted be God, the Sovereign, the Just! Verily, their grievous sin is due
to their use of analogy in their desire to comprehend the essential prop­
erties of the Essence at the level of the contingent beings. Exalted be God
above such a notion! ...

Inasmuch as it is evident that His life is His Essence, since His life doth
not rely on the existence of any living thing besides Him, then the same
is true with regard to His knowledge. He, glorified be He, hath been
omniscient from and throughout His immemorial eternity, without the
existence of any object of knowledge.D

This same principle is evident in the Bab's discussion of origination
versus pre-existence. Again, the Bab's most important concern is that

what is taken by some of the philosophers to be the eternal Pre-exis­

tent is actually not the Essence of God but, rather, the Primal Will. The

philosophical discussions of origination and pre-existence, and of con­
tingency and necessity, are based on the assumption that the Pre-exis­
tent or the Necessary Existent is the cause of the originated or contingent

world. Likewise, in these theories, both the existence and the attributes
of that Pre-existent and Necessary Being are inferred from the charac­
teristics of the contingent and originated world. Some philosophers
have generated a long list of attributes for God through rational deduc­
tions. In the same manner, advocates of the thesis of origination assumed
that the originated character of the world was preceded by the absolute

195
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pre-existence of God, concluding that the originated was caused by the
Essence.

However, the Bab argues that the Pre-existent Being that is the cause
of originated being is in fact itself an originated Reality-the Primal Will,
which represents the absolute Pre-existence of God in the realm of cre­
ation. Our human understanding of these realities, however, remains
confined to the created realm, and does not touch the absolutely transcen­
dental Essence of God:

Know thou, of a certainty, that the Pre-existence of the Eternal Essence
hath ever been Himself, and His Eternity is naught but His Essence.
Nothing existeth besides Him, much less that it could be capable of
explaining His Pre-existence.... Therefore, any praise made by His cre­
ation, and any description comprehended by His servants, is the out­
come of their limited creation and the attributes that their minds may
invent within the created realm....

Verily, the Source of the originated is the Primal Creation, which
God hath created for Itself, by Itself; no other mention can ever be made
besides It. ...28

Although the Primal Will is originated, it is not originated in time; thus
it transcends the limitations of time. As the Bab has emphasized in so
many instances, the revelation and effulgence of the Will has always
existed without any beginning or end: "There should be no doubt," He
writes, "that, before this Adam, there have been infinite worlds and end­
less Adams in God's creation, to a degree that none besides God can, or
ever will, reckon."29

The absolute otherness of the Essence of God implies that, contrary
to the claims of philosophers, the contingent world cannot be taken as a
"proof" of God, of His existence, or of His attributes. All attributes pred­
icated of God refer to the Primal Will. Reference to these attributes in the

Holy Scriptures, the Bab explains, is solely due to the limitations of the
people-and such reference is made only in order to correct even worse
misconceptions. In the Epistle of Justice: Root Principles, He states:

Know thou, 0 seeker, that, in the books they have penned, the philoso­
phers have brought forth arguments for the existence of a Fashioner,
even as the mystics have adduced proofs for His unity. But these books
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are all refuted by the testimony of the very proofs they cant' .aln, lnas-
much as the latter are all contingent, and it is impossible for the proof of

the divine Essence to be contingent. Nay, rather, should anyone fix his gaze
upon the Point of Truth, pierce the veils, and unravel the allusions, he
would know of a certainty that to provide any argument for the exis­
tence of the Incomparable One or any proof for His unity, other than
God's own description, is a cardinal sin and a most grievous transgres­
sion. Verily, I find no proof for His existence and His unity save His own
self.5U

In His answer to Mirza Sa',d regarding the Neoplatonic statement,

"From the One proceedeth only one," the Bab explains why the argu­

ments of the mystic philosophers also fail. The traditional understand­

ing of this statement in Islamic philosophy was the thesis of emanation.

Like Plotinus, both Farab, and Avicenna maintained that the Essence of

God is the "One" and from such an Absolute Unity nothing could issue
except unity. That second "one" is the created Intellect which, although

one, is potentially many. Through its contemplation of God, another

intellect comes into existence, its contemplation of itself gives rise to a
celestial soul, and finally its contemplation of its relation to God causes

the First Heaven.3J

The Bab's interpretation of the statement is entirely different. Although

He does confirm a kind of emanation concept, He makes it clear that it
is inaccurate to assume that the creator "One" is the Essence of God.

Rather, both the creator "One" and the created "one" refer to the Primal

Will-the "Primal Utterance" of the divine creative Action:

Concerning thy question about the meaning of the philosopher's
saying, "From the One proceedeth only One": The statement is incorrect
when the Cause is meant to be the Absolute Essence. For, verily, God
hath been and will continue to be independent of all things, and noth­
ing proceedeth from Him. His eternal praise is that He begetteth not,
nor is He begotten.

However, when the intention behind the statement is to refer to the
Primal Utterance, which is created by God by Itself, for Itself, then ver­
ily it is the truth....

There is no doubt that the Eternal Essence hath ever been immeasur­
ably exalted above any association with His creatures; how much less
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could It become the source out of which things proceed. Though the
statement is discussed in philosophy, the truth is that it must refer to the
grades of the creative Action itself.32

The divine Action, as one, creates the Will as one. This unity and diver­
sity of the subject and object leads to the creation of the phenomenal

world of plurality through the causation of the Will.

One of the reflections of this dual structure of the Point as the unity
of subject and object is the mysterious assertion of the Bab, found in the

in troductory part of the Persian Bayan, that the Will, to Whom "belong
all the most excellent names ... is the First to believe in Him Whom God

shall make manifest, and He is the First Who hath believed in Him Who
hath been manifested."33 The exalted station of the Will as the supreme

Origin and End of reality means that only He can truly recognize Him­
self. The human being who is considered to be the first believer in the

Manifestation is a mere shadow of the true First Believer. Mulla Ijusayn,

the first Letter of the Living, was the first human being to believe in the
Bab, but in reality he was only a reflection of that transcendental First
Believer, Who was the Bab Himself:

It is for the Will, and through the manifestation of His own Self, that
God hath fashioned, out of His Self, eighteen souls, ere the creation of all
things, and He hath enshrined the sign of their recognition in the inmost
reality of all things that all, from the depths of their essence, may bear wit­
ness that He is the Primal Unity and the Eternal, the Ever-Abiding....

Know thou that He is the Supreme Mirror of God out of Whose rev­
~lation is manifested the worldly Mirror, Which is naught but the Letters
of the Living, and naught is seen in that Supreme Mirror of God but
God.34

Thus the "worldly" first believers, the Letters of the Living, are mirrors of

the Point in the world and are created out of the Point, Who is the First
Believer in Himself. This subtle fact, however, is usually neglected and has
led to some mistaken readings of the Bab's writings. 35

In a visitation tablet for Mulla f:Iusayn, the Bab clearly states the same
point, saying that in this Day of Resurrection He has made Himself
known through His divine verses. He goes on to say that "the first to
know Me was I Myself, the Lord of the letters of 'A~im ('AI!), then it was
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the possessor of eight exalted and glorious letters (Mulla I;Iusayn), and
subsequently I was recognized by the glorious Guides."36 We find this
idea repeated elsewhere in the Bab's writings as well. In the Epistle on
the Proofs of the Prophethood of Mul)ammad, the Bab explains that
true knowledge of a being is not possible for one who is devoid of the per­
fections of that being-for example, whiteness can only be recognized
through whiteness and not through redness. The truth of the Manifesta­
tion thus can be recognized only by the Manifestation Himself and not
by any human being besides Him. Therefore, He concludes, at this
supreme level of recognition it is the Prophet Who is His own First
Believer, and, for the same reason, in the primordial Day of the Covenant,
the first to recognize Ilim is none other than Himself)?

We can see that the Bab unites the absolute transcendence of God
with an utterly "mystic" orientation. Disregarding the complex unity of
these aspects in His theology, however, can lead to unwarranted reduc­
tions of the Bab's teachings as representing either a merely "mystic" or a

merely "ascetic" orientation. Although the Bab speaks of the sanctuary of
unity or the heart as a central category of His Revelation, He is not a
mystic who would reduce God to the inward level of the phenomenal
manifestations. Conversely, although lie emphasizes the transcendence
of the divine Essence, He is not opposed to mysticism, nor does He
exclude the ecstatic moment of divine experience and love. The writings
of the Bab, like those of Baha'u'llah, confirm that God is the divine Object
of mystic devotion, while asserting tflat the realm of the unknowable
Essence is above traditional conceptions of God. The traditional con­
ception of God has always referred to the Primal Will, the Manifesta­
tions of God. All the yearnings of the mystics thus have always referred
to the Revelation of the Primal Point, and all praise and description of God
will continue to point to the Manifestations of God. Therefore, a true
mystic orientation must be accompanied by a clear consciousness of the
limits of human experience and mystic attainment, recognizing that the
summit of the human spiritual journey is the recognition of the Mani­
festation of God in each age.



The Stages of Divine Creative Action

*
O

NE OF THE MOST NOTABLE FEATURES of the writings of the
Bab is their emphasis on the seven stages of divine Action
through which all creation comes into being. As we have seen,

the phenomenal world is the mirror of its supreme Origin, but more
specifically it is a reflection of divine attributes and of the divine creative
Action which unfolds through a sequence of stages comprising Will
(Mashiyyat), Determination (lradih), Destiny (Qadar), Decree (Qaqd),
Permission (ldhn), Term (Ajal) , and Book (Kitdb).l Elaboration of these
seven stages of creation thus is a major component of the Bab's meta­
physics. In various writings, the Bab describes the details of the stages of
creation in order to emphasize the spiritual orientation which is the goal
of His Revelation. Indeed, this purpose forms the primary context of His
discussion of these stages, and the all-encompassing perspective of unity
differentiates His writing from other philosophical and theological dis­
cussions on the topic.

Reference to the seven stages of creation can be found in the Tradi­
tions attributed to the Imams. The Bab sometimes refers to these Tradi­
tions, as in this passage: "Thus, the descent of the divine Command
furnisheth seven stages. Hence the Imam said, 'Nothing can exist, whether
on earth or in heaven, except through the seven stages of creation: Will,
Determination, Destiny, Decree, Permission, Term, and Book. Whoso
denieth the necessity of even one of these stages hath repudiated God's
truth."'2 The first author who dealt with these stages extensively was
Shaykh AJ:tmad-i-AJ:tsa'i, whose work, Shar~u'l-Favd'id, provides a system­
atic discussion of them.3 The Bab confirms many of the categories Shaykh

201
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AJ:1mad uses in his discussions of the stages, but the Bab addresses the issue

within the unique context of His perspective of unity. However, the Bab

reinterprets these stages in completely novel ways: the seven stages also

represent the stages of the perpetual renewal of divine revelation in new

Dispensations. Thus, as we will sec, the concept of the stages of divine

Action becomes historical as well as metaphysical.

All the seven stages of divine creative Action are diverse manifestations

of the Word of God. The various aspects of all beings are reflections of

the divine Action, and, in this way, all the different modes of the reality

of phenomena refer ultimately to their common Ground, the revelation

of God, and the Primal Will. It is not hard to see why reference to the seven

stages of creation occurs so frequently in the Bab's sermons. Most of His

tablets begin with an introductory sermon that affirms the spiritual nature

of reality, reminding people of the unseen realm, connecting the visible

phenomena to transcendental spiritual realities, and demonstrating that

all beings are manifestations of Divine Uni.ty. for example, He writes:

Glorified and exalted is He! Verily, He hath created the Will for the exis

tence of matter, and Determination for the specification of materials,
and Destiny for determining the shape of inmost realities, and Decree for

the confirmation (irnqa') of quintessences, and Permission, Term, and
Book for completing the potentialities at the level of identities, that all may

recognize, by the remembrance of those stages, the due rights of the

Manifestations of His Sanctity and the Signs of His Unity in the kingdom

of Names and Attributes, and may comprehend that which God hath
destined for them of the knowledge of the Ends and Purposes, in the

infinite realms of the substances, extending unto the statiun of dust.4

Will, Determination, and Destiny as
Existence, Essence, and the Link

The most often-encountered explanation of the stages of divine creative

Action in the writings of the Bab addresses the conditions for the possi­

bility of the reality of any being. For anything to exist, it must have an

essence. But the essence is not sufficient for the thing to be realized. In

addition to essence it must also have existence. An imaginary horse with

a hundred heads and ten wings, although it might be said to have an

essence (which enables it to be conceptualized), nevertheless does not
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exist because the essence is not accompanied by existence. Nor, con­
versely, can there be existence without an existent entity.

Yet neither essence nor existence can lead to the realization of a thing

unless they are united together, just as the birth of a child is dependent
on three elements: a father, a mother, and their union. The first stage of
the process of coming into being, the stage of Will, is the source of the

thing's existence; the second stage, Determination, is the source of its

essence; and the third, Destiny, of their coming together. In this way, the
fIrst three stages of creation constitute the minimum conditions for the

reality of any being. The last four stages involve the descent of the first

three into the phenomenal world:

For, verily, when a thing is made mention of, it becometh invested with
the station of existence, anu it is impossible for the thing to exist except
through the station ofessence, which is the agent of the acceptance ofexis­
tence. And the affirmation of duality requireth the affirmation of the
link between the two. And by virtue of the realization of the link in the
station of the trinity, it is necessary, according to wisdom, that four fur­
ther stages be realized for the descent of the Command from the Unseen
Realm to the manifest world. Thus the utterance of truth requireth the
affirmation of the seven stages of causation at all levels of existence.5

In the Bab's writings the seven stages of creation are frequently por­

trayed as the three plus the four stages. In the following passage, we can
see that the twin aspects of divinity and servitude are fundamental to

the constitution of all beings:

The reality of all beings save God dependeth on two aspects (jihat).
The first is the existential aspect (jihat-i-vujudi) which indicateth the
divine effulgence, while the second is the essential aspect (jihat-i-mahiy­

yati), which indicateth servitude and the acceptance of that effulgence.
Through the realization of both these aspects, the link of Destiny, which
is the connection between these two aspects, will become manifest. And
after the appearance of the three, the other four aspects are realized, for
the uescent of the three is impossible save through the appearance of
the four. This is the reason for the seven stages of causation.6

Although the actualization of the possibility of a thing in the mani­
fest world-its descent from the unseen realm to the seen realm-requires
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the elaboration of further details through the last four stages, all the seven
stages ultimately depend upon the two primordial stages of Will and
Determination. This concept is captured in the often-encountered asser­
tion in the writings of the Bab and Baha'u'lhih that "He doeth whatsoever
He willeth and ordaineth what He pleaseth." In this statement, the words
for "willeth" and "pleaseth" are the same as the first two stages of cre­
ation, Will and Dctcrmination.

The centrality ofWill and Determination, as well as their union, in the
creation of the universe~ can be expressed figuratively as well. Baha'u'llah
identifies the Will as the "father," Determination as the "mother," and
Destiny as the product of their union: "Verily, llis Will is the father of the
universe, while His Determination, the mother of the children ofAdam.
Destiny is indeed the station of the scheme of things as ordained by God,
the Fashioner ofheaven, while Decree is His conclusive and mighty Com­
mand."? In this passage, Baha'u'lhih presents Will and Determination
not only as the first two revelations of the divine creative Action, but He
also identifies them as the real meaning of the figures "Adam" and "Eve."
The same point is also made by the Bab, Who often explains the Qur'anic
references to the story of Adam and Eve as symbolizing the stages of
divine creative Action, for example: "The Primal Adam is the Will, Who

is the Primal Utterance, manifested in the primal realm of contingency.
His consort is Determination, which is the resolution regarding the Pri­
mal Utterance...."8

The writings of the Bab explain the stages of divine creative Action in

many other symbolic ways as well, but they are all parallel to the defini­
tion ofWill and Determination as the agents of existence and essence. In
a passage discussing the stages of creation, the Bcib speaks ofWill, Deter­
mination, and their union, in terms of mattcr and form: "For, verily, a
thing hath specific aspects: the aspect of matter, the aspect of form, and
the aspect of combination. When these three aspects descend, they become
seven.... Verily, the Merciful hath alluded to these seven aspects as Seven
Seas, and they are the words of God. Nothing can come into being in the
heaven of receiving matter and the earth of received form save through
these seven stages."9 Occasionally in His writings the Bab describes the first
stages of divine creative Action in terms of causation, equating Will,
Determination, and Destiny with cause, effect, and the causal relation. 10
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The Stages ofCreation and the Grammar ofLanguage

Thc fundamental principle in all the Bab's discussions of the seven stages
of divine creative Action is the unity of all reality: all beings, in their own
ways, celebrate the divine praise, reflect the divine attributes, and man­
ifest the heavenly realm. The Bab discusses numerous phenomena in
terms of this same underlying principle, which is reflected even in the way
He approaches the topic of Arabic language and grammar. In one of His
works, the Treatise on Grammar (Risalah fi'n-Na~v), He addresses the
education of children with reference to grammar, reading, and arith­
mctic, stating that the children of the faithful should not be deprived of

the delights of the new paradise that is made available to their parents, and
that they should learn the Arabic language in a way that is different from
traditional ways.

In this new style of education, Arabic grammar is to be taught as a

symbol of spiritual grammar: children are to learn the words as symbols
of the Logos, the Word of God, so that from the very beginning they will
perceive all of phenomenal reality as mirrors of spiritual values. He relates
hoth language and arithmetic to the manifestation of the Point in the
form of the Bah. Although it is not possible here to discuss all the details
of the Rib's reinterpretation of language and arithmetic, one of its main
elements is the reinterpretation of the three categories of verb, noun,
and preposition. Arabic divides all words into these three categories. A verb
(fill) refers to an event, or motion, in time. A noun (ism) refers to a thing

and makes no reference to time. A preposition (~arj) has no independent
and substantive meaning but functions as a link between nouns and verbs.

The Bab interprets "verb" as a reference to the first stage of divine
Action, Will, which is the source of existence. It should be noted that the
word for "verb" in Arabic is the same as the word for "action." But this verb
is the essence of both motion and stillness. It transcends all words and yet
is the source of them all. The noun symbolizes the second stage of divine
Action, Determination, which is the source of the essences of things. The
preposition represents the third stage, Destiny, which unites existence
and essence: "Verily, the noun is the attribute of the thing as it is in its own
station.... But the verb referreth to the movement of that thing, and is
the source of both noun and preposition. The verb, in truth, is a motion­
less Creation that is not defined by stillness ... and a moving Creation that



206 GATE OF THE HEART

is not defined by motion.... As to the preposition, it is that meaning
which testifieth unto naught but the link."ll

We can see that the verb, which refers to the movement of things in
time, is the unity of opposites; it is the Primal Will, the Logos, and the
source of all other words. This is also manifest in the fact that in Arabic,
the root of all words is their verb form, the masculine third-person sin­
gular past tense. This root is both an event in the past and a primordial
constant source of all diverse combinations. The preposition is the link
of Destiny, which connects the essences of things (nouns) to the revela­
tion of God or their existence (verb).

A similar point is made in another tablet the Bab wrote in answer to
a number of questions including some concerning the rules of Arabic
grammar. The Bab says that He has not studied the normal science of
grammar, and that the questioner must concentrate on the spiritual real­
ity of syntax. According to Arabic grammar, there are three possible ways
of pronouncing the last letter of each noun. If the noun represents the sta­
tion of the subject (jti'il), it is in the nominative case (marfu'), and thus
its last letter is normally pronounced by the vowel sign, u. If the noun rep­
resents the station of the object (mafti!), it is in the accusative case
(man~ub), and its last letter is normally pronounced by the vowel sign a.
But if the noun is postfixed (muqafun ilayh), it is in the genitive case
(majn~r), and its last letter is normally pronounced by the vowel sign i:
However, the verb root is not subject to any of these three rules. The Bab
describes the three noun possibilities as reflections of the three stages of
divine creative Action. Thus the nominative form represents the station
of Will and the divine name "the Creator"; the accusative form refers to
the station of Determination, the station of receptivity, and the divine
name "the Quickener"; while the postfixed (genitive) form of the noun
stands for the station of Destiny, as the link of the duality, and the divine
name "the Ever-Living." Finally the verb root represents the Hidden
Name of God and the higher direction of the Primal Will, sanctified
beyond any mention of plurality or creation. 12

The most extensive of these discussions can be found in a work in
which the Bab answers a question regarding the education of children. He
emphasizes the necessity for students to show respect and gratitude to
their teachers. He also asks teachers never to show anger and harshness
to their young students. He tells them that if they do not strike children
and refuse to hurt their gentle hearts, God will assuredly be gentle to
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them. Then the Bab explains for the teachers that Arabic grammar must
be understood as an expression of the seven stages of divine Action. In
Arabic grammar, the past tense of the verb has fourteen possible conju­
gated forms. The Bab explains these fourteen forms as the hidden and
manifest revelations of the seven stages of divine Action. In addition He
says that the past tense of the verb represents the first stage of divine
Action, Will. The present tense of the verb represents the second stage,
Determination. The future form, He adds, refers to the station of Destiny,l3

Decree and the Problem ofAlteration

One of the most enigmatic issues in relation to the divine creative Action
is the problem of bada' or alteration in the divine Will. This concept is
usually understood as the non-fulfillment of divine prophecy. The belief
in "alteration" in this sense has been one of the main doctrines of Shi'ih
Islam, particularly for adherents of Twelver Shfism-distinguishing it
from Isma'ili Shi'ism-because the imamate of the seventh Imam was
itself subject to "alteration." The sixth Imam, Ja'far as-~adiq (d. 148/76S),

had appointed his son Isma'il to be the seventh Imam. But when Isma'il
died during his father's lifetime, another son replaced him as the sev­
enth Imam. The Isma'ili Shi'ih, however, still hold Isma'il to be the sev­
enth Imam. 14

In Shi'ih Traditions, the problem of alteration or bada' appears in
the context of the stages of creation as a metaphysical issue. Various Tra­
ditions state that there can be alteration in the Will of God within the first
three stages of divine Action, but not after the completion of the fourth
stage, Decree. Thus the first four stages of creation have a particular sig­
nificance. In this sense it is the first four stages that constitute the ultimate
reality of things, because once these stages arc realized, there can be no
further alteration. For this same reason, the completion of the stage of
Decree is described as the stage of imeja: or the stage of confirmation
and signature. Discussing the stages of creation, the Bab writes that until
the completion of the stage of Decree, "it is incumbent upon all contin­
gent beings ... to acknowledge that the law of alteration (badd') may
transpire, through the Will of God, sanctified and exalted is He. However,
there is no alteration once the Decree hath been set."15

In order to understand this statement, we need to pay attention to the
Arabic term for "thing" or object. As also noted by Shaykh AJ:1mad, the
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word shay' (thing, object) is taken to be derived from the root sha'a,
meaning "he willed it," which is also the root of the word mashiyyat
(will). Hi The thing, in other words, is an event of the will. The world is thus

conceived as an expression of a spiritual force-the divine Will.'?
As I have discussed in Logos and Civilization, the Bab reinterprets the

concept of bada' in significant ways. 18 The first of these new meanings of

alteration is the change in divine revelation, or the principle of progres­

sive revelation. In the Persian Bayan the Bab explains:

However, God's alteration is immeasurably exalted above any association
with the alteration of His creatures. For the creatures' alteration is due to
their powerlessness, whereas God's alteration is the outcome of supreme
power. Therefore, in each Revelation of the Will, His alteration is man­
ifest. Should He, in former Dispensations, destine faith and paradise for
the believers, in a new Revelation He may choose to subject all to the
decree of alteration and judge them to be non-believers, to reveal His
absolute might.... 19

He goes on to explain that the concept of alteration is not relevant to
the Essence of God; it only applies to the revelation of the divine Word.

In this way, alteration becomes identical with the concept of abrogation
(of previous Dispensations):

Having understood the alteration of the Eternal Essence as the alteration
of the Will, and His confirmation as the confirmation of the Will, thou
must gaze upon the evident alterations in each Revelation, which have ever
been and will continue forever to be like unto an infinite and tempestu­
ous ocean. Thus, all who are associated with this Revelation have wit­
nessed such manifestatiuns in the ucean uf the Will, even as it was
manifest in the Furqan by the name "abrogation."20

In this sense, it remains a question why alteration is not possible after

the fourth stage of creation. The answer given by the Bab relates to His
interpretation of the four stages of creation as the four aspects of the
reality of the Manifestation of God. As we already have seen, the Will
pertains to the heart of the Manifestation of God, whereas the fourth
stage, the stage of Decree, corresponds to His body. The abrogation of the

former religion is possible as long as the new Manifestation is alive. After
the passing of the Manifestation from the world, there can be no change
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in the divine ordinances until the coming of the next Manifestation. As
the Bab explains:

As to that which is mentioned in certain traditions that once a thing
attaineth the stage of Decree no alteration will affect it, ... by the stage
of Decree, in the pillar of magnification, is intended the ascent of the
Will. From the shining morn rising from out of the pillar ofglorification,
until His setting at the pillar of dust, He completeth His path unto His
own Self. For example, during the life of the Apostle of God, the bless­
ings of God rest upon Him, the very act of ordaining and the manifest­
ing of alteration remaineth the very truth, till the time of His ascension;
yet, thereafter, that which is made lawful by Him remaineth lawful till the
Day of Resurrection, namely His Next Revelation in His Resurrectio.n,
while that which is forbidden by Him remaineth forbidden till His Next
Revelation, His own Resurrection.2J

A second reinterpretation of the concept of badd' in the writings of
the Bab is related to the theological question of faith and works and the

inscrutability of God's judgment. The Bab discusses the question of badd'
as a dialectic of divine justice and mercy. One may be said to have recog­
nized the true meaning of badd' if one realizes that even if one has wor­

shipped God and faithfully observed all the divine commandments during

one's life, it still remains within the prerogative of God to condemn that

person to hell. This doctrine does not imply that God rewards or punishes
capriciously or unjustly, but rather that the acceptance of all good works,

or acts of human will, is utterly dependent on God's grace and mercy. The

fact that a person continues to be considered among the believers is solely

due to divine mercy; at any moment God could deprive this person of
faith because of His justice. Conversely, one should not feel superior to

people who are without faith because at any moment they may be turned

into letters of paradise through divine mercy and grace. In all these cases,
faith in divine badd' implies the need for a sense of humility and equal­
ity, as well as perpetual self-examination. Discussing the question of con­
tentment and acquiescence, the Bab states: "For verily a servant can never

advance or ascend to the truth except through witnessing divine alteration
in all its modes and conditions. Therefore, should he be the doer of all
good deeds, he would still be fearful of his Lord, that He might change
them into misdeeds, whenever He desireth and however He pleaseth. 22
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Thus the affirmation of badd' is the affirmation of the twin principles
of unconstrained divine sovereignty and human servitude.23 Badd' is of
exceptional significance because its acceptance embodies the recogni­
tion of God's absolute power and authority and thus is the highest sign
of spiritual maturity.

A third new aspect of badd' relates to the concept of magnification
(takbir), as the symbol of the completion of the four layers of the divine
covenant that correspond to the four stages of divine creative Action.
One's faith is complete and will not be subject to alteration or negation
if one believes in all four supports or pillars of the covenant. The stage of
Decree, in this sense, symbolizes the fourth pillar. But one's faith is always
incomplete and subject to alteration if one has only accepted three lay­
ers of the covenant but has failed to recognize the fourth. 24 As we will see
in the next chapters, these levels of the covenant 'are realized through the
Primal Unity of the Babi Dispensation. The affirmation of divine alter­
ation or badd', therefore, is an affirmation of the inalienable unity of all
the elements of the divine covenant. Breaking the covenant, by rejecting
anyone of its levels, deprives one of faith because in doing so one has
rejected the totality of the divine covenant.

Predestination or the Question ofDestiny

One of the aspects of the seven stages of divine Action most often dis­
cussed by the Bab is the question of Destiny, or Qadar, that is, the rela­
tion between human freedom and divine predestination. Although the
issue is raised directly at the level of human action, Destiny is actually a
more general metaphysical principle and applies to any event in phe­
nomenal reality.

In philosophical terms, the question of Destiny is related to the mys­
tery of divine Action. Is God's creative Action determined by the divine
unconstrained Wil1, or is it dictated by the essences of things as a logical
necessity? Are human actions determined by the divine Will, or are they
products of human freedom? How can divine knowledge, which knows
every event in advance, he compatible with human agency? How can
actions be created by God yet caused by human beings? Final1y, how can
the essence of a thing be created by God and yet its choices- which are
themselves rooted in that created essence-be free?
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Like other philosophical discourses, Islamic philosophy has seen many
divergent positions advanced on these issues. Of direct relevance to this
debate is the metaphysical question discussed in a previous chapter con­
cerning the nature of the essences of things. Usually those who believe in
the eternality of the essences define divine Action as a determined event
dictated by the logical necessities of those eternal essences. This position

is particularly encountered in authors who find the eternal forms pres­
ent in the Essence of C;od. The followers of Ibn 'Arabi referred to this

position as the unity of existence or existential monism.25 In contrast,

those who emphasize the created and originated nature of the essences

usually advocate the absolute freedom and agency of divine Action, hold­
ing that there is only one real cause and that is God. This perspective

defines human action as determined by the divine creative Action. The
Muslim Ash'arites were among this group,26 Shaykh AJ:nnad also addressed

these issues in various writings, emphasizing the reality of human free­

dom while arguing for the originated character of phenomenal reality.n

For the Bab, the fact that creation belongs to the realm of divine cre­

ative Action, and not to the Essence of God, has far-reaching implications
for the metaphysical question of freedom. The Bab frequently speaks of

the difficulty and complexity of the nature of Destiny; in many of the

tablets in which He addresses the topic, He refers the reader to the Com­

mentaryon the Letter Ha' (Tafsir-i-Ha'). There He explains:

Indeed, all who have endeavoured to explain the problem of Destiny
have advocated either absolute divine determinism or human choice,
and thus all the philosophers have confessed their powerlessness to
explain the truth of this question. Indeed, this verily is the truth, inasmuch
as the philosophers wanted to explain the divine truth, the Middle Path
between absolute determinism and absolute freedom, by proofs of rea­
son, which is, however, impossible. For, verily, reason, even in its utmost
level ofabstraction, is confined to understanding mere limited phenom­
ena, which fail to guide humans unto the summit of the delight of their
heart. Thus, he who abideth upon the throne of the kingdom of reason
hath no recourse but to believe in either absolute determinism or absolute
freedom. 2R

According to the Bab, when we are confronting the unconditional
realm of infinity-in this case, the mystery of divine creation-we must
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approach the issue from the perspective of the heart, and with the eye of
unity, for it is only with this orientation that we can understand that the
oppositions which apply to the phenomenal realm (as in the two mutu­
ally contradictory philosophical positions discussed) do not apply in the
unseen realm of higher reality. The Bab writes: "[T]hat which is beyond
these two extremes, which is the Middle Path ... can be comprehended
by naught save the heart. God hath created the heart to understand His
unity and transcendence, and it is through the heart that Divine Unity can
be witnessed at the level of action."29

As the Bab mentions in the passage quoted earlier, usually the various
theological schools have either affirmed human freedom at the expense
of divine eternal creation, or advocated an absolute perpetual divine cre­
ation and determination at the expense of human agency. The Bab main­
tains that both these positions are inadequate and remote from the truth.
The basic error in these traditional approaches is that they posit an
absolute opposition between divine determination and phenomenal
choice. Confirming the truth of a Shi'ih Tradition attributed to Imam
~adiq, the Bab explains that it is the simultaneous truth of both divine
determination and human freedom which is the true "Middle Path." The
stages of divine creative Action are a testimony to this truth: all things
come into being through the conjunction of Will and Determination,
existence and essence, the divine effulgence and the thing's receptivity,
divine determination and free choice.

Thus, according to the Bab, God has created not only human beings
but all things in such a way that freedom is inherent in their very nature:
it is embedded in their reality as a part of the process of creation. God has
created human beings with freedom and has enabled them to be shaped
in time in accordance with their own decisions and choices-for which
they are inevitably accountable.

But how is God's omniscience compatible with human freedom? The
logical error (a false analogy) has always been to assume that God's knowl­
edge is the same as, or comparable to, human knowledge. But in fact
divine knowledge cannot he compared to human knowledge: God's
knowledge is not an event in time, and it is not bound by the phenome­
nal, temporal logic of human knowledge. The divine knowledge of events
before and after their occurrence is one and the same thing. It is thus a
logical fallacy to deny human freedom on account of God's omniscience.
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As the Bab makes clear, the relation of divine causation and knowledge
to human action cannot be comprehended within the categories of human
reason. Reason's attempts to apply the logic of phenomenal causation
and knowledge to the realm of divine causation and knowledge are erro­
neous and futile. All human actions are supremely determined by divine
Action, while they are simultaneously the product of human free will.
At the level of divine creative Action, the first is the same as the last, and

before is exactly the same as after.
The Bab frequently mentions the mystery of Destiny in the context of

bearing witness to Divine Unity at the level of actions (taw~id-i-afal).

According to Him, one must bear witness to Divine Unity at four levels:
unity of essence, unity of attributes, unity of action, and unity of worship.
The first act affirms the absolute transcendence of the divine Essence.
The second emphasizes the unity of the divine attributes and the divine
Essence, meaning that none can understand the divine attributes. The
third pertains to the realm of divine Action. Here all events in the world,

including human actions, are subject to absolute divine sovereignty.
Finally, the fourth act implies that none can be worshipped except God.
With respect to the third act, concerning the realm of divine Action, the
Bab declares that "verily, the feet of all have slipped in their understand­

ing of that Middle Path that streameth between the dual paths, the mys­
tery of Destiny. It is through this station that the servants declare the
unity of their Creator in the realm of actions." The Bab explains that the
knowledge of the secret of Destiny is concealed from the people:

Thus 'Ali, peace be upon Him, said: "Verily, Destiny is a mystery among
the mysteries of God and a guarded fort among His preserved fortresses.
It is veiled within the exalted veil of God, wrapped up away from the
eyes of the creatures, sealed by the divine seal, and unreachable in the
knowledge ofGod. Thus, God hath unburdened humans from its knowl­
edge, and destined it to be exalted above their testimonies and the lim­
its of their minds.... It is a bountiful, surging ocean, which belongeth
solely to God, exalted be His name and glory! Its fathomless depths
extend between the heavens and the earth, its width between the East
and the West. It is dark as the dusky night, filled with whales and serpents.
At one time it riseth and at another it falleth. In its depths there shineth
a Sun. It behooveth none to fathom its mystery except the One, the
Incomparable."30
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But then the Bab explains the mystery of Destiny as follows:

And the truth of this mystery is that none can behold the manifestation
of the Action of God, as it befitteth Him, save through the very manifes­
tation of the free choice of the things themselves.... Verily, at the time
of action, the human being is the agent, who acteth by virtue of the Des­
tiny-ordaining Action of the All-Knowing, the All-Informed.... Indeed,
that free choice is bound to the existence of each thing, and naught is
called into existence except through its free choice. Verily, at the primor­
dial moment of choice, when God said unto the thing, "Am I not your
Lord?" it would not have replied, "Yea," had it been deprived of freedom
of choice.31

The Bab's interactive approach to human action is reflected in His

reinterpretation of an Islamic Tradition which is usually taken as a defin­

itive argument for total determinism. The Tradition says: "The wicked is

wicked in the womb of his mother, and the just is just in the womb of his

mother." The literal meaning of this Tradition seems to deny any sense of

human freedom. But the Bab interprets this Tradition in a way that indi­

cates an interaction between the divine effulgence and human choice:

It is in the station of Destiny that pluralities appear, lights are distin­
guished from shadows, and essences are differentiated from attributes. It

is by virtue of this station that the wicked becometh wicked on account
of his free choice, and the just becometh just, through the grace of God,

on account of his free choice. Thus Destiny is "the womb of the pure
realm of contingency" and "the most great depth".... Verily, the reason
for the manifestation of these distinctions in the station of Destiny is
the very manifestation of freedom inasmuch as, verily, naught cometh into

being in the world save through its own free choice. Though it is created
free even in the station of the Will, its freedom is not reckoned by any­
one except the Subtile, the All-Perceiving. The same is true with regard
to the second station, for the aspect of the acceptance of good and evil is
the third station, which cannot appear except after the union of the pre­
vious two stations [Will and Determination].32

In the Bab's interpretation of the Tradition, the "womb of his mother"

is the station of Destiny, where freedom is manifested through the "mar­
riage" of existence and essence. As noted before, all reality is the product
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of the union of Will and Determination, or, symbolically, "Adam" and

"Eve." Together they create all the pluralities. Through that interaction,

the faithful become differentiated from the faithless. Destiny is thus the

realm of the conjunction of the divine effulgence and human receptiv­

ity and free choice. It is only at this station that freedom can manifest itself.

In other words, the "womb of the mother" refers to the active choice of

humans at the moment of the interaction of their existence and essence.

The divine effulgence represents divine absolute determinism, and the

essence of the thing represents its absolute freedom. It is however, only

after the marriage of the two that the child of the Middle Path is created

in the womb of the contingent world.

'Abdu'I-Baha has also interpreted that same Tradition and has iden­

tified it as a reference to the realm of divine knowledge, a knowledge

which neither precedes nor follows the reality of the things, for it is iden­

tical with their occurrence.33 Thus divine omniscience does not contra­

dict human agency and causal efficacy. Both divine determinism and

human freedom are simultaneously true. The link between the two is

the fact that God has created human beings with freedom. That divine

determinism, therefore, is the very source which has made human free­

dom possible.

In the Tradition mentioned earlier, Imam 'Ali had described Destiny

as "a bountiful, surging ocean, which beIongeth solely to God, exalted

be His name and glory! Its fathomless depths extend between the heav­

ens and the earth, its width between the East and the West. It is dark as

the dusky night, filled with whales and serpents. At one time it riseth and

at another it falleth. In its depths there shineth a Sun...." The Bab explains

that this infinite ocean is more extended than the heaven of divine efful­

gence and the earth of receptive essences. It is the pure realm of contin­

gency. It is "dark" because reason is unable to fathom its hidden mystery.

However, in its depths shines the "sun" of the heart. It is through the

perspective of the heart, seeing with the eye of God, that its truth can

become manifest. "At one time it riseth"-that is, it is oriented toward the

divine effulgence-"and at another it falleth"-that is, it is oriented

toward the essence of the thing itself.31 It is this surging and falling ocean

that defines the reality of human action, the Middle Path between the

two extremes.

The true Destiny of all things is the free choice of the good. All human
beings are created capable of that choice, and the purpose of creation is
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the unity of that choice with the attainment of spiritual qualities and the
recognition of God. In other words, when freedom is accompanied by the
choice of the good, the end and purpose of creation-its true destiny­
is realized. For humans to attain this destiny requires turning toward the
divine effulgence and annihilating their own will in the Will of God. At
that time their essences are as pure mirrors in which divine revelation is
manifestly shining. That station is the station of the heart, the very sta­
tion that makes possible the understanding of the secret of Destiny.35
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The Epistle of Justice and
the Root Principles of Religion

1;{

A
LTHOUGH MANY WRITINGS OF THE BAB discuss His meta­
physics of the Primal Will, the Epistle of Justice: Root Principles
($a~itiy-i-'Adliyyih) is entirely devoted to that topic and can thus

be considered to exemplify the second stage of the Rib's writings. This
chapter will briefly introduce the basic structure and discuss the content
of this representative and important text.

At the beginning of the Epistle itself the Bab explains the occasion
for its writing, indicating that it was set down in early 1262 (1846). Within
the text, the Bab mentions a work titled Commentary on the Occultation
Prayer (Shar~-i-Du'a'-i-Ghaybat), which we know was also written 'in
the early to middle part of the first month (Mu~arram)of 1262. 1 Yet, the
listing of the Bab's works in the Khu~biy-i-Dhikriyyih,written on

MuJ:1arram 15, makes no mention of the Epistle of Justice. We can thus
conclude that the Epistle of Justice was written after that date, most likely
during the second half of Mu~arram 1262 (January 13-28, 1846). It was
followed shortly thereafter by another, related work entitled the Epistle
of Justice: Branches, which deals with the derivative, secondary laws of
religion.

The Epistle of Justice represents three major transitions in the Bab's
mission. first, the writing of this work is part of the gradual termina­
tion of the Bab's intentional withdrawal from communication with His
followers which was initially to last for five years, and the beginning of the
time when He answered the believers' questions more frequently. Sec­
ond, although during this stage of His mission the Bab continues to pres­
ent His true station in coded and ambiguous terms, He provides a
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consistent explication of His actual claim through a more direct elucida­
tion of the meaning of His title, the Bab. Therefore, the Epistle of Justice,
like many other works that belong to the second stage, emphasizes the
meaning of the letter Ha' and its equivalence with the word Bab. Finally,
the Epistle of Justice represents a major step toward making the Bab's
message accessible to all the people of Iran.

Until this point, the Bab had revealed al1 His major works in Arabic,
the language of revelation in the Islamic Dispensation. The Epistle of
Justice was the first major work He revealed in Persian. The first chapter,
in which the Bab explains the context and purpose of the text, is one of
the most difficult and enigmatic sections of the Epistle of Justice, and it

requires some clarification.
The Bab begins by stating that by the time He returned to Shiraz from

Mecca in mid-1261 (June 1845), the revelation of His true divine knowl­
edge, through His books and epistles, had rendered the divine testimony
complete and conclusive for all people. But after His return, during the
time of His sorrow and isolation, He received many letters from learned
individuals who indicated that the unlearned were unable to sufficiently
grasp the knowledge contained in His Arabic writings.2 But, He contin­
ues, "inasmuch as the divine Confirmation had not yet decreed the ful­

fillment of their wish for the revelation of Persian divine words in this
lucid religion, al1 were referred to the First Learned One of the First
Book." Mul1a I:Jusayn, the Gate to the Gate, had been responsible for
explaining the Bab's Arabic writings to other believers, and when the Bab

withdrew from contact with His fol1owers, He referred them to Mulla
l~usayn to answer their questions as well.

Then the Bab makes a most enigmatic statement. He says: "Until the
time when, by the leave of God, the dawning of the Sun of trysting shone
forth, out of the horizon of darksome night, upon the letters Sin and
Bel', in the sacred year 1262."3 This unique time of "the most great cele­
bration and the most mighty bounty," the Bab continues, coincided with
the arrival of a letter written by "the most excellent amongst the noble ones
and the most beloved of the people of the world," who confessed his
utmost powerlessness and poverty and beseeched the Bab for guidance.
The Bab then states that He has decided to fulfill the questioner's wish,
"for the sake of the Truth, that all the people of the world, whether learned
or not, may, by virtue of His Servant, vibrate out of the vibration of the
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Morn of Eternity from the Sun of the MuJ:1ammadan Primal Light, the
blessings of God rest upon Him."4

A careful reading of these passages makes it dear that the Bab is speak­
ing here about various stages of His Revelation in the terms of the Tra­
dition of Truth. Thus during the first years of the Bab's Revelation {1260
and 1261)-which correspond to the introductory part of the Tradition,
in which 'Ali refuses to grant Kumayl's request for an explanation of
truth-the Bab does not reveal any work in Persian or fulfill the believ­
ers' requests. Instead He designates Mulla J:Iusayn to answer their ques­
tions. Then the year 1262 arrives, the time of the first public revelation of
truth in the Tradition. In this year the "Sun of trysting" shines forth upon
the "letters Sin and Ba,'" or the "veils of glory." The word "veils" (subu~at)

begins with Sin and Ba', which numerically equal 62. Thus the first pub­
lic reflection of truth, in the form of the revelation of this work, that is,
"Pierc[ing] the veils of glory," is taking place in 1262.5

The Title ofthe Text

The topic of the Epistle of Justice is the root principles of religion and their
distinction from the derivative laws. But, one may wonder, why would a
book on the root principles of religion he titled the Epistle of Justice?

The concept of justice plays a fundamental role throughout the writ­
ings of the Bab. The word 'adlfyyih, in the title of the Epistle of Justice,
can be translated variously as "justice," "the just," and "adherents of divine
justice." And indeed, the references to justice in the Bah's writings imply
a complex of interrelated meanings. First, the idea of justice refers to the
reality of true Islam. The Bab often calls the Imams the "Imams of Jus­
tice" (A'immatu'l- 'adl). The term 'adliyyih also refers to the distinct the­
ological doctrine that elevates divine justice to the rank of a root principle

of the Faith, and which is the distinguishing mark of Shi'ih Islam. The
Epistle of Justice thus is a discourse on the root principles of true Islam.

But the reference to justice in the Epistle of Justice implies many other
layers of meaning as well. One of its primary implications is the Bab's sta­
tion as the Qa'im. According to numerous Islamic Traditions, in an idea
that constitutes the heart of Shi'ih millenarian ism, the advent of the
Qa'im will initiate an age of justice in the world after it has undergone a
period of oppression and injustice. These words of the Bab, then, are the
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words of justice, and His Revelation is nothing less than that long-awaited
advent of true justice in the world.

The arrival of the Qa'im was expected to take place shortly before
the Day of Judgment. The Qur'an contains vivid descriptions of divine
justice on that fateful Day, when the straight path of God would be out­
stretched and the divine Balance would separate the wicked from the
righteous. The gates of heaven and hell would be thrown open to all
humanity and each soul would receive the just reward of its actions. The
Bab's references to Himself in the Qayyl1mu'I-Asma' and other writings
as the "Straight Path," the "Balance," the "Word of God," and the like,
can be seen as signifying that He Himself is the manifestation of that
promised divine justice in the world, the One whose Revelation and
whose Word separate the damned frum the blessed, and create the par­
adise of divine knowledge for the righteous and the hell of remoteness for
the wicked.

However, the term "justice" in the title of the Epistle is most directly
an affirmation of the doctrine of Destiny. As we saw in the previous chap­
ter, Destiny as the third stage of divine creative Action represents the
realm of pure contingency, where the basic preconditions for the reality
of things are fulfilled. As we also saw, Destiny is characterized by the con­
junction and linking of existence and essence, divine effulgence and
human free choice, or divine Action and human receptive acceptance. This
point is crucial for reading the Epistle of Justice. The Bab identifies the
root principles of religion with the stages of divine creative Action-pri­
marily the triad ofWill, Determination, and Destiny. The comprehension
of the mystery of Destiny, however, as has been said, is possible only if one
has attained the elevated perspective of the sanctuary of the heart, has
transcended the realm of limitations, and has discerned the supreme
Origin of all things as the unifying principle within all phenomenal real­
ity. The Epistle of Justice, then, is actually a discourse on the sanctuary of
the heart and an exposition of Divine Unity. The principle of justice
becomes identical with the principle of Divine Unity, the sanctuary of
unity, and the perspective of the heart.

Thus the question of justice becomes the question of the necessity of
divine guidance. Human beings are created to recognize the Divine Unity,
but as it is impossible for the creatures to do so at the level of the Essence,
Divine Unity must he manifested in the phenomenal world in ways that
are accessible to human comprehension. Divine justice then requires the
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presence of divine guidance in the world so that people will have access
to divine knowledge. Thus the various layers of divine mediation and
guidance are the various levels of the root principles of religion. The doc­
trine of justice then becomes an affirmation of the truth of the agents of
that guidance-the Manifestation of God, the vicegerents of the Prophet
(the Imams), and the mediators between the vicegerent and the people
(the Gates).

But the most important meaning of"justice" is the station of the Bab
Himself. The three letters of the word Bab symbolize the three stages of
divine Action, which arc the true fulfillment of div.ine justice. The Bab's
name, 'Ali, is another expression of these three stations. In fact, the root
principle of religion is none other than recognition of the Bab, Who

appeared as the Gate to the Imam even though His station of gatehood
contained the truth of all the layers of divine manifestation. The Epistle
of Justice is in fact a subtle commentary on the word Bab, which is the
same as the mystery of the letter Ha'. In this sense, the Epistle of]ustice
should be seen as inseparable from three other writings of the Bab that
discuss the letter Ha': the Commentary on the Letter Ha' (Tafsir-i-Ha'),
the Commentary on the Mystery of Ha' (Tafsir-i-Sirr-i-Ha'), and the
Interpretation of the Letter Ha' (Commentary on the Occultation Prayer).

The Structure ofthe Text and the Word «Bab"

Before addressing the substantive content of the Epistle o( Justice, it is nec­
essary to consider its structure and order. The text is about forty pages long
in its printed format and consists of five chapters. Each chapter is called
a bab, meaning a gate as well as a chapter.

The connection mentioned between the Epistle of Justice and the
Bab's three other works on the letter I la' is directly relevant to the struc­
ture of the Epistle of Justice. As we know, five is a significant number, the
numerical equivalent ofHa', the first letter of Huva (He), which signifies
the transcendental realm of Divine Unity. Since the Epistle of Justice is
a discourse on the root principles of religion, and since these root prin­
ciples all derive from the principle of the unity of God, the text is divided
into five chapters. At the same time, each of these chapters is a bab, or gate,
of Divine Unity. Taken together, these five chapters constitute the word
Bab. This identity of symbuls already conveys the fundamental substan­
tive thesis of the text: the root principle of religion is the recognition of
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Divine Unity, and that is the same as recognition of the Manifestation of
Divine Unity in the world-the Bab. The idcntification of the lctter Ha'
and the word Bab is made within the text itself. In the third chapter we find:

They [the nobles 1, through the assistance bestowed upon them by the
chiefs, all lead the people unto the divine grace, both in the realms of
Creation and Revelation. As to their distinguishing sign, these nobles are
the devoted ones who are associated with that supreme Word that is the
lightest word in the realm of uttcrance. Nay, rather, the number of the let­
ter H,i', which is the inner secret of all thc letters and thc mystery of
Divine Unity, is the number of that "good word," which is naught but the
very revelation of the letter Ha' in the realm of the letters.6

Here thc Bab says that thc "lightest" Word is the same as the Qur'anic

"good word" which is likened to the goodly tree and the Word of divine
revelation. Its number is that of the letter Ha'.? That the word in ques­

tion is Bab becomes even clearer when we see that in anothcr passage

the Bah says: "No word is revealed in the Book of God, in terms of the sim­

plicity of its letters, that is lighter than the word Rah. This is a guiding evi­

dence of the inner secret of this Cause."8 As is cvident therc, He finds
Bab, as the lightest word, to he the inner sccret of the letter Ha', the secret

of Divine Unity, and "the inner secret of this Cause." In order to better

understand these connections, we need to consider the Bah's more exten­

sive explanation of this "lightest word" in thc Commentary on the Let­

tcr Ha':

Verily, the letter Ha' is the essence of all the letters and the utmost
remembrance of servitude for the Best Beloved. In the realm of the let­
ters' verily it referreth to the Letter of the Crimson Elixir, which purifi­
eth all the words, tokens, signs, and allusions. By virtue of this letter,
Divine Unity is affirmed and the realm of pluralities is negated. Verily,
those endued with true understanding recognize the truth of all the
worlds through the symbolism of this letter, for that which is there can­
not be known except through that which is here.

The letter Ha' is the number of that word which is thc lightest Word
revcaled by God in the Qur'an. That letter is identical with that Word in
all its outward manifestations and inward meanings. For, verily, the root
principlc oflcttcrs is the point, and when the point unfoldcth, it appeareth
as the letter Alif (A), and when the lctter Alif submitteth unto its Lord,
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it becometh the letter Ba' (B), which is the same as the very letter of Alif,
and thus the point is set beneath the letter Ba'. Verily that Word is naught
but the upright Alifbetween the two Ba's. That referreth to the Cause of
God between the Twin Names.... Thus God hath not ordained for this
Word, unlike the other words, any half, third, or fourth measure, for it
is the Manifestation of the everlasting Light, and naught proceedeth
from it.9

In this passage, the Bab explains that Bab represents the inner and
outer truth of Divine Unity (divinity and servitude). The word consists
of the most simple letters-an Alif (A) between two Ba's (B's). The
"upright Alif" refers to the creative divine Command, the divine Cause
which is manifested through the Twin Names, "'Ali" and "Mu~ammad."
Alif is written as a vertical line, while Ba is written as a horizontal line with
a point beneath it. The Bah is indicating that the horizontal nature of
the Ba as well as the presence of the point beneath it symbolize the sta­
tion of servitude. Additionally, the stations of vicegerency and prophet­
hood are united in the Bab, Who is the upright Alif, the Qa'im, and Who
also appears in the station of gatehood. Since the Bab is the Manifesta­
tion of Divine Unity, and since nothing else proceeds out of the divine
Essence, the word Bab also represents an indivisible unity.

It should be noted here that Bab is defined in the passage above as the
totality of the stages of the creative divine effulgence. In other words,
the Bab represents the various stages of divine Action, from the point to
the Alif to the Ba'. As we shall see, this is the same as the root principles
of religion in the Epistle of Justice. The essential idea being conveyed is
that the entire structure of the root principles is embodied in the being
of the Bab Himself. The same concept is emphasized in other ways in
the Interpretation of the Letter Ha', which discusses the fundamental
verities of religion, including the doctrines of the divine Essence, Names,
Attributes, and Action, through an interpretation of the divine name
Huva (He). The Ha (H) in Huva refers to the Hidden Mystery of God.
Huva is equal to 11, and the Bab's name, 'Ali, is equal to 110. Thus it is that
the letter Ha' (or 5) is the "inner secret" of I 1. Therefore, the word Bab is
the twin Alifs, the Twin Ones-referring to the Bab's dual station of
divinity and servitude, the A'la (the Most Exalted) and the Adna (the
Lowest, or "even closer"). We can see how what is being described corre­
sponds to the station of the Point. Discussing the five stations of divine
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Action and revelation in the world, the Bab writes: "The fifth station test­
ifieth unto God in the mirror of the Letter Ha', and it is the Word that con­
sisteth of the Twin Alifs. It is by virtue of the first Alif that it soareth unto
the supreme cloud of the Essence, the station of 'There is none other
God than Him,' while through the other Alif it descendeth unto the
heaven of vicegerency, the station of 'He is the Most Great 'Ali."'IO

A New Approach to the Root Principles

The five root principles of religion in Shi'ih theology are usually enu­
merated as Divine Unity, prophethood, the imamate, divine justice, and
the Day of Resurrection. It should be noted that the usual Shi'ih con­
ception of the root principles as the five pillars of the Faith is different
from the five pillars of Sunni Islam. Shi'ih Islam distinguishes the root
principles, which are the articles of faith, from the derivative laws or the
main ordinances and laws of the religion. Sunni Islam, in contrast, defines
the root principles as a series of deeds which begins with the act of tes­

tifying to the articles of faith, and continues with specific laws of Islam­
prayer, fasting, alms, and pilgrimage. In other words, what for Sunnis is
the first root principle of the faith is equivalent to the Shi'ih root prin­
ciples, whereas the other Sunni root principles are defined by the Shi'ih
as derivative laws. The Sunni act of testifying, however, does not contain
the two principles of divine justice and the imamate, which are distinc­
tively Shi'ih.

Since the Epistle of Justice concerns the fundamental principles of
the Faith and contains five chapters, one might expect these chapters to
be devoted to discussion of the five root principles of Shi'ih Islam. That
expectation, however, is not confirmed by the Bab's text; the chapters are
organized in accordance with an entirely different logic, and the five
Shi'ih root principles are replaced hy a very different system.

The first chapter or gate is titled "On the Rememhrance of God,
Exalted Be His Name and Glory" and is an introductory chapter which
praises God and discusses the context of the revelation of the text. The
second chapter, "On the Exposition of This, that the Balance is Depen­
dent on the Command of God ... ," deals with the methodology of the
discourse on the root principles of religion, or what can be called the
root of the root principles. The third, "On the Recognition of God and
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the Recognition of His Chosen Ones, as Ordained by the Command of
God ... ," contains the discussion of the root principles of religion. The
fourth chapter, "On the Day of Return to God ... ," concerns the Day of
Resurrection, which is treated as a principle derived from the root prin­
ciples, but not a root principle by itself. The fifth chapter, "On the Prayer
of Devotion unto God ..." is a prayer testifying to the root principles dis­
cussed in the preceding chapters.

Because the Epistle of Justice was written during the period when the
Bab was proclaiming His true station in veiled and symbolic language, it
discusses the root principles in a unique manner, using traditional Shi'ih
categories but in a way that revolutionizes them. The immediate back­
ground context of the work is the Shaykhi discourse about the root prin­
ciples of religion. In various writings, Shaykh Arymad and his disciple
Siyyid Ka~im had appeared to emphasize a new conception of the root
principles, one which consisted of four principles: Divine Unity, prophet­
hood, the imamate, and gatehood. This discussion remains largely implicit
in their writings, although it is unmistakable. ll The Bab makes the prin­
ciple explicit and fundamentally transforms it.

Although a chapter of the Epistle of Justice is devoted to a discus­
sion of the Day of Resurrection, the Bab makes it clear that this prin­

ciple is not one of the root principles. Rather, it is derived from them: "0
questioner! Know thou that the root principle of religion is the recogni­
tion of that seven ordained in the Tradition, while the principles regard­
ing the Day of Resurrection and Return unto God are inscribed beneath

its shadow. Nay, rather, these seven stages of recognition are the truth of
the seven holy heavens and the very principle of return to God in the
next world."12 In this passage, the Bab is saying that the Day of Resurrec­
tion should be understood in a new manner, in which heaven and hell are
the states of recognition or non-recognition of God. Although in the
Epistle of Justice the Bab discusses this novel and revolutionary idea in
the context of the Shaykhi approach to the concept of Resurrection, the
birth of the new principle is unmistakable. As we will see, this principle
will be elaborated in detail in the third stage of the Bab's writings.

The passage also indicates that the root principles of religion are now
being defined as the seven stages of the recognition of God. Yet, although
we are presented with seven categories of recognition as the rout
principles-an approach which is compatible with the normal fourfold
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definition of the principles of the covenant-the Bab's discourse on these
principles is characterized by many turns and complexities. More specif­
ically, He identifies the meta-principle from which the root principles are
derived. That meta-principle is the revelation of the divine Command,
divine Cause, and divine Will in His own being and words. And He
makes it clear that all these stages of recognition are realized within and
through His own reality. Thus all the root principles of religion return to
the recognition of the Bab, or the "mystery of the letter Ha'."

The second chapter of the Epistle of Justice is devoted to the discus­
sion of that meta-principle of the root principles; thus the second chap­
ter is even more important than the third chapter because it unveils the
foundation on which the root principles are constructed, a foundation
which defines the eternal basis of faith. The third chapter discusses the
manifestation of that meta-principle in the Dispensation of Islam. While
the Bab discusses the root principles in the terms of the Islamic Dispen­
sation, His emphasis on the meta-principle unmistakably points to the
expressions of the root principles in His own Dispensation.

The Root ofthe Root Principles

In the second chapter of the Epistle of Justice, the Bab begins with the
meta-principle of the root principles of religion, discussing the divine
Balance or Standard (Qistas) and defining it as the Will of God and His
Command. This methodical discussion of the Balance fulfills two func­
tions. First, it establishes that God's Will is the sovereign source of author­
ity to determine what constitutes the root principles of faith. Moreover,
that Will is not static: as human capacities evolve, the divine Will deter­
mines the root principles in new forms in each age. The Bab explains
that what was the root principle in one Dispensation, or stage of spiritual
evolution, becomes a derivative principle in the following Dispensation. 13

Although He does not discuss the doctrine of progressive revelation as
such here, the presence of its spirit is unmistakable, although couched
in veiled terms. But because He discloses His own truth in accordance
with the evolving capacity of His audience, that message, implicit in the
Epistle of Justice, will become explicit in the later stages of His writings.

This takes us to the second function of the Bab's discourse on the
concept of the Balance. Here He is speaking of the measure or standard
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by means of which the truth of His own authority can be conclusively
determined. In other words, the second chapter is simultaneously a dis­
course on the nature of the conclusive testimony and proof of the truth
of the Bab's Revelation. Understanding this chapter of the Epistle of} us­
tice is dependent on comprehending the inner unity of these two func­
tions. If the meta-principle of the root principles is the Will of God, then
the discourse on the root principles must hinge on recognition of the
representative of that Will, the Manifestation and bearer of the divine
Revelation. To know the supreme Standard that determines the root
principles depends on recognizing the Bab as the Speaking Book, the
Manifestation of God in this age, for it is the words of the Bab, as the
embodiment of the divine Cause, that now define the root principles.
Thus, prior to any discussion of the root principles of religion, the
methodology by which one can recognize the Word of God, the Remem­
l)fance of God, and the divine Balance must be established.

The unity of these two functions defines the form and the content of
the second chapter of the Epistle of Justice. This meta-discourse con­
centrates on the changing character of the capacities of humanity and,
consequently, the changing character of the conclusive testimony of the
truth of the Manifestation of God. The essence of this discussion is that
humanity has now arrived at the heginning of a new age: human spiri­
tual culture has evolved from the stage of the "body" through that of
"soul," to that of "intellect," and has arrived at the stage of the "heart."
Humanity is now ready to receive a revelation based on the sanctuary of
unity. This fact has far-reaching consequences for the root principles of
religion, as well as for the testimony of the truth of the Bab's cause. The
first of these topics is discussed in the third chapter of the Epistle of Jus­
tice, and we can now clearly see why such a discussion cannot be the
same as traditional definitions of the root principles.

The discussion of the second topic, the testimony that vindicates the
Rib's truth, is carried out in the second chapter. The Bab explains this issue
in terms of the evolution of human spiritual receptivity from more phys­
ical and concrete, lower levels ("body") to the highest spiritual level
("heart"). The nature of what constitutes vindicating testimony or proof
parallels this development. In this Day, the conclusive testimony of the
new Prophet is no longer physical miracles and prodigious signs, as in the
past, but solely the transcendent glory of the revelation of divine truth in
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the form of divine words and verses. It is the immaterial mystic wisdom
of heavenly truth, expressed in the body of words, that constitutes the
supreme testimony of God in the Day of the Bab.

The Bah explains that the seed of religion was conceived in the Dis­
pensation of Adam. But as the capacities of the people have progressed,
so has the religion of God. By the time of the Bab, the people had devel­
oped rationally and had become prepared to receive the effulgence of
the sanctuary of unity; but without the divine effulgence they were lost
in infinite contentions and disputes. It was at this time that, by virtue of
divine mercy, God sent the Bab to reveal the sanctuary of the heart, the
mystery of true religion, and to bring unity to the chaos of conflicting
opinions. 14

Since humanity has become ready to receive divine revelation at a
higher, more spiritual level, the signs of vindication are correspondingly
more spiritual:

Just as the root principles of religion and its faithful people have pro­
gressed beyond the physical realm, the divine signs have also infinitely
advanced beyond the limited physical realm. Thus, it is supremely nec­
essary that the testimony of that Servant should belong to the realm that
surpasseth the world of intellect, which is naught but the stations of true
recognition and transcendent unity. Yet, inasmuch as the acknowledge­
ment of such an exalted Cause is difficult for most people, He hath
brought these mighty stations to the level of the body of words, in such
wise that none hath the power to produce the like thereof, so that the
divine testimony would be as conclusive to all beings as the Day-Star
shining in the zenith of heaven. IS

In this new age, the Bab explains, physical miracles are no longer the
conclusive testimony of the Prophet; those who ask for miracles are
merely testifying to the immaturity of their own spiritual level. It was
because the revelation of divine verses is the most conclusive and incon­
trovertible evidence of divine power that the Qur'an was the most con­
clusive evidence of Muqammad's truth, and for the same reason
throughout the Qur'an it is stated that should all men join together to
attempt to produce verses like those of the Qur'an, they would be unable
to do so. In the Dispensation of Islam, He continues, it took twenty­
three years for the Qur'an to be revealed by an Arab Prophet, but in the
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Dispensation of the Bab in a few days an equivalent amount of divine
verses has been produced by a Persian Prophet untutored in the con­
ventionallcarning of His time. 16

The Bab's discourse on the conclusive testimony of God is a call to the
people to realize their latent spiritual capacities, to attain the sanctuary
of the heart, and to behold the Supreme Origin of all phenomenal real­
ity in the Primal Will of God. Because this is the age of the sanctuary of
t he heart, the testimony of God now takes the form nearest to that
supreme Origin: the direct revelation of God, the revelation of divine
verses the reality of which is the heart of the Primal Will. This point is
emphasized in all the later writings of the Bab.

But the Bah is also invested with other modes of divine revelation, each
of which constitutes another conclusive testimony. He now speaks of
three of these signs: the revelation of prayers, sermons, and rational argu­
ments. The Bab identifies all these forms with His own Revelation, while
attesting that each of these modes was the testimony of the truth of dif­
ferent sacred beings in the Dispensation of Islam. Divine verses proved
the truth of Muryammad; prayers were frequently cited as the proof of the
Imams; while sermons and rational arguments were taken as the signs of
true knowledgeY The fact that all these modes are united in the Revela­
tion of the Bab reflects His unique station. Although all these points
clearly explain His true station, the Epistle of Justice-apparently for the
sake of wisdom-emphasizes the Bab's servitude as compared to the
prophethood of MuJ:1ammad or the vicegerency of the Imams. But no per­
ceptive reader can fail to discern the sovereignty that is shining through
that servitude.

Discussing the prophecies concerning His Revelation, the Bab refers
to a Tradition attributed to Imam 'Ali, announcing the glad tidings of
the dawning of the moon in the east. Here, once again the Bab is dis­
closing the true station of His own Revelation. IS The east of course is the
dawning place of the sun, not the moon. But in the Revelation of the
Bab, the muun will shine forth from the east. Just as His name unites the
"sun" of prophethood (Muryammad) and the "moon" of vicegerency
('Ali), in His Revelation these two stations are joined together. In other
words, this is the stage in which servitude and divinity are united in the
sanctuary of the heart.
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The Root Principle and Destiny

The third chapter of the Epistle of Justice, the longest section of the book,
is devoted to a substantive discussion of the root principles of religion.
Since this is the age of the sanctuary of the heart, the root principle of faith
in this age is also an affirmation of spiritual knowledge in the sanctuary
of unity. Although this principle is explained in terms of its diverse man­
ifestations, its essence is described in the first paragraph of the chapter:

Know thou that the essence of religion is the knowledge of God. The
perfection of this knowledge is belief in His unity. The perfection of this
belief is the negation of all names and attributes before His sanctified
Essence. And the perfection of this negation is to immerse oneself with
certain knowledge in the Ocean of oneness and to witness one's attain­
ment to its bounty. And the truth underlying all these stages is the Sign
of God alone, whereby the existence of the Lord of might and glory is rec­
0gnized and known with certitude. 19

In that paragraph, the Bab summarizes the essence of His discourse
on the root principles. There is in reality only one root principle and that
is the recognition of God, the recognition of Divine Unity. BUl as direct
recognition of God is impossible, that recognition is actually recogni­

tion of the fact that an absolute separation exists between God and the
creatures. Thus recognition of God is really recognition of God's grace as
the divine Reality that connects the creatures to the divine realm. This
grace is, first, the Primal Utterance of God-the Primal Will, the supreme

Origin and End of all things-and, second, the revelation of the Primal
Will within each being. Recognition of the Manifestation of the Primal
Will and beholding reality with the eye of the heart in the sanctuary of
unity constitute recognition of God. Consequently, recognition of the
Bab as the supreme Mirror of God and the Repository of divine grace is
the root principle of religion. The remainder of the chapter is amplifica­
tion of this opening paragraph. Although the root principle is one, its
manifestations are seven in number; the chapter thus is a discussion of the
seven root principles as seven stages of the recognition of spiritual truth.

Understanding the Bab's analysis of the root principles in the Epistle
of Justice is dependent on comprehending a fundamental point. The
third chapter of the Epistle of Justice is in fact a discussion of two topics:
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one is an analysis of the seven stages of divine creative Action, and the
other is an exposition of the seven stations comprising the hierarchy of
the divine covenant in Islam, extending from God to the Prophet
MuJ:1ammad, Imam 'Ali, the eleven other Imams and Fatimih, the Gates
or Pillars, the chiefs, and ending with the nobles. The heart of the third
chapter is the identity of these two discussions, for both chains of spiri­
tual concepts symbolize the same manifestations of Divine Unity.

Although the Bab's root principle of religion is the recognition of

Cod, a major portion of the first and third chapters of the Epistle of Jus­
tice is devoted to affirming the impossibility of recognizing God directly.
Nor is it possible, He says, "to fabricate any name or attribute for the
Essence of God, and unto none is given any proof for, or path to, His

recognition. The proof of His Essence hath always been, and will ever
he, His Essence, and it is impossible for the contingent to be considered
His proof."20 This paradox leaves us in the apparent impasse that, on the
one hand, the root principle of religion is recognition of God and, on

the other hand, recognition of God is impossible. The resolution of this
foundational antinomy is presented as the seven stages of divine creative
Action, as well as the hierarchy of the covenant in the Islamic Dispensa­
tion. The divine creative Action, in the form oflhe seven stages of creation,
and the Primal Will out of which those stages proceed, become the focus
of that recognition which constitutes the root principle of religion. The
seven ranks of the divine covenant in the Dispensation of Islam are the
cosmic expressions of the seven stages of creation. Recognition of God
thus is actually the recognition of divine Action and Causation, and that
in turn is the recognition of the seven categories of spiritual hierarchy.

We can now understand the following statement in the Epistle of Jus­
tice: "Know thou that the root principle of the recognition of the modes
of the causation of divine Action consisteth of seven stages, whose
acknowledgement is the binding duty of all. True recognition is not com­
plete without the recognition of all of these stages, and the recognition
of the first is not accepted save through the recognition of the last."21
Although in the Islamic Dispensation the primary manifestation of these
seven stages of divine creative Action was the fourteen Sacred Souls--eor­
responding to the visible and unseen aspects of the stages-here recog­
nition of the seven ranks of spiritual hierarchy becomes another, secondary
expression of the recognition of the same chain of divine causation.22
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The root principle of religion is thus the recognition of God through
the recognition of the Primal Will, and because of the connection between
the Primal Will and the divine Action, the root principle involves the

process of divine causation and creation. As that process is the realm
where the divine effulgence interacts with the free choice and receptiv­
ity of the things themselves, the root principle is actually identical with

the mystery of Destiny-a mystery that can be grasped only in the sanc­
tuary of unity through the perspective of the heartP

The Seven Modes ofRecognition

After the Bab explains that the root principle, the recognition of Divine
Unity, is realized through the recognition of the modes of causation in the

seven stages of divine creative Action, He discusses those seven modes of

recognition by explaining a famous Shi'ih Tradition, the Tradition of
Jabir. The Bab writes:

This is the original tradition: "... 0 Jabir! Knowest thou what is recog­
nition? Recognition is first the affirmation of Divine Unity, second the
recognition of the Meanings, third the recognition of the Gates, fourth
the recognition of the Imam, fifth the recognition of the Pillars, sixth the
recognition of the chiefs and seventh the recognition of the nobles....
o Jabir! Give heed unto the affirmation of Divine Unity and recognition
of the Meanings. As to the affirmation of Divine Unity, it consisteth of
the recognition of the Eternal Unseen God.... As to the Meanings, We
are His Meanings, and His Manifestation amongst you. He hath fashioned
us from the light of His Essence, and hath conferred upon Us the affairs
of His servants. Thus We do, by His leave, what We will, and when We will,
it is God Who hath willed...."24

This Tradition is frequently mentioned in the writings of Shaykh

Al;mad, and a version of it is partly quoted hy Baha'u'llah in Epistle to the

Son of the Wolf.25 In the interpretation given by the Bab, He first iden­
tifies each of these seven forms of recognition with the recognition of
one of the seven stages of divine Action. Then He interprets the stages of
recognition as referring to God, Mu~ammad, Imam 'Ali, the eleven Imams
and Fa!imih, the four Gates, the chiefs, and the nobles. The terminol­
ogy used here requires some explanation. Although in this Tradition the
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third stage is called the stage of the Gates, it refers to the station of 'Ali only,
not the Gates to the Imams. And while the fourth stage is that of the
Imam, here that refers to the eleven other Imams and f<i~imihJ() The
fifth stage, that of the Pillars, indicates the former Prophets. Four of these
were the pillars of prophethood: Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. Yet
pillars exist in all ages. In the Dispensation of Islam, four prophets were
the vehicles of divine grace on behalf of the Qa'im: Jesus, Khigr, Elijah,
and Idris. These are the four Gates indicated here. Finally the chiefs and
the nobles are those who convey the divine grace from the Qa'im, through
the Gates, to other people. The nobles receive guidance through the chiefs.

The third chapter discusses these seven stages in some detail, with
the most extensive discussion devoted to the first two stages. Not only are
the first two stages particularly emphasized by the Tradition itself, but they
also represent the two most fundamental elements of faith: bearing wit­
ness to the unity of God and to the prophethood of Mu~ammad.As we
have seen before, these two elements actually represent the twin stations
of the Point.

In similar Traditions, the first stage, which deals with the recognition
of Divine Unity and God's transcendence, is called Bayan (Exposition).
In a Tradition quoted by Shaykh A~mad and by Baha'u'llah, we read:

"0 Jabir! Give heed unto the Bayan (Exposition) and the Ma'ani (Signif­
icances)." He-peace be upon him-added: "As to the Bayan, it consis­
teth in thy recognition of God-glorified be He-as the One Who hath
no equal, and in thy adoration of Him, and in thy refusal to join partners
with Him. As to the Ma'ani, We are its meaning, and its side, and its
hand, and its tongue, and its cause, and its command, and its knowl­
edge, and its right. If We wish for something, it is God Who wisheth it,
and He desireth that which We desire."27

Thus recognition of God is the inner mystery of Bayan, whereas recog­
nition ofMu~ammad is its manifest meaning. Recognition of God takes
place through recognition of the Manifestation of God. In discussing the
stage of Bayan, the Bab refers to the four stations of testifying to Divine
Unity --unity of Essence, unity of Attributes, unity of Action, and unity
of worship.

The second stage of recognition, that of the Meanings or Signifi­
cances, involves the recognition of the station of Mu~ammad.But in
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fact, within the Bab's discussion of the second stage, He speaks of the
seven stations of Mu~ammad.This paradox is a key element for under­
standing the message of the Epistle uf Justice: all seven stages of divine
Action, and all seven stages of spiritual hierarchy, are reflections of the real­
ity of Mu~ammad as the Manifestation of the Primal Will. Just as all
seven stages were present in the first stage, crystallized in the four modes
of Divine Unity, all seven stages are also present in the reality of
Mu~ammad.That is why true recognition of the Manifestation is the

recognition of all the stages.
The seven stations ofMu~ammadare the seven stations of the Point­

a clear reference to the Primal Will. The first station of the Point is the
Point of the supreme beginning, the second is the Point of contingency,

the third is the Point of separation, the fourth is the Point of connec­
tion, the fifth is the Point of truth, the sixth is the Point of the centre of
adoration, and the last is the Point of the visible world. These seven sta­
tions embrace all the levels of reality from the supreme station of the
Primal Will to the physical body of Mu1)ammad.28 We can see how closely
the different levels of this Point correspond to the stages of divine creative
Action and the layers of spiritual hierarchy.29 And, in fact, the Bab's
description of these seven levels of the Point correlates exactly with His

description of the seven stages in general.

Resurrection and Purification

Chapter 4 of the Epistle of Justice addresses the Day uf Resurrection.
Although the Bab does not consider the doctrine of resurrection to be a
separate root principle, He indicates that it is directly related to the seven
root principles. His discussion of the issue is short and is expressed in
terms of Islamic symbols and Shaykhi concepts. Yet, despite the veiled lan­
guage of His analysis, a completely new interpretation of the concepts of
heaven and hell is evident in this chapter. While the Bab denies the posi­
tion of those who reject the possibility of resurrection in physical form,
He makes it clear that He is not speaking here either of the traditional
Islamic conceptions of physical resurrection, or of the Shaykhi idea of the
resurrection of the essential or archetypal body. Instead, He unfolds two
new principles. The first is that the true meaning of heaven is the recog­
nition of the root principles of faith, while true hell is deprivation of that
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recognition. He asserts that those who are endued with understanding can
see paradise and all its rewards in this world. 10

The second principle adduced by the Bab is that resurrection applies
to all levels of reality. The real question is not whether the resurrection
is physical or spiritual. Instead the question concerns the precise mean­
ing of "resurrection," and that meaning can be better understood when
we remember that all things, within their own stations, are subject to
resurrection; thus every being, whether physical or spiritual, also has its
own heaven and hell. While the Bab does not elaborate on the issue
here-referring to it simply as the inner truth of Shaykh A~mad's posi­
tion-it is not difficult to see the revolutionary import of His approach
to the concept, which He explains in detail in His later writings. In the
Epistle of Justice He announces: "Nay, rather, he (Shaykh A~mad)

affirmeth the return of all things, by virtue of an inspiration from the
knowledge that hath encompassed the Book of God: heart in its own sta­
tion, intellect in its own station, soul in its own station, and body, together
with its three dimensions, in its own station."31

The Bab also discusses the subject of resurrection in another tablet,
the Commentary on the Occultation Prayer (Shar~-i-Du'<i'-i-Ghaybat),
which was written shortly before the Epistle of Justice. In that work,
although He appears to confirm Shaykh Al:unad's version of the doctrine
of physical resurrection, He rejects the Shaykh's concept of two twin
bodies (two jisms and two jasads) and their connection with a world
called llurqalya. Again, what the Bab is presenting is something com­
pletely new: all created things are resurrected on the Day of Resurrection.32

The last chapter of the Epistle of Justice is a prayer for purification.
The Bab states that all the principles elaborated in the previous four
chapters are reaffirmed in that prayer. The topic of purification of the heart
and true devotion is directly related to the entire discussion of the Epis­
tle of Justice, for it is only through such purification of the heart that
true recognition of truth can take place. This connection, again, becomes
clearer in the Bab's later writings.

The Epistle of Justice affirms that the seven types of recognition that
constitute the root principles of religion need to be crystallized and man­
ifested in the observance of divine ordinances and laws. The text, how­
ever, does not deal with the specifics of derivative laws-with the two
notable exceptions of the command to "act in regard to the people of
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paradise"in accordance with affection and mercy," and the duty to treat
women "in the utmost manner oflove."33 These two ordinances occupy
a prominent position in the writings of the Rib, a fact that is evident in
this text. But although the Bab does not address here the details of the
derivative laws, He discusses something more fundamental: the moral
and spiritual motives for performing actions. Purification of motive and
detachment from all but God become the mediating principle which
links the discourse on the root principles of faith to that of the derivative
and secondary laws and ordinances.

The later writings of the Bab make it clear that the purification He
speaks of in the Epistle of Justice is the same as attaining the sanctuary
of the heart and fixing one's gaze on the Supreme Source of all the root
principles of the Faith. One who achieves such purity and devotion will
be able to recognize the new Manifestation of God together with the new
root principles as well as the derivative laws. According to the Epistle of
Justice, humanity has arrived at a new stage of spiritual development.
The seven types of recognition of God, as the root principles of religion,
which are the same as the five stations of the letter Ha', refer to the real­
ity of the Bab, Who is proclaiming the commencement of the sanctuary
of unity and the revelation of the inner essence of the divine Mystery.
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The Primal Point and Progressive Revelation
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Resurrection and Historical Consciousness

1
:'1 PART 1 WE SAW that the interpretive logic of the Bab was essen­
tially a logic of unity, interpreting all the statements in the Holy
Scriptures as pointing toward a unified reality-the Primal Will­

as the Origin and Cause of all things. In part 2 we discussed the pivotal
role of the concept of the Primal Will in the Bab's metaphysics and cos­
mology, which defined the entire universe as the effects and manifesta­
tions of the Primal Will's divine creative Action. In part 3 we will examine
the same dynamic of unity as it applies in the realm of history, civiliza­
tion, and religious culture. This chapter will focus on historical con­

sciousness in the third stage of the writings of the Bab.

The New Language ofthe Third Stage

The Bab's imprisonment in Maku marks the most important turning
point in His mission, and the beginning of the third stage of His writings.
It is during the Maku period that He begins to declare His true station
openly, announcing that not only is He the promised Qa'im but also a new
Manifestation of God. While in the first two stages of His writings the full
nature of His Revelation was concealed, this third and last stage sees the
explicit proclamation of a new religious Dispensation and the abrogation
of the laws of Islam.

It is also in this third stage that the Bab begins to employ a completely
new set of terms and concepts as vehicles of that Revelation. Terms like
"the Primal Point," "the Letters of the Living," "the Tree of the Will,''''He
Whom God shall make manifest," the "Bayan," "All Things," and "the

239
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Primal Unity" all come into use during this period and constitute the new
language of the new religion. Even the terms and concepts used by the Bab
in His previous writings become transformed within the new concep­

tual framework of this stage. Terms like "Gate," "Day of Resurrection,"
"Destiny," and "root principles" are now used in senses that were only
latent or implicit in the early writings.

The explicit character of the writings of the third stage of the Bab's

Revelation gives these texts an epistemological and hermeneutical prior­

ity over the writings of the two earlier stages. The Bab Himself estab­

lishes this priority, stipulating that the earlier writings should be
understood in terms of the later writings, in a holistic approach. For

example, discussing the term Bayan as the designation for the totality of

His writings, He says:

Say! Gain ye certitude in that which God hath revealed in the Bayan,
for understanding the Bayan is dependent on understanding the totality
of its revelation from beginning to end. For that which was revealed fir~t

is based upon the Qur'anic laws; only later were the true measures of
the Dispensation of the Bayan manifested. Neither be ye shrouded from
the later writings by the earlier writings, nor fix your eyes merely on the
later writings and ignore the earlier ones.... Yet, the later the revelation
of the writings, the more manifest is the divine intention therein. Verily,
all the Bayan is the Word of the Point of Truth. l

Two of the new concepts that are distinctive of the third stage need to
be noted. During the first two stages, the Bab had referred to His first
believers as Sdbiq(m, those who "have preceded in faith." This term is

rooted in Islamic concepts referring to the eminent early followers of

Mu~ammad.The Bab's writings in the third stage, however, use the term
ijuruf-i-ijayy, or Letters of the Living, to designate the first believers in

the Bab. The other major term characteristic of this stage is Man
Yu?hiruhu'llah, He Whom God shall make manifest, referring to the
Promised One Who would come after the Bab. In fact, the most visible
sign of the third-stage style of writing is the presence of this term, which
is absent from the Bab's earlier writings.

The use of the term "He Whom God shall make manifest" in the Bab's
later works, however, is crucial for understanding all His writings. The Bab
is not simply referring to another Revelation to come after Him, in the
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same way that all the prophets of the past foretold the future advent of
a Promised One. The issue is much more complex. In fact all the writings
of the Bab that openly declare His true station as a divine Revelator also
emphasize the centrality of Him Whom God shall make manifest. Even
the Bab's discourse on His own station is defined in terms of the station
of Him Whom God shall make manifest. Instead of rare, obscure, and hid­
den allusions to this Figure, we find in the Bab's later writings numerous
unambiguous discussions about Him. So definitive is this feature that
the Bab states that the covenant of the Promised One precedes His own:
"Bear Thou witness that, through this Book, I have covenanted with all
created things concerning the mission of Him Whom Thou shalt make
manifest, ere the covenant concerning Mine own Mission had been estab­
lished."2 The subordination of His own covenant to the covenant of the
Promised One is a powerful expression of inseparability of the Bab's twin
stations as an independent Prophet and as the Herald of the Revelation
of Baha'u'llah. That imminent Revelation is already present within the

germ of the Bab's Dispensation, which is why the identification of the Bab's
station and Dispensation is carried out through the identification of the
Promised One and His Dispensation. These twin roles constitute the
explicit foundation of all the Bab's later writings.

Yet another implication of the Bab's focus on the coming Dispensa­
tion is the central importance of the doctrine of progressive revelation.
The Bab's later writings unfold a completely new sense of religious his­
tory, the relation of the religions to one another, and the dynamics of
culture and society. This vision is further elucidated in the writings of
Baha'u'llah, notably the Kitab-i-fqan (The Book of Certitude). For that
reason, it is not surprising that the Kitab-i-fqan has been considered as
the completion of the Persian Bayan.3

Destiny as the Principle ofManifestation

One of the most important expressions of the theological revolution ini­
tiated by the Bab is the reinterpretation of the concept of Destiny that is
expounded in His later writings. We have already discussed the histori­
cization of the idea of alteration (bada') in the Persian Bayan, where
alteration was defined as the abrogation of the former Dispensation and
the initiation of new laws and principles. In terms of the process of divine
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creative Action, however, alteration is the renewal of the first three stages
of creation-Will, Determination, and Destiny. We have seen the signif­
icance of the idea of Destiny in the earlier writings of the Bab as the third

stage of that creative process, linking Will and Determination, or divine
revelation and the receptivity of the things themselves, and reconciling
determinism and freedom. But if the earlier writings of the Bab empha­
sized the doctrine of Destiny at the level of cosmic creation, His later

writings extend this concept to the realm of scriptural revelation and
cultural dynamics. The Bab defines the various religions as products of the
interaction between the divine effulgence and the receptivities of human

beings. These receptivities, however, change in time and advance in accor­

dance with the development of social and cultural dynamics. The progres­

sive receptive capacities of human beings in the march of history are

accompanied by progressive revelations of the Primal Will. As this process
of human spiritual evolution has no end, there can be no end for divine

revelation, and there can be neither a final religion nor anyone total rev­

elation of spiritual truth. Discussing the unity of the endless divine Rev­

elations, the B~b identifies this historical approach with the true meaning

of the Mystery of Destiny, or the doctrine of the Middle Path:

Should one traverse this sea, he would behold that there is no power nor
strength except in God. He would recognize the concepts of God's
absolute determinism (jabr) and human absolute freedom (tafvilJ) as
both barred from the truth.... He would identify, in each age, the Man­
ifestation of "He doeth what He willeth, and He ordaineth what He
pleaseth," and acknowledge Him upon His declaration.... Thus he
boweth down before the Manifestation of"He shall not be asked of His
doings, while all are questioned at His behest" upon His declaration. He
shall not be veiled or separated from Him even to the extent of the sep­
aration between the letters Band E. For he can see that whatsoever is
manifested in each Revelation is also manifested in Ilis Word, and thus
he fixeth his gaze upon the Essence of the Cause, and not on the multi­
farious tokens of each Revelation.4

This passage touches on many complex topics. A main point to note
in it, however, is the Bab's distinction between divine revelation-the
reality of the Primal Will-and the specific laws and symbols of religion,
which are dependent on the conditions of humanity in the particular
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age in which that revelation appears. Because each religion is a product
of the interaction between the supreme Source of religion-which is the
common reality of all the Prophets-and the specific conditions of cul­
ture and society in each age, one should fix one's eyes on divine revela­
tion itself in order to recognize the truth of the new Manifestation beyond
the diversity of religious forms.s

It is this historicization of the "arc of descent" at the level of civiliza­
tion that explains the fascinating new turns in the Bab's interpretation
of the stages of divine creative Action. This insight is expressed in His
identification of the stages of creation with the seven sacred figures respon­
sible for the unfolding of Islamic civilization, and with His own being in
the present. In other words, the stages of divine creative Action refer to the

manifestations of the divine covenant in each age. The most striking sym­
bol of this identity is evident in the name of the Bah Himself. We have seen
that the Bab usually characterizes the seven stages of divine creative Action
in terms of three and four. The literal fulfillment of these seven stages is

reflected in His name, 'Ali-MuQammad (3 + 4). In various writings, He
refers to His name as the unity of the "triangle" and the "square," or the
trinity and quaternity, for instance: "Verily the Essence of the letters of the
triangle preceding the square is the Manifestation of His Self in the king­
doms of heaven and earth, and whatever lieth between them."6

The Doctrine ofManifestation

The Bab's dynamic and historical approach offers the key that resolves
what have been puzzling difficulties in attempts to understand religion,
culture, and society. First, the Bab defines religion in a way that tran­
scends the limited categories of both the fundamentalist/traditionalist
and postmodern concepts of religion. The fundamentalist/traditionalist
approach ignores the historical aspect of religion and conceives of religion
as static. The consequence of this view is a fossilization of the histori­
cally specific laws and doctrines of the particular Dispensation, elevating
them to the status of eternal and unchangeable laws, and turning reli­
gion into an obstacle to social development and a justification for violence.
The postmodern approach ignores any reference to the divine aspect of
religion and reduces religion to a function of human cultural categories
and practices. The result of this relativistic view is that revelation becomes
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irrelevant and conflicting interpretations become incommensurable;
religion then no longer has any moral force or arbiting role in society.

The one-sidedness of both the fundamentalist/traditionalist and post­
modern conceptions of religion is rooted in the assumption that divine
revelation is static. The fundamentalist sees their own religion to be final
and denies the possibility of a further revelation. The postmodernist,
who sees religion as the existing practices and traditional ideas of the
people, recognizes change only in the human interpretation of revela­
tion, but fails to see revelation itself as a dynamic and progressive force.
Hence, the postmodern consciousness sees no need for the adherents of
the earlier religions to accept any subsequent expression of divine Will that
might appear in the world.

In the writings of the Bab, as we have seen, religion is characterized
as the product of the interaction between the divine effulgence and the
current stage of human spiritual and social development. In addition,
both these elements are regarded as dynamic and historically specific
entities. In this view, if all the religions represent the progressive revela­
tions of the same Primal Will, then all the religions are valid and true
because they are in fact one and the same reality. The sanctuary of unity
is realized, in its most complex expression, in the principle of the unity

of all the Prophets and the religions.
At the collective level, in the context of humanity's unfolding spiritual

journey as a whole, the doctrine of Destiny becomes the doctrine of man­
ifestation and the principle of progressive revelation. Just as the stages of
divine Action mediated between the realms of divinity and contingency,
the doctrine of manifestation synthesizes the absolute transcendence of
God and the human longing for knowledge of the unseen realm of Divin­
ity. As the Primal Will reveals Itself in each age in accordance with the con­
ditions of the time and the spiritual aptitudes of humanity, the dynamics
'of divine Action in this context are expressed in the cycles of endless,
successive divine revelations appearing in history. The principle of man­
ifestation, therefore, is the general root principle of religion. In the Seven
Proof", the Bah explains:

Thou hast asked concerning the fundamentals of religion and its
ordinances: Know thou that first and foremost in religion is the knowl­
edge of God. This attaineth its consummation in the recognition of His
divine unity, which in turn reacheth its fulfillment in acclaiming that
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His hallowed and exalted Sanctuary, the Seat of His transcendent majesty,
is sanctified from all attributes. And know thou that in this world of
being the knowledge of God can never be attained save through the
knowledge of Him Who is the Dayspring of divine Reality.7

Although the Primal Will, the "Dayspring of divine Reality," is the

common reality of all the Manifestations of God, each Prophet appears
with a different name, bringing different laws and teachings to advance
the progress of spiritual culture and civilization: "The process of His cre­

ation hath had no beginning and can have no end," the Bab writes, "oth­

erwise it would necessitate the cessation of His celestial grace. God hath

raised up Prophets and revealed Books as numerous as the creatures of
the world, and will continue to do so to everlasting."8 The Rib likens the

Primal Will to the sun:

Were the risings of the sun to continue till the end that hath no end, yet
there hath not been nor ever will be more than one sun; and were its
settings to endure for evermore, still there hath not been nor ever will be
more than one sun. It is this Primal Will which appeareth resplendent in
every Prophet and speaketh forth in every revealed Book. It knoweth no
beginning, inasmuch as the first deriveth its firstness from It; and
knoweth no end, for the Last oweth its lastness unto It.9

The principle of progressive revelation is central to almost all the
major later works of the Bab. Like the Seven Proofs and the Persian Bayan,

Panj Sha'n, His last major work, begins with an exposition of this concept:

[A]ll that hath ever dawned and set is verily the same sun. In like man­
ner, the One Who is manifest in all the Messengers that have ever been
sent or will ever be sent, is the same Will. Give heed then unto the recog­
nition of that Will in all Its Revelations. This is thy recognition of thy Lord,
and thy certitude in thy fashioner. There is no beginning and no end
for that divine Creation, for He traverseth from the beginning that hath
no beginning to the end that hath no end. to

Beyond Hegelian Dialectics

In order to better understand the doctrine of progressive revelation, it is
instructive to compare it with the work of the main representative of
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historical consciousness in Western philosophy, Hegel. Hegel's philoso­
phy represented a turning point in Western philosophy precisely because
he emphasized the dynamic nature of reality as a dialectical process. In
his approach to the study of religion, Hegel applied his dialectical model
to the realm of religious history as well. Dialectical method sees reality as
the unity of opposites. Each side of this unity contains its opposite within
itself. The true totality is realized when the opposition of the two sides is

cancelled and they are united in a higher totality.
Hegel conceived of religious history as a dialectical process compris­

ing three stages. In the first stage, worship of the Absolute Reality takes
the form of the veneration of natural phenomena. The second stage is the
worship of the Absolute as God, a spirit that is conceptualized as the cre­
ator of the universe but which is entirely opposed to material nature.
Hegel, however, found both these approaches to religion inadequate. He
posited as the final stage in his sequence what he termed "Christianity,"
in which God and the world become identical, and the heliever finds

God to be immanent in the world. Hegel's pantheistic interpretation of
Christianity was based on the doctrine of God-manhood, or incarna­
tion-the belief that in Christ God has become flesh. Thus human beings
and God, or nature and Creator, are perceived as one ~nd the same real­
ity. For Hegel the apparent merging of opposites in this stage represents
the consummation of the dialectical unfolding of religious truth, and is
explicated as the attainment of divine self-consciousness. I I

Although the Bab does not address the works of Hegel, His writings

address virtually the same questions Hegel grappled with. Hegel's philos­
ophy of religious development advocates a thesis of historical conscious­
ness and change, and it attempts to transcend the opposition between the
spiritual and the natural realms. Both of these issues are addressed by

the Bab. However, unlike Hegel, who terminates historical dynamics in the
final resolution of the dialectic, the Bab sees no end for the dynamics of
religious truth. Even the truth represented by the Revelation of the Bab,
in the inception of the age of the sanctuary of the heart, is still partial and
relative to the receptivity of human beings in the current stage ofspiritual
development. The writings of the Bab thus introduce a truly historical
consciousness, one which avoids the static thesis of the end of history.

Hegelian theory achieves its positive orientation to nature by dis­
solving God into the level of phenomenal beings. But for the Bab such
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a pantheistic conception is not an advanced consciousness, and the
Hegelian dialectic is typical of the tendency of human beings to take the
categories that pertain to their own reality and then elevate them to
descriptions of the Essence of God. This attitude is comparable to that
of an ant who defines God as a reality whose antennae stretch to infin­
ity. According to the Bab, any claim to rationally understand the Absolute
!\1ystery is a sign of imprisonment within one's self. Although the per­
spective of the heart transcends the limited categories of intellect, this per­
spective is never suggested as a means of understanding the Essence of
(~od but, rather, the revelation of God at the level of the phenomenal

world.
The main prohlem with the Hegelian construct is that Hegel, like

some of the Sufi writers, confounds the Essence of God with the realm of
divine Action. The conception of God that Hegel speaks of-a God that
was first conceived as the creator of the world and then discovered to be
the same as the world-refers, in the Bab's terms, to the twin stations of
the Point or the Primal Will, where the unity of opposites is realized.
This realm, however, is neither the unity of the world with the Essence of
l;od, nor a static final point of civilization. Instead, it represents the
dynamic principle of progressive revelation. Nor is this station confined
to Christ; it is the reality of all the Manifestations of God. Christ was the
Manifestation of the Primal Will in the world at a particular stage of
humanity's spiritual development.

Therefore, Hegelian philosophy, at best, can be viewed as a somewhat

crude affirmation of the principle of manifestation, and the thesis of the
identity of God and human in Christ as an inadequate expression of this
general doctrine. The Manifestations of God do represent the revelation
of God in the phenomenal world. But unlike Hegelian theory, which
takes this fact as evidence for the end of history and of religious progres­
sion, the Bab defines this principle as progressive revelation, and as the
resolution of the existential paradox of human reality. The Bab affirms the
principle uf manifestation in urder to announce not the end of spiritual
dialectics hut the perpetual renewal of divine revelation. The metaphys­
ical truth that the doctrine of the trinity attempts to explain, thus, has
nothing to do with the Essence of God. Rather, it is an affirmation of the
triad of Will, Determination, and Destiny, or the Manifestation of God
in the world. 12
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Worship as Paradise

If the writings of the Bab affirm the principle of historicity through an
analysis of the divine aspect of the Point, they also expound the same
truth through a reinterpretation of its other aspect, that is, servitude and
worship. The two aspects of the Point are present in the reality of all cre­
ated beings as the aspects of divine revelation and the thing's own station
of servitude. But all former categories undergo a transformation within
the sanctuary of the heart, and the idea of worship is no exception. The
ultimate meaning and the supreme end of phenomenal reality is worship
of God. In typical approaches to the idea of worship, fear of punishment
and desire for reward are the main motivations, but in the Bah's writings
these are inferior reasons as they are focused on something other than
God. Worship of God must be an end in itself. It still entails reward, but
in a new way. True worship, as the Bab explains, is the most exalted sta­
tion human beings can attain: it is a mode of consciousness and feeling
in which one is aware of being related to the entire universe by virtue of
concentrating on the Supreme Origin of all reality. This kind of worship
is the realization of the inner truth and reality of one's own being, as well

as union with the Divine Beloved. As such, it constitutes the realization
of the potentialities of one's own essential reality and the attainment of
the state of paradise for human beings.

Worship, therefore, is an absolutely mystical state of being, a spiritual
orientation in which one perceives in every thing nothing but the divine

names and attributes. Worship, in other words, is a relation of true love,
in which the lover, the Beloved, and the love become one and the same.
All the concepts of heavenly reward revolve around this supreme state of
servitude, a servitude whose inner reality is divinity:

Verily, the most sublime station of reward, and the most exalted posi­
tion of divine summons, is naught but the state of the servant's turning
toward his Lord with utter devotion. For verily God will ever shed upon
thee and through thee the splendours of His revelation....

By thy Lord! Shouldst thou taste the joy of that ecstatic station, thou
wouldst never part with it, even shouldst thou be torn asunder. for should
one truly testify, "There is none other God but God," he would taste the
sweet delight of the revelation of everlasting glory, would be illumined
by the dawning light of the Sun of Divine Unity, and would be exalted
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above all the contingent beings through the radiant Countenance of the
Sovereign Source of Reve1ation. 13

God cannot be worshipped for any reason other than His own intrin­

sic Beauty, for at that station, nothing else even exists. The Bab extends
this principle to the recognition of llim Whom God shall make manifest,

stating that one must recognize the Promised One out of the intrinsic
worth of His reality and not due to any social and material reasons exter­
nal to Him. Again, this recognition constitutes the true paradise of human

beings:

For were I to find Him alone, in His transcendent unity, I would
unhesitatingly bow down before Him, solely on account of His intrinsic
supreme worth, inasmuch as that kneeling is naught but adoration for
Thee in Thy oneness, for there is none other God but Thee.

In like manner, should I find that all on earth prostrate themselves
betore Him, this would in no wise increase the awe of His majesty in my
heart.... For recognizing Him by Him, and through the testimony of His
own Self, is paradise, the like of which hath not been created in Thy
Knowledge. And were I to be swayed by anything, then I would have not
believed in Thy Unity as it beseemeth Thee, nor acknowledged Him as
it befitteth Him. 14

In this elevated state of worship, the worshipper is completely obliv­

ious to the consequences of the rapturous expression oflove. Thus the Bab

frequently says that true worship is performed by the servant even if the

consequence of the deed is punishment rather than reward. In the Per­
sian Bayan, He writes:

Worship thou God in such wise that if thy worship lead thee to the
fire, no alteration in thine adoration would be produced, and so like­
wise if thy recompense should be paradise. Thus and thus alone should
be the worship which befitteth the one True God. Shouldst thou worship
Him because of fear, this would be unseemly in the sanctified Court of
His presence, and could not be regarded as an act by thee dedicated to the
Oneness of His Being. Or if thy gaze should be on paradise, and thou
shouldst worship Him while cherishing such a hope, thou wouldst make
God's creation a partner with Him, notwithstanding the fact that para­
dise is desired by men.
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Fire and paradise both bow down and prostrate themselves before
God. That which is worthy of His Essence is to worship Him for His
sake, without fear of fire, or hope of paradise.

Although when true worship is offered, the worshipper is delivered
from the fire, and entereth the paradise of God's good-pleasure, yet such
should not be the motive of his acLls

Thus, the Bab says, the mark that distinguishes true testifying to the
unity of worship is the continuous awareness of the possibility of alter­
ation-the recognition that it is only by virtue of divine grace and mercy
that the act of worship is recompensed by the reward of heaven, and that
at any moment divine justice may alter this decision and replace it by
the punishment of hell. Yet, for the servant in such a state of devotion, this
knowledge would not have the slightest effect 011 the worship. Just as tes­
tifying to the unity of divine Action was exemplified in the consciousness

of Destiny, testifying to the unity ofworship is crystallized in the ever-pres­
ent consciousness of the possibility of alteration. Ii> The prayers of the
Bab are imbued with this same consciousness; for example, He writes: "By
Thy Glory! I testify in Thy presence that, verily, wert Thou to torment me

for my mention of Thy Self, throughout the eternity of Thy glory, by all
that is in Thy power of seizure and vengeance, violence and wrath, Thou
must assuredly be praised in Thine action and obeyed in Thy judgment,
for I would truly deserve it."17

Worship through the Self-Description ofGod

But how can we say that paradise is the state of union with God, and the
remembrance and mention of the Beloved, if the divine Essence cannot
be described by the contingent constructs of the human mind? The solu­
tion to this paradox is the self-description of God. Humans worship God
through God's own description of Himself. This self-representation, of
course, could only be a description of the revelation of God within the
world. One expression of this divine self-description is the inner reality
of the created being-the aspect of divine effulgence which is mani­
fested at the level of that being. True worship thus is the realization of the
truth of one's own self and finding God present within one's own heart­
experiencing the reality of being made "in the image" of God. In the
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Commentary on the Tradition of Truth, the Bab writes that because no
access is possible to God Himself,

Therefore it is necessary, according to true wisdom, that the Pre­
existent God describe Himself to His creatures, that they may recognize
their Creator and that, out of the grace of the Pre-existent, the contingent
beings may attain their supreme End.

This divine self-description is itself a created being. It is unlike any
other description, the sign of"He is the One Who hath no equal,"18 and
the truth of the servant, his true being. Whoso hath recognized it hath rec­
0gnized his Lord....

This description is denoted as the "soul" or "self," and that he who hath
known himself hath known his Lord. At other times, it is expressed as the
"heart," which is a description of the Divinity, by the Divinity, and is the

essence of Servitude. It is the Sign ofGod shown by Him in the world and
within the souls of men, that it may be revealed unto them that verily He
is the Truth.

Behold with the eye of thy heart. Verily thy truth, the truth of thy
being, is the divinity of thy Lord revealed unto thee and through thee.
Thou art He Himself, and He is thou thyself, except that indeed thou
art that thou art, and He is that He is. 19

Devotion to God, therefore, requires transcending all the particular char­

acteristics of one's self and directing one's gaze toward the divine reve­

lation within: this is the sanctuary of unity or the heart.

True worship, in the station of the heart, requires the negation of all

names and attributes from the Essence of God. According to the Bab,

one worships God when there is no reference to one's own limited essence,

no consciousness of the act of worship itself, and no allusion to that

through which worship is made. The distinctions between the worship­

per, the Object of worship, the act of worship, and the means of wor­

ship must all disappear. The presence of any other thing in the

consciousness of the worshipper is tantamount to idolatry:

At the level of the contingent world, true worship is realized for those
who worship God through Him and submerge themselves in the Sea of
Absolute Unity. For in that Sea, the worshipper and the words of worship
are annihilated, and thus there remaineth naught for the worshipper but
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the very revelation of God and the pure Countenance of the Beloved....
He who worshippeth God through anyone but Him, by gazing at his
own self as the Worshipper and at God as the Object of his worship, hath
joined partners with God and hath never worshipped Him.20

As we have seen, a being consists of two aspects, the aspect of divine
revelation and the aspect of its own self. According to the Bab, the reve­
lation of God within is the sign of God through which God describes
Himself to each being. One therefore must forget one's own individual
essence, characteristics, and identity in order to be able to see within
one's own reality only the Countenance of the Beloved.

The other aspect of divine revelation, and the supreme form of the
divine Self-description, of course, is the Primal Utterance, the Primal
Remembrance, and the Primal Word of God-the Primal Will, the com­
mon truth of all the Manifestations of God. In The Epistle of Justice, the

Bab explains that only through the self-description of God in the Sacred
Scriptures can one worship God: "After the coming into existence of all
beings, God revealed His own Self in the world of creation by virtue of
the contingent signs. It is incumbent upon all to worship His holy Essence,
alone and by Himself, as none other God is there but Him, by virtue of
the description that He hath revealed in the Qur'an."21 This self-descrip­
tion of God is manifested in a historically specific way: true worship,
therefore, is only possible through the recognition of, and devotion to, the
most recent Manifestation of the divine self-description in the world,
and by reciting the words revealed by Him.

We can see that, like the concept of manifestation, the Bab's discourse
on worship is an affirmation of progressive revelation. His emphasis on the
inseparable dual character of the divine self-description, as both the Man­
ifestation of God and human inner self-realization, combines a mystic
orientation with a most complex historical consciousness. In this way, the
truth of the inner reality of the human soul is a reflection of the Primal
Will, which is in turn the Manifestation of God in the realm of contingency.

Hegel's notion of alienation was taken even further by the Young
Hegelian Ludwig Feuerbach. Unlike Hegel, who thought that the world
was an alienated objectification of God and called for overcoming that
alienation by finding God immanent within the world, Feuerbach argued
that the very idea of God is the essence of the alienation of human nature
from human beings. He maintained that God is an illusion created by
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projecting human characteristics onto the heavens and alienating humans
from their own perfections. Feuerbach considered worship to be just
another display of human degradation in which the abject human begs
God to return to him some of his human characteristics.22

Feuerbach's devastating critique of the traditional approach to God
and worship was effective because the traditional approach defined God
anthropomorphically, as an exaggerated version of a man. Such an idea
of God, however, was limited to the human realm and could not describe
a real God. Feuerbach was correct that the conception of God he was
critiquing is only an extension of human characteristics. In the Rib's the­
ology, however, the idea of a perfect human being is not an illusion: it
rd1ects the station of the Manifestation of God in the realm of human his­

tory. Reference to His superhuman virtues thus is not a reference to what
pertains to God, but rather to the revelation of God, in the inner reality
of human beings and the Manifestation of the Primal Will. In this view,
the act of worship is not a process of alienation by projecting human

virtues onto God and then begging the imaginary God for various
rewards. Instead, true worship is carried out by turning toward the inner
reality of one's own being as the ever-present divine sign within, negat­
ing all attributes from the Essence of God, and affirming universal love

of all reality as the mirror of Divine Unity. Such love is itself the ulti­
mate paradise and the affirmation of one's own true reality.

Resurrection as Historical Consciousness

One of the most important expressions of historical consciousness in
the writings of the Bab is His novel interpretation of the Day of Resur­
rection. Traditionally, in both Christianity and Islam, the doctrines of
resurrection and the Day of Judgment have been used to refute histori­
cal consciousness and to support a thesis of the "end of history"-the

world and history itself were expected simply come to an end. This belief
was usually accompanied by the doctrine of the finality of one's own
religion, which held that revelation itself had come to an end with this
"final" message for humanity. Although some Isma'iIi groups spoke of the
advent of the seventh Imam as the Day of Resurrection, that resurrection
was only applicable to the advent of the Qa'im, and they still maintained
the finality of the Islamic Revelation.2 \ In addition, they usually understood
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the Day of Resurrection as a time when all things would be permitted
and there would no longer be any laws.

The Bab reinterprets the doctrine of resurrection not as the end of his­
tory but as the substance of history itself. Resurrection is described not

as a single, final event but a recurring, cyclic, and progressive process
linking all past, present, and future divine Revelations. Each resurrec­

tion is characterized by the abrogation of the former laws and ordinances
and the inception of new ones, corresponding to the specific social needs

of humanity in the emerging age.
The concept of progressive revelation transforms all the traditional cat­

egories and confers upon them new meanings. Not only is the doctrine
of finality replaced by the doctrine of infinite sequential divine Revela­

tions, but the very idea of the Day of Resurrection, traditionally a static
notion, itself becomes an affirmation of the dynamic nature of spiritual

reality. As we saw in the discussion of the Epistle of Justice, the Bab iden­

tified the root principle of religion in terms of the concept of manifesta­

tion and defined the doctrine of resurrection as a derivative principle. This

same logic appears within His later writings: the Persian Bayan begins with

a discussion of the doctrine of manifestation and divine testimony, but
then it addresses the Day of Resurrection and its symbolic signs. Accord­

ing to the Bab, resurrection is another expression of the doctrine of man­

ifestation and progressive revelation.

More specifically, the Bab explains that each spiritual Dispensation has
its own life history, with a beginning and an end. The end of each Dispen­

sation is its own Day of Resurrection. This end is a "resurrection" because

it is also the inception of the next Dispensation, when the religion itself
is recreated through the revelation dispensed by a new Manifestation of

God. Thus the Day of Resurrection is the period when the new Manifes­
tation of God is present on earth. In the Persian Bayan the Bab writes:

The substance of this chapter is this, that what is intended by the
Day of Resurrection is the Day of the appearance of the Tree of divine
Reality.... that from the time of the appearance of Him Who is the Tree
of divine Reality, at whatever period and under whatever name, until
the moment of His disappearance, is the Day of Resurrection.

For example, from the inception of the mission of Jesus-may peace
be upon Him-till the day of His ascension was the Resurrection of
Moses.... And from the moment when the Tree of the Bayan appeared
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until it disappeareth is the Resurrection of the Apostle of God, as is
divinely foretold in the Qur'<in; the beginning of which was when two
hours and cleven minutes had passed on the eve of the fifth of Jamadiyu'l­
Avval, 1260 A.H., which is the year 1270 of the Declaration of the Mission
of Muryammad. This was the beginning of the Day of Resurrection of
the Qur'an, and until the disappearance of the Tree of divine Reality is
the Resurrection of the Qur'<in.24

The unity of divine revelation as both the inner reality of all things
and the Manifestation of God is also the basis of the Bab's reinterpreta­

tion of the concepts of heaven and hell. Paradise is the highest state of per­

fection and self-actualization that can be attained by a being within its own
station. Hell is the state of deprivation of that perfect actualization. Thus
not only human beings but all other created things have their own

"heaven" and "hell." This new definition has far-reaching implications for

the attitude the believer should take toward all things, including the nat­

ural world, but extending to all aspects of human culture. Human beings

are invested with the unique responsibility to ensure, to the limits of
their power, that all created things achieve their paradise. While, in the

Bible, human beings-because they are created in the image of God­
stand in a relation of"dominion" over the rest of God's creatures, this rela­

tion is now characterized by the Bab as one of responsibility for their
development and refinement.25 The principle is frequently expressed in

the later writings of the Bab. In the Persian Bayan, for example, we find:

[W]hoever possesseth power over anything must elevate it to its uttermost
perfection that it not be deprived of its own paradise. For example, the
paradise of a sheet of paper on which a few excellent lines are inscribed
is that it be refined with patterns of gold illumination, adornment, and
excellence that are customary for the most exalted parchment scrolls.
Then the possessor of that paper hath elevated it to its utmost degree of
glory. Should he know of a higher degree of refinement and fail to man­
ifest it upon that paper, he would deprive it of its paradise, and he would
be held accountable, for why hast thou, despite the possession of the
means, withheld the effusion of grace and favour?26

As we have seen, the ultimate state of perfection for human beings is
attaining union with God and beholding the Countenance of the Beloved
within their own being, and the state of true worship is the essence of



256 GATE OF THE HEART

paradise. That paradise is union with the revelation of the Primal Will that
reflects itself in the world as the Manifestation of God:

Man's highest station, however, is attained through faith in God in
every Dispensation and by acceptance of what hath been revealed by
Him, and not through learning; inasmuch as in every nation there are
learned men who are versed in divers sciences. Nor is it attainable through
wealth; for it is similarly evident that among the various classes in every
nation there are those possessed of riches. Likewise are other transitory
things.

True knowledge, therefore, is the knowledge of God, and this is none
other than the recognition of His Manifestation in each Dispensation.27

Recognition of the Manifestation of God, attainment of which con­

stitutes the attainment of paradise, is also the culmination of true se1f­

recognition. In the following passage, the Bab explains "resurrection" as
the day in which the "tree" of the previous Dispensation becomes per­

fected and its "fruits" are harvested:

The stage of perfection of everything is reached when its resurrection
occurreth. The perfection of the religion of Islam was consummated at
the beginning of this Revelation; and from the rise of this Revelation
until its setting, the fruits of the Tree of Islam, whatever they are, will
become apparent.... even as the Revelation of the Qa'im ... is exactly
like unto the Revelation of the Apostle of God Himself [MuJ:1ammad]. He
appeareth not, save for the purpose of gathering the fruits of Islam from
the Qur'anic verses which He [Muhammad] hath sown in the hearts of
men. The fruits of Islam cannot be gathered except through allegiance
unto Him Ithe Qa'im] and by believing in Him.28

Various writings of the Bab, including a significant portion of the

Persian Bayan, explain the meaning of the signs of the Day of Resurrec­
tion. But even though it is only in the third stage of the Bab's writings that

the meaning of the Day of Resurrection is explicitly disclosed, His earlier

writings also indicate that the Day of Resurrection has arrived in the Rev­
elation of the Bab itself. We saw direct references to this fact in the Epis­
tle of Justice, concerning the doctrine of the Day of Judgment. But it
should be remembered that even the opening chapter of the QayyUmu'l­
Asma', the very first revelation of the Bab as He made His declaration to
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Mulla J::Iusayn, ends by saying, "We verily have moved the mountains
upon the earth, and the stars upon the Throne, by the power of the one
true God, around the fire which burneth in the centre of Water, as
ordained by this Remembrance"-an unmistakable statement that the
signs of the Day of Resurrection have been fulfilled on that historic
night.29

2
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History and the Perspective of Unity

1:l

I
N THE LAST STAGE OF THE BAB'S WRITINGS, many concepts that

had been expressed in His earlier writings in allusive, symbolic, or
coded language are now openly expounded in the most unequivocal

and direct manner. It is also in this, the final stage of His Revelation, that
the full import of the foundational principle of the heart, or the sanctu­

ary of unity, becomes unveiled. This chapter will discuss the ultimate
expression of the principle of the heart in the later writings of the Bab, par­
ticularly the Persian Bayan, the Mother Book of the Babi Dispensation.

Dating the Persian Baran

Some confusion exists about the dating of the text of the Persian Bayan.
There is no doubt that the vast majority of this work was revealed in
Maku. Much evidence within the text itself testifies to that fact. Yet there

are reasons to believe that the last sections of the book were revealed in
Chihriq. Denis MacEoin, however, has offered a theory that the Persian
Bayan was revealed throughout the nine months of the Bab's imprison­
ment in Maku. He suggests that on each day of this period the Bab wrote
one of the chapters, and he bases this theory on the Bab's statement, in
the book, that He revealed three commentaries on the Qur'an. MacEoin
argues that since nine commentaries on the Qur'an were revealed in
Maku,l and the reference to three commentaries is found in the third
unity of the Persian Bayan (p6), it is reasonable that, in a parallel man­
ner, each day a different chapter of the Persian Bayan was revealed.2

259
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The facts, however, do not support this argument. The Bab's reference
to three commentaries in the Persian Bayan is not to the three He revealed
in Maku, but to commentaries that were revealed in earlier years, before
the Bab had disclosed His station as a new Prophet. This is what the Bab

actually says in the Persian Bayan:

Even should He [Whom God shall make manifest] choose not to reveal
Himself or make Himself known unto anyone, the Bayan that He
ordaineth would be like unto a Sun amongst the stars. This is the time
when all people are wrapped in their own veils, even as when the Point
of the Bayan wrote three commentaries on the Qur'an: two commentaries
in the mode of [divine1verses, complete to the end, and a commentary
on the Surih of the Cow in the mode of educational discourse. Indeed,
all the commentaries written by the interpreters of the Qur'an from the
inception of its revelation until its abrogation cannot equal even one let­
ter of His commentaries.3

Here, "two commentaries in the mode of [divine] verses" refers to the
Qayyumu'l-Asma' and another commentary on the Surih of the Cow

that, as the Bab has said, was revealed in the mode of divine verses but was

stolen on the journey to Mecca.4

In any case, it seems possible that the last few sections of the Persian
Bayan were written after the Bab's transfer to Chihriq. In gate 12 of the

eighth unity, the Bab discusses the duty regarding ma~all-i-4arb (the
place of striking). This may refer to the time in Tabriz when the Bab was

subjected to the bastinado after His examination by the divines. Yet it is

also possible that here ma~all-i-4arb refers to Shiraz, where He was struck

by the governor of Fars. If we accept the former interpretation, we must

conclude that the final parts of the Persian and Arabic Bayan were revealed

in Chihriq. In the same section, the Bab specifies that the duty only applies
to those who reside within a distance of sixty-six farsakhs (approximately ,

four hundred kilometres) from the place of striking and who have reached

the age of twenty-nine. The fact that the Bab Himself was twenty-nine
years old when that indignation was inflicted on Him in Tabriz supports
the first interpretation. However, Parviz Moini has argued that since 66

is the numerical value of Allah, the specification of "twenty-nine years"

refers to the fact that 29 + 66 = 95, which is equivalent to the words "for
God" (Zillah). Yet the fact that 29 and 66 together make 95 can also be
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viewed as a further support of the first interpretation-namely, the num-
ber 29 was not chosen simply because it happens to be the difference
between 95 and 66, but rather because it refers to the age of the Bab at the
time.s

It is usually assumed that the Arabic Bayan was written and com­
pleted before the Persian Bayan. But in the Persian Bayan we find a ref­
erence to the commandment regarding the use of silk "in the Arabic
version" (4:18), which refers to the Arabic Bayan's law giving permission
to wear silk (6:9). The Arabic Bayan contains eleven full unities, whereas
the Persian Bayan ends with gate 10 of the ninth unity. However, it seems
that the sections of the Arabic Bayan that are not matched in the Persian
Bayan (gate 11 of the ninth unity to the end of the eleventh unity) were
written after the Persian Bayan was completed. In the Arabic Bayan's gate
10 of the eighth unity, the Bab speaks of the revelation of the Bayan up
to this particular chapter, and then says that the revelation of the Arabic
Bayan will be continued "by Myself" until a full eleven unities are com­
pleted and that, at a future time, its revelation will be continued until it
comprises a full nineteen unities. "But fix your gaze on that which God
hath revealed. Indeed, this is what hath hitherto been revealed, and I
myself shall manifest eleven (Alif and ya'). And should it then be His
will, ye shall witness what is equivalent to the number of all things (kullu
shay') [361 gates or nineteen unities)."6

That sentence makes a number of things clear. first, when He was
writing that specific chapter, He had already completed as much of the
Persian Bayan as He intended to write, otherwise it would not make sense
to refer to the revelation of the Bayan up to that gate as a turning point.
Second, evidently the Bah had no intention at that time to complete
either the Persian Bayan or the Arabic Bayan by Himself. Instead, He
intended to write only a few more chapters of the Arabic Bayan, making
it eleven unities. The rest of the Bayan, therefore, was to be revealed, as
the Bab intimates, by Him Whom God shall make manifest.

rhe Meaning of"Bayan"

As we saw in the discussion of the Epistle of Justice, the Tradition of
Jabir, like the Tradition of Truth, is central to the early writings of the
Bab. But while the Epistle of Justice uses the terms of the Tradition of Jabir
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to define the root principles of religion, the inner truth of that Tradition
is explained in writings that were set down only after the Bab's exile to
Makti. The subtle connection between the Bab's writings in the third
stage and those in the earlier stages is directly visible in one of the most
important concepts found in the Tradition ofJabir, the concept of Bayan.

In the Epistle of Justice, the root principle of religion was presented
as a single fundamental precept that is manifested through seven spe­

cific principles. That fundamental precept was the recognition of God,
which is the first of the seven types of recognition mentioned in the Tra­
dition of Jabir. However, alternative Traditions of Jabir speak of the first
principle as Bayan (Exposition). The Tradition of Jabir defines Bayan as

the essence of the six other forms of recognition, which are termed the
Meanings, Gates, Imam, Pillars, Chiefs, and Nobles. All these forms of
recognition are manifestations of the recognition of God, namely, Bayan.
That recognition represents the perspective of the heart in the sanctuary
of Divine Unity. It is the root principle of all religion as seen with the eye
of God.

The choice of this particular Tradition by the Bab as a vehicle to
express the truth of His Revelation is significant, for it is in the third
stage of His writings that He explicitly uses the term Bayan to refer to all
His writings as a whole, in addition to the two specific works with that title.
The entire Revelation of the Bab, as the "Bayan," therefore, is the disclo­
sure of the hidden truth of the Logos, the divine Revelation in the sanc­
tuary of the heart.

The idea of Bayan is first mentioned in the Qur'cln, where it is said:
"The God of Mercy hath taught the Qur'an, hath created man, and taught
him Bayan [translated "articulate speech" ]."7 These verses have long puz­
zled Muslims: the chronology, beginning with the revelation of the Qur'an,
then the creation of man, then teaching him Bayan, is enigmatic given the
meanings traditionally assigned to these terms. In the theology and sym­
bolism of the Bah's writings, however, these terms acquire new mean­
ings. Bayan (exposition) signifies the Revelation of the Bah, which unveils
the hidden truth of the Qur'an. "Man" here signifies the "Perfect Human
Being"-the Manifestation of God, Who is the Manifestation of the
Logos.8 Qur'an means "recitation" or "the recited Word." Obviously, the
Word as recited is the outward sign of the inner meanings. The inner
meaning of that Word is the Hayan. Thus, it is through the Bab that the
inner truth of the Logos is disclosed.
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The Persian Bayan directly explains the word al-Bayan and interprets
it as a reference to the fundamental truth of all the divine Revelations. First
the Bab explains that all the writings of the Bab are the "Bayan," although
the term applies differentially to the various modes of revelation:" [W]hat­
ever is revealed by the Point hath been designated as the Bayan," He
writes, "However, this name referreth in its primal reality to the divine
verses, and in its secondary reality to prayers, third to commentaries,

fourth to educational forms, and fifth to the Persian words. Yet, this exalted
appellation solely denoteth the divine verses to the exclusion of all others."9

Since Bayan is primarily the revelatory mode of divine verses, it directly
refers to divine revelation in the sanctuary of unity. Bayan, as the root

principle of religion, is now unveiled through the principle of the heart.

According to the Bab, al-Baytin 1o is a reference to the foundational
concept of"for God" (lilltih):

Thus it is permissible that some may bear the name 'Abdu'I-Bayan (ser­
vant of the Bayan), inasmuch as the name "God" (Allah) is derived from
the substance of the Bayan, and the first Who called Himself by the name
Bayan was God, glorified and exalted be He, as He hath revealed, "I ver­
ilyam God, there is none other God but Me, the One, the Bayan." Indeed
the entire mystery of the Bayan is manifest in its name, for the numeri­
cal value of the word al-Bayan together with its integrative from of unity
equalleth the numerical value of the words, "for 0od" (lillah) , rendering
the word Bayan a mirror for the Point of the Bayan, Which in turn is the
supreme Mirror of the words, "for God," as well as a mirror for Him
Whom God shall make manifest, inasmuch as He is the supreme Mirror
of the words, "for God."11

AI-Baytin, which is equal to 94, together with integrative form, or 1, equals
95, which is the numerical value of the words "for God." Bayan thus sym­

bolically affirms the essence of the entire Revelation of the Bab because

it mirrors or represents the phrase "for God," which in turn represents the
Point of the Bayan as well as Him Whom God shall make manifest.

The Sanctuary ofUnity and Progressive Revelation

As we have seen, the Bab interprets verses of the Qur'an as well as Tra­
ditions such as the Tradition of Truth and Tradition of ]abir, among
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others, as referring symbolically to His own Revelation. But is such an
interpretation simply a statement about Himself? In fact, His interpreta­
tions are designed as a vehicle for presenting a far more complex truth.

In His interpretation of the Tradition of Truth, the Bab identified the
various statements in the Tradition as the stages of His own Revelation.
But, as He notes, the message of the Tradition of Truth concerns the
piercing of the veils and the shining forth of the Countenance of Beauty­
in other words, the realm where the inner mystery of reality is revealed,
that is, the disclosure of the inner truth of all the divine Revelations and
of human reality. In the Bab's terms, therefore, this Tradition refers to the
inception of the age of the heart, to the direct experience of beholding the
Countenance of the Beloved in the sanctuary of unity. 1hat is why this
particular Tradition is identified with the Bab's Revelation, as His Reve­
lation is the essence and truth of all the Revelations. The Revelation of the
Bab is the age of the Bayan, the age of the exposition of heretofore hid­
den meanings. The writings ofthe Bab-the Bayan-reveal the hidden

truth of all the Holy Books of the past. But the understanding of this
hidden truth is possible only if one regards reality from the sanctuary of
unity with the eye of the heart, which is in reality the eye of God.

The essence of this perspective, the sanctuary of unity, is the founda­

tional fact that the supreme sacred Reality is the Primal Will. In the sanc­
tuary of unity, one focuses on that Primal Will as the sun which is one and
the same sun even though it shines at different times from different hori­
zons upon different mirrors. At this level, spiritual understanding tran­
scends the realm of the specific appearance of each religion and beholds
all reality through the supreme Origin of religion, which is one. The heart
of this approach thus is an understanding of the progressive revelation
of God in human history. But those who are imprisoned in the lower, con­

crete perspectives oflimitation and conflict do not discern the Source of
their religion, the Primal Will, and instead fix their attention on the his­
torically specific expressions of that Will in the form of particular religious
symbols and practices. As a result, they are unable to recognize the same
spirit of the Primal Will when He appears in a new form. The conse­

quence of the perspective of limitation is conflict between people who are
similarly limited in their comprehension-all affirming their own religion
and denouncing other faiths, and all finding their own religion to be the
last and ultimate expression of divine truth.
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In interpreting the Qur'anic verse concerning Bayan (as well as numer­
ous other verses and Traditions) as a reference to His own Revelation, the
Bab affirms that His Revelation is just one specific expression of the Pri­
mal Will: the Bab Himself is the same as all the Prophets of the past and
of the future. He asks people to see Him not just as another Prophet but
as all the Prophets, the Manifestation of the First and the Last, Who will
return again as Him Whom God shall make manifest. He desires to cre­
ate a spiritual community that will not cling to the "Silent Book"-the
Holy Scripture-and defy its Revealer, Who is the "Speaking Book." In
other words, the Bab must be recognized by virtue of the inner truth of
His reality-the station of the Primal Will. Recognition of the Bab implies
recognition of His identity with all the past and future Manifestations of
God. If one rejects any of the Manifestations of God before or after Him,
one has not really recognized the Bab.

The entire Persian Bayan, like all the Bab's other later writings, con­
sistently stresses this principle. In the first chapter, the Bab states that
recognition of the unity of God

is dependent on the recognition of the Point of the Bayan.... Whoso
believeth with certainty that He is the Point of the Qur'an manifested in
His latter Resurrection, and the Point of the Bayan in His first Revelation,
and that He is the Primal Will Who existeth in Himself, the Self-Subsist­
ing, while all things are created through His behest and exist through
Him, is numbered among those whose inmost reality testifieth unto the
unity of his Lord. 12

Although the root principle of religion is the declarative statement of
Divine Unity, the true root principle is the recognition of the reality of
Divine Unity. The declaration itself is just a shadow of the real Word,
which is the truth of the Primal Will, the Word of God, and the true self­
description of God. The words of the declarative statement become the
emblem of true faith only because the Primal Will has spoken them.
When the Primal Will, as the new Manifestation of God, speaks the same
truth in a different way, that new utterance becomes the symbol of the root
principle.

We can now better understand the discourse of the Bab on the root
principles in the Epistle of Justice. In that text He first said that the nature
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of the root principle of religion revolves around the Will of God. The
real root of all is the recognition of the Will of God in whatever manner
that Will appears. In the first chapter of the Persian Bayan, discussing
the declarative statement of Divine Unity, the Bab affirms this same point

more explicitly:

This is a Word [the declarative statement of the unity of God, whose
reality is the Manifestation Himself] that hath verily glorified, exalted,
magnified, sanctified, and praised His Lord in the daytime and in the
night season. Gaze not upon this Word except as thou beholdest the sun
in the heaven, and perceive not him who helieveth in Him save as thou
lookest at the mirror.... All things return unto, and by, this Indivisible
One Being. During the next Resurrection, this Indivisible One Being is
naught but the very being of Him Whom God shall make manifest....

Amongst the followers of the Qur'an today is he who beareth witness
unto this Word, which is the essence of all faith. Without doubt, he
uttereth this Word solely by virtue of its previous affirmation by
Mul)ammad, the Apostle of God, the blessings of God rest upon Him. For
the True Sun of this supreme Word hath been shining in His heart, and
it is a mere shadow thereof that is manifest in those who utter that Word
today. Therefore, all expressions of this Word must now revert to the
next Revelation of Mul)ammad, which is the manifestation of the Point
of the Bayan rather than His first Reveiation. 13

The Bab shows that the essence of the declarative testimony of the

unity of God is recognition of the Command and Will of God; that Will

is the reality that makes each of the diverse, historically specific expres­

sions of this principle authoritative and binding. The Word as it is spo­
ken by the Manifestation is the supreme testimony of God to Himself, and

His self-description. The Word, then, is the very being of the Manifesta­

tion of God as the Logos, the Word of God. In the next Revelation,

although the appearance of this Word may change, its true meaning
remains the same. But if one rejects the new Manifestation and fails to tes­

tify to the new expression of that Word, one is in fact rejecting the very

Word that one thinks one is affirming.
The earlier writings of the Bab discussed this principle as the mystery

of Destiny. In both the Commentary on the Letter Ha' and the Commen­
tary on the Mystery of the Letter Ha', the Bab writes that true spiritual
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journey is dependent on taking the perspective of the heart, which is
characterized by two paradoxical features: all things are mirrors of the
same reality, the Primal Will, but in the hierarchy of spiritual reality,
the Will reveals itself in each thing according to the thing's own limited
station. Thus the truth that is understood by the human mind is but a
shadow of the truth accessible to the Manifestation of God.

Hence the Qur'an, as the true meaning of the revealed Word of God,

is the same as the Bayan, and both are the same as the Gospel, and all are
the same as any of the other Holy Scriptures. The eye of the heart recog­
nizes the Word of God in whatever tangible words it appears. One who
takes the perspective of unity recognizes the Manifestation of God, the

Word of God, whatever physical body He appears in, whatever name He
takes, and whatever form of Scripture and laws He brings. 14

The Return ofthe Point and the Letters ofthe Living

The perspective of the heart disclosed the true reality of divine revelation
as the common reality of all the Manifestations of God, affirmed as the
principle of progressive revelation. The Persian Bayan identifies this same
principle as the key for understanding religious symbols and sacred his­
tory. The first gate, as we saw, expresses the outlines of this concept as the
universal truth of all the religions. The remaining eighteen gates elabo­
rate upon the principle articulated in the first gate.

In the principle of the unity of the Manifestations of God as revela­
tions of the Primal Will, each Manifestation of God is the return of all the
others in the past. At the beginning of the Seven Proofs, the Bab con­
ciselyexplains:

In the time of the First Manifestation the Primal Will appeared in
Adam; in the day of Noah It became known in Noah; in the day ofAbra­
ham in Him; and so in the day of Moses; the day of Jesus; the day of
Mu~ammad,the Apostle of God; the day of the "Point of the Bayan"; the
day of Him Whom God shall make manifest; and the day of the One
Who will appear after Him Whom God shall make manifest. Hence the
inner meaning of the words uttered by the Apostle of God, "I am all the
Prophets," inasmuch as what shineth resplendent in each one of Them
hath been and will ever remain the one and the same sun. IS
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But in the Persian Bayan this principle of return is manifested in a par­
ticular form that constitutes one of the most important symbols of the
Babi Dispensation. The Rib claims that all the sacred figures of the Islamic
Dispensation have returned to the world through the sacred figures of His
own religion. The first of those sacred figures is of course the Bab. As the
Point, He is the source of all the others. The other sacred figures are
called the Letters of the Living because letters are the immediate manifes­

tations of the Point. They are the Letters of the Living because they were
the first to attain life in the new Dispensation. The Arabic word for "the
Living" (Ijayy) is numerically equal to 18, which was the number of Let­
ters of the Living. These souls, together with the Bab, comprise nineteen

sacred figures.
While the first gate of the Persian Bayan emphasized the common

reality of all the Manifestations of the Primal Will, with the Bab as the
return of Mu~ammad in the station of the Point of the Qur'an, as well
as the return of all other Manifestations of God, the subsequent eighteen
gates address the return of the other Islamic sacred figures through the
Bab's eighteen Letters of the Living. The principle of the return of the Let­
ters of the Living derives from the principle of the return of the Point of
the Qur'an in the form of the Point of the Bayan. In the second gate the

Bab explains: "The substance of this gate is that Mu~ammad, the bless­
ings of God rest upon Him, and the Manifestations of His Self have all
returned to this world and were the first amongst the servants who stood
in the presence of God in this Day of Resurrection, acknowledged His
unity, and proclaimed the verses of His Bab unto all humankind."16

The second gate, thus, discusses the station of the Letters of the liv­
ing in general and affirms the general principle of their return. This gate
also emphasizes that Mul.wnmad as the Apostle of God-that is, in the
station of servitude of the Point of the Qur'an-has returned through the

first Letter of the Living, Mulla J:Iusayn (whose name is Mu~ammad
J:Iusayn). The gates that follow are usually short and state the return of a
specific sacred figure in the form of one of the Letters of the Living. For
example, the third states, "On this, that 'Ali, peace be upon Him, hath

returned to the world, together with all of his faithful believers, and all who
believed in the one other than him. He is, after the letter Sin [referring to
Mulla ~usayn], the second to believe in the Point."

In the second gate, the Bab explains the return of the sacred figures
as the Letters of the Living:
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As for the Most Excellent Names, God hath singled out, in this Dispen­
sation, their names as the eighteen Letters of the Living. For they consist
of fourteen sacred Souls, and the Hidden, Well-Guarded Name, Whose
four letters are referred to by various names including the Four Gates, the
Lights of the Throne, the Bearers of creation, provision, death, and life.
All of these formed the name of the Living One, for these are the names
that are nearest to God; the others are guided by their clear and signifi­
cant actions, for God began the creation of the Bayan through them, and
it is to them that the creation of the Bayan will again return. I?

This statement demonstrates the complex meanings associated with the
term "Letters of the Living." "Living" (lfayy) is one of the main names of

(iod. The Letters of the Living, as sacred figures, are the manifestations
of divine names and attributes. While the Bab is the supreme Mirror of

(;od, the Letters of the Living are the supreme "worldly" Mirrors of God,

and the first mirrors of the Bab. But "Living" also alludes to the arrival
of the Day of Resurrection, on which the dead are quickened; the Let­

tcrs of the Living are the first to attain life or be "resurrected" on that Day.

Thcy are also called the Letters of the Living because all the other letters

receive their own life through them. As the first creation of the Bab,

thcy are brought forth out of nothing, through their own selves, and all

others are subsequently created through them. They recognized the Bab
by themselves, and through no one else; the Babf community comes

into being through them as they teach others and spread the new Cause.
The Letters of the Living also are the fulfillment of the Qur'anic verse

which describes God by the two names "the Ever-Living" (Qayyum) and
"the Self-Subsisting" (lfayy). As we have seen, the Bab Himself is the

Manifestation of the name "the Self-Subsisting," the Reality that exists

by Its own causation and on which all else depend for their existence. The
Lctters of the Living, then, are the manifestations of the name "the Ever­

Living."

One immediately notes that, contrary to what one might expect, here
the return of Muhammad is not the Bab but rather the first Letter of the
Living. Thc key to this puzzle lies in the dual station of the Point as elab­
oratcd in the later writings of the Bab. We have discussed this concept in

connection with the Primal Will or the Point as the unity of subject and
object: the Point can be regarded in terms of its station of divinity or its
station of servitude. The station of servitude is the same as the station of
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the prophethood of the Apostle of God. In the Dispensation of Islam,
however, a differentiation was made between the two stations of the
Point-the Point of the Qur'an and Mu~ammadas the Apostle ofGud.
It was only when Mu\:1ammad was the recipient of the words of God that

He was speaking as the Point of the Qur'an, in the station of divinity,
and was revealing divine verses. Therefore, in the Islamic Dispensation we

have Mu~ammad as the Point of the Qur'an, whose return in the Babi Dis­
pensation is the Bab (the Point of the Bayan), and Mu~ammad as the

Apostle of God, whose return is represented by the first Letter of the

Living.
Since the Babi Dispensation is the age of the heart and the sanctuary

of unity, the Bab appears as the Point of the Bayan in the station of divin­

ity, and the revelation of divine words is unceasing in His station. And
since He manifests the station of the divinity of the Point, all the other

divine stations, including all the names attributed to God, remain beneath

His shadow and are manifested in the Letters of the Living as reflections.

Thus, although the Bah Himself is in reality His own First Believer, He is

not described by that station. Instead, this aspect of His reality is described

through the reflection of that station in a "worldly Mirror," the first Let­
ter of the Living. The station of the Prophet, similarly, is ascribed to the

first Letter of the Living although he himself is not a Prophet but is rather

a reflection of that station (and normally would be a successor or
vicegerent of the Prophet). In other words, in the Revelation of the Bab,

the station of Mu~ammad as the Apostle of God returns as the first

believer, Mulla I:Iusayn.

At the beginning of the Bayan, the Bab explains that He is the supreme

Mirror of God, while the Letters of the Living are created by Him as the
"worldly Mirrors." The hearts of all the believers are invested with the signs
of their names:

He is the First, yet not defined as such, and He is the Last, but not
described as such. He is the Seen, and not praised as such, and He is Ilid­
den, and not recognized as such....

He is the First to believe in Him Whom God shall make manifest,
and He is the First Who hath believed in Him Who hath been mani­
fested....

It is for the Will, and through the manifestation of His own Self, that
God hath fashioned, out of His Self, eighteen souls, ere the creation of all
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things, and He hath enshrined the sign of their recognition in the inmost
reality of all things that all, from the depths of their essence, may bear wit­
ness that He is the Primal Unity and the Eternal, the Evcr-Abiding....

Know thou that He is the Supreme Mirror ofGod out ofWhose rev­
elation is manifested the worldly Mirror, Which is naught but the Letters
of the Living, and naught is seen in that Supreme Mirror of God but
God. IS

In the fifteenth gate of the Bayan, the Bab deals with the same ques­
tion in yet another way. There He refers to the return of the Twelfth

Imam, the Qa'im, as one of the Letters of the Living. Yet we know that the

Bab Himself is the Qa'im. This paradox is exactly like the previous one.

The Bab explains that since His Revelation is the Revelation of the Point

in the station of divinity, and since all other stations are created by Him
and are reflections and descriptions of His own station, He, as the First

and the Last, is all things, and therefore, He is MuI:ammad, the Qa'im, and

all the other sacred figures as well. Yet although all those stations are
present within His own reality, it is at the level of the Letters of the Liv­

ing that these stations are realized as independent realities. The Bab as the

Primal Point remains in His transcendent station, where no other Letter

of the Living is present, yet He also can be described in terms of those
other names. We see here another expression of the truth of His title as

the "Gate": He is the Gate and yet He is not defined by it, He is the Imam

and yet not described by it, He is the Apostle and yet not praised by it. 19

In an important but subtle way, the discussion of the Point and the Let­
ters of the Living links the Persian Bayan, as the Mother Book of the

Bab's Dispensation, to the Qayylimu'l-Asma'. In the Persian Bayan the Let­

ters of the Living are described as the first to have knelt before the throne
of God. The Bab writes:

Let there be be no doubt that man's glory is in testifying unto God's
unity, in recognizing Him, acknowledging His justice, obeying Him,
and seeking His good pleasure. It is, however, certain that these sacred
souls have attained, before anyone else, unto that which is the quintes­
sence of all excellence and glory.... Further, there can he no douht that
they were the first Lights who bowed down before God, accepted the
verses He hath revealed unto His Bab, and proclaimed them to the
world.... They are the lights which in the past have eternally prostrated
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themselves and will prostrate themselves eternally in the future, before
the celestial throne....

In each Dispensation, they are called by different names amongst the
people, and in each Revelation, their individual names are also changed.
Yet, the names of their inmost realities, which refer unto God, and are
manifest in their hearts.2o

We can see that here the Bab is actually alluding to the story of Joseph
and to the Qayyumu'l-Asma'. Recall that the Qur'anic account begins

with Joseph's description of his dream about eleven stars, and the sun

and the moon bowing down before him. As the Bab had written in the

Qayylimu'l-Asma', Joseph is f:Iusayn, and the rest of the figures are the

sacred figures of Islam:

Verily, the Most Gracious God hath unmistakably intended [by ref­
erence to Joseph], naught but f:Iusayn.... God hath verily shown f:Iusayn,
within the Sanctuary of His Heart, and above the Throne, that the Sun,
the Moon, and the Stars have manifestly knelt before Him, in adoration
of the One True God....

Verily the stars of the Throne in the Book of God have bowed down
in very truth for the martyrdom of l:lusayn, and they were indeed, accord­
ing to the Mother Book, eleven in number....

God hath verily intended by the sun, Fatimih; by the moon,
Mu~ammad;and by the stars, the true Imams.2'

In this way, we can see, the truth of the Qayyllmu'l-Asma' becomes

manifest in the Persian Bayan. The station of Joseph symbolizes the divin­

ity of the Point, the station of the sheer revelation of God and of absolute
Divine Unity. The martyrdom of l:Jusayn also symbolizes the same sta­

tion; thus the Bab is Joseph and l:lusayn, and will return as l:lusayn (that

is, Baha'u'llah) in His next Revelation. The Letters of the Living are those
holy souls who in each Dispensation have knelt before God by kneeling

before the divinity of the Point. The fourteen immaculate souls of Islam,
together with the four manifestations of the Most Great Name of God,

the four Gates, are the Letters of the Living.
Finally, it should be pointed out that the discussion of the return of

Mu~ammad and the Imams through the Letters of the I.iving also affirms
the fulfillment of the most important sign of the advent of the Qa'im. The
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Shi'ih Traditions maintain that MuJ:1ammad and the Imams will return
to this world when the Qa'im arises, a time that is to be followed by the
Day of Resurrection.22 Yet, as we have seen, not only are the Bab and His
Letters of the Living the return of the sacred figures of Islam, but those
same Islamic figures, in their own day, were themselves the return of the
holy souls of all the Scriptures before them. The inception of Islam (like
the birth of each of the religions preceding it) was also the Day of Res­
urrection, and the same cycle of return and resurrection will continue
without end.

The Origin ofthe Cause

The writings of the Bab called upon people to regard the spiritual realm

with the eye of the heart, to perceive the unity of truth beyond the diver­
sity of religions and their symbols, in the Primal Will Who reappears in
human history according to the exigencies of each age. The most fre­
quent expression of this summit of spiritual recognition is the Bab's

counsel to fix one's gaze on "the Origin of the Cause." All the Revela­
tions derive their legitimacy and binding power from the fact that they.
are expressions of the divine Will. Consciousness of the Origin and the
Source of religion is intended to prevent people from clinging to former
expressions of the Will and rejecting the living embodiment of the Will
itself. The principle of progressive revelation involves recognizing all the
Manifestations of God because of their ultimate unity, but it is the Man­
ifestation of the Age Who embodies the legitimacy and truth of all the
Revelations. Hence, according to the Bah, recognition of the new Man­

ifestation of God is a duty of all human beings.
This fundamental principle is discussed in many ways in the Persian

Bayan and all the later writings of the Bab. In fact there is hardly a gate
of the Bayan that does not directly address the issue. One of the vehicles
for its exposition is the Bab's reinterpretation of commercial metaphors
in relation to the divine covenant. Like MuJ:1ammad, the Bab was engaged
in commerce. As is well known, the Qur'<in frequently uses commercial
metaphors to convey spiritual truth: faith and good deeds are represented
as a loan extended by the faithful to God and a good investment that is
repaid by God with high interest. God is portrayed as the divine Merchant
Who keeps an account of all things in His Preserved Book, weighs the
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deeds of the people in the unerring Balance on the Day of Resurrection,
and rewards all with fairness and justice. The Bab reinterprets these
metaphors to convey the principle of historical consciousness.

The historicization of the commercial metaphors takes many differ­
ent forms. for example, in gate 3 of the seventh unity of the Bayan, the
Bab discusses the necessity of repaying one's debts, but He goes beyond

the social level of this obligation to explicate its ultimate spiritual philos­

ophy and purpose:

The fruit of this ordinance is this, that the divine words of glorifica­
tion, celebration of praise, sanctification, exaltation of unity, and magni­
fication, and all the other parts of religion are tokens that are bestowed
as a bounty from the Supreme Truth unto His created beings. Therefore,
upon His revelation, it is incumbent upon all to return this bounteous loan
unto Him, from the lofty word of the declaration of Divine Unity to the
last token of limitation. Were one to repay at once, upon the revelation,
his debt, nothing would be reduced from his possessions; rather, he would
be acknowledged in both the world and within himself.23

Each Dispensation of divine revelation, with all its root principles
and derivative laws, is thus a loan that is bestowed by the Primal Will on

human beings. This loan has a fixed term: it is extended for the dura­

tion of the particular Dispensation. At the moment that Dispensation
ends, the loan comes due and must be repaid. At this time the former reli­

gion, along with its symbols, is no longer intended to be kept by the
believers but is to be returned to God for this is the Day of Resurrection

when everything returns to God. Yet, paradoxically, repaying this loan

will not render anyone poorer for doing so. The abrogation of the pre­

vious religion is simultaneously its exaltation and fulfillment, as it appears
renewed in the form of a fresh Revelation. Repayment is thus actually a

means of gaining true riches: the new wealth is attaining the good pleas­

ure of God and recognition of His new Manifestation.

The words of divine praise mentioned in the statement quoted above
("glorification, celebration of praise, sanctification, exaltation of unity, and
magnification") ultimately refer to the Revelation of the Manifestation of

God and His Letters of the Living. It is this Revelation that creates the
inner reality of the believers. Thus when the Sun of Truth dawns in a
new Day, the human mirrors must turn to the Sun in its new location. The
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images of the previous dawning of the Sun perish unless they are renewed
by the new illumination of the Sun. By repaying that loan to the new
Manifestation, that is, by recognizing His new Revelation, the believers
honour the divine covenant.

Another expression of this transformation of commercial metaphors
is the Bab's discussion, in the Persian Bayan, of buying and selling. In

gate 18 of the fifth unity, He affirms that transactions are valid if there is
mutual consent among the two parties. Again, He goes beyond the social

law and states that the purpose of this law is that "haply in the Day of the
Revelation of God, the buying of the sign of the Sun of Truth and selling

of all that is besides Him will occur by virtue of His good pleasure and
the consent of their own souls."24 The renewal of the divine covenant in

each new Dispensation means that people must attain the good pleasure
of God by "buying" from God the sign of His Revelation, and casting off

any attachment to anything but faith in the new Manifestation.

Yet another form of the commercial imagery concerns the exchange

of gifts. In this divine economy, every Revelation is a gift that is presented

to the Manifestation:

The substance of this gate is that in each Dispensation, the Writings
of the Manifestation of Truth are a gift from God for Himself toward
His next Revelation, which is the manifestation of His being in a subse­
quent Resurrection.... In like manner, all that is contained in the Bayan,
ofvarious beloved modes, is a gift from the Point of the Bayan unto Him
Whom God shall make manifest, Who is the very next Revelation of the
Point of the Bayan. And this supreme glory and pride would suffice all,
should He accept a person or any thing through the honour of associa­
tion with Himself....

How utterly remote is the man who severeth his relation with Him
and forsaketh the chance of being a true gift. Thus, today, should the
believers in the Qur'<in desire to present the gift of the Apostle of God,
the blessings of God rest upon Him, they should one and all recognize
the Bayan, otherwise they would sever themselves from the attribute of
glory and sublimity.2'

This concept is based on the identity of the Primal Will as one and the
same reality manifested in different Revelations. In each Revelation the
Manifestation of God covenants with the company of His faithful to
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recognize Him upon His return on the Day of Resurrection. That
covenant is the essence of each Revelation. In gate 16 of the sixth unity of
the Persian Bayan, the Bab writes that "The Lord of the universe hath
never raised up a prophet nor hath He sent down a Book unless He hath

established His covenant with all men, calling for their acceptance of the

next Revelation and of the next Book; inasmuch as the outpourings of His
bounty are ceaseless and without limit."26

We can sec, then, why the Bab begins the Persian Bayan with a discus­

sion of the beginning and return of revelation. Divine revelation is bind­
ing solely because it has proceeded from the Primal Will, and it returns

to the Will on the Day of Resurrection, which is simultaneously the begin­

ning of the new Revelation. Therefore, although the former Dispensation

is abrogated by the new one, the new Dispensation is, at the same time,

the fulfillment and exaltation of the past Dispensation. Contrary to the
normal conception held by the people, rejecting the new religion does not

affirm the previous religion but prevents it from realizing its paradise

and exaltation. Each Holy Book longs to be exalted through the next

Book, which is nothing but itself manifest in a fuller way. The followers

of any Book who r~ject the next Book are the cause of the grief of that
Book and its Revealer. The Bab writes that

the Bayan hath no goal but Him Whom God shall make manifest, inas­
much as none save Him hath ever elevated/abrogated, or will ever ele­
vate/abrogate, this Book. Indeed, none but Him hath ever revealed, or will
ever reveal, it. The Bayan and such as are believers therein yearn more
ardently after Him than the yearning of any lover after his beloved. Even
as the Qur'an and such souls as pertain unto it yearned after the Reve­
lation of its Revealer, and never had any goal, nor will ever have any end,
but Him. Today the Furgan bestoweth salutations upon those letters who
uplifted it and caused it to enter in the Bayan, while it beseecheth its
Revealer to torment those souls that have turned away from the Bayan,
failing to give the Furgan its due measure....

For in the Day of the Revelation of Him Whom God shall make man­
ifest, the Bayan will fix its eyes upon its believers while saying unto them:
'Is there any spirit related to me who would step forth in this Day to
acknowledge Him Whom God shall make manifest, and thus be faithful
to the covenant of his Lord that is established in me?' It would rejoice if
its faithful believers recognize its Revealer, and would be saddened if its
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faithful believers cause its Revealer any grief. Thus, today, nothing is
more aftlicted with anguish than the Furgan. All recite it, yet they fail to
receive its blessing, and attain naught but its torment, even as those who
were reciting the Book ofAlif in the day of the Revelation of the Furgan.27

Because of this paradoxical relation of abrogation and exaltation, the
Bah has coined the term irtifa' (meaning hoth removing and elevating)

for the idea of abrogation. Each Revelation, in simultaneously abrogat­
ing and exalting the previous Dispensation, is the return of the previous

Revelation in the station of its perfection. Thus we can see why the idea
of maturation and perfection is central to the Bab's theology. Each thing's

paradise is the state of self-actualization, maturation, and perfection of
that thing within its own station. The Bab uses the metaphor of a tree to

express the concept. Each Revelation is a seed that is planted in the hearts

of the people. The tree must grow and achieve perfection. Perfection is

the state of yielding fruit, when the faithful have become ready to attain

the state of paradise, as a higher stage of spiritual development. The
divine Cultivator Who planted the tree returns to gather the fruits, which

are the first believers in the new Revelation. Thus the first fruit of the

Tree of Islam is Mulla J:!usayn, the first Letter of the Living. The Bab

explains:

The "day" of Resurrection, unlike the "night" of divine Revelation,
resembleth the planting of a tree whose time of fruition is the Day of
Resurrection, before which it hath not attained perfection.... From its
transcendent Throne, the Tree of Truth watcheth over and beholdeth
the tree that God hath planted in the hearts, spirits, souls, and bodies of
all the people. As soon as He witnesseth the readiness of the Tree of the
garden of Divine Unity for harvest, He reneweth His Revelation.28

The Bab also uses other organic metaphors to convey this principle.
The religions are likened to different stages in the development of an
individual person. This analogy implies that the new Revelation is both
the past Revelation as well as a developmentally more mature stage of rev­

elation. Although the adult is the same person who was once a child, the
later stage is the realization of the earlier stage in a more fully actualized,
mature form. And yet, the adult would no longer be identified in terms
of the earlier stages of development, which are now outgrown. 29
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Another analogy used by the Bab to express the necessity to concen­
trate attention on the Origin of the Cause is the relation between the
stars and the sun:

The acts of Him Whom God shall make manifest are like unto the sun,
while the deeds of men, provided they conform to the good pleasure of
God, resemble the stars or the moon.... Thus, should the followers of
the Bayan observe the precepts of Him Whom God shall make manifest
at the time of His appearance, and regard themselves and their own
works as stars reflecting the light of the sun, then they would reap the
fruits of their existence; otherwise they would not deserve the appellation
of "star."

.... At night, all perceive they possess light from within, according to
their own capacity. However, they are utterly oblivious that at the break
of day their light shall fade away and be reduced to pure nothingness
before the dazzling splendour of the sun.30

One of the most recurrent reflections of this principle in the writ­

ings of the Bab is found in the law of pilgrimage to the House of God. The

Bab declares that it was He Himself, the Point of the Bayan and the very
Point of the Qur'an, Who aforetime revealed the Qur'an and decreed

the law of pilgrimage to be the circumambulation of a particular House.

He explains that He revealed that law so the people would understand that
when they must pay homage to a piece of dust because of its association

to the Primal Will, how much more should they take an attitude of utter
servitude and obedience toward the Primal Will Himself. However, the

heedless people observe the mere outward tokens of divine revelation

and disregard the Origin of the Cause. Although now the Point of the
Qur'an Himself has appeared, all are still circling around the reflection

of His former decree, while they have banished Him to the mountain

prison of Maku.
The dramatic expression of this cosmic paradox was the Bab's jour­

ney to Mecca. The true House of God is the Throne of the Manifestation,
while all other things that arc sacred derive their sacredness from the fact

that the Manifestation has willed to associate them with Himself. Although
the Bab was now present there in Mecca in person, all were clinging to
images of His reality while rejecting the very Revealer of the words that
made pilgrimage binding:
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Thou behC?ldest how vast is the number of people who go to Mecca
each year on pilgrimage and engage in circumambulation, while He,
through the potency of Whose Word the Ka 'bah [the sanctuary in

Mecca] hath become the object of adoration, is forsaken in this moun­
tain. He is none other but the Apostle of God Himself, inasmuch as the
Revelation of God may be likened to the sun. No matter how innumer­

able its risings, there is but one sun, and upon it depends the life of all
things..l 1

The sanctity of the Ka'bah, He writes, is not due to its intrinsic qualities

but rather to the Command of God:

The substance of this gate is that there hath never been, nor will ever

be, a material dwelling-place for God, but that during each Revelation of

the Will, it is the earth that He hath attributed to Himself that hath

become His House and the seat around which the angels of heaven and
the people of the earth revolve. Nay, rather, all circle round His Command

which is manifested in that realm of dust. If this sanctity were intrinsic

to the dust itself, there would have been no change in the House of God
in the past, and likewise no change in the future. Though it is evident to

those endued with an understanding heart that the dust-House of God

rescmblcth the Command, and that the Command is like unto the sun:

should there be infinite change in the location of the House, it would

remain one and the same House....
But the command to exalt the House intendeth naught but that

through it they should discern signs and recognize that this House is the
House of Divine Unity, and thus exalt that Supreme House accordingly
through glorification, exaltation of divine unity, sanctification of praise,

and magnification. Thus, they must fix their gaze upon the Manifestations

of that latter House, so that at the time of the Revelation of Him Whom
God shall make manifest they shall not be veiled from the One Who is the

Source of the sanctity of that House....

Had the people circled around the House of Truth, the command
concerning pilgrimage to the House would not have been enjoined.
Inasmuch as they have failed to do so, the necks of the creatures have
been shackled with the sovereign decree in order that they should cir­

cle around the dust which is attributed to Him and that they may com­
prehend their limits and in the Day of His Revelation not remain veiled
from Him.52
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The physical House of God that is the object of reverence is a but a sign
of the real House of God, the Manifestation of God, around Whom all
must revolve. This House of Divine Unity, of devotion to the Manifesta­
tion, is made out of the four words of divine praise. If the people had rec­
ognized that true spiritual House of God, and had concentrated their
attention on the Origin of the Cause, the law of pilgrimage-of bowing
down before the earthly symbol-would not have been necessary. The law
of pilgrimage, the Rib explains, was required in order to educate the
people to humble themselves before the Primal Will and to recognize
Him Whom God shall make manifest on the day He appears.
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C0111IDunity and the Primal Unity

i4

T
HROUGHOUT THE WRITINGS OF THE BAB, we have seen the
implications of the principle of beholding all reality with the eye
of unity. Every aspect of reality, from nature to society and his-

tory, becomes an embodiment of the logic of unity. The Bab's writings and

laws are structured in such a way that both their content and their form
also express the same principle. The dialectic of form and content is so fun­
damental to the Bab's writings that one cannot adequately understand
the one without the other. The Persian Bayan, the "Mother Book" of the
Bab's Dispensation, is no exception to this rule. Since it is the Mother
Book, the Bayan's symbolism of form should also be expected to directly
represent the essence of the Bab's teachings-the principle of the heart.

That the Bab considered the Persian Bayan to be His Mother Book is
evident in His statement, in the first gate of the text, describing the reve­
lation of the Persian Bayan as the inception of the re-creation of all things:

For the very beginning of the creation of all things is occurring at this
time, a Friday, through the utterance of God. The Lord of Majesty hath
fashioned this new and wondrous creation by virtue of His own Com­
mand, and He hath made it to abide beneath His shadow until such time
as He will deign to return it. For it is beyond any doubt that it is God Who
hath brought this creation into being and it is He Who afterwards will
cause it to return. 1

In this chapter we will examine the application of the principle of unity
to the realm of the spiritual community through an analysis of the dialec­
tic of form and content in the Persian Bayan.

281
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From the Primal Unity to "All Things"

According to various writings of the Bab, all numbers proceed from 1, and
1 proceeds from the absolute One that transcends the limits of numbers.
That absolute One is the Point; thus all proceed from the Point. Like­
wise, all words are expressions of the first letter of the alphabet, Alif (a ver­
tical line), which proceeds from the written point. The most important

implication of this idea is the principle of the unity of all things. All
things proceed from the Primal Unity, which in turn proceeds from the
Point. All things thus should be regarded as manifestations, reflections,
and mirrors of the Point. We enter the realm of truth when we see in all

things nothing but the Point.
This principle is the central theme of all the Rib's later writings. As we

have seen, the Bab is the Point of the Will and the Primal Point Who has
appeared to prepare humanity for the coming of Him Whom God shall
make manifest. He is also the One, the unity that transcends the realm of
numbers. Out of the revelation of His own being, the first believers, the
Letters of the Living, are created, and the rest of the new spiritual com­
munity proceeds from them. Thus, "all things" (kullu shay') signifies the
new spiritual community which comes into being out of the unity of the

Bab and His Letters of the Living.
The structure described above is not only a fundamental theological

principle in all the Bab's later writings, it is literally the formal slructure
of both the Persian Bayan and the Arabic Bayan. In order to understand

how this is so, first we need to pay attention to some important symbol­
ism that is created in the Persian Bayan.

The word for "one" or "unity" in Arabic is va~id. Throughout the
writings of the Bab, one or unity is represented by its numerical equiva­
lent, 19. The Bab and His eighteen Letters of the Living comprise the Pri­
mal Unity of nineteen figures. This Primal Unity gives rise to "all
things"-a term that is particularly important. The numerical value of"all
things" (kullu shay') is 361, which is 19 multiplied by 19. In other words,

all things literally are manifestations of the Primal Unity, and each unit
of the Primal Unity is itself the source of a complete unity. The Bab
makes this symbolic structure the organizing scheme of the Babi commu­
nity, in terms of successive units of "all things." The Babi (solar) calen­
dar is also divided in a similar way, with each year consisting of361 days,
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in addition to 4 (5, in leap years) intercalary days which represent the
letter Ha', out of which all days come into existence.

As the Bab explains, He has created the Bayan in accordance with "all
things," so the Bayan consists of nineteen unities (sections), and each
unity consists of nineteen gates (chapters). In the first gate of the Bayan,
He explains: "God hath organized the creation of all things in accor­
dance with the number of all things, by virtue of the commandments
which have been revealed from the Court of His holiness and have shone
forth out of the Day-Star of His grace, that all things may attain perfec­
tion through the remembrance of all things within all things, in prepa­
ration for the manifestation of the next Resurrection."2

Thus the Persian Bayan, as "all things," has been revealed so that all
things-the new spiritual community-will "attain perfection," that is,
will become ready to recognize the next Manifestation. This perfection
is achieved by remembering "all things," namely the 361 gates of the
Bayan, the nineteen manifestations of Divine Unity (the Primal Point)
that are manifest in the Bayan, within all things-in other words, within
all reality and within all the days of the year throughout the duration of
the Babi Dispensation (which lasted nineteen years). The purpose of the
Persian Bayan is that, through it, all shall perceive within all things noth­
ing but divine revelation, and behold no power or strength in anything
but the Primal Will which is manifest in the entire spiritual commu­
nity. The universalization of the perspective of the heart, and a true
understanding of the principle of progressive revelation, fixing one's
gaze on the Origin of the Cause, and beholding all believers as stars
before the Sun of Truth, is the ultimate end and purpose of the Persian
Bayan.

finally, the use of"gate," designating the chapters of the Persian Bayan,
is also crucial in this symbolic formal structure. Each unity of the Bayan
with its nineteen gates is also symbolically a way that leads to paradise,
that is, each chapter of the book leads to the "paradise" of the Babi Dis­
pensation, which, as we have seen, is the Resurrection of the Babi Faith
in the advent of Him Whom God shall make manifest. "All things" simul­
taneously denotes the days of the year; the Bab equates each gate to one
day. Every day is to be devoted to the remembrance of one of the chap­
ters of the Persian Bayan, so that all things will bewme prepared to rec­
ognize the next Manifestation by remembering the Primal Will that is
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manifest in all those gates. In the Arabic Bayan this point is made even
more explicitly, as each day becomes a gate to enlightenment, and each
month (of nineteen days) a period for reflection on the truth of one of

the letters of the Primal Unity:

Verily the Bayan is Our conclusive testimony unto all things.... We, ver­
ily, have ordained the gates [chapters1of this religion to be according to
the number of all things, even as He arranged the numbers within the year.
Unto each day bclongeth a gate, that all things may thereby enter His
exalted paradise and thus, within each unity [nineteen gates/days], by
virtue of the mention of a single Letter of the Primal Letters, become
"for God," the Lord of the heavens, the Lord of the earth, the Lord of all
things, the Lord of the seen and unseen, the Lord of creation....3

Since each chapter is a gate leading to the recognition of Him Whom
God shall make manifest, the gates of the Bayan are embodied in the first

361 individuals to recognize the Promised One. Those persons become the

gates to paradise, and all others enter heaven through them. All those

gates also are reflections of the first nineteen gates of the next Revela­

tion, that is, the Promised One together with His Letters of the Living:

Should exalted souls, to the number of all things (361), turn unt.o
Him, the fruit of all things would be manifested before Him. Well is it
with him who is gathered in the day of Resurrection before God, who
is accepted by Him as one of the gates [chapters1of all things [the
Bayan], inasmuch as he is that exalted soul unto whom shall return all
who have believed in the Bayan, through their fulfillment of the com­
mandment of that very gate. Therefore, hasten ye unto this lofty bounty:
hasten ye, hasten ye, hasten ye, and hasten yeo Fur God is the Most Swift
in Reckoning.4

Symbolically all the gates of the Bayan are also reflections of the
supreme Gate of God, the Bab, and just as the Bab represents the differ­

ence between fire (nar) and light (nur)-differentiating between those

who accept and those who reject him-the Persian Bayan and each of its
divisions also play this role as a "gate" in the sense of being the standard
by which all are judged and which determines their reward as cithcr par­
adise or perdition.s
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A further point should be noted about the Primal Unity. The Primal
Unity-the Bab and His Letters of the Living-is the perfect manifesta­
tion of the attributes ofGod as the First and the Last; it is described as such
at the beginning of the Arabic Bayan.6 But in a secondary sense, the First
is the Bab, and the Last is the final Letter of the Living, Quddus. In the Ara­
bic Bayan, the Bab speaks of Quddus as the realization of the Last-the
return of the Islamic station of gatehood, or the station of magnifica­
tion (takbir). Quddus is thus a mirror of the First-the Bah-and indeed
Quddus's own name, Mu!).ammad-'Ali, is the mirror image of the Bab's
name, 'Alf-Mu!).ammad. Then the Bab calls Quddus the reality that is
above eight unities of mirrors. Elsewhere, the Bab refers to Quddus as the

one around whom eight unities revolve,7 This concept of"eight unities"
has complex meanings, some of which I have discussed elsewhere.xHere
I will only mention another possible aspect of this enigmatic character­
ization of Quddus.

The Bah describes the Primal Unity as consisting of the First and the
Last. The First is of course the Bab, representing Huva (He), equal to 11.
The remaining eight Letters represent the station of Quddus as the Last.
Since the "all things" of the Babi community (19 x 19 =361)-each mem­
ber of which is a "mirror"-can also be considered as reflections of the
First and the Last, the first eleven unities (11 x 19 = 209) are created
through the Bab and the remaining eight (8 x 19 =152) through Quddus.
Quddus is thus above "eight unities ofmirrors" or the one around whom
eight unities revolve. And 152 mirrors thus fall beneath the station of
Quddus. According to the Qur'an, eight angels will carry the Throne of
God on the Day of Judgment. Quddus in this sense represents the station
of magnification and gatehood, which "carries the throne of God," that
is, the Bab or the Point of glorification.

The Structure of the Persian Bayan

As the Persian Bayan is organized in terms of"all things," it should the­
oretically consist of nineteen unities. In actuality, however, the Bab only
completed nine unities of the book; the ninth unity ends with gate 10. The
first unity is devoted to a discussion of the Primal Will, the Bab, and His
Letters of the Living, affirming the Primal Unity and its perpetual return
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in all the divine Revelations. All the other unities of the Persian Bayan are
beneath the shadow of this first unity.

The topic of the Primal Will is immediately followed by the question

of conclusive proof or testimony. The first and most conclusive testi­
mony of the Manifestation of God is His own Being, and the highest
form of recognition is recognition of the Manifestation through His own

Self. Various gates of the Persian Bayan explain lhat reliance on other
forms of testimony is a mark of spiritual immaturity:

Be aware that each Revelation, which is the Revelation of God, is
unlike any manifestation of the creatures. Likewise, the testimony of God
is a conclusive proof, the like of which all the dwellers on earth will ever
be powerless to produce. Until the divine Dispensation advanceth in
such wise that the people can recognize the Revelation through the
Essence of Truth. At that time, the very dawning of the light of that Sun
ofTruth testifieth by itself unto His Revelation. It is then that "Recognize
God through God" is realized. For until the present, all that hath been
manifested is "Recognize God through His testimony." Here, the inten­
tion is not that "Recognize God through God" is an inconclusive testi­
mony. Do not, therefore, be veiled from the Origin of the Cause. Nay,
rather, the Dispensation advanceth to such an extent that those who
glorify God in the Concourse on High will recognize their Beloved in
each Revelation through Himself. Indeed, they would recognize the tes­
timony through Him, rather than Him through the testimony. Know
thou that the recognition of God in the station of"Recognize God through
God" will not be affirmed save through "Recognize the Letters of the
Primal Unity."9

The first unity of the Persian Bayan affirms that the supreme testimony

ofGod is the being of the Manifestation and His Letters of the Living. The

next level of testimony is the words He reveals. Hence the second unity

of the Bayan discusses the nature of divine testimony, the binding char­
acter of the divine words, the Persian Bayan itself, the fulfillment of the
Day of Resurrection through the Revelation of the Bah, and the realiza­

tion of paradise in the very words of the Bayan. The nineteen gates of this
second unity are organized around this theme, and the logic of this unity
can be seen in the way these chapters are titled. The first is "On the recog­
nition of testimony and proof"; in it the Bab identifies His writings as the
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conclusive testimony. The next specifies Him Whom God shall make
manifest and the Bab as the ultimate authority with regard to the mean­
ing of the Bab's WTitings: "On this, that none can encompass the knowl­
edge of that which God hath revealed in the Bayan, except him whom God
willeth." The third gate further explains the designation of the Bayan as
"all things," and is titled "On the exposition of the Bayan, which verily
encompasseth the truth of all things." Gate 4 further elaborates on the pre­
vious gate by explaining "the letters of the sublime paradise and that
which is other than them."

The fifth gate explains the real meaning and end of all that is in the
Bayan. It is titled "On this, that any virtuous name God hath verily revealed
in the Bayan referreth, in its primary truth, to Him Whom God shall

make manifest, while any evil name that God revealed therein intendeth,
in its primary truth, him who will be, in His Day, the letter of negation."
The sixth gate proclaims the Bayan to "constitute the unerring Balance
from God until the Day of Him Whom God shall make manifest. He
who followeth it is registered as light, and he who deviateth from it is
recorded as fire." The next twelve gates are devoted to discussion of the
Day of Resurrection and its signs. The Bayan is identified as paradise,
and the believers as the inmates of heaven and light. The last gate of this

unity refers to the Bayan as "a present from God unto Him Whom God
shall make manifest."

The subsequent unities of the Persian Bayan are devoted to analyzing
the characteristics and duties of the spiritual community in relation to

the Primal Unity and the writings of the Bab. In other words, if the first
unity addresses the ultimate Origin of the spiritual community, and the
second unity discusses the creative Word through which that spiritual
community comes into being, then the rest of the Persian Bayan deals

with the attributes that befit human beings as mirrors of the Bayan and
the Primal Unity. The link between the first unity (dealing with the Pri­
mal Unity) and the subsequent unities (the laws pertaining to all things)
is the principle, outlined in the second unity, of the creativity of the
divine Word: the Primal Unity creates all other realities through the Word
revealed by the Primal Point. The Bayan-like all the Bab's writings in gen­
eral and the Persian Bayan in particular-is the unity that encompasses
all things and which brings all things to life through the creative divine
Word.
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The Standard ofSearch

The first gate of the second unity of the Persian Bayan discusses the tes­
timony that demonstrates the truth of the Manifestation of God. Accord­
ing to the Bab, one must behold the Manifestation with the eye of God,
with the eye of the heart, and with the eye of unity. One must fix one's gaze
on the supreme Origin of the Cause and not on outward manifestations
of the Primal Will. The standard of the Manifestation of God is His own
being and His writings, which are inimitable, more powerful and excel­
lent than any physical miracle. The Manifestation as the Speaking Book
and His revealed writings as the Silent Book together are the mightiest
expression of the love, beauty, and power of God, and nothing else can
even be mentioned at their level.

Taking the perspective of the heart, therefore, is the proper method
of embarking on the search for religious truth, the spiritual journey that

leads to the recognition of the Point. The wrong method is to cling to the
outward or token signs as the standard of truth, to regard rejection of the
new Prophet by the supporters of former religions as evidence against
Him, to forget the Balance and Testimony, and to take human interpre­
tations of the tokens of previous Revelations as the precondition for

accepting the new Manifestation of God. As the Bab frequently empha­
sizes, the tragic irony is that although the believers of the former reli­
gion were longing for the their Beloved One to appear, when He did
appear they universally condemned him:

Likewise in the manifestation of the Point of the Bayan, the people
stood up at the mention of His Name and fervently implored His advent
night and day, and if they dreamt of Him they gloried in their dreams;
yet now that He hath revealed Himself, invested with the mightiest tes­
timony, whereby their own religion is vindicated, and despite the incal­
culable number of people who yearningly anticipate His coming, they are
resting comfortably in their homes, after having hearkened to His verses;
while He at this moment is confined in the mountain of Maku, lonely and
forsaken. 10

Frequently the outward tokens of the former religion become a veil
hindering people from recognizing the Revealer of those tokens, and the
abrogation of the former laws has always been used as the justification for
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rejecting the new Manifestation. This is the case, He explains, because
people neglect the Origin of the Cause:

There are people who every night until morning busy themselves with the
worship of God, and even at present when the Day-Star of Truth is near­
ing its zenith in the heaven of its Revelation, they have not yet left their
prayer-rugs. If anyone of them ever heard the wondrous verses of God
recited unto him, he would exclaim: "Why dost thou keep me back from
offering my prayers?" 0 thou who are wrapt in veils! If thou makest men­
tion of God, wherefore sufferest thou thyself to be shut out from Him
Who hath kindled the light of worship in thy heart? If He had not pre­
viously revealed the injunction: "Verily, make ye mention of God," what
would have prompted thee to offer devotion unto God, and whereunto
wouldst thou turn in prayer? ...

. . . Thy purpose in performing thy deeds is that God may graciously
accept them; and divine acceptance can in no wise be achieved except
through the acceptance of Him Who is the Exponent of His Revelation. I I

Sometimes the believers' interpretation of statements in the former

Scriptures leads to the rejection of the Manifestation of God. The Jews

rejected Jesus based on their interpretation of the Torah; the Christians
rejected Mul)ammad on account of their understanding of the Gospel;

and, the Muslims rejected the Bab based on their interpretations of the
Qur'an and the Traditions. But the Holy Scriptures contain complex and

hidden meanings that are not always accessible to ordinary humans­
including religious leaders and scholars. Therefore, nothing other than the

testimony specified by God can be the grounds for accepting or rejecting
the new Manifestation. No statement in any of the Holy Texts can be

used as a standard for judging the new Manifestation because the believ­
ers cannot be certain they have understood the true meaning of that

statement. It is partly for this reason that the second gate of the second
unity immediately identifies Him Whom God shall make manifest, His
successors, and then the Bab as the only ones who truly understand the

meaning of the Bayan:

The substance of this gate is that none shall encompass that which
God hath revealed in the Bayan except Him Whom God shall make man­
ifest, or the One Who is taught such knowledge by Him, as well as the
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Exalted Tree from which the Bayan hath emerged. For should all the
oceans in the heavens and on the earth turn into ink, all the beings into
pens, and all the souls into those who inscribe, they would be incapable
of interpreting even a single letter of the Bayan, inasmuch as God hath
destined neither a beginning nor an end for any letter thereof. 12

Other gates of the second unity emphasize that the true meaning of

all that is contained in the Bayan is Him Whom God shall make mani­
fest; thus no one can cling to any statement in that Book as evidence

with which to refute Him. In gate 1 of the sixth unity the Bab again warns
His followers that, regardless of their station and knowledge, they should

realize that their own understanding of the Bayan is only a shadow of

its true meaning, understanding of which belongs only to the Promised
One, and He cautions them not to use the words of the Bayan to reject

its true Revealer. Making the same point in the Kitabu'l-Asma', He writes:

"Say! Verily the Revealer of the Bayan knoweth its beginning and end,

which is none other than Him Whom God shall make manifest. As to all

else besides Him, these know naught save that which He hath taught
them."l3 And in His tablet to Mulla Baqir the Bab emphasizes that the

Promised One should be recognized by Himself, and that nothing in the

Bayan, not even the Primal Unity itself, should be used as an argument

against Him:

Beware, beware lest, in the days of His Revelation, the VaJ:1id of the Bayan
shut thee not out as by a veil from Him, inasmuch as this VaJ:1id is but a
creature in His sight. And beware, beware that the words sent down in the
Bayan shut thee not out as by a veil from Him, inasmuch as these are His
own words in His former Manifestation. He is the Sun of Truth, the face
of Unity, the Countenance of Lordship, the Inmost Reality of Divinity,
and the Self of Eternity. 14

In gate 1 of the second unity, the Bab speaks in the voice of God about
the binding and sufficient character of the divine words. The Word of God
is the source of the legitimacy of all religious phenomena, and now He

Himself has appeared in the world:

o My creatures! All that ye perform, throughout your lives, with
utmost striving and endeavour, is for the sake of attaining My good pleas­
ure. If ye observe the derivative precepts, ye do so solely because I have
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revealed them in the Book; if ye recognize the Imams of guidance, or
seek My nearness through visiting their shrines, this is merely because
their names have been alluded to in the Qur'an; if ye acknowledge the
prophethood of Mu~ammad,the Apostle of God, the blessings of God
rest upon Him, it is only because He was sent as a Messenger by Me; if
ye circle round the Ka'bah, it is merely because I have called it My I louse;
and if ye magnify the Qur'an, that is solely because it is My Word....

. . . But today is the Day of My own Revelation, appearing by My
Self. IS

The Persian Baran and All Things

We can now better understand why the Persian Bayan is identified as "all

things." The form and the title of the book, as "all things," express the

supreme philosophical truth of the perspective of unity. The Persian
Bayan represents the creative Word of the Primal Will, which calls all

things into existence. In other words, it contains all things, and out of this
"all things" all creatures derive their existence. The key concept here is the

qualitative difference between the Word of God and the words of created

beings. The words of ordinary humans at best describe a limited aspect

of reality, whereas the Word of God creates reality. It is this creative nature

of the Word of God which makes it the binding testimony of the Mani­
festation of God, and it is this unique feature of the Holy Scripture that

renders it the most powerful miracle of all. The Rib explains:

No power besides God can achieve this, inasmuch as that which is uttered
by God out of the Tree of Truth would instantly create, by itself, the
inmost reality of the said thing.... for the Word of God is the utter
Truth, and whatever is mentioned by it acquireth reality at once, that it
may provide further evidence of this truth, which is His utter Truth....
Unless one fixeth his gaze upon the inmost reality ofall things, ... he will
not arrive at the true realization of"Verily, the Word of God is the truth,"
since it is through the very utterance of the Word that the entity acquireth
truth in its inmost reality. 16

The fact that all things are brought into being by the revelation of
the Primal Unity through the creative Word, the Bayan, means that a
true believer will perceive in all things one and the same reality: that is,
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the supreme Origin of all things which is the common truth of all the
Manifestations of God. The unity of the Manifestations is now expressed
in the unity of all things. More specifically, the dual station of the Point,
its divinity and servitude, is the source of all beings, and the diverse
aspects of the Point are reflected in the diversity of the spiritual com­

munity. For that reason, the regulating principle of that community
should be tolerance and love. Additionally, the perspective of unity affords
the insight that everything in the Bayan is also a reference to Him Whom

God shall make manifest: if all reality is the diverse manifestations of the
Primal Will, then the Bayan, which is the description of the inner truth

of all things, is ultimately a description of Him Whom God shall make

manifest.

The idea that the spiritual community is a mirror of the diverse aspects
of the Primal Point, created by its stations of divinity and servitude, is a

major theme in all the later writings of the Bab. In Panj Sha'n, applying

this principle to the hierarchy of spiritual understanding, the Bab writes:

for instance, shouldst thou desire to comprehend the diverse modes of
the Will, thou must behold the creation of all things; and shouldst thou
wish to understand the names of all things, thou must gaze, in each Rev­
elation, upon the Book sent down by God upon the Throne of the Will.
for instance, thou beholdest all things in the Dispensation of the Furqan,
from Muqammad Himself, Who is seen in the words, "I am verily God;
none other God is there but Me, the Lord of the worlds," to the last
insignificant atom of dust, manifest in the words "I, myself, am but the
first to worship Him." The same is true in all RevelationsY

Here the Bab is speaking of how the dual stations of the Point bring into
existence all things. Then, as before, He relates this to the issue of differ­

ence and dispute within the religious community, and resolves the cause
of conflict through the perspective of unity. IS

The most dramatic expression of this truth is the Bab's assertion that
all reality and all things are present in the opening phrase of the Persian
Bayan. The background of this statement is the Islamic Tradition which
states that all truth is contained in the Qur'an, all that is contained in

the Qur'an is present within its first surih, all that is present in that surih
is contained in its opening phrase, "In the name of God" (Bismillah),
and all that is contained in that phrase is present in its first letter, Ba'.19
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The Bab explains that the opening phrase of the Qur'an, "In the name of
God, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful," has been renewed in the
Dispensation of the Bab as the opening phrase of the Persian Bayan, "In
the name of God, the Most Exalted, the Most Holy." All that is contained
in the Bayan is a reflection of the first unity, and all that is in the first
unity is a reflection of the first gate of the first unity, and all that is in the
first gate is in the opening letters of the Bayan.

The key to understanding the Islamic Tradition as well as the Bab's
assertions is the fact that the opening phrases of both the Qur'an and
the Bayan (Persian as well as Arabic) consist of nineteen letters, symbol­
izing the Primal Unity. Just as the first unity of the Persian Bayan was a
discussion of the Primal Unity and how all things proceed from it, the
opening phrase expresses the same concept in a condensed manner. Since
the reality of all things derives from the revelation of the Primal Unity,
all things are present in the opening phrase. The first of those nineteen
letters is Ba', symholizing the station of the Point. Ba' stands for the Most

Great Name of God, Baha, according to the Tradition of Imam ~adiq

that "The letter Ba' is Baha'u'llah."20 The Bab identifies various Letters of
the Living as corresponding letters of the opening phrase of the Persian
Bayan, for example, designating Mulla J:lusayn as the letter Sin, the sec­

ond letter of Bismillah.
The Persian Bayan symbolically represents this truth in many other

ways. A number of its consecutive chapters discuss the progressive con­
densation of the entire truth of the Bayan into smaller and smaller expres­

sions. 2J

The Bayan and the Four Levels ofthe Covenant

The opening phrases of the Qur'an and the Persian Bayan contain all
spiritual truth because these phrases represent the Primal Unity of their
Dispensations. Both phrases consist of four words (and thus "all things,"
19,4, and 1 are symbolically equivalent). The Primal Unity consists of
four levels of reality-the four levels of the covenant. In the Dispensation
of Islam, the first word (bism, in the name of) corresponds to the station
of the Point of the Qur'an, representing the recognition of God. The sec­
ond word (Allah, God) represents the station of the prophethood of the
Apostle of Cod. The third word (ar-RaJ:zman, the Most Gracious) stands
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for the station of the twelve Imams and Fatimih, and the fourth word (ar­

Ra~im, the Most Merciful) refers to the station of the four Gates, the
four Pillars, the four Angels, the true Shi'ih and the four Prophets of the
past who mediate between the Imam and the believers-all figures that
return as the Primal Unity of the Bab's Dispensation.

The symbolic identity of 19,4, and 1 emphasizes the indivisible nature
of the divine covenant and its levels of recognition. True recognition of
God is manifested through recognition of the entire Primal Unity. The
Letters of the Living are to be recognized because they are mirrors in
which nothing can be seen but the Point. Although the reflection in the
mirror (that is, the Point), not the mirror itself, is the object to which

one should turn, the recognition of the Point is inseparable from the
recognition of all the other three levels of the covenant.

These four levels of the Primal Unity correspond to the four existen­
tiallevels of spiritual reality distinguished by the Bab: heart, intellect or
spirit, soul, and body-where the last should be understood primarily as

the essential or inner body, not a material body. The station of the Point
is the station of the heart; the station of prophethood is the station of the
intellect/spirit; the station of guardianship is the station of the soul; and
the station of gatehood is the station of the body. These in turn are sym­
bolized by the stations of fire (the Point), air (the Prophet), water (the
Imams), and earth (the Gates). This identity is often found expressed in
many different ways in both the early and later writings of the Bab. In the
Persian Bayan, for example, we find:

[T]he first land wherein the very body of Him Whom God shall make
manifest appeareth [His birthplace], hath always been, and will ever be,
the Sacred Temple.... The purpose of this ordinance is this, that when
a piece of earth is enobled by virtue of its association with His body, it
attaineth such an exalted station that it becometh the place of pilgrim­
age through the act of circumambulation around I lis I louse; then how
much more exalted would be the soil of the essential bodies that point
unto His magnificence, and the soil of the souls that refer unto His unity,
and the soil of the spirits that hint at His praise, and the soil of the hearts
that mirror His glorification. For in the foremost station of the heart,
the fire of love shineth forth; and in the second, the air of guardianship
ascendeth; and in the third, the water of unity surgeth; and in the fourth,
the dust of existence is clevated.22
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This statement already points to another important principle of the
BayLin. Because human beings are temples of divine reality, all the levels
of reality are present within them: they also possess the four levels of
heart, spirit/intellect, soul, and body as reflections of the reality of the Pri­
mal Unity. Therefore, the human heart is a sign and testimony of the
heart of the Primal Unity, the Point. Likewise, the essential body is a mir­
ror of the essential body of the Primal Unily, which signifies the Gates.

For example, in discussing the necessity of practicing cleanliness and

refinement with regard to one's body and appearance, the Bab states:

All these rules are ordained for this purpose: that haply, in the Day of Res­
urrection, naught shall be seen in the appearance and the inner reality of
any soul save the love of God. Then those who are endued with true
understanding of the meaning of symbols may realize that when God is
not content with aught but love in relation to the accidental body, then
how much more true would be His desire with regard to the essential bod­
ies, souls, spirits, and the hearts, which are the seat of the revelation of the
Primal Unity.23

Within the Primal Unity, the four levels are the various levels of the
Logos or divine praise. Four stations of divine praise are distinguished in

the writings of the Bab. These are usually designated "glorification" (tas­

bi~), "celebration of praise" (ta~mid), "exaltation of Divine Unity" (Taw~id

or Tahlil), and "magnification" (takbir). The choice of these particular

words is significant: they constitute the essence of the levels of the
covenant. The station of the heart, which belongs to the Point, is the sta­

tion of the glorification of God. It affirms the sanctity of God beyond

any description and refers to the divinity of the Point, where all names and
attributes are negated. The station of the intellect or spirit represents the

celebration of praise, which is the station of Mul)ammad, the Apostle of
God. The expression of this station is "Praise be to God." The word

Mu~ammadis derived from the word ~amd (praise). The station of the
soul is the station of the exaltation of Divine Unity, which is realized in
the Imams. In the Qayyumu'I-Asma' and other works, the Bab exten­
sively states that the twelve Imams are the letters of the exaltation of
Divine Unity ("There is none other God but God," which consists of
twelve Arabic letters).24 Finally, the station of the essential body is the
station of the magnification of God, which is realized in the four Gates.

295
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In the words of magnification, "God is Most Great," the word for "Most
Great" (Akbar) consists of four letters. In addition, as the Bab has said, the
four Gates are the letters of"the Hidden, Well-Guarded Name, Whose four

letters are referred to by various names including the Four Gates, the
Lights of the Throne, the Bearers of creation, provision, death, and life."25

Since the Bab appeared as the Gate, the unity of the Point and the Dust,
"magnification" refers to His station of gatehood as the reflection of the

Most Great Name of God.26

In the Commentary on "All Food," the Bab relates these four words of
praise to the four stations of heart, intellect, soul, and body, and identi­

fies them as the rivers of paradise mentioned in the Qur'<in:

At the initial manifestation, associated with the arc of descent, the
first pillar of the Sacred House is established. At this station it is incum­
bent upon the servant to make his remembrance of God that of glorifi­
cation (tasbi~), as God, exalted and glorified be He, hath said, "Their cry
therein is 'Glorified art Thou, 0 Lord, my God.'''27

Wert thou to recline upon that sublime seat, and repose on that lofty
throne, thou wouldst partake of the crystal, incorruptible water, by
chanting that which God hath taught thee: "Glorified art Thou, 0 Lord,
My God." For verily this is the food that God hath sent down unto the
people of this sublime station.

When thou descendest from that sublime world unto the world of
intellect, thou wouldst find that therein God hath assigned thy food to be
His remembrance through the word of praise (ta~mid). Unto this refer­
reth the statement of God, exalted and glorified be He, immediately fol­
lowing the word of glorification, "Glorify the praise of thy Lord."28 Drink
thou then of the fresh pure milk "whose taste changeth not" during the
hours of thy night-season and daytime.29

When thou descendest from this station unto that of the soul-by
which is meant the divine soul-thou wouldst see that therein God hath
destined thy drink to be the wine "delicious to those who quaff it."30
Make thou the food that God hath allowed unto thee the remembrance
of the exaltation of Divine Unity (1aw~id): "There is none other God
but God."

When thou descendest from that station unto the station of thy body,
thou wouldst witness that therein God hath allotted thy food to be that
which is revealed by Him of the word of magnification (takbir), through
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His name, the Most Merciful. That pure honey is lawful unto thee, as a
token of God's grace, and is a sustenance from God unto those who have
recognized Him and His verses, who observe His laws for His sake)!

It is important to note that, in the above passage, the Bab identifies the
station of magnification with the name "the Most Merciful." At first this

may seem enigmatic because the word of magnification is "God is Most
Great." However, the Persian Bayan makes this point easily understand­

able. Since the station of magnification is the station of the Gates, it rep­
resents the fourth word of the opening phrase of the Qur'an, which is "the

Most Merciful." Here, what is explicated in the Persian Bayan can he seen

to have been expressed in a concealed way in the earlier writings.

In the Persian Bayan the Bab explains that human hearts, spirits,
souls, and bodies consist of the words of God relating to creation, pro­

vision, slaying, and quickening, which call them into existence. All the

actions performed by the faithful are in fact actions of the Primal Unity:

The substance of this gate is that all things return to man, and he is
fashioned by four divine words: the word of creation, which is the truth
of his heart; the word of provision, which is the truth of his spirit; the
word of death, which is the truth of his soul; and the word of life, which
is the truth of his body. And these are all attributed to the nineteen Souls
who are the Gates of paradise, for whatsoever creation, provision, death,
and life that occurreth doeth so by virtue of the appearance of these
Manifestations.... For example, should one of the people of the Bayan
offer a flower to a faithful believer, this deed is naught but the very action
of the Letters of Unity, for the soul that offereth is the burgeoning of
that Unity, and he doeth this solely for the sake of obeying them. Thus
naught is seen in this deed but the Action of God. 32

These four realms of the Primal Unity and their corresponding words
of divine praise manifest themselves in the four modes of revelation.
Through the four modes of revelation, which are the four rivers of par­
adise, the hearts, spirits, souls, and bodies ofthe faithful ~re created. As

noted earlier, the fact that all of these four modes of revelation were
revealed directly by the Bab has far-reaching implications. Most impor­
tantly, the four levels of the divine covenant were realized within the
Bah's lifetime, and no one other than the Bab could reveal verses or have
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binding authority until the appearance of Him Whom God shall make
manifest. Thus, literally, all the stations of the Primal Unity were realized
within the Bab Himself.

We can now see how the entire spiritual community is defined by the
Bab as the reflection of the Primal Unity, which in turn reflects the
supreme Origin of all, the Primal Will. An exploration of all the aspects

of the complex symbolic structure of the Persian Bayan would be beyond
the scope of this study, but a glimpse of the mutual relations of many of

these symbols is afforded by this concise statement from that work:

It behooveth those who point to unity of Essence, unity of Attributes,
unity ofActions, and unity ofWorship; to creation, sustenance, death, and
life; to glorification, celebration of praise, exaltation of divine unity, and
magnification; to fire, air, water, and earth; to heart, spirit, soul, and
body; and to snow-white light, green light, yellow light, and crimson
light, to behold all beneath the shadow of the Letters of"In the name of
God, the Most Exalted, the Most Holy."}}
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Ethics and Laws in the Bayan

~

T
HE SAME FUNDAMENTAL UNIFIC PRINCIPLE that we have seen
expressed in the Bab's approach to the interpretation of Holy
Scriptures, in His metaphysics of the universe, in His concept of

progressive revelation, and in His epistemic perspective of unity also
informs His laws and moral teachings. The laws and ordinances of the
Bab, however, represent a somewhat paradoxical structure. As we shall see,
this paradoxical structure corresponds to the Bab's twin stations as an
independent Manifestation of God and the Herald of another imminent

Revelation. In the first station, He creates laws to order the behaviour of
the community of believers during His Dispensation, but in the second
station He fashions laws to concentrate His followers' attention on the
Revelation to come. Many of the laws of the first type were later reaf­
firmed and retained by Baha'u'llah in the Kitab-i-Aqdas. Many of those
laws of the second type, however, were ostensibly severe, and all of them
were abrogated by Baha'u'llah.

The apparent severity and harshness of those laws of the second type,
and their apparent inconsistency, even incongruity, with the rest of the
Bab's teachings, has long been a topic of puzzlement and speculation. A
literal reading of the severe laws has led some scholars and commenta­
tors to arrive at a variety of negative conclusions about the Bab and His
intentions. I suggest, however, that the literalistic approach to under­
standing these laws obscures their real meaning. To discover that mean­
ing it is necessary to consider the severe laws in the context of the totality
of the Bab's writings, and in terms of the interpretive principles that we
have been exploring in this book. Such an approach yields a reading of

299
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these laws that is startlingly different from the conclusions arrived at by
applying the literalistic approach.

Before discussing the philosophical premises of the Bab's laws, a series

of seven laws that belong to the early stage of His writings should be
noted. These laws are mentioned in a work entitled Seven Attributes
(Kha~a'l-i-Sab'ih),and they were set down during the period before the
Bab abrogated the Islamic laws. The Bab enjoins seven practices, as fol­

lows:

1 Carrying around one's neck the sacred circle (holy writings arranged in
the form of a circle and carried for protection)

2 Abstaining from smoking tobacco
3 Drinking tea with the utmost purity and refinement
4 Adding to the adhim section of the Islamic obligatory prayer the testi­

mony, "I verily bear witness that 'Ali before Nabil is the Gate of the Rem­
nant of God"

5 Performing one's prayer prostrations on a piece of clay containing dust
from Imam f:Iusayn's shrine, so that both forehead and nose touch it

6 Reciting the Bab's Grand Visitation Tablet on Friday and the other holy
nights

7 Wearing a ring of white agate bearing the words, "There is none other God
but God, Mu~ammad is the Apostle of God, 'Ali is the Guardian of God,
273."1

The observance of these seven laws by the followers of the Bab served

to markedly distinguish the Babi community from Muslim society, and
that fact occasioned the persecution of three believers, including Quddus.

We can already see here that an important function of these early laws is

symbolic: they serve as forms of communicating a message. In the fourth
law, the words '''Ali before Nabil" only make sense if we read them sym­

bolically: "Nabil" is numerically equal to "Mu~ammad"; thus the phrase
means '''Ali-Mu~ammad.''We can see the symbolic significance of

"I:Iusayn" in the ritual in which dust from Imam I:Iusayn's shrine is made

the focus of the act of prayer: when engaging in prayer one is worship­
ping God through "I:Iusayn." In the seventh law, the number 273 is clearly
a symbol: it is numerically equal to '''Ali-Mu~ammadis the Gate of

God." The prohibition on the smoking of tobacco was a major feature
that set the Babls apart from Muslims socially, especially distancing
them from the Shaykhi leader Karim Khan-i-Kirmani, who was known
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as an excessive smoker. The symbolic role that is evident in these early
ordinances becomes predominant in the Bab's later laws.

Action as Spiritual Journey

All the writings of the Bab stress the inseparability of spiritual or mysti­
cal knowledge, on the one hand, and action in accordance with the divine
precepts, on the other. This principle distinguishes the Bab's Revelation
from hoth the legalistic approach to religion and the mystic total disre­
gard of religious laws.2 The principle is abundantly evident in the Persian
Bayan, but it is not only in the Persian Bayan that the mystic character of
action is emphasized. One of the Bah's earlier texts, On the Virtuous
Journey II (Fi's-Sultik II), is entirely devoted to this principle. There are
actually two works by the Bab that bear the title "On the Virtuous Jour­
ney." One is a shorter text, written before the declaration of His mission,
called On the Virtuous Journey I (Fi's-Suluk I). Here we will not address
the complex content of this work, but it should be noted that it defines

the essence of both religion and the spiritual journey as the realization of
divine love. This divine love can only be realized when one attains the four
manifestations of love, which are the four pillars of the covenant: the
unity of God, prophethood, the imamate, and gatehood or the Shi'ih.
These four levels are inseparable from each other and can be considered
as expressions of God's love for His creation, as well as the creation's love
for its Creator. In this tablet the Bab also associates these four levels with
the heart, intellect, soul, and body.3 The other tablet, On the Virtuous

Journey II, was written after the declaration of the Bab, in honour of
Abu Talibi'I-I:!usaynavi,4 and responds to his question concerning the
reward of good deeds on the Day of Resurrection.

The word sulak has two different meanings: "mode of conduct" and
"spiritual journey." The heart of this tablet is the unity and harmony of
these two meanings. Thus Fi's-Suluk is a treatise on ethics and laws which
defines action as a process of attaining union with God. A true action is
one that is oriented to spiritual truth, while a true spiritual journey is
inseparable from action in accordance with the precepts of God. For this
reason I have translated sulak as "virtuous journey."

The Bab begins this text by taking the categories posed by the ques­
tioner and transforming them. Although the questioner wished to know
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about the external rewards that could be expected on the Day of Resur­
rection in recompense for good deeds, the Bab explains that true reward
is not external or physical, but rather an inner mystical state of nearness

to God. The goal of one's actions should not be winning an external
reward, hut attaining divine good pleasure and love. True paradise is not
a state of physical pleasure in the next world; it is the realization of divine
revelation within one's heart. Consequently the question of sulak as con­

duct is actually of sulak as spiritual journey. The Bah tells him:

Thou hast implored to receive an answer concerning the concepts
of true reward, the reality of punishment, and the light of rapture....

. . . For verily, before God and before those who behold paradise in this
earthly life, every moment is the very Day of Resurrection. Shouldst thou
purify thy vision, and cleanse thy sight, thou wouldst assuredly witness
that verily the Balance hath been appointed within thine own soul; par­
adise hath been brought nigh unto thee on thy right hand; hell hath been
made to blaze on thy left; the Maidens with large and lustrous eyes, abid­
ing in their lofty chambers of heaven, have been established upon their
thrones; and the essence of the infidels hath been tormented in their ter­
rible stations....

Wert thou to desire in thy heart the performance of a good deed,
God would assuredly reward thee within thy soul. Then, in the life to
come, the result of that which God hath immediately conferred upon
thee will be revealed unto thee. For God, verily, is the Omniscient, the
Omnipotent, and the Swift in Reckoning.s

Then the Bab begins His discussion of action as a mystical process by

positing a universal maxim of moral behaviour:

Be thou for God and for His creatures even as (;od hath been for
God Himself and for His creatures. Just as God hath verily created thee
out of nothing, in like manner must thou adore Him in utter devotion,
for the sake of His Countenance, without desire for reward or fear of
punishment. Act likewise in all conditions and with regard to all matters
and phenomena.

Shouldst thou unlock this gate to thy heart, thou wouldst assuredly be
adorned with the virtues of the All-Merciful. Then, were all the people to
wrong thee, thou wouldst forgive them and, indeed, do good unto them,
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even as God, glorified be He, provideth, through His grace, for those
who have ungratefully repudiated Him. Thus, apply the same maxim
with regard to all phenomena and matters.6

This universal imperative is the essence of the Bab's philosophy of ethics,
and all His other discussions are extensions and amplifications of it. We
should note that the Bab defines this maxim as the universal principle
of action that human beings are to employ not only in their dealings
with other humans, but "in all conditions and with regard to all matters
and phenomena." This universal imperative is also a deeply spiritual
principle, one which renders human conduct a mirror of divine action.

The Bab's moral imperative has an obvious similarity to the categor­
ical imperative of Kantian philosophy, yet in many important respects it
transcends the Kantian formulation. The Kantian formal theory of ethics
rejccted utilitarian ethical philosophy, which held that the intrinsic reward
was a state of happiness and pleasure, and which therefore defined the
morality of acts in terms of the calculation of their consequences.? Kant
argued, however, that the morality of an act can be judged independ­
ently from such a calculation of consequences. He asserted that the "good
will" is morally good in itself, and thus He defined moral action as' action
motivated by good will, derivable from the very form of the action, gen­
eralized as the categorical imperative: one should act in a such way that
one's act can serve as a universal rule of behaviour for all people. More

specifically, one should treat other human beings as ends in themselves
and not as mere instruments for the attainment of one's own ends.R The
essence of the Kantian categorical imperative is that action should not
mcrely be a means of achieving one's own desires. Moral action requires
a universal concern for all human beings as members of the "kingdom of
ends"; they cannot be reduced to mere instruments or conditions.

The Bab's universal imperative includes the positive elements of Kant­
ian theory, that is, one should act without regard for one's own desires and
without expectation of external rewards or benefits. But the Bab also
defines this principle in a way that links morality to the spiritual journey:
one should act in the same way that God acts with regard to all things. No
act of Gnd is motivated by any expectation of benefit for Himself: He is
the supreme All-Merciful One Who showers His favours and bounties
upon all--even those who reject Him-regardless of their actions. Human



04 GATE OF THE HEART

beings, the Bab is saying, should act that way toward others as well. No
action should be motivated by anything other than the intrinsic spiritual
pleasure of performing the good deed itself. The same principle must
govern human acts of worship offered to God. One should relate to God
in the same way that God relates to Himself. Just as all things are non­
existent at the level of God (and thus the divine self-description is not
motivated by receiving anything besides God), humans should worship
God as if nothing else even exists before God, let alone that it could
become a reason for worship. The spirit animating one's prayer should
be that of utter detachment, love, and the intrinsic beauty of the divine

Countenance.
Despite the similarity between the Bah's moral imperative and that of

Kantian philosophy, there are significant differences between the two.
First, Kantian philosophy excludes non-humans from the kingdom of
ends, and thus natural phenomena have no moral rights. In contrast, the
Bab's imperative applies to all phenomena. Second, for the Bab, moral­

ity is the mystic process of attaining divine good pleasure. This implies
that recognition of the Manifestation of God is inseparable from moral
action. Third, this mystic orientation is dictated by the logic of univer­
sal love. Kantian theory dismisses the significance of love as the basis of

moral action.9 In the writings of the Bab, however, morality is defined as
a type of action that is oriented to beholding the Countenance of the
Beloved within one's heart and within all beings.

The Bah's universal moral imperative is at the same time"the principle

of contentment with divine good pleasure and radiant acquiescence
before the decrees of the divine Will. Since all actions must be performed
for the sake of God, they all should be a gift offered to God. This gift, how­
ever, will he accepted by God only if it is offered in the spirit of utter
selflessness and servitude. The Bah reaffirms His universal imperative in

this poetic form:

Behold thou that, verily, all things arc contained within the treasur­
ies of God. Verily, God, glorified be lie, shall never accept from anyone
a gift that existeth in the treasuries of His dominion. Present then unto
God that which hath never existed in the treasuries of His majesty, which
is naught but powerlessness and its modes. God verily accepteth the
deeds of all things through such a gift.
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This is the greatest of all gifts, according to God's religion, to Him.
Inasmuch as there is no trace of poverty before God, He, exalted is He,
Ioveth poverty, even as thou lovest to find a jewel or Elixir, for thou pos
sesseth them not. IO

The only thing that God does not already possess, and which human
beings can thus offer to Him as a gift, is their own powerlessness and

poverty.
The substantive topic of On the Virtuous Journey II, thus, is content­

ment with divine good pleasure, which the Bab defines as the wellspring
of ethics. The rest of the tablet is devoted to an exposition of the types of

riqd: or radiant acquiescence to the good pleasure of God:

Be thou contented, in utter acquiescence and at all times, with the
Decree of thy Lord, first in thy soul, and then in thine outward manifes­
tation. Thou wouldst attain the utmost state of contentment with the
good pleasure of God when thou art pleased with misery even as thou
wouldst be with glory, with poverty as with wealth, with exertion as with
tranquility, and with sorrow as with joy, in the states of thy soul and the
outward condition that God hath destined for thee.

Verily, all the knowledge of ethics streameth forth out of the well­
spring of this crystal, living water. For, verily, there are infinite stations and
endless modes in thy life. Thus, shouldst thou desire thy Lord, thou must
be pleased with the will of God in all thy circumstances and modes. Ver­
ily, I shine upon thee the light of the day-star of radiant acquiescence
(riqa'), which would enable thee to dispense with all besides Him in the
path of God. II

Then the Bab discusses the modality of contentment in relation to all

the layers of reality. First, one must be content with divine Action. This
is the secret of badd' or alteration, when one realizes that one's existence
is due to divine mercy and grace, and that one's utter contingency implies
the consLanL possibility of immediate non-existence. As the Bab has

explained in His other works, such a possibility is inseparable from the
essence of contingent beings. The only reason that one exists is divine
grace and bounty-not divine justiceY

Next is cunLentment wiLh Lhe laws and commandments revealed by
the Manifestation of God. Since at this time the Bab had not yet abrogated
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the laws of Islam, He states that all have the "duty to be acquiescent to the
truth and ordinances (a~kam) of Mul).ammad, the Apostle of God, and
to be submissive unto Him in all that He hath performed within the reli­
gion of God, all that He hath enjoined, as well as all that He hath forbid­
den."13 Making sure that the mystic orientation of contentment with the

good pleasure of God will not become an excuse for disregard of the
laws, the Bab strongly rejects those Sufis who question the absolutely

binding nature of divine revelation. According to the Bab, "Wert thou even

to conceive in thine heart, regarding any matter, other than that which He
hath ordained unto all men in the Book, thou wouldst fail to reach, in the

realm of good character and virtue, the lofty station of the people who are
faithful to the covenant."14

After contentment with God and the Manifestation of God is content­
ment with others: "Thus the state of contentment is also incumbent upon

thee in thy relations with people."15 The Bab begins with the necessity of

contentment within the spiritual community and declares that the right

of the faithful is derived from the right of God. Then He emphasizes the

right of parents, a precept that is repeated often in His works:

After the right of thy faithful brothers, it is thy duty to submit in
acquiescence unto thy parents, even though they should wrong thee.
Utter no word of contempt to them, and repulse them not. 16 Obey their
wishes before they ask thee. for verily thine obedience to them is more
beloved in My sight than thy heart's delight in refreshing, cool ice on a
burning hot day.

Were either of them, for any reason, to be wrathful to thee, thou must
reveal, in return, thy satisfaction even with their wrath, that no sorrow,
even to the extent of a mustard seed, may ever cross their heart from
thee. Verily the command of thy parents is mightier, in the sight of God,
than all good deeds, unless it calleth thee to sin against the Lord. Seek thou
their satisfaction with thee, for their pleasure is naught but the good
pleasure of the Lord, exalted be His sanctityY

Next, at the level of contentment with others, comes contentment

with one's own self. Here the Bab calls for complete harmony between the
inward and outward aspects of the human reality. One must respect both
aspects in order to attain a harmonious unity:
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As for thine own self, it is thy duty to be pleased in thine inner heart
(sirr) with thine outward action or expression ('alriniyah). The reverse is
also thy duty. Should thine inner heart desire to pray at night, and thine
outward action fail to manifest its wish, then thou wouldst not be num­
bered amongst those who are content with their inner heart.

Likewise, wert thou to desire for thine outer expression one of the
delightful favours of this earthly life, and thine inner heart deny such a
desire, thou wouldst not be recorded in the Book of God amongst those
who willingly resign themselves unto His Decree. 18

Having discussed the various levels of contentment, the Bab adds

that the highest form of contentment in this day is contentment with

the testimony that God has assigned for demonstrating the truth of His
Manifestation. Thus the summit of contentment is contentment with

the revelation of divine verses as the supreme proof of the truth of the Bab:

However, in this Day, radiant acquiescence, in all its forms, is con­
firmed for the one who is content with the revelation of verses by God,
without the slightest desire for any other proof besides them. Were any
man to be adorned with all spiritual virtues in utmost contentment in all
the worlds, and yet assert in this Day that his heart is not utterly satisfied
with the revelation of verses in the absence of witnessing miracles, then
all his acquiescence would be brought to naught in the Book of God,
and no other mode of resignation would be of any profit to him. 19

The rest of the tablet deals with the station of the Bab and the fact that

true reward is the recognition of God and His covenant; instead of seek­
ing external rewards, one should seek the paradise within. Because the

inner human r~ality is a sign of the stages of divine Action, the spiritual

journey toward recognition of the Manifestation of God is both the true
reward and the attainment of self-realization. One's heart is the reflection

of the pure divine revelation before which there can be no mention of
reward, whereas one's intellect is the reflection of the station of prophet­
hood, which is the first station of the realization of intrinsic reward. The

other spiritual stations are reflections of this intrinsic reward at their
respective levels of phenomenal reality. The supreme reward, however, is
the station of absolute unity of the inner and outer beings, where the
self is utterly annihilated in the divine Will, and "thou must not even
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allude, save by His leave, and then that allusion would be reckoned in
the Book of God as equal to the obligatory prayer, for the fragrances of
thine inner heart would accord with thy manifest prayers"-where all
human actions are naught but the very Action of God.20 This true reward
is the station of the unity of servitude and divinity, realized in the very
being of the Bab Himself, invested with the revelation of divine verses as
His conclusive testimony.ll

The Bab concludes His discourse with the statement: "For verily thou
wouldst attain the summit of excellence in divine knowledge when thou
yearnest for naught but God, and fearest naught but thy transgression.
Shouldst thou act according to this lofty path, thou verily wouldst abide
in security."22

Six Principles ofSpiritual Action

Since the Persian Bayan is the Mother Book of the Babi Dispensation, it
should he no surprise that the Bab's most extensive discussion of the
philosophy of moral and spiritual action is to be found in that text. A
detailed discussion of all the elements of the Bab's approach to ethics
and law would be a book in itself, so here we will investigate only six of
the general principles of moral and spiritual action in the Persian Bayan:
the mystic character of action, the concept of"for God," refinement and
perfection, the prohibition on causing grief, the spiritualization of Hfe, and
spiritual linguistics.

The Mystic Character of Action

The distinctive feature of the Revelation of the Bab-the divine sum­
mons in the sanctuary of the heart-constitutes the core of the Bab's
diverse discussions of laws and ordinances. There is virtually no excep­
tion to this rule. The Persian Bayan is structured around this fundamen­
tal principle, decreeing laws and ordinances only after presenting the
fundamental principles of faith which those laws represent. The first and
second unities of the Persian Bayan, as we have seen, expound the spir­
itual principles that underlie all the laws that are mentioned in subse­
quent unities. Yet the most striking feature of the Persian Bayan's approach
to laws is that while a particular ordinance itself is mentioned in the
short opening paragraph of its corresponding gate, the substance of the
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gate is devoted to an explanation of the philosophical meaning and pur­
pose of that ordinance.

Among religious texts, normally laws are least likely to be couched in
highly figurative language. Although laws are certainly subject to differ­
ences of interpretation as to their exact meaning, the normal assumption
is that laws are intended to be taken as more literal than symbolic since
their purpose is to regulate concrete practices and actions and to provide
the pattern and standard of behaviour that, over time, structures the par­
ticular society. The Bab's laws, uniquely, were not intended to structure
a society over any significant period of time because His Dispensation was
soon to be abrogated by I lim Whom God shall make manifest. For this
reason, many of the normal assumptions that accompany the concept
of law do not apply to the laws of the Bab. Knowing that His laws would
soon be superseded by those of the Promised One, the Bab was free to use
the "genre" of legislation for other, symbolic purposes.

It is therefore extremely significant that all the chapters of the Persian

Bayan define their respective laws as symbolic in nature. The Bab repeat­
edly stresses that the most important aspect of the law is the recognition
of its spiritual meaning and the fulfillment of its purpose. Otherwise,
obeying the law without obeying its real message is of no value. Every one
of the laws of the Bab is dalil-a symbol, a metaphor, a guide, a reference
and a proof, of something spiritual and transcendental. The purpose
behind these laws and rituals is that the faithful will engage in istidlal
(from dalil)---the act of inferring the true spiritual meaning of the sym­

bolic law, deriving the real import of the metaphorical ordinance, and vin­
dicating the truth that is represented by the behavioural sign. Thus the Bab
frequently speaks of the necessity of the act of istidlal. But, then, for the
Bab, the entire universe is a dalfl, or symbol of the Primal Will, and a
sign of the divine Action that is enshrined in the heart of every being. His
laws and rituals are consciously created to lead His followers to the real­
ization of the perspective of unity in all aspects of their lives so that their
lives become pure mirrors reflecting the inner reality of all things, and to
prepare them, above all, to recognize the Promised One upon His advent.

The ordinances of the Bab are thus essentially mystical processes: as
we saw in relation to fi's-Suluk II, the conduct of life and behavioural
expressions are simultaneously a process of spiritual journey. The laws
cannot be separated from their spiritual ends, just as the recognition of
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the divine truth is inalienable from observing the command of the Man­
ifestation. Discussing the law of pilgrimage, for example, the Bab states:

This is the fruit of pilgrimage, that they may arise to fulfill His Com­
mand, that haply in the Day of His Revelation, by the aid of such an
approach, they will ascend toward Him. Alas! for the Dispensation of the
Qur'an no such fruit is harvested, inasmuch as while seventy-thousand
souls circle round that House, at this very time the supreme Source of the
sanctity of the House resideth within the mount of Makli, yet except for
one soul, none is present before Him! It is evident that the fruit is not yet
gathered. In truth, it was befitting that, at the time of revelation, all the
faithful believers in the Qur'an, who by virtue of His Command revolve
so frequently around a mere piece of dust, revolve infinite times and
until the end that hath no end, around the Command of His own Self.23

Therefore, spiritual knowledge ('ilm), and observance oflaws ('amal)

are both necessary aspects of the same reality. That is why, as we have

seen hefore, one should recognize that even the affirmation of Divine

Unity by the believer is a mere shadow of the same word of affirmation

that is revealed by the Primal Will, and thus its sole purpose is the recog­
nition of the new Manifestation of God. In the words of the Bab, "This

is the essence of all knowledge and faith, could anyone but behold, gather

the fruit of his existence, and attain utter death before each Revelation,
even as all are 'now dead before the command of His previous Revela­
tion."24

As we will see in more detail, the various laws of the Persian Bayan are

symbols of the spiritual journey. For example, the Bab's obligatory prayer
consists of nineteen rak'ah units (prostrations). He describes these nine­

teen units as a journey from the realm of the body to that of the heart, a

journey that realizes the signs of the Primal Unity within one's being.

This spiritual journey can be depicted as traversing the arc of ascent,

which consists of the stages of body, soul, spirit/intellect, and heart. This
arc of ascent is the mirror image of the arc of descent, which can be rep­
resented as the first four stages of divine creative Action: Will, Determi­

nation, Destiny, and Decree.
The station of the body signifies the "refined" body, which is the spir­

itual representation of the material body, or the inner spiritual nature
of the physical body. The station of soul represents the struggle of the



ETHICS AND LAWS IN THE BAYAN 3

human soul which, having transcended the realm of selfish desires, is
transformed into a will "for God" and exerts effort to attain God's good
pleasure. The station of spirit or intellect denotes the realization of the per­
fections of the soul, through understanding spiritual realities. At this
stage the soul is united with celestial spiritual realities. The heart is the sta­
tion of the pure revelation of God within, a reflection of the realm of
the Primal Will at the human level. The attainment of the station of the
heart permits one to transcend the realm of limitations and oppositions
and to behold all things in their station of unity.25

As we have seen before, in the writings of the Bab these four stages of
the spiritual journey correspond to the other symbolic series in fours:
the four colours, the four elements, the four words of divine praise, the

four rivers of paradise, the four stages of creative Action, the four layers
of the covenant, the four modes of revelation, the four levels of the unity
of God, and many others. In this sense the spiritual journey embraces
all reality, physical and celestial, in one all-encompassing symbolic struc­

ture.

"For the Sake of God"

The Bab's most direct discussion of the philosophy of ethical action in the
Persian Bayan is found in His explanations of the concept of [illah, which

means "for God," abiding by the will of God, or acting for the sake of
God, and which refers to the inner motivation of action. The Persian
Bayan repeatedly commands that all actions must be performed "for
God." This motive of action is the same as contentment with divine good

pleasure and attaining true annihilation of self before God. As we saw in
the Bab's universal imperative, one must be for God and for the crea­
tures of God just as God is for God (for Himself), and for His creatures.
The perspective of unity renders the meaning of these two principles
one and the same: an action that is truly for God is simultaneously an
action for the creatures. All deeds are acceptable if they are performed to
attain the good pleasure of God. In the gate entitled "On the motive of
action," the Bab creates a symbolic law to convey this principle:

The substance of this gate is that no behaviour turneth into a real
action unless it is performed for the sake of God. It is for this reason that
it is enjoined upon all those who perform any act to utter these words at
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the time of their action: "Verily, I do this for God, the Lord of the heav­
ens and earth, the Lord of all that is seen and unseen, the Lord of cre­
ation." Should he recite them in his heart, his action would be rewarded
as a result.26

As the Bab explains in the same gate, this principle applies to all
actions whether testifying to Divine Unity or performing a mundane
action such as eating food. This principle is expressed in the Bab's frequent
discussion of the meaning of heaven in the Persian Bayan: the very per­
formance of a deed that is truly done for God is the instant attainment

of the pleasure of paradise. Furthermore, the Bab emphasizes that the
true act is the end of the act itself: a good deed is its own intrinsic reward.
Thus He writes, "Before those who bear witness to the unity of God,
there is no paradise more exalted than the very act of observing the ordi­
nances of God."27 The opposite is also true: "For those who commit a

grievous act, no fire hath ever been, nor will ever be, more tormenting than
their very own action, even as for the faithful no paradise hath ever been,
nor will ever be, more mighty than their own recognition and faith."28

As the Bab explains in the Persian Bayan, all people believe that their
actions are for the sake of God. But for the Bab the concept of"for God"
is not merely a subjective phenomenon. Instead, it is an objective state of
affairs. It is only through the realization of a pure heart that the subjec­
tive and objective meanings of "for God" coincide. An act is for God

when it is truly ordained and desired by God. Thus one is acting for God
when one is attaining the good pleasure of God-and that of course
always means the good pleasure of the Manifestation of God for the age.
"For God" thus presupposes the recognition of the Manifestation for the
age and obedience to His commandments. In the gate discussing the
motivation of action, the Bab instructs the believers to recite, inwardly or
outwardly, a verse expressing the orientation that acts are "for God."
Then He says:

However, no act will become for God unless the one who performeth
the act recognizeth the Tree of Truth.... It is not appropriate that any­
one perform an act for someone, unless he doeth it for the sake of God,
and it will not be for God, unless it is for the sake of the Revelation of that
time....

In like manner, the people who are now acting in accordance with the
Bayan, and recite this verse, should they, in the day of the Revelation of
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Him Whom God shall make manifest, perform action for Him, they act
for the sake of God, otherwise their action will come to naught, as if they
had not done anything.29

Here the Bab is affirming what Baha'u'llah states at the beginning of
the Kitab-i-Aqdas, that the goodness of deeds is inseparable from the

recognition of the Manifestation of God. 3D In explaining this logic, the Bab
says that since the new Manifestation is the previous Manifestation Him:'
self, any act that is not done for the new Manifestation is not done for the

previous Manifestation either:

The secret of this mystery is this, that from the Day of Adam, the One
Who was followed by the faithful was none other than the Apostle of
God, and all the revealed Books naught but the very Qur'an that was
sent down unto Him. This meaneth that, in truth, they have been veiled
from the previous Revelation and His Book inasmuch as they have failed
to recognize Him as the same previous Manifestation Who is now man­
ifested in the next Revelation.3!

One of the most extensive discussions of action for God is carried

out in gate 7 of the sixth unity of the Persian Bayan, in connection with

the law of marriage. According to the Reib, marriage hecomes lawful if both

parties utter a sentence vowing that their action is "for God": "Verily I

abide by the will of God [I am for God], the Lord of the heavens, the
Lord of the earth, the Lord of all things, the Lord of that which is visible

and that which is unseen, the Lord of all the worlds." In this law, the Bab

fixes the limit of the dowry at ninety-five mithqals of gold. He explains

that 95 is the numerical value of "for God" (Zillah): "The law of marriage
is ordained thus that all may abide beneath the bounty of God's grace and

mercy, and fix their eyes upon that which is the basis of the lawfulness of

marriage, which is naught but the words "for God," that haply in the Day
of the Revelation of Him Whom God shall make manifest they will not
deviate from the supreme Mirror of these words, the One Who testifieth
unto God."·n

We can see that the Bab not only historicizes the concept of"for God,"
but He also defines moral action as inseparable from the recognition of
the Manifestation of God. This conception of moral action and recogni­
tion (or faith and works) as inseparable from each other also rejects any
opposition between mystical insight and observance of religious laws.
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. We have noted the resemblance of the Bab's universal imperative (to

act for God and for His creatures as God acts for Himself and for His crea­
tures) to the Kantian categorical imperative. The Bab's emphasis on action

for God has affinities with Kantian theory because it emphasizes purity
of motive, universality of action, and detachment from selfish desires.
Yet, as we have seen, the Bab's universal imperative differs from the Kant­

ian formulation in being objective as well as subjective, spiritual as well

as moral, and historically specific as well as universal.
In the history of modern Western philosophy, Kantianism was

opposed by the school of utilitarianism. Where Kantian theory explained
morality in terms of the formal properties of action, as categorical imper­

atives, utilitarianism defined morality in terms of the calculation of con­

sequences leading to the maximization of happiness. In fact, in the Bab's

writings the two opposing categories represented by utilitarian and Kant­

ian theories are joined together. The philosophy of morality embodied in
the Bab's writings could even be considered a spiritualized utilitarian­

ism. Discussing the inward remembrance of God, the Bab says that one

should reckon the consequences of one's action, and that such insight is

the source of all moral knowledge. This calculation of consequences must
take into account action in both the physical and spiritual dimensions:

one should ascertain not only the outward amount of wealth, but also the
inner health and dignity of one's soul. This calculation must be geared

toward not only one's own happiness (both inner and outer) but also

the happiness of all others. Thus utilitarianism becomes inseparable from

the universal imperatives, and from concern for inner serenity:

[T]he essence of all knowledge is the knowledge of good character and
traits. Man must act in conformity with them, that by virtue of such
knowledge of ethics he shall neither witness any grief in his soul, nor
inflict sorrow upon any other soul. All the reasons for ordaining right­
eousness, abstinence, and other attributes return to this principle. For
example, should one be afflicted with poverty but choose contentment
and patience, his self-esteem would remain intact, and he would not be
grieved, and therefore when the days of his need would have passed, he
would not experience any abasement. On the other hand, should he
show his poverty he would, at best, receive assistance from someone,
which would remove that which is grieving him, but when he beholdeth
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himself, the assistance received would never equal the abasement brought
about for him. Regard, in like manner, all the good traits and attributes
in all stations)3

Perfection and Refinement

If action is a process of spiritual journey, and if it is performed for God
and to attain God's good pleasure, then every single action must be a
means of realizing the potentialities of things and the beautification and

refinement of the world. This principle is one of the main criteria of an
acceptable action in the Persian Bayan. In the writings of the Bab, the
two concepts of perfection and refinement are inseparable from each
other. The principle of perfection refers to the duty of all human beings

to exert their utmost efforts to realize the potentialities of all things in the
world. This duty is based on the idea that heaven and hell apply to all
beings and that a thing's state of perfection is its paradise. Humans, how­
ever, are required by the Bab to ensure that all phenomena achieve their
perfection because" [nJ 0 created thing shall ever attain its paradise unless
it appeareth in its highest prescribed degree of perfection."34 Thus, in
whatever activity the Bab,s are engaged, whether in the realm of indus­
try or art, they must perform that work in the best possible manner and

realize the utmost perfection in all things.
We can see, in the spiritualized utilitarianism of the Bab, as well as in

His universal imperatives, that one should take into account not only
the interests of human beings, but the interests of all created things
because the realm of nature is endowed with moral rights as well as spir­
itual significance. The spiritual distinction of human beings is realized not
by dominating nature, but by fulfilling their duty to facilitate its attain­
ment to perfection, as its "paradise." Again, the logic of the sanctuary of
unity is visible in this approach to ethics. 35

It is in this connection that the Bab consistently emphasizes the idea
of purification. All levels of reality, from the material body to the human
heart, must be purified.·)6 Natural resources must be preserved in the
utmost purity. The Arabic Bayan prohibits the commodification of the
natural clements of fire, air, water, and earthY The Bab turns the idea of
the purity ofwater into the protection of the environment. In the Persian
Bayan He writes: "Nothing is more beloved before God than to keep
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water in a state of the utmost purity, to such an extent that if a believer
should become aware that the glass of water he holdeth in his hand hath
passed through any impure parts of the earth, he would be grieved."38 In

other words, it is implicitly necessary that all streams, lakes, and seas
through which the water passes be clean.

An extended discussion of this principle can be found in one of the
later writings of the Bab, The Book of Divine Names (Kitabu'l-Asma').

In discussing the name of God, the Most Perfect (Atqan), the Bab com­

mands people to reflect the perfection of God's handiwork in their own.

Speaking in the mode of divine verses, He says:

Say! We verily have perfected Our handiwork in the creation of the
heavens, earth, whatever lieth between them, and in all things; will ye
not then behold? ... Perfect ye then your own handiwork in all that ye
produce with your hands working through the handiwork of God. Then
would this indeed be a handiwork of God, the Help in Peril, the Self­
Subsisting. Waste ye not that which God createth with your hands through
your handiwork; rather, make manifest in them the perfection of indus­
try or craft, be it a large and mass product or a small and retail one. For
verily one who perfecteth his handiwork indeed attaineth certitude in
the perfection of the handiwork of God within his own being.39

By striving for perfection in art and industry, human beings manifest

the divine perfection within themselves, and in this way, human action
becomes a divine action. In discussing the same name of God, this time

in the mode of prayer, the Bab writes:

o my God! Thy handiwork hath always been complete, alI-encom­
passing, perfect, and unfailing, and it will always continue to be perfect,
unfailing, complete, and all-encompassing.... Thou hast commanded
Thy servants, from the beginning that hath no beginning, till the end
that hath no end, to produce handiwork with the utmost perfection, for
this is verily the reflection of the perfection of Thy handiwork.... Edu­
cate then, 0 my God, the people of the Bayan in such wise that no prod­
uct may be found amongst them but that the very utmost perfection of
industry shall be manifest therein.... For verily Thou hast desired, by this
law, to build the earth anew by virtue ofThy glorious handiwork through
the hands of Thy servants.40
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The requirement to realize the perfection of all things is simultane­
ously the requirement to refine and beautify all things. Emphasizing the
importance of this law, the Bab writes in the Persian Bayan:

For, in this religion no other command is as rigorously enjoined as the
duty of refinement, and it is forbidden that one bring any object into
being in a state of imperfection when one hath the power to manifest it
in full perfection.

for example, should one build an edifice and fail to elevate it to the
utmost state of perfection possible for it, there would be no moment in
the life of that edifice when angels would not beseech God to torment him;
nay, rather, all the atoms of that edifice would do the same. For each
thing, within its own station, yearneth to attain unto the utmost height
of excellence in its own level. Thus, should a man who is capable not
realize and respond to the yearning of his capability, he will be held
accountable therefor....

It is ordained in this religion to design the doors of each place to
allow a tall man to enter through them without bending his head. It

behooveth them, each day, to build all the places in the utmost manner
of exaltation possible at that time, so that haply in the Day of the Reve­
lation of God, nothing that causeth grief may be witnessed in His king­
dom.4 \

The requirement of perfection and refinement is also applied to the
calligraphy used to copy the writings of the Bab. The Bab makes it clear

that He wants His community to be the embodiment of perfection in

all things. Furthermore, He defines beautification and excellence in art as

the means of the spiritualization of the world and the propagation of
the Cause of the Bayan:

Thus, just as today the letters of the Gospel are distinguished amongst
other communities in the art of ornament, the believers in the Bayan
should likewise reflect in their handiwork naught but perfection within
the limits of each endeavour, in such wise that a faithful believer in the
Bayan in the East of the earth should be beloved in his station on account
of his beauty and the beauty of all that he possesseth. And this is the
most mighty path for attracting the people of other religions to the true
Cause of the all-merciful God. However, these are all binding to the
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extent that one possesseth the means to do so, not to inflict pain on one­
self toward perfecting things.42

We can see that the ordinance regarding the perfection and beautifi­
cation of all things is fundamental to the sanctuary of the heart: physi­
cal beauty is a sign of spiritual beauty. Refinement and beautification
thus become the mediating point that links the physical to the spiritual.
The kingdom of the Bah is thus an aesthetic as well as a spiritual kingdom.43

The principle of perfection and refinement is the basis of a number
of ordinances of the Persian Bayan that emphasize the necessity of phys­
ical cleanliness and the beautification ofone's own body. Gate 3 of the sixth
unity ordains that a bathhouse must be built in any place of human habi­

tation. Gate 6 of the eighth unity ordains beautifying oneself and bathing
at least every four days. The Bab directs His followers to look into the mir­
ror to manifest and observe the divine beauty that is conferred upon
them, and to remember that they should not veil their primordial inner

beauty by failing to recognize the Manifestation of God. The Bab empha­
sizes the cleaning and beautification of one's clothing, and states that it
is better to change one's clothes at least with each bathing as well. He
shows His strong disapproval of dirty and malodorous clothing, and

affirms that nothing abhorrent or distasteful should be seen in His king­
dom. In gate 7 of the ninth unity the Bab prohibits the smoking of
tobacco, and in the next gate He prohibits the use of opium and intoxi­
cants. Gate 10 of the ninth unity ordains the purification of all things,
including the purification of one's heart, spirit, soul, and body. The
believer must extend such purification to all things, so that all things
become the mirror of the love of God.

Gate 12 of the fifth unity applies the rule of refinement even tu the bud y
in death. Since the physical body has been the throne of the spiritual
reality, it should be treated with the utmost refinement and dignity. Gate
9 of the sixth unity abrogates the Islamic prohibition on the wearing of
silk and on the use of silver and gold utensils. Gate 14 of the fifth unity
discusses the various means of physical and spiritual purification, stating,
"Nothing is more dearly beloved in the Bayan than purity, refinement, and
cleanliness ... and in the Dispensation of the Bayan, God wisheth not to
witness amongst humans that which is other than joy and radiance, and
He desireth that all appear in utmost spiritual and physical purity, that
their own souls be not repulsed, how much less the souls of others."4"
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Since it is incumbent to manifest refinement and perfection in art,
industry, and so~ioeconomicdevelopment, we can see in these discussions
a clear stance emerging qn the question of modernity and modernization.
In fact the Bab directly addresses the issue of modernization in His writ­
ings on the perfection and beautification of all things. At a time when rela­
tions with Western "infidels" and any learning from Western culture and
industry were being vehemently rejected by the Muslim clergy, the Bab
praised the industry of Europeans and urged His followers to learn from

its positive elements. The Bab in fact expresses benevolence toward Euro­
peans (referred to as the "people of the Gospel") on account of their
industrial and scientific advancements, and He takes this perfection as a
manifestation of the inner perfection of human reality. At the same time,

He shows His loving-kindness by beseeching God to spiritually revive
the Europeans by bringing them into His Faith:

Verily, whenever I have gazed upon the diversity of Thy creation upon the
earth, I have seen none to resemble the people of Gospel in the creativ­
ity of their handiwork and the wonders of their products. Indeed, My
heart is saddened for them, 0 My God, for it is not befitting Thy bounty
that Thou wouldst allow such a people to be veiled from attaining Thy
presence. Raise up, then, amongst them, 0 My God, one who shall bring
them into Thy Faith inasmuch as they follow Thy path and seek Thy
way.45

Later, discussing the same name of God, using the mode of rational argu­
ments, the Bab tells His followers to "perfect then all your handiwork
and industries, and seek to learn [in that regard] from the letters of the
Gospel."46 The positive appreciation of the printing industry expressed
in gate 7 of the eighth unity is another expression of the same logic.

The Persian Bayan and other later writings of the Bab also call for
perfection in social development. The Bab praises the West's material
development but calls for an all-encompassing perfection in which the
inner divine sign manifests itself not only in technical creativity but also
in moral and spiritual perfection. The West's technological and indus­
trial perfection must be extended to all dimensions of life, so that all
things are treated with respect and dignity, and all become mirrors of
the Divine Unity. Material development, however, must be accessible to
all the people and not be a privilege of the rich and the powerful. In
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addition, all these forms of material advancement must be the means of
spiritualization and not ends in themselves. Thus, they must be accom­
panied by inner perfection and the realization of divine beauty in all
physical and spiritual aspects oflife. The discussion in the Persian Bayan

about the post and the media of communication expresses the Bab's atti­
tude toward material advancement and modernization: material progress

must be accompanied by social justice as well as spiritual progress and
recognition of the Manifestation of God:

It behooveth the sovereign of the kingdom wherein lieth the Sacred
House of God-indeed, it behooveth all kings-to establish offices in
every part of their territories to disseminate the news and correspon­
dence within that land from one end to the other. In the West, such a sys­
tem is organized in the utmost excellence, whereby the current news,
which otherwise can take several months to arrive, is received within a
short time. However, it is befitting that the king make this accessible to
all, that all can be informed of the news swiftly. ror He Whom God shall
make manifest will assuredly be manifested, and should the means of
receiving news and books be prevalent amongst all, the servants of God
will attain the blessing of guidance more speedily. Were one to hear the
news of the Revelation earlier-to the extent of an infinitesimal part (a
ninth of a ninth of a tenth of a tenth) of a moment-become aware of
His appearance, and recognize Him, it would be better for him than to
be the possessor of all that is on earth and offer it in the path of God.

It is for this reason that such an ordinance is decreed, that haply in
the Day of the Revelation of that Most Mighty Day-Star, the means tu
facilitate the attainment of the glory of guidance for His servants will be
prepared. However, until such a system is made universal, its benefit will
not reach those servants of the kingdom unless there come a time when
it will be accessible to all the people. Although today the kings have their
own special couriers, this is fruitless, for the poor are deprived of such a
serviceY

The Prohibition on Causing Grief

As we have seen, the laws and ordinances of the Persian Bayan are oriented

to realizing the divine Presence, are to be performed for the sake of God,
and are to be concerned with the beautification and perfection of all
things, so that one's labour becomes a means of manifesting the inner sign
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of divine revelation in the outward phenomenal world. All these objec­
tives are based on the universal imperative of the sanctuary of the heart,
in which all creatures are seen as sacred mirrors of divine attributes. This
same foundational principle informs one of the most central ordinances

of the Persian Bayan, the categorical prohibition on causing sadness and
grief to anyone. In fact, together with the principle of perfection and
refinement, the prohibition on causing grief is the most often emphasized

among the ordinances of the Bayan.

One of the most dramatic expressions of this law is the Bab's ordinance

concerning the duty to reply to communications and questions:

It is enjoined in this Revelation that should anyone receive a letter
from someone, it is his duty to reply, by his own hand or that of another
on his behalf; indeed, any delay is abhorred. In like manner, should one
ask a question, it is incumbent upon the person asked, to give a guiding
answer, that haply in the Day of the Revelation of God no one may be shut
out as by a veil from Him. Hence, the question revealed by God, "Am I
not your Lord?" requireth all to answer, "Yea." Thus, the duty to reply is
enjoined for this purpose, although its influence will last until the very
last atom (dharr) of existence....48

This ordinance is by itself a clear expression of the norm of reciprocity,

care, responsibility, and kindness that is emphasized in the Persian Bayan.

However, we can understand the true significance of this law when we

consider the Bab's explanation of the philosophy and purpose of the

ordinance. The duty of responding is intended to remind people to say
"yea" to the call of God in all the realms of the divine covenant, and to

recognize Him Whom God shall make manifest.
The Bab then extends the duty of responding, to the degree that all

must be attentive to the tacit call of all things, whether person or thing,

including their inner states:

He is a man endued with vision who answereth the call of God in all
worlds and stations, whether in writing, through utterance, or action,
which is the most mighty means of response. And it is by virtue of the
blessings accruing from the act of answering of such a soul that all are
enjoined to respond to each other. So much so, that if an infant cry, it is
a duty to respond to him through appropriate means. Likewise, should
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one's condition silently call upon others, it is the duty of men of dis­
cernment to answer his call. In like manner, should one's place of resi­
dence call for an answer, or any other manifestation discernible to men
of vision, it is binding upon them to reply, that at no time anyone should
witness that which would cause him grief.49

The universal love of the Bab for all beings is clearly visible in this pas­

sage. The Bab gives the example of an infant because an infant repre­

sents the utmost state of powerlessness. One must respond to the call of
all people, but especially the powerless, and one must go beyond the

overtly expressed and respond, through action, to unexpressed needs.

This same point is made elsewhere: the Bab defines the most exalted per­

sons as those who lovingly reply to a call or need even before the request
is made, addressing the voice of the inner reality.50

The prohibition on causing grief is so central that the Bab ordains a

punishment for any act that causes sorrow. Gate 18 of the seventh unity

states that "he who knowingly causeth grief to any soul must pay a fine
of nineteen mithqals of gold, should it be in his power to do so." Then the

Bab declares that God has forbidden anyone to inflict sorrow upon any

soul. This rule is also extended to the spiritual community, so that caus­

ing grief to any member of the community is like causing grief to the

Letters of the Living, and inflicting sadness upon the Letters of the Liv­
ing is like causing grief to the Primal Point. The Bab asks His followers

not only to refrain from saddening people but to seek actively to bring

them joy and happiness. This injunction is even more important; He
states, in relation to women:

Therefore, in the Bayan there is no act of ohedience that ensureth greater
nearness to God than bringing joy to the hearts of the faithful, even as
naught yicldeth more remoteness than causing them grief. This law is
<.luubly binding in <.lealing with the possessors ofcircles (women), whether
in causing them joy or grief. However, man must always be watchful that
even if he fail to bring joy to a human being, at least he should refrain from
causing him grief. 51

In the same chapter the Bab categorically prohibits restricting the
movements of any person or detaining them against their will-which
of course is one extreme expression of the act of causing grief. Various
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similar ordinances that prohibit forcing people to do things against their

will, mutilating the human body, and any kind of killing-are all laws that

abrogate some of the harsh practices found in Islamic tradition, such as
taking slaves in war, cutting off the hand as punishment for theft, and

stoning to death as punishment for adultery.

As we have seen, the Persian Bayan advocates a form of spiritual util­

itarianism, where the essence of ethics is the prevention of sorrow caused

to anyone: "Man must act in conformity with" the knowledge of good

character and traits, "that by virtue of such knowledge of ethics he shall

neither witness any grief in his soul, nor inflict sorrow upon any other

SOU\,"52 In the Kitabu'l-Asma', interpreting the name of God, the Most

Peaceful (Aslam) the Bab singles out gentleness tuward all things as the

most exalted deed. He prohibits rage and wrath and commands the Bahis

to act, in all the material and spiritual aspects of life, with the utmost

consideration and courtesy, so that no one will be saddened by them.53

Elsewhere in the Kitabu'I-Asma' the Bab instructs His followers to be the

essence of love and care for others:

Be lovingly watchful of one another and thus improve your affairs.
Should ye find amongst you one who is afflicted with grief, remove his

sorrow by any means in your power, and should ye find one stricken
with poverty, enrich him to the extent of your ability. If ye find in your
midst one who is abased, exalt him to the extent ye can, and if ye find one
who is veiled by ignorance, educate him to the degree of your capacity.

Should ye find amongst yourselves one who is single, help him to marry,
in accordance with the divine law, to the limits of your ability, and should
ye find one who is in distress, bring him tranquility by any means in
your power.... Gaze upon others with the same eyes with which ye gaze
upon your own selves.... If ye find in your midst one who is hungry, send
him, in truth and to the extent of your power, food in such a way that his
heart will not be saddened, and if ye find one who has no clothes, pro­
vide him with clothes in the most dignified manner, to the extent pos­
sible for you. Look then not at yo'ur selves and your possessions, but
rather look at God, Who hath created you and conferred upon you from
I lis kingdom that which is your lot. 54

One of the most powerful expressions of this deep concern of the
Bab regarding the causing of grief is His discussion, in the Persian Bayan,
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of pilgrimage and the House of God, recounted in the context of the
Bab's own experiences on the way to Mecca:

Guard yourselves, thilt yc may not in any way be the cause of sadness
to another soul, inasmuch as the hearts of the faithful are nearer to God
than the House made out of clay....

However, nothing is more important in the path of pilgrimage than
adornment with virtuous conduct, so that should he be in the company
of another, neither he himself nor his companion should have cause for
sadness. I have observed (on the way to Mecca) acts which, in the sight
of God, are of the vilest kind, sufficient to undo the good that results
from the act of pilgrimage. These were the quarrels among the pilgrims!
For quarrels are forbidden at all times and under any condition, and the
ways of the faithful have never been, nor will ever be, aught but forbear­
ance, patience, shame, and tranquility. Verily, the House of God hath no
need of such people!55

The general prohibition on causing grief and discomfort to others is

reflected in several other laws of the Persian Bayan. Gate 3 of the sixth

unity calls for change in the way buildings are built so that no one will
experience inconvenience; doors are to be designed "to allow a tall man

to enter through them without bending his head."56 Gate 3 of the seventh

unity emphasizes the believer's duty to repay loans. Gate 6 of the sev­

enth unity prohibits carrying weapons and means ofcoercion, or appear­

ing in frightening outfits in public, so as to avoid causing alarm: "The
substance of this gate is that things which may cause a soul to become

frightened by another are not beloved before God.... It behooveth the

servant to be ever watchful that nothing he doeth can cause fear to any

soul, that haply in the Day of Resurrection all shall abide in the temple
of humanity with all its befitting characteristics.")?

Gate 11 of the sixth unity prohibits the physical punishment of young

children and discourages treating them in a humiliating or disrespectful

way:

The substance of this gate is that God never wisheth that any soul
should be saddened, how much less that he should be afflicted with harm.
Thus, He hath prohibited all from punishing a child who hath not yet
reached the age five, save by words, and He hath prohibited causing him
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any grief. And after reaching the age of five, more than five light strikes,
not to the flesh but to a protecting cover, is not permitted, and should not
be inflicted in a disrespectful and discourteous manner, as is customary
in these days. 58

In the same gate, the Bab commands adults to allow children to have
toys and engage in play. He asks adults to treat children with dignity and
for that reason He states that, in school, children should be seated on
chairs.

Gate 16 of the sixth unity discusses a number of other ordinances
that are intended to prevent sorrow being caused to anyone. Unnecessary

travel is discouraged because of the difficulties of travel at that time (else­
where the Bab exempts from pilgrimage those who are separated by sea
from Shiraz, because of the difficulties of the voyage). In that same gate,
the Bab prohibits forcing anyone to do anything, coercing anyone to

leave their home, afflicting anyone during a journey, compelling anyone
to move while travelling, and entering anyone's house without permis­
sion. This ordinance even applies to the treatment of animals, which at
that time were used for transport in commercial and personal travel:
"Should, at a stopping place, any hardship or pain be inflicted upon an
animal, the latter would beseech God to torment its owner. It is always
necessary to consider the limits of the capacity of animals, in such wise
that after the entrance of its owner into the Bayan, it would not be forced
to carry a load unless it is less than the limits of its capacity, otherwise, the
profit he may gain thereby would be of no benefit to him."59 The Bab
continues to emphasize the necessity of helping travellers who are weak,
assisting those who are on foot and offering them transportation. He
mentions that giving a ride, even if only one step, to a traveller who is
walking, for the sake of the good pleasure of God, merits the reward of
a full pilgrimage.

Gate 18 of the sixth unity prohibits opening and reading another's
mail or hook without permission. Gate 11 of the seventh unity prohibits
the use of pulpits, and recommends, for the sake of dignity, the use of
chairs and dais for teachers and pupils. Finally, gate 14 of the seventh
unity prohibits confession and seeking forgiveness from anyone but God
and His Manifestation.
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The Spiritualization of Life

The logic of the spiritualization of the world and of all human life defines
a most important principle that governs the ordinances of the Persian
Bayan. Since all creatures are mirrors of the divine Reality, and all things

are reflections of the Primal Unity, the Bab wishes to turn all aspects of
human life into explicit symbols of their supreme Origin. Thus every
law becomes a symbol that points to its transcendental meaning. Yet the

Bab is not content with merely creating these symbols; He actively inter­

prets and unravels their meaning as well, constantly reminding His fol­

lowers not to be veiled from the meanings of the symbols by the symbols

themselves.
According to the Bab, all reality metaphorically sings the praises of

Divine Unity. He writes: "Thou art the One before Whom bow down in

adoration all that are in Thy heaven and on Thy earth, Who art wor­

shipped by all who inhabit the kingdom of Thy revelation and creation,
each in accordance with its own reality: lightning shineth when it sanc­

tifieth Thee, light flasheth when it praiseth Thee, water falleth when it

beareth witness unto Thy unity, and snow filleth the air and earth when
it magnifieth Thee."60 The Persian Bayan testifies that all the laws of the

Bayan are intended to be symbols of the spiritual principle of Divine

Unity. Thus the Bab asks His followers to pay attention to the inner mean­

ing of these symbols, all of which point in the same spiritual direction:
"[AlII the laws of the Bayan have been revealed on the basis of the recog­

nition of God and divine mysteries. Should one gaze [upon them] from
the beginning to the end, he would observe that the same crystal water of

Divine Unity streameth forth in all of them in the same manner."61

These symbols deal with the beautification and refinement of phenom­
enal reality. They call for fixing one's attention on God, they link the

physical to the spiritual, they unite the community of the believers around

a common truth, and they bring together nature and culture. Almost all

the ordinances of the Persian Bayan follow this same logic. Thus every
moment of human existence is marked by spiritual symbols.

The mom~ntsof birth and death represent the beginning and end of

this symbolic journey in the material world. Gate 15 of the fifth unity
associates these two moments with rituals that are filled with symbolic
meanings. At the time of birth, five takbirs (the phrase of magnification,
"God is Most Great") are to be recited, each followed by the recitation
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nineteen times of a particular verse avowing faith in God, certitude
regarding God, quickening by God, death by God, and contentment with
(iod. For honouring the dead there are six takbirs, each followed by the
recitation, nineteen times, of verses about worshipping God, kneeling
before God, submitting to God, remembering God, and offering thanks
to God. Not only is the name of God (the takbir) mentioned on both
occasions, but these occasions are also defined in terms of the revelation
of God through the symbolism of 5 (Ha') and 6 (Vav)-Huva (He),
through the Primal Unity (nineteen times). In the same gate the Bab
explains that the numbers 5 and 6 mark the moments of birth and death,
so that all should know that they all have proceeded from the Primal
will and will all return to Him. As the Bab emphasizes, the purpose of this

ritual is that all should be prepared to return to God on the Day of Res­
urrection and be reborn in the new Faith.

It is not only the moments of birth and death that are signs of spiri­
tual meanings. The Bab turns the entire concept of time into a process of
spiritualization. Time becomes literally filled with God. This process is
most evident in the new calendar introduced in the Persian Bayan. In the
first paragraph of the gate dealing with the calendar, the Bab explains the
symbolk meaning of His new organization of time. The year of 361 days
is equal to "all things" and represents various gates of the Persian Bayan,
so that all the people, in the space of each year, will traverse the path of
the Primal Unity that is symbolized by the nineteen months of the year:

The substance of this gate is that the Lord of the universe hath fash­
ioned all types of years by His behest, and hath ordained that from the
inception of the Bayan, each year should equal the numerical value of the
words "all things" (kullu shay') [19 x 19 - 361], to consist of nineteen
months, where each month equalleth nineteen days, that from the
moment of the rising of the sun in the vernal equinox-corresponding
to the first sign of the Zodiac, the sign of Aries-till the end of its voy­
age at the end of winter-corresponding to the last sign of the Zodiac,
the sign of Pisces-all beings may traverse through all the nineteen stages
of the Letters of Unity.62

Then the Bab explains that these nineteen months correspond to the
four words of the opening phrase of the Persian Bayan. The nineteen
months are divided into units of three, four, six, and six, corresponding
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to the number of letters in each of those four words. The first three
months represent the fire of God; the next four, the air of eternity; the fol­
lowing six, the water of Divine Unity; and the last six, the sacred realm

of the earth:

Thus, He hath destined each day to be the springtime of one of His laws,
that the inmates of this paradise may partake of divine delights in the
utmost joy possible within the realm of creation. Therefore, during the
first three months-the months of glorification-the fire of the hearts of
existent beings is kindled. During the next four months-the months
of the celebration of praise-the spirits of the contingent beings are cre­
ated, during which time they are provided for. In the subsequent six
months-the months of the exaltation of unity-God causeth the beings
to expire, not as a physical death, but the death of negation and life in affir­
mation. Finally, in the last six months- which are the months of mag­
nification-the Lord of the universe, glorified and exalted be He,
quickeneth those souls who have died to the love of anyone other than
Him and have remained steadfast in His love.63

These four divisions, in turn, correspond to the four layers of the divine
covenant, the four words of divine praise, and the four creative names of

God.

The first month, the month of Baha, has special significance, as the
month of the Point, while all other months, the months of the Letters of

the Living, are created from this pivotal month:

The first month is the month of the Point, and the months belong­
ing to the Letters of the Living revolve around it. Among all the months,
the month of the Point resembleth the sun, while all other months
resemble mirrors which reflect the radiant lights of that supreme month,
in such wise that naught is seen in them but that month. God hath called
that month the month of Baha (Splendour, Glory), meaning that therein
lieth the splendour and glory of all months, and He hath singled it out
for Him Whom God shall make manifest. Each of its days is related by
God to one of the Letters of Unity.M

The first day of the year, the day of Naw Ruz, is the Day of Him Whom

God shall make manifest-the day of Baha, of the month of BaM. This
day is the source and the excellence of all days.
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All the other aspects of life-one's body, religious deeds, and social
relations-are similarly represented as symbols or tokens of spiritual
reality. Only a brief reference to a few examples can be made here. The
period in which the religious duty of fasting is binding is between the
ages of eleven and forty-two. These numbers correspond to the words
HI/va (He) and bali (bald) or "yea," respectively, signifying the acceptance
of the divine covenant.6S Various laws of the Bayan deal with the human
body, turning it into a symbol of divine attributes. We have already seen
how in the Persian Bayan cleanliness and beautification is emphasized as
a means of spiritualizing the material body. The Bab even allows the
believers to have a tattoo on their bodies: since the heart is the seat of the
love of God, the Bab states that it is permitted that the phrase "0 Thou
My God" (Allcihumma), for males, and "the Most Gracious" (ar-Ra~mcin),

for females, be inscribed on their chests, in the most beautiful of callig­
raphy.oo

The Bab speaks of males and females symbolically as the possessors of
"temples" (haydkil; singular, haykal) and "circles," respectively. "Temple,"
here, refers to the pentagram or five-pointed star, which abstractly
resembles a human figure with a head, two arms and two legsP Gate 10

of the fifth unity discusses the ordinance that males should carry with

them a temple and females a circle. Both temples and circles are made of
complex symbols, and the believers are allowed to inscribe within them
various verses of the writings of the Bab and to seek protection and the
realization of the truth of those divine names in their lives.

Some short works of the Bab are even written in this pentagram form.
The temple consists of five lines which create six chambers. As the Bab
explains, the "manifest" part is 5 and the "inner" part is 6.68 These num­
bers, again, refer to the two letters of Iluva (lie); the temple therefore
refers to God and His Manifestation. The Bab allows the faithful to write
on the five lines and in the six chambers whatever they wish of the writ­
ings of the Bab so that the divine words, reflected in the symbolic form
of the human temple, will affect the souls of the people, making them the
embodiments of divine attributes.

The circle that women are to carry consists of six concentric circles
which create five units of space between the six lines. Thus the circle mir­
rors the temple but with the manifest and inner aspects reversed. This also
symbolizes the unity of men and women- although appearing in differ­
ent forms, they are essentially the same and refer to the same reality (both
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are II, manifestations of divine attributes). Each concentric circle is to be
divided into nineteen units, making the circle consist of ninety-five cham­
bers which stand for [illaII (for God).

The circle symbolizes the Sun of Truth while the temple refers to the

Manifestation of God. We can see that the reason the Bab calls men "pos­
sessors of the temple" is not simply the fact that they are to carry this
sign. Since the temple is ultimately a reference to the Manifestation and
since the revelation of this divine Temple is enshrined in the hearts of all

men, men are called "possessors of the temple." Since the circle stands for
the Sun of Truth (again, the Manifestation of God), and the revelation of
this Supreme Sun is the very heart of women, they are the possessors of
the circle. The ritual law, then, is an affirmation of the exalted and spir­

itual character of all human beings. In this symbolism, both males and
females are reflections of the Primal Will, and both together make up
the divine name Huva, referring to the fact that they all proceed from
God and return to Him.

Another earlier work of the Bab, the Commentary on the Surih of
Praise, gives more detailed instructions for the construction of a differ­
ent form of circle, one consisting of seven concentric circles, with a square
in the centre of the seventh circle. The Surih of Praise is the one held by
the Traditions to contain all the truth of the Qur'an in its seven verses, and
all that is in the surih within the four words of its opening phrase. The
Bab interprets this surih in manifold and complex ways as.a reference to
His own truth, the secret of the "seven," who has appeared as the unity of
all the four levels of the divine covenant, as well as the station of the Gate
and the reflection of the Most Great Name of God that consists of four
names or letters. These and other complex meanings of the Surih of
Praise are then symboHzed in the form of the seven concentric circles
which contain within themselves the four sides of the square.69

From what we have seen so far of the overall symbolic nature and
logic of the Bab's writings, we should be reluctant to fall into the simplis­
tic mistake of ascribing the use of these symbols of temple and circle to
a mere literalistic talismanic and magical logic, especially in light of the
Bab's approach to prayer and His thorough rejection of any magical ori­
entation in worship. While the Bab affirms the efficacy and creativity
of the divine names, He makes it abundantly clear that the primary
intention of these symbols is to facilitate constant awareness of their
symbolic meanings. Both the temple and the circle refer symbolically to
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the Manifestation of God and the supreme reality of all beings. The
believers are enjoined to carry these symbols so that the consciousness of
the meanings of the symbols will infuse their lives with spiritual aware­
ness, and above all so that they will recognize the Promised One. Ulti­
mately it is intended that by the year 5/6 of the Revelation of Him Whom
God shall make manifest all the Babls will recognize Him. As the Bab
explains: "This is the purpose of their revelation, that haply at the time

of the manifestation of that Sun of Eternity and the Ancient Counte­
nance, all people may attain such heights that the possessors of temples
would be wholly devoted to Him within five (Ha'), and the possessors of
the circle would do likewise within six (Vav)."70

The same symbolism is reflected in many other ordinances of the
Bab. As we have seen, the relations of commerce, exchange, correspon­
dence, and conversation are represented as reflections of the reciproc­
ity of the divine covenant and the recognition of the new Manifestation
of God. A further example is the four types of greeting ordained by the
Bab. Women are to say, "God is the Most Glorious" (Allahu Abha), and
are to be greeted in return by "God is the Most Beautiful" (Allahu Ajmal).

Men greet one another by saying, "God is the Most Great" (Allahu Akbar),

which is to be returned with the greeting, "God is the Most Mighty"

(Allahu A'fam). All these greetings express the fact that any human
praise of Him Whom God shall make manifest is incapable of describ­
ing Him.

In general, the Persian Bayan affirms that no action is acceptable

unless it is performed for God, and therefore it ordains that before
embarking on any action the believer should recite, outwardly or inwardly,
a verse which testifies to this motivation for performing the action.?' The
same logic applies to prayers and devotional acts. Laws are ordained gov­
erning various occasions to remember God in ways that all symbolize
spiritual meanings. Fasting is interpreted as the duty to abstain from any­
thing but the love of the Primal Unity and Him Whom God shall make
manifest. Although abstaining from eating, drinking, and intercourse is
included, refraining from contention, injustice, and rejection of the Man­
ifestation of God is far more important:

The substance of this gate is that before fasting thou must comprehend
God's purpose thereof, regarding that which is the fruit of the fast .... The
purpose of fasting is to fast from anyone who is not godly....
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When fasting, it behooveth the one who fasteth to take heed lest he
be veiled from the good pleasure of God, so that, during his fast, should
the Tree of Truth shine forth, and command the breaking of the fast, he
would unhesitatingly obey.... Guard thyself from drinking; eating; inter­
course; contention, even in words; injustice, even to the slightest extent;
and pronouncing judgment against God. Be especially careful with regard
to the last three prohibitions inasmuch as, from the inception of the Rev­
el(ltion till the commencement of the next Revelation, whosoever pro­
nounceth judgment against the Point hath pronounced judgment against
God, which rendereth his fasting null.72

The Bab's obligatory prayer consists of nineteen rak'ah units (prostra­
tions). The Bab explains these nineteen units as a journey in the love of
the Primal Unity. Like the nineteen letters of the opening phrase of the
Bayan, these nineteen rak'ahs correspond to the four stations of testify­
ing to the Divine Unity: unity ofessence, attributes, actions, and worship.
The point to which one should turn when reciting the prayer is Him
Whom God shall make manifest, Who is the supreme focus and pur­

pose of all acts of devotion. 73 For that reason the obligatory prayer is to
begin at noon because the noontime or zenith of the physical sun is the
symbol of the Primal Point, Who is the zenith of the spiritual Sun.74

Various other, equally symbolic, acts of devotion are prescribed by
the Persian Bayan as well. Gate 8 of the fifth unity ordains that every day
the believer is to recite at least nineteen verses-in other words, one
page-of the Bayan, to remember the Primal Unity. Gate 14 of the eighth
unity states that each day the believer must recite seven hundred verses
of the Bayan, or if unable to do so, must mention God seven hundred
times by saying, "God is Most Manifest" (Allahu A~har). The number of
repetitions, the Bab explains, signifies the letter Dha', which is equal to
700. Dba', in turn, is an abbreviation of the word allafihi, which sym­
bolizes the fifth level of Divine Unity, as affirmed in the statement, "there
is none other God but Him in Whom (alladhi) all believe."

Gate 17 of the seventh unity commands the believers to recite a par­
ticular verse on Fridays, the day of rest, while facing the sun. The Bab
explains that the sun is a symbol of the Sun of Truth-Him Whom God
shall make manifest-and that through this turning of their physical
bodies they are to remember to turn their hearts to the Primal Will. In the
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Kitabu'l-Asma' a particular recitation is also enjoined to be said once a
month while facing the moon.?5

Gate 17 of the fifth unity prescribes that on each of the nineteen days
of each month one is to recite a particular name of God ninety-five times.
On the first day of the month it is "God is the Most Glorious" (Allahu
Abha), while on the last day of the month it is "God is the Most Ancient"
(Allahu Aqdam). Here again, ninety-five symbolizes "for (iod," and
through this practice, each day of the month becomes a celebration of one

of the Letters of the Primal Unity. Gate 8 of the seventh unity states that
within each month one is to write "nineteen times nineteen" names of
God, as one chooses, to remind oneself that "all things" are created by the
Primal Point, and to see nothing in anyone but the revelation of the

power of Him Whom God shall make manifest.
One of the most complex symbols in the writings of the Bab is His law

of inheritance, which is discussed in the-Persian Bayan only in general
terms. The Bab specifies that the seven categories of people who are to
inherit from the deceased represent the seven letters of the word of affir­
mation "but God" (illa'llah) in the declarative testimony of Divine Unity.
Other aspects of the symbolic structure of the inheritance law are unveiled
in the Arabic Bayan and the Tablet of Nineteen Temples.?6

Spiritual Linguistics

The final foundational principle of action in the Persian Bayan can be
termed a new spiritual linguistics. All the other principles come together
in this principle. Action must be oriented to perfection and beauty: it
must reflect divine attributes, it should be a process of attaining the par­
adise of divine good pleasure, it must bring happiness to the world, and
it must spiritualize reality.

The Bab crystallizes all these principles by outlining a new approach
to language. Language concerns the names of things and their relations,
but it also inescapably communicates the speaker's attitude about those
things, an attitude that is determined by the speaker's perspective. Words,
then, can be the means of exalting the human condition by expressing
love, unity, and the spiritual direction of reality, or alternatively they
can be the vehicle of alienation, hatred, and violence. To complete the
spiritual transformation of the world, the realm of language must also
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be transformed so that all things refer to the names and attributes of
God.

This goal is precisely the concern of many gates of the Persian Bayan,
and is a central principle in all the Bab's later writings. In gate 4 of the fifth

unity, the Bab addresses the question of names and naming. He states that
He wants to spiritualize the realm of language to such an extent that all
words become the names and attributes of God:

For the divine Cycle advanceth in stages, until such Revelation when all
things will be called by the names of God, such that no name will be
assigned to anything unless it resembleth one of the names of God, glo­
rified and exalted is He, like lfalim (Forbearing), which is a food but
resembleth a name of God, lauded and magnified be He.... For in the
Day of the Revelation of the Sun of Truth, should people attain the
utmost limit of perfection, they shall not call anything except by a name
that is like one of the names of God, glorified and exalted be He. And if
such a level of perfection be not attained, it will assuredly happen in the
subsequent Revelation.

This will occur gradually and in stages, until all heaven, earth, and
that which lieth between them, will be filled with the names of God....
Well is it with the people of that age who call nothing but by a name of
God. That age is worthy to be praised as the beginning of the worlds of
paradise!77

The significance of the Bab's approach to language cannot be overes­
timated. The Bah intends that all beings should reOect their inner truth,

the revelation of God enshrined within them; thus He transforms even

the names of the things, so that thereby the world will become filled with

the names of God. If the truth of all beings is the revelation of God within
them, and if this is the sanctuary of the heart, then this spirituallinguis­

tics links the inner reality of things directly with their appearance and their

names. The harmony of inner and outer is realized in this construction
of paradise in the phenomenal world. One could even say that this is a
return to the mythical original language that was taught by God to Adam.
In both cases, the names of things disclose the truth of things, which is

nothing other than the names and attributes of God.
Once again, it is a question of symbolism, not a literalistic magic. The

actual essence of the things in themselves of course is inaccessible to
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human knowledge. The significance of the phenomenal names of things
lies in the fact that names are the symbolic representations used by human
beings in language. Thus it is through the existence of these new names
of things within human consciousness that the spiritual transformation
is effected.

In gate 9 of the fifth unity, the Bab declares that any name of any
thing must be seen as the embodiment ofvarious names of God. In other
words, each letter of a name should be seen as the abbreviation of one of

the names of God. According to the Bab, people are allowed to conceive

of ordinary things in this way because this is the age in which all things
are to achieve their perfection and realize their true nature. Thus, to be

identified by a name of God is the paradise of each thing. In this way, one

sees nothing in reality except God:

The substance of this gate is that inasmuch as nothing possesseth
reality except through the grace of God, glorified and exalted be He, and
that a day is destined for each thing to attain unto its utmost perfection,
when all its potentialities shall be manifestly realized, and it is only then
that it is worthy to be called by a name of God, within its own limit, and
not the limit of that which is above it; and inasmuch as God hath com­
manded the people of the Bayan to elevate all things to their uttermost
limit of perfection, He hath granted them permission to call everything,
through the letters of their names, by the names of God, lauded and
magnified is He, that none may see in anything aught save the Counte­
nance of the Revelation of the Will, in Whom naught is seen but God,78

To illustrate this concept, the Bab gives an example of the lowest level

of things-a stone-showing that even an apparently worthless piece of

earth is the embodiment of exalted divine names. This is the way all
things should be called, conceived, and treated: "For example, the lowest
rank in the mineral kingdom is that of the stone [sang, consisting of the

letters 5NG]. Then in its letter Sin (5) naught would be seen but the All­
Glorious (511bbU~); in its letter Nun (N), Light (Nur); and in the letter KM
(K, that is, G), the All-Bountiful (Karim) ... that naught may be seen in
anything except Him Whom God shall make manifest, Who is the Source
of the names and attributes of God...."79 The principle expressed here
is the one that Baha'u'lhih alludes to at the end of the Seven Valleys when
He interprets each of the letters comprising the word gllnjishk (sparrow) .
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as referring to a mystical meaning: "on every plane, to every letter a mean­
ing is allotted which relateth to that plane. Indeed, the wayfarer findeth
a secret in every name, a mystery in every letter."80

Reading the Book ofDivine Names

Understanding this mystical, symbolic principle, expressed as a foun­
dational feature of the Persian Bayan, can clarify a difficult and often
misinterpreted aspect of the later writings of the Bab. We know that the

Bab gave many of His believers titles after the names of God. These
names were intended to direct their attention to the Lord of those names
so that people would not be veiled from Him Whom God would make
manifest. Various later writings of the Bab, like Panj Sha'n and the

Kitabu'l-Asma', contain lengthy sermons in which various names of God
appear in multiple derivative forms, many of which are not used in the
Arabic language. However, the Bab derives these new forms in a system­
atic way and as forms that are potentially possible, although not real­
ized, in Arabic. He derives many new names from the names of God such

as Baha, AlJad, Ilah, ValJid, JaW, Jamal, and many others. In praising
these names, the Bab creates alternative structural patterns (such as: I
verily am God ... ; Say! Glorified art Thou, () God Who ... ; Exalted be

God ... ; In the name of God ... ; By God ... ; 0 thou My God ... ; God
hath verily witnessed that ... ) which are repeated for the description of
the various derived names of God. These sermons are difficult to trans­
late, but they possess a beautiful and magnetic, rhythmic energy. Their
meaning, however, has remained enigmatic for various commentators.

We can see that the Bab's principle of spiritual linguistics is one of
the main inspirations for these works. In fact, the Bab is alluding to these
same practices, in discussing the spiritualization of language, when He
mentions in the Persian Bayan: "For the divine Cycle advanceth in stages,
until such Revelation when all things will be called by the names of God,
such that no name will be assigned to anything unless it resembleth one
of the names of God, glorified and exalted is He.... It is thus that in this
Revelation of the Bayan many such structures shall emerge...."81

In other words, the multiplication of the names of God i,s a part of the
spiritualization of all names, so that the world will become filled with
God and with Him Whom God shall make manifest. This becomes much
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clearer when we attend to the fact that such a spiritualization is the essen­
tial purpose and message of those writings. The pre-eminent example
of this principle is the Book of Divine Names (Kitabu'l-Asma'), the
longest book revealed by the Bab. This volume was written during the
period when the Bab was imprisoned in Maku and Chihriq. It consists of
361 sections, each of which is divided into four parts, each part of which
is written in a different mode of revelation-divine verses, prayers, com­
mentaries, and rational arguments. As in the Bayan, the number 361 sig­

nifies "all things" and the days of the year. The Bab takes the names of
various people and turns them into names of God, and thus makes the
world and time filled with God. The supreme purpose of this spiritual­
ization of the world is the preparation of all names for the coming of

the Lord of Names, Him Whom God shall make manifest.
The extraordinary complexity of the Book of Divine Names has yet

to be appreciated by scholars. MacEoin, for example describes it as a text
"of little direct value to the student of Babi doctrine (but perhaps much
interest to the psychologist of religious inspiration)...."82 But we can apply
the fundamental principles and themes that we have observed through­
out the writings of the Bab to gain some insight into just what relation­
ship this text has to the Bab's teachings.

In this work the Bab takes human names and attributes, elevates them
to the rank of the names of God, and deduces the type of life that is
required by the true meaning of those names. The name "the Most Per­
fect" was mentioned earlier in addressing efficiency and creativity in
industry and art. The Bab defines God as the Most Perfect Fashioner,

Who has created His handiwork in the most perfect manner by enshrin­
ing within all His creatures the sign of His own revelation. Accordingly,
those who engage in crafts are asked to realize that inner sign in the world
by exerting their utmost effort to execute their craftsmanship in the most
perfect and beautiful manner. Reference was also made to another name
of God that is discussed in the Book of Divine Names, that is, "the Cul­
tivator." The Bab describes God as the mighty Cultivator. Farmers, then,
are reflections of divine names just as kings are manifestations of the
divine name, the King. The Bab makes it evident that He wants everyone
to treat all people, regardless of their social position, with the utmost
dignity and love, because all are one and the same; all are mirrors of
divine names. Likewise, men and women are representatives of this divine
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cultivation. Thus they both should be dignified and united in love. God
as the Mighty Cultivator plants in the heart of the believers the verses of
His love. These seeds must instantly yield fruits. 83

Seen in this perspective, the puzzling nature of the Kitabu'l-Asma'
and its relationship to the teachings of the Bab becomes understandable
as the expression of the spiritual unity of all reality through a phenom­
enology of names that elevates those names to their Supreme Origin and
End. Aside from its complex content, the entire text of the Kitabu'l-Asma'
represents the best and most explicit expression of the Bab's doctrine,
which is embodied in the laws of the Persian Bayan-the perspective of
unity that transforms all of reality into mirrors reflecting the divine
names, in every possible form, in all their glory.



14

The Law of the Sword and the Twin Revelations

N
o DISCUSSION or THE LAWS AND ETHICS of the Bayan can
be complete without reference to two other key principles that
are closely related to the six discussed in the previous chapter.

The first of these two principles is the primacy of Him Whom God shall
make manifest. The second is the paradoxical nature of the law of the
sword in the Bab's writings. As we have seen, He Whom God shall make
manifest is the most fundamental and pervasive theme of the entire Rev­
elation of the Bab, especially as expressed in His later writings. There is
virtually no law of the Persian Bayan which is not an affirmation of the
Promised One, and indeed, all the principles discussed in the previolls
chapter exemplify the centrality of Him Whom God shall make manifest.
For example, we saw that the Bab prohibits causing grief to any soul. As
He has explained, the real purpose of this law is that no one should cause
grief to Him Whom God shall make manifest. If the Babls refrain from
saddening anyone, they will not unknowingly cause grief to the Promised
One. And although the Bab emphasizes the law of perfection and refine­
ment, He reiterates that the purpose of this law is so that the eyes of Him
Whom God shall make manifest will not witness anything unpleasant
or distasteful in His kingdom.

The second key principle, the paradoxical nature of the law of the
sword in the Bab's Revelation, is closely relatcd to the first; in fact, we
can only understand the meaning of the Bab's references to the law of the
sword when we regard those references in light of the primacy of Him
Whom God shall make manifest. The first principle, in othcr words, is the
key that unlocks the meaning of the second principle.

339
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When we read the laws of the Persian Bayan, we are confronted by a
dilemma. On the one hand, those laws prescribe a spiritual attitude of all­
encompassing love and compassion toward all beings. On the other
hand, among those ordinances are a significant number of apparently

severe laws, which ostensibly prescribe harsh measures against non­
believers, similar to the Islamic "law of the sword," including holy war.
The Bayan's gate 5 of the fifth unity ordains that all lands must be con­
quered by the Bayan and the property of unbelievers must be seized

unless those unbelievers enter the Faith. Gate 6 specifies the distribu­
tion of the spoils of such a conquest: objects that are matchless belong
to the Point, and the rest are to be used for propagating the Bayan, pay­
ing soldiers, building places of worship, and aiding the poor and the

community. Gate 4 of the sixth unity extols the five lands that were the
first to receive the Cause of the Bab-Pars (Shiraz), Iraq, Azerbaijan,
Khurasan, and Mazandaran. Since these lands represent the Letter Ha',
the five aspects of the human temple, the five layers of the name of the
Bab, and the five levels of the affirmation of Divine Unity, God does not
wish to behold anything in those lands except that which is most perfect
and refined; thus it is not suitable for unbelievers to reside there. Gate 16

of the seventh unity orders Babl rulers to expel all unbelievers from their
lands except those who engage in wholesale trade that is useful to the
believers. The same gate prohibits the Babls from having unbelievers in
their homes. Gate 6 of the sixth unity calls for the destruction of books
other than those written by Babls. finally, gate 15 of the eighth unity
ordains marriage among the faithful to bring into the world one who

will sing the praise of God. Marriage with unbelievers is not permitted,
and upon acceptance of the Faith by one spouse and its rejection by the
other, the marriage becomes null, while the unbelieving spouse forfeits
any claim to his or her property.

Two Approaches to the Laws ofthe Bayan

In general, two different approaches have been taken in interpreting these
laws. The first way is the literal approach, represented by the followers of
Ya1)ya Azal (the half-brother of Baha'u'llah) and a number of authors
who take the writings of the Bab at face value, reading His ordinances as
a straightforward code of laws that was intended to be enforced and to
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endure for a long time-which they generally assume to be about two

thousand years. Browne and MacEoin have also taken this approach.

Azal's followers maintained that the advent of the Promised One of the

Bayan would only take place in the distant future and that the Bab

intended His Dispensation to be just like others of the past, with a chain

of successors or vicegerents whose writings would be binding on the

Babls. According to the Azalfs, the Bab named Ya~yaAzal as His vicegerent

(va~f). In this approach, the severe laws are seen as an integral part of

the Bab's Dispensation, revealed in order to be carried out literally.

This reading, however, is beset by numerous fundamental inadequa­

cies, problems, and contradictions. To begin with, various texts of the

Bab unequivocally disconfirm the premises of this interpretation. The

Bab emphasizes the imminence of the advent of the Promised One, point­

edly excludes the institution of vicegerency from His own Dispensation,

decrees that there can be no other binding and authoritative writings

after His own passing, defines His Revelation as a mere preparation for

the Revelation of Him Whom God shall make manifest, and directs His

followers to accept the Promised One without reference to anything or

anyone other than His own being and verses. And, as we have seen, He

gives many indications as to the identity of that Promised One. All these

statements imply that the Bab did not consider His Revelation to be like

previous Dispensations, with laws intended to be enforced for centuries,

or even millennia, until the eventual appearance of the Promised One. On

the contrary, He perceived His own mission as a preparation for the

imminent coming of Him Whom God shall make manifest. As we shall

sec, this fact has critical, definitive implications for how we must inter­

pret the "severe" laws of the Bayan.

It is important to note that the literal approach to reading the writ­

ings of the Bab is not an neutral, objective interpretive method as it is

based on specific presuppositions which must be viewed as theological
assumptions. The most important of these assumptions is the exclusion

of the possibility that by "I lim Whom God shall make manifest" the Bab

could possibly b~ referring to Baha'u'llah.

The most salient question that arises, when we examine the Bab's writ­

ings on law, is how to interpret the evident contradiction between what

are ostensibly harsh laws and the gentle spirit and compassionate phi­

losophy of the Bayan. What are we to make of that seeming dissonance?
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The simplest (though simplistic) conclusion is that the apparent contra­
diction is due to mere inconsistency and incoherence in the Bab's own
statements. This conclusion has been favoured by those who take the lit­
eralist approach to the Rib's writings. But another and more context­
conscious approach suggests that the literal reading of these laws is missing
the point. In fact, the way we interpret the severe laws of the Bayan is
directly dependent on our overall reading of the writings of the Bab and
the context within which we view those laws.

The second approach to the writings of the Bab is that taken by Baha'is,
beginning with Baha'u'llah. According to this approach, the key context
in which we must regard the Bab's writings is their relation to and con­
tinuity with the writings of Baha'u'llah. Needless to say, this interpretive
framework treats as factual that Baha'u'llah is the one indicated in the
Bab's texts as Him Whom God shall make manifest. The fundamental pur­
pose of the Bab's Revelation, as we have seen, was to prepare the people

of His time so that they would be ready to accept the message of the
Promised One-a message which the Bab regarded as the realization and
fulfillment of His own Revelation. All of the Bab's writings thus were
intended to prepare the way for, serve, and to underscore the authority
of Baha'u'llah, and the fulfillment of the Bab's Revelation is expressed
in the Revelation of Baha'u'llah. This point is crucial to understanding the
meaning of the "severe" laws of the Bayan, for in this context even those
harsh laws playa crucial role in setting the stage for Baha'u'llah's Reve­
lation-specifically, for actions that Baha'u'llah would take in revealing

His own laws for the new Dispensation by confirming, modifying, or
abrogating the laws of the Bab.

In addition to the premise of the unity of the Twin Revelations, this
second interpretive approach is shaped by several other crucial prem­

ises. Foremost among these is the proposition that the Bab was fully
aware that His Dispensation would be very brief; His knowledge of this
fact is an indispensable contextual key in understanding the intent of
His laws. If the Bab knew His Dispensation would last but a few years, He
would also have known that the laws He set down could never actually
become the legal code of a society because they would soon be superseded
by the laws of the Promised One and would be modified or abrogated as
He chose. Hence the Bab was free to use the "genre" of legislation for a
rhetorical purpose very different from the normal purpose of setting
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down laws but identical to the purpose that characterizes all the Bab's
other writings.

Given the premise that the Bab knew His laws would soon be super­
seded, we must conclude that the Bab never intended the severe laws of
the Bayan to be enforced literally, but, rather, He infused them with a
symbolic purpose and function-to remind people that they were created
to recognize the Manifestation of God, and to exalt the authority and
primacy of the Promised One. He also used His laws to dislodge, in the
minds of His followers, the symbolic foundations of the old traditional
ways. In this regard Shoghi Effendi has written that the Bayan "should be
regarded primarily as a eulogy of the Promised One rather than a code
of laws and ordinances designed to be a permanent guide to future gen­

erations." He characterizes the Bayan as" [d Iesignedly severe in the rules
and regulations it imposed, revolutionizing in the principles it instilled,"
and "calculated to awaken from their age-long torpor the clergy and the
people, and to administer a sudden and fatal blow to obsolete and corrupt

institutions; it proclaimed, through its drastic provisions, the advent of the
anticipated Day, the Day when 'the Summoner shall summon to a stern
business,' when He will 'demolish whatever hath been before Him, even
as the Apostle of God demolished the ways of those that preceded Him."')

The difference between the two interpretive approaches described
above is fundamental and irreconcilable. Each leads to a radically differ­
ent perception of the writings of the Bab. The Azali approach makes the
Revelation of the Bab into an intolerant, fanatical, brutal, and oppressive
movement, one that would expel non-believers from Babi lands, confis­
cate their property, annul marriages with them, destroy their books, and
put them to the sword. The Baha'i approach, in contrast, sees the writ­
ings of the Bab as laying the groundwork not for totalitarianism and
oppression but for its opposite: for the eventual establishment of a soci­
ety characterized by the unity of nations, fellowship of religions, equal
rights of all people, and a compassionate, consultative, tolerant, demo­
cratic, moral world order as set forth in the writings of Baha'u'llah.

However, even without taking any position as to whether Baha'u'llah
is the Promised One of the Bab, an objective and careful reading of the
Bab's writings, with due attention to their logical implications, leads to the
conclusion that the laws in question are not meant to be taken literally but
instead perform a symholic and profoundly transformative function.
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The Imminent Advent of
Him Whom God Shall Make Manifest

Because the relationship of the Bab's Revelation to that of Baha'u'llah is
so crucial in interpreting the intent of the laws of the Bayan, before dis­
cussing that interpretation we will examine the case for the imminence
of the advent of Him Whom God shall make manifest.

Unlike earlier Dispensations in which a future promised figure was
mentioned occasionally and only by hints and allusions, the entirety of
the Bayan is essentially a discourse on Him Whom God shall make man­
ifest. The Bab always discusses His own Revelation and His own laws in

the context of the Revelation of the Promised One. This unusual pat­
tern is only understandable when we regard the Revelations of the Bab
and Baha'u'llah as inseparable Twin Revelations, where the former had
as its central purpose the preparation of the people for the latter. This
unique structure also supports the thesis that the advent of Him Whom
God shall make manifest was imminent.

Various writings of the Bab distinctly affirm this imminence and even
indicate when the promised advent would occur. In the Arabic Bayan
He says, "Rise ye all when ye hear the name of Him Whom We shall make
manifest in the name of the Qa'im. Observe the difference between
'Qa'im' and 'Qayylim,' then in the year nine ye shall attain unto all good."2
In the Kitab-i-Badi', Baha'u'llah refers to several passages in the writings
of the Bab which all affirm that the completion and maturation of the

Bayan would take place in the year 9 of the Revelation of the Bab.3

A further, exceedingly significant fact is that the Bab eliminated the
institution of successorship, or vicegerency, from His Dispensation and
stipulated that no one else's writings would be binding and authoritative
after His own passing until the advent of Him Whom God shall make
manifest. Nevertheless, He did name Yaryya Azal as the nominal leader after
Himself, and Azal's followers maintained that the Bab actually made Azal
His vicegerent. One of their arguments for this view was a statement
made by the Bab in a tablet addressed to Azal, in which the Bab directs
him to "manifest" the remaining eight "paths" of the Arabic Bayan if He
Whom God shall make manifest is made manifest out of divine glory
during AzaI's days.4 The Azalis take this to mean that the Bab author­
ized Azal to complete the unfinished text of the Arabic Bayan. However,
since the Bab is affirming to Azal himself that the Promised One may
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appear in Azai's own lifetime, this statement actually argues for the immi­

nent appearance of Him Whom God shall make manifest, which by def­

inition eliminates the possibility of any vicegerency for Azal. It also proves

that the typical arguments used by Azai's followers to reject the claim of

Bah.i'u'lhih-on the premise that the Promised One could not appear

before the conquest of the world by the Babis, the realization and enforce­

ment of the laws of the Bayan, and the maturation of the tree of the Bayan

in two thousand years-are all haseless.

Even if we assume that Azal was allowed to "manifest" the remaining

eight unities, this could only happen if He Whom God shall make man­

ifest had already appeared and had revealed those eight paths for Azal. In

other words, Azal's authority is wholly conditioned on his acceptance of

Baha'u'llah. This fact becomes clearer when we note these points: first, the

Persian Bayan stipulates that from the setting of the Sun ofTruth (the Bab)

until the appearance of Him Whom God shall make manifest, no one

else's writings will be binding; and second, the Arabic Bayan is written in

the mode of divine verses, and the Bab states, for example, in the Kitabu'l­

Asma', that only the Point of Truth can reveal divine verses and that after

the Bab no one will reveal divine verses except Him Whom God shall

make manifest. In the Kitabu'I-Asma', the Bab asks His followers to rec­

ognize and appreciate the station of these days of revelation for such

days are more glorious than all things. He compares the days of His own

Revelation to the twenty-three years of the Dispensation of Mu~ammad;

then He writes: "When the Cause scaleth the heights unto God, there

shall not be any path for anyone to the words of God. Say! Deprive not

yourselves of your share of the words of your Lord, and forget not your

portion of the verses of your God."5

One of the texts used by Azai's followers to substantiate their thesis is

the controversial book Nuqtatu'[-Kdf, attributed to f:laji Mirza Jani

Kasbani. This work, assumed to be an early Babi text, describes Azal as the

vicegerent of the Bab. However~ its account of this issue is so contradic­

tory and problematic that it certainly should open up many questions

about the text itself. Referring to the Bab's tablet addressed to Azal, the

author of Nuqtatu'[-Kd!states:

And I Ie [the Bab] also wrote a Will, and explicitly affirmed the vicegerency
and successorship for him [YaJ:1ya Azal], and ordained that he should
write eight unities of the Bayan, and stated to him that when I Ie Whom
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God shall make manifest was manifested by God with majesty in your
time, abrogate the Bayan and enforce that with which I inspire your
heart. ... He meant by Him Whom God shall make manifest his holi­
ness Azal himself and no one else, for there cannot be two points at the
same time.6

Although the author of Nuqtatu'l-Kaf is misquoting the Bah (the
tahlet never tells Azal to abrogate the Bayan, but rather tells him that if
God makes manifest the Promised One in AzaI's time, Azal should man­
ifest the eight paths), several issues are obvious from this statement. First,
the author of Nuqtatu'l-Kaf fully realizes that the Bayan may become
abrogated within a few years after the death of the Bab. Second, He Whom
God shall make manifest may well appear during AzaI's lifetime. Third,
the notion ofAzal's authority is self-contradictory since upon the appear­
ance of the Promised One all must submit to Him. AzaI's station, then,

would depend on his acceptance or rejection of the new Manifestation.
In view of this last point, the proposition made by the author of

Nuqtatu'l-Kaf-that by the Promised One is meant Azal himself--is
strange indeed. Although this assertion clearly shows that the author of

Nuqtatu'l-Kafdid not in fact believe that the appearance of the next Man­
ifestation and the abrogation of the Bayan could not occur before two
thousand years, the proposition itself is patently absurd since the Bab is
discussing the advent of the Promised One during AzaI's lifetime as a
conditional point for Azal to take a certain action. But if Azal were the
Promised One, then the statement would be meaningless: if you are you
then do such and such, otherwise refrain from doing it! Additionally, in
the preceding sentence in the tablet, the Bab orders Azal to obey Him
Whom God shall make manifest; thus it would be doubly absurd to think
Azal could be that person.

The statement in Nuqtatu'l-Kaf demonstrates the typical inconsis­
tency of the Azali objections to the claim of Baha'u'lIah: on the one hand
they quote various statements of the Bab to conclude that He Whom

God shall make manifest cannot appear before two thousand years and
therefore Baha'u'llah is not Him. On the other hand, they sometimes
speak as though Azal is He Whom God shall make manifest!

However, manifesting the eight paths, as mentioned in the Bab's let­
ter, may well refer to something completely different than completing
the text of the Bayan. The Bab uses the word "paths" (manahij) in two
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senses. One sense refers to the unities of the Bayan, and the other to the
entire Bayan as the Path of God and His laws. The Bab's reference to
manifesting the eight "paths" after the appearance of the Promised One
may refer instead to making public or distributing the eight copies of
the Bayan that the Bab had sent to Azal, commanding him to give them
to eight individuals who are identified in the letter. The accuracy of this
reading is supported by the Bab's statement, in that letter, that God has
promised one of these eight paths to the Bab's mother. Obviously, this
must refer to the copies of the Bayan sent to Azal for distribution at a time
when Baha'u'lhih would allow it.

Surprisingly, Azal did write a book that was supposed to complete

the Bayan (titled Mutammim-i-Bayan), but it does not consist of supply­
ing the eight unrevealed unities of the Arabic Bayan. Instead it attempts
only to complete some of the remaining gates of the Persian Bayan (chap­
ter I I of the ninth unity to chapter 19 of the eleventh unity), which cor­
respond to revealed gates in the Arahic Bayan. It seems that, unlike his
followers, Azal himself did not take the reference to "manifesting eight
paths" as signifying the revelation of the eight remaining unities of the
Arabic Bayan.

In fact, the Azali interpretation of the writings of the Bab completely

contradicts the Bab's own unequivocal statements in the Persian Bayan
that "from the time of the setting of the Sun [of the BabJ until the Ris­
ing of the Sun of Him Whom God shall make manifest, there will be no
more binding Writings, and the Letters of the Living and all the believ­

ers in God and in the Bayan will be under their shadow [the Writings of
the Point of the Bayan ]."7 This passage is most significant for under­
standing the covenant of the Bab. As we saw earlier, unlike the Islamic Dis­
pensation in which the four layers of the covenant, and their four
corresponding modes of revelation, were manifested over a period of
more than a thousand years by a succession of different figures, the four
layers of the Bab's covenant appeared simultaneously as the Primal Unity
in the very first year of the Bab's Revelation, and all the modes of reve­
lation were revealed hy the Bab alone. This fact strongly suggests that
the Bab's Dispensation was not destined to last beyond one generation.
Regardless of the form that leadership of the Babi community might
take after the Bab had departed, the possibility for anyone to put forth
authoritative writings before the coming of the Promised One is com­
pletely dosed.
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The elimination of the stations of vicegerency and prophethood from
the Dispensation of the Bab is expressed unequivocally in gate 14 of the
sixth unity of the Bayan; the Bab states that "regarding titles, in this Dis­

pensation no one is called by the name vicegerent (va~i) or prophet
(nabi)." Instead, He says, all should only be called "believers," until the day
of Resurrection arrives, "when the Tree of Truth will choose to call any­

one by any name He willeth," for only He Whom God shall make man­

ifest would know who is a vicegerent and who is not. Any claim to
vicegerency for Azal thus inherently violates the explicit text of the Per­

sian Bayan.

The claim by Azal's supporters that the Bab conferred the title of

vicegerent upon Azal is itself an outright falsehood. Nowhere in the

works of the Bab is Azal called a vicegerent, and never did the Bab title
any of His works the "Tablet of Vicegerency," as is sometimes claimed

for the tablet discussed above. The Persian Bayan makes it unmistakably

clear that after the Bab and the Letters of the Living, the only station

open to anyone is that of mere believer, and the ability to confer vice­
gerency on anyone is reserved for Him Whom God shall make manifest.

In Panj 5ha'n, the Bab speaks of the leadership of His community, after

His own death, in terms of two figures. One He calls "Ya~ya" and the

other He calls by the enigmatic name, "Son of,Ali" (that is, I:Iusayn). The

former is the nominal leader, while the latter is the hidden one:

This, verily, is that which We promised thee, ere the moment We answered
thy call. Wait thou until nine will have elapsed from the time of the
Bayan. Then exclaim: 'Blessed be God, the most excellent of Makers!'
We also answered aforetime, that ere the year Ta' (9), it behuoveth that
two signs from the past, revealed by God in the Book, would be manifested
in the year Vav (6). One of them is the prophet Ya~ya (John), and the
other is the Son of ,Ali, the true and exalted Imam.8

The Bab then tells 'A.?im, the addressee of the tablet, that He has made one
of these two figures known to him and that he should search the world

to find and recognize ~he other. He asks 'A~im to obey the outward leader
and to seek out the hidden leader, until the year 9, which would be the time

of the advent of the Promised One. The same statement is found in
another tablet in Panj Sha'n, again addressed to 'A~im, in which the Bab
says that before the year 9, before the completion of the Primal Point in
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the womb of contingency, two Mirrors would reflect God: the prophet
Yal)ya (John)' and l:fusayn, the son of 'AlL He then says that God has
made one known to 'A~im and orders him to search out the other among
the Babis.9

Baha'u'llah in one of His tablets testifies that He is the "Son of 'Ali"
mentioned in the Bab's statement in Panj Sha'n. 10 Baha'u'llah's given
name, of course, was l:fusayn- 'Ali, and His identity was kept secret during
the reign of Grand Vizier Mirza Taqi Khan, Amir Kabir, who would have
killed Baha'u'llah had he discovered the real station He held in the Babi
community. Both of the Bab's tablets to 'A~im clearly show that Yal)ya
Azal is the one who was already known to '~im-the tablets make exten­
sive overt reference to AzaI. In fact, as the two works make clear, the Bab
is discussing Azal in the context of a reference by 'A~im to Azal's station. I I

The identity of "l:fusayn" becomes even clearer when we note that
the Bab describes these two works as tablets for "the Brother of the Fruit
(Akhu'th- Thamarah), 238." The "Fruit" referred to is Yal)ya Azal, but 238

is equal to l:fusayn- 'Ali-that is, Baha'u'llah. 12 The tablets are described
as pertaining to Yal)ya's brother without mentioning the name openly.
Regardless of the identity of these two leaders, it remains a categorical fact
that any authority Azal might possess was limited to the period before the
year 9, the time of preparation for the next Revelation, on the inception
of which all the Babis, regardless of their rank, were to seek out and rec­
ognize Him Whom God shall make manifest. 13

Once again, however, the author of Nuqtatu'[-Kajputs forth strange
and inaccurate discussions of these statements by the Bab, falling into
many inconsistencies in order to defend Azal's station. The Bab's state- .
ment in Panj Sha'n had referred to the two signs (Yal)ya and l:fusayn)
appearing in the year 6. I lowever, the author of Nuqtatu'[-Kajidentifies

these signs as Dhabi4 and Mulla Ba~ir. Yet he says that they both appeared
in "the year [A.H.] 67" and in the "year 7."14 There are many obvious
problems here. First, the Bab categorically describes the year 6, not 7, as
the year of the appearance of the two signs. Second, the year 7 is actually
the year A.H. 06, not (q (the Babi year 1 began with the declaration of
the Bab in A.I1. 1260, so the Babi year 7 began in A.H. 1266). Third, the Bab
identifies the two signs as Ya4ya and IJusayn, and it is not clear what
connection, if any, there is between them and the individuals Dhabi4
and Ba~ir.



350 GATE OF THE HEART

However, the reason for such outright misquotation and inaccuracy
seems to be the author of Nuqtatu'!-Kaf's attempt to create internal con­
sistenl.:y regarding his previous claim concerning Azal's supposed
vicegerency. According to the author, the year 5 (corresponding to the fifth
stage of the Tradition of Truth, and referring to the Morn of Eternity) is
a reference to the appearance ofAzal "in the earth of determination and
shining forth." The author argues that in the year 4, corresponding to
the fourth stage of the Tradition, the Bah was under Quddlls, where the
Bab was the Dhikr and Quddus was the Qfim. But after the martyrdom
of Quddus, the year 5arrives, and the Bab becomes the Qfim and Ya~ya

Azal becomes the Morn of Eternity who was to appear in the year 5. 15 We
can see that since the year 5, and not 6, is specified as the year of the
appearance ofYa~yaAzal, he cannot also be the one who appears in the
year 6. furthermore, since the martyrdom of Quddus took place in May
1849, about two months after the end of the year 5 (and thus in the year
6), the author of Nuqtatu'l-Kafhas to postpone the year 6 to the year 7!

Yet the complete inaccuracy of applying the designation of the "Morn
of Eternity" to Azal and the year 5becomes clearer when we note that the
same author speaks of the year 5 and the rise of the Morn of Eternity as
events in two different years. First he twice mentions that Azal becomes
the Morn of Eternity of the year 5 after the martyrdom of Quddus. This
gives us the date May 1849, which is actually in the year 6 (only further
proving why the reference to the Morn of Eternity has nothing to do
with Yal~ya AzaI and, as noted, was a reference to the martyrdom of Mulla
I;Iusayn). But then on the next page, the author explains that the year 5

begins with the Bah assuming the title of Qa'im by revealing a tablet
addressed to 'A~im, in which He calls Himself the awaited Qa'im and
orders the distribution of that tablet. 16 Although the author of Nuqratu'!­

Kaf seems to think that these events took place after the martyrdom of
Quddus, we know that the revelation of this tablet, as well as the Bab's

.public declaration that He was the Qa'im, took place in the summer of
A.D. 1848 (in the early part of the year 5), a year before the martyrdom of
Quddus. All these inaccuracies and inconsistencies result from the author
of Nuqtatu'!-Kaf's insistence on identifying Ya~ya Azal as the Morn of
Eternity mentioned in the Tradition of Truth, as the vicegerent of the
Bab, and as Him Whom God shall make manifest-claims which are all
clearly baseless.
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As mentioned earlier, although Azal was the nominal head of the
community, his spiritual station was that of a "mirror," which merits
praise by means of divine names (such as Eternal or Azal) only as long as
it is turned toward the Sun of Truth; if it turns away, it becomes a letter
of negation. It should be noted that it is in the very tablet to Azal discussed
above, usually called the Will of the Bab to Azal (or mistakenly, the "Tablet
ofVicegerency"), that the Bab makes the famous statement: "Verily I am
He Who liveth in the Abha realm of glory."I? In addressing these words
to Azal, the Bab was indicating to him that in the next Revelation, the Bab
would appear as "Baha" (Glory), and it would he toward Him that Azal
must turn if he wanted to remain a letter of affirmation.

The Year 9

The year 9 passed, and when no one made any public claim to be Him
Whom God shall make manifest, a number of prominent Babis put forth
claims that they were the awaited one. 18 Azal was forced to denounce

them and called for them to be assassinated, particularly Dayyan (Mirza
Asadu'llah-i-Khu'i). It was possible for so many Babis to assert such
claims only because the Bab had educated His followers to expect the
coming of the Promised One imminently. The phenomenon of all those

claims being made by various Babis may be understood more as an affi.r­
mation of their longing to attain the presence of the Promised One than
anything else. Dayyan himself later attained the presence of Baha'u'llah
in Baghdad and recognized His station. 19 Since the Bab had said that

Dayyan would be "the third Letter to believe in Him Whom God shall
make manifest," it is not surprising that Dayyan would be convinced that
the Promised One would appear during his lifetime.

One of those who were told by the Bab that they would attain the
presence of Him Whom God shall make manifest was the Letter of the
Living Mulla Baqir. In an important tablet addressed to him, the Bah
tells him to "Count the numerical value of the letters of affirmation,
including the tushdid of the letter Lam, that haply thou mayest in eight
years, in the day of His Revelation, attain unto His Presence."20 If Mulla
Baqir does not attain His presence at the beginning of the year, the Bab
assures him, he will certainly do so at its end. "Know thou, however, of
a certainty that His Cause is the Most Mighty (A (~arn) above and beyond
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any Mighty (jt~im) Cause, and His Remembrance is the Most Great
(Akbar), beyond any Great (Kabir) Remembrance."21

Within that passage, in at least four different ways the Bab alludes to
the end of the year 8 and the beginning of the year 9 of His Revelation as
the year of the Promised One's advent. First, He states that Mulla Baqir
will attain His presence in the year 8 and by the beginning of the year 9.

Second, when the Bab says, "Count the numerical value of the letters of
affirmation, including the tashdid of the letter Lam" (referring to the
phrase of affirmation in the declarative testimony of Divine Unity, which
with the inclusion of the tashdid equals 8), the Bab is indicating that after

eight years and by the beginning of the year 9 the Promised One will
appear. It is important to remember that the two last months of 1268

and the two first months of 1269 correspond to the period when Baha'u'­
llah was imprisoned in the Siyah-Chal dungeon in Tehran, where He
received the revelation marking the beginning of the new divine Cause.
Third, in the same statement, the Bab terms the Cause of Him Whom God

shall make manifest A';;am in comparison to His own Cause, which is
'A;;im. The numerical difference between the two is 9, and this same dif­
ference is mentioned in other tablets as a reference to the timing of the
Revelation of the Promised One. Finally, the Bab's statement is also a ref­
erence to the name of the Promised One. The value of the letters of affir­
mation including the tashdid (62 + 66 = 128) is equivalent to "I;Iusayn."
Read in conjunction with the Bab's statement in Panj Sha'n concerning
the identity of the concealed Babi leader, this tablet indicates that He
Whom God shall make manifest is "I;Iusayn."

Despite the Bab's many references to the year 9 in connection with the
appearance of the Promised One, MacEoin claims that those references
were ambiguous and devoid of much significance for the early Babis:

But what of the "year nine" itself? There are clear references to it in
some of the Bab's writings. In the Arabic Bayan, for example, he writes:
"When you hear the mention of the one we shall manifest in the name
of the Qa'im, anticipate the difference bet~een al-qa'im and al-qayyum.
Then you shall attain to all good in the year nine." One of the prob-
lems posed by the use of the terms lsic] al-qaYY~lm in these passages
is that it is not a normal eschatological term in Shi'i literature and can­
not readily be identified with an expected eschatological figure. Nor­
mally, in fact, the word occurs as a title of the divinity.... Nor is the
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numerical difference between al-qa'im and al-qayyum of much help,
since this may amount to 5,9, or 14, depending on the value given to the
third letter (either yd' or hamza) of qa'imY

But these statements are not supported by facts. The claim that the dif­
ference between Q(i'im and Qayyum is not necessarily nine is incorrect.

Even the statement MacEoin cites demonstrates that this difference refers

to the year 9, a year in which people will "attain unto all good." Yet it is
the Bab Himself Who has said, in reference to the same eschatological

expectation, that the difference between Qa'im and Qayyum is 9:

Ere nine will have elapsed from the inception of this Cause, the realities
of the created things will not be made manifest. All that thou hast as yet
seen is but the stage from the moist germ until We clothed it with flesh.
Be patient until thou beholdest a new creation. Say: Blessed, therefore, be
God, the Most Excellent of Makers! 1 testify that the difference between
the "Qa'im" and the "Qayyum" is the number nine, which marketh the
period when sanctified souls were consummated and established in their
own stations. That is also the difference between "A'zam" and '''Azim.''23. .

Here the Bab also definitively identifies the difference between A'~am

and 'A~im as nine. And in His work Law~-i-Haykalu'd-Din,the Bab

explicitly describes the difference as nine years: "Ye shall assuredly find All

Good in the numerical difference between Qa'im and Qayyum, in nine
years."24

There are other problems with MacEoin's assessment. First, he doubts

that the Bab's words are related to the appearance of Him Whom God

shall make manifest. But the statement itself clearly shows that it does
indeed concern His appearance. The Bab's ordinance is better translated

as follows: "Rise ye all when ye hear the name of Him Whom We shall

make manifest in the name of the Qa'im. Observe the difference between
Qd'im and Qayyum, then in the year nine ye shall attain unto all good."25

This law requires the believers to stand up at the mention of the name of
"I lim Whom We shall make manifest in the name of the Qa'im"-in

other words, Him Whom God shall make manifest. His title is expressed
in the first person plural because the Arabic Bayan uses the language of
divine verses and thus God is directly speaking as "We"; and indeed this
form occurs throughout that work in all references to Him Whom God

353
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shall make manifest. However, if there is any doubt that "He Whom We
shall make manifest" is the same as "He Whom God shall make manifest,"
one need only consider the equivalent of this law in the Persian Bayan
where the Bab commands all to rise when they hear the name of "Him
Whom God shall make manifest in the name of the Qa'im."26

The fact that the passage in the Arabic Bayan relates to the coming of
Him Whom God shall make manifest is made even clearer when we
observe that in the Tablet to Mulla Baqir, the Bab speaks of attaining the
presence of Him Whom God shall make manifest in the year 8 and by the
beginning of the year 9. Furthermore, that tablet refers to the Revelation
of the Promised One as A'~am in comparison to all others, which are
'A~im. We already saw that in the other tablet the Bab equated the differ­
ence between Qd'im and Qayyum to nine and identified both as the dif­
ference between A{~am and 'A~im. This is yet further evidence why the
Qayyum mentioned in the passage about the year 9 refers to Him Whom
God shall make manifest.

The Bab's statements regarding the year 9 speak of attaining the pres­
ence of God and attaining unto all good in that year. According to the Bab,
in so many of His writings, both of these events refer to the advent of the
Promised One. In the Persian Bayan, the Bab devotes a chapter to explain­
ing this fact. Its title is "On this, that any reference, revealed by God, to

meeting God or attaining the presence of the Lord intendeth naught but
Him Whom God shall make manifest. For verily God, by virtue of His
Essence, can never be seen."27

MacEoin's statement that Qayyum is not a typical eschatological term

in Shi'ih Islam needs to be critically examined. What is really relevant
here of course is the meaning of the term Qayyum to the Babis, not what
it meant in Shi'ih Islam. The term "He Whom God shall make manifest"
may not have any eschatological meaning in Shi'ih Islam, but it was enor­
mously meaningful to the Babis. Knowing the meaning of Shi'ih terms
is of course indispensable to understanding the context of Babi docu­
ments, but to know what such terms meant to the Babis it is necessary to
examine them in thc contcxt of the writings of the Bab. The term Qayyum
is so central in the Bab's writings that it is hardly possible to find one of
His works in which it is not emphasized. As we sawbeforc, the Bab inter­
prets the two names of God, Qayyum and ljayy, as references to the sta­
tions of the Point and His Lettcrs of the Living. That is why in His own
Dispensation the Bab is both the Qa'im and the Qayytim, and that is why
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the QayyUmu'I-Asma' is a reference to Joseph, f:Iusayn, and the Bab. In
the larger sense, Joseph or the QayyUm is the station of the Point, which
appears in each Dispensation in a new form and with a new name. Thus
He Whom God shall make manifest is also the QayyUm relative to the pre­
vious (Bab!) Dispensation of the Qa'im. In fact what the Bab is saying is
that although the term Qa'im, meaning "one who arises," is a description
of the Bab, all these names are ultimately descriptions of the Promised
One, Who is the QayyUm. Thus whenever the word Qa'im is spoken, the
Babis are to symbolically demonstrate their allegiance to Him Whom
God shall make manifest by standing up as well. The Bab is instructing
the Babis to be constantly attentive and ready to accept the Promised
One. But it is in the year 9 that they can actually-not just symboli­
cally-arise to follow Him.

MacEoin's own statement actually gives another clue to the correct
understanding of the term Qayyum when he notes that "normally, in
fact, the word occurs as a title of the divinity." Indeed, it is precisely

because Qayyum was a well-known title of God among both Muslims
and Babis that we can understand the eschatological import of the term
in the passage about the year 9. The most direct eschatological reference
in the Qur'an is to the attainment of the presence of God on the Day of
Resurrection. This in fact is why the Bab identifies the year 9 not only as
the year in which people will attain unto all good, but also as the year when
people will attain the presence of God.

Other evidence that Quyyum did indeed have eschatological signifi­
cance for the Babis is contained in a statement by Mirza Mu~ammad
'Ali Zunuzi, surnamed Anis, who was martyred with the Bab. The state­
ment is part of a work that describes Zunuzi's debate with a Shaykhi
leader in Tabriz, and it is quoted a number of times by MacEoin.28 Zunuzi
tells us:

Thus in the famous Tradition it is mentioned that the Qa'im, like
Joseph, will engage in dissimulation. Just as Joseph did not unveil his
true station, He also did not explicitly reveal His true station and the
truth of some other matters. Thus He called Himself the Bab, which
really meant the Gate to the City of Him Whom God shall make man­
ifest, and the Remembrance, namely the Remembrance of that Object
of Remembrance, and the Qa'im, namely the One Who riseth for that
Qayyum.2Y
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This passage demonstrates that, even before the martyrdom of the Bab,
among the Babis themselves the relation of the Qa'im and the Qayyum
was perceived to be exactly the relation of the Bab and the Promised One

of the Bayan.
The writings of the Bab also refer to the year 19 as the time when He

Whom God shall make manifest would appear. This is no surprise, given
the fact that in one of His tablets the Bab identifies the manifest aspect

of the Most Great Name of God as 19, and the hidden aspect of that same

name as Bahli and as 9: "The manifest name is Vli!}id, and the Hidden

Name is Bahli since it is equal to 9, while the former equalleth 19. The first
is the Most Great Name in the hidden station... ."30 While the concealed

revelation of Baha'u'llah took place in the year 9 in the Siyah-Chal, His

public declaration took place in the year 19 (A.D. 1863) in the Riq.van
Garden in Baghdad.

One of the references to the year 19 as the final date of the advent of
Him Whom God shall make manifest can be found in the following state­

ment in the Persian Bayan:

As to the Revelation of Him Whom God shall make manifest, God
knoweth the age at which He maketh Him to become manifest. However,
from the inception of the Revelation till nineteen years (the number of
unity), take heed and be watchful, inasmuch as each year the faith of the
believers will be manifested through the affirmation of a different Letter,
after which they will not be able to manifest the fruits of the past Reve­
lation except through the next Revelation. Even as anyone who hath been
associated with the early days of this Revelation would have witnessed that
they refused to let the Manifestation of the fruit of 1270 years reveal IIim­
self beyond the station of gatehood. 31

This passage is important in many ways. Not only does it give the dura­
tion of the Dispensation of the Bab as nineteen years, but it also declares

that each of the Letters of the Primal Unity symbolizes one of the years
of that Dispensation. Thus the expression of faith within the Dispensa­
tion of the Bayan would become complete in nineteen years. Although in
the first year of His Revelation the Bab revealed Himself as just one of the

Gates-the last of the Primal Unity-He was in reality the manifesta­
tion of the Primal Point. The Babis are urged to accept Him Whom God
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shall make manifest instantly so that He will not be forced to go through
such a concealment of His true station.

The identity of the Primal Unity and the nineteen years of the Dispen­

sation of the Bab is the essence of a complex and difficult tablet written
in honour of Dayyan, called the Tablet of the Letters (Law~-i-I:IurUfat),

or the Tablet of Nineteen Temples (Law~-i-Hayakil-i-Va~d),32 While a
detailed analysis of the nineteen temples referred to in the tablet is beyond

the scope of this study, the relevant point with regard to the issue discussed
here is that the Bab identifies these temples with His Primal Unity, but the
last temple ends with the name Huva'l-Mustaghith-the name of Him

Whom God shall make manifest. Although the numerical value of that

name is 2052, the Bab is alluding to the fact that in nineteen years, corre­

sponding to the Primal Unity of His Dispensation, the year of Mustaghdth.

will be realized and He Whom God shall make manifest will reveal Him­
self. The fact that this tablet was revealed for Dayyan, who was to become

the third believer in Him Whom God shall make manifest, makes the

meaning of the tablet even more evident. The Rib's identification of the
year of Mustaghdth (equalling 2001) and the name of the Promised One,

Huva'l-Mustaghi1Jl, with the nineteenth temple clearly shows that the

Bab! cycle will be completed in nineteen years, corresponding to the nine­

teen temples. Besides the statements quoted from the Persian Bayan

(where the Bab equated each letter of His Primal Unity with one year) and
those in the Interpretation of the Letter Vav, in yet another tablet the

Bab explicitly identifies His nineteen temples with nineteen years:

As the Persian children say, the root principles of religion are five and
its derivatives six. This indeed is thy Temple, manifest in the sign of the
Most Great Name, whose outward aspect is 5 and its inward, 6.... Verily,
We have sent forth unto thee the Temples of the Primal Unity [Nineteen
Temples]. Though those who possess keen vision perceive all those stations
to be present at the time of the Revelation, yet on account of the people's
remoteness, I verily have ordained each station to be one year....33

The Law ofthe Sword in the Writings ofthe Bab

Those who adopt an approach to the study of the Bab's writings based on

the assumption that the religion of the Bab must be treated as disconnected
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from that of Baha'u'lhih, and as intended by its founder to last for some
two thousand years, take the laws of the Bayan as a straightforward code
and read literally the Bab's references to the sword-particularly the law
of holy war. One of those who has written extensively on this issue and
takes this position, attempting to refute the Baha'i approach, is Denis
MacEoin. In various places MacEoin has argued that an offensive, and not
merely a defensive, holy war was ordained by the Bab, and that the Baha'i
representation of the Bab and His message is inaccurate. MacEoin's views
on this issue are summarized in his 1982 article, "The Babi Concept of Holy
War." This article has been discussed by Muhammad Afnan and William
Hatcher, who correct a number of its mistakes,31 while MacEoin's treat­

ment of the Tabarsi upheaval as evidence of Babi insurrection against
the Qajar state has been extensively criticized in Siyamak Zabihi­
Moghaddam's work on the topic.35 Here we will concentrate on some
other aspects of the article, specifically the conception of holy war that is
found in the laws of the Bayan.

The concept of holy war-jihad or qitdl (meaning fighting and slay­
ing)-waged against unbelievers for the spread and defence of the reli­
gion, has been subject to differing interpretations even within Islam.
Several stages in the development of the concept can be identified in the
Qur'an. At first, in Mecca, at a time when Mu1)ammad had no political
power, there was no mention of holy war, and mild tolerance was the
norm. Later, holy war was made a duty. In Surih 9, the command is given
to "slay the idolaters, wherever you find them," unless they repent, while

Christians and Jews are to be fought against until they pay tribute will­
ingly in a state of humiliation.36

Historically, until the nineteenth century, Islamic jurisprudence
defined holy war as offensive (as well as defensive) war. Statements in

the Surih of the Cow such as verses 190-93, which say to fight against
those who fight against you but "do not transgress the limits" became
the basis of modern arguments that holy war is solely meant to be defen­
sive, but these verses were classically interpreted as meaning that, in the
conduct of a holy war, those among the enemy who do not take up the
sword (in other words, the elderly, women, and children) should not be
slain.

MacEoin claims that the doctrine of holy war-meant literally and as
traditionally understood in its severest form within Islam-is present in
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both the Bab's earlier and later writings. To support his argument he
refers to statements in the Qayyu.mu'l-Asma', the Bab's early work ~aJ:1ifiy­

i-Furu'-i-'Adliyyih (The Epistle of Justice: Branches), and the Persian
Bayan. From those statements he reaches the dire conclusion "that the Bab

had, by the end of his short life, moved beyond even the harshest Islamic
measures against unbelievers. A Babi jihad was to be an ongoing process,
each Babi monarch striving to eliminate all traces of infidelity from his
dominions and, ultimately, from the earth in order to establish a totali­

tarian Babi state."3?

The first problem with MacEoin's analysis is his use of the early writ­

ings of the Bab to infer a concept of holy war which is then superim­

posed upon the later writings. But the Bab has frequently stated that His

earlier writings reaffirmed the Qur'anic laws for rhetorical reasons of

audience reception. We should thus not be surprised to find mention of
the Islamic law of holy war in those earlier writings. The Bab has explained

that the outward appearance of those early statements does not represent

His own actual intent and that He did not express His real purpose openly
in His early writings. 38 He attests that He reaffirmed the Islamic laws in

the Qayyumu'l-Asma' out of mercy for the people, who were unprepared
for the shock that would be caused by the disclosure of His true station

as well as the new laws of His Dispensation:

Consider the manifold favours vouchsafed by the Promised One, and
the effusions of His bounty which have pervaded the concourse of the fol­
lowers of Islam to enable them to attain unto salvation. Indeed observe
how He Who representeth the origin of creation, He Who is the Expo­
nent of the verse, "I, in very truth, am God," identified Himself as the Gate
(Bab) for the advent of the promised Qa'im, a descendant ofMu~ammad,
and in His first Book enjoined the observance of the laws of the Qur'an,
so that the people might not be seized with perturbation by reason of a
new Book and a new Revelation and might regard His Faith as similar to
their own, perchance they would not turn away from the Truth and
ignore the thing for which they had been called into being.39

This vital fact, which is an indispensable key to understanding the

meaning and intention of the Bab's early writings, means that neither
the reference to holy war in the Qayytimu'l-Asma' nor that in the ~aJ:1ifiy­

i-Furu'-i-'Adliyyih can be taken at face value. As we have seen, many of
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the traditional Islamic terms and concepts that are used in the Qayylimu'l­
Asma'-such as the Day of Resurrection, life and death, hellfire and par­
adise, slaying and quickening, testifying before God, the Balance, and the
like-undergo a radical symbolic transformation in the Persian Bayan.
Why then should the references to holy war arbitrarily be treated differ­
ently and taken as literal rather than symbolic expressions, when the
overall rule of the Bab's writings is transformation, symbolism, and
metaphor? Furthermore, we cannot disregard the fact that the Bab has
indicated that His very reason for introducing new ideas gradually was that
the teachings He intended to inculcate were so very different from­
indeed, opposite to-many of the traditional conceptions held by His
Muslim audience that He could not breathe a word of them openly, espe­
cially at the beginning of His mission. In light of these facts, it seems
illogical to assume that in this one case-holy war-He merely intended
to confirm and perpetuate those same traditional ideas.

But the literal reading runs into serious interpretive problems on its
own. On this reading of the Qayylimu'l-Asma', after the Day of Resurrec­
tion there would be no more unbelievers left on earth (because that Day
is the end of history), so there would be no one left against whom to
wage holy war. Additionally, we know that the Bab considered the very rev­
elation of the Qayyumu'l-Asma' itself to be the Day of Resurrection. But
even the Qayylimu'l-Asma' indicates that the Day of Resurrection has
already taken place. The very first chapter speaks of the fulfillment of the
signs of the Day of Resurrection, such as the movement of the mountains
upon the earth and of the stars in heaven. In other words, even if we
wanted to take the concept of holy war in the Qayylimu'l-Asma' literally,
we must conclude that no holy war could actually take place.

Most of the references to holy war in the Qayylimu'l-Asma' appear in
a few of the last chapters of the book. As we saw, the Qayylimu'l-Asma'
interprets the story of the eventual victory and sovereignty of Joseph.
The Bab interprets the references to Joseph's victory as God's promise
to render the Bab's Cause victorious. In other words, in the language
familiar to Muslims of I lis time, the Bab is affirming the necessity of
rendering the divine Cause victorious.

MacEoin's strongest argument for his thesis comes from a passage of
the Epistle of Justice: Branches, in which the Bab is discussing the typi­
cal derivative laws of Islam according to the categories prevalent among
Shi'ih Muslims. Since the laws of holy war, obligatory prayer, alms, and
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the like, were affirmed in the Islamic Dispensation, the Bab reaffirms
those same laws. But, commenting on a passage in that text, MacEoin
claims it

indicates that the Bab explicitly raised jihad to the rank of a sixth pillar
of the faith. He then refers to the idea that, when God sent Mul}.ammad,
it was with five swords, and that three of these would not be returned to
their scabbards until war came to an end. This would not happen until
the sun rose from the west. The first of these swords was that drawn
against the pagan Arabs The second sword was that drawn against the
Jews and Christians The third sword is that drawn against the peo-
ples of the earth....

The Bab then goes on to say that after these three swords, thcre is
that drawn against the "people of dissent".... The fifth sword is sheathed
for the purpose of punishment....40

While the passage paraphrased by MacEoin may seem to offer support
for his argument, when read in the context of the totality of the Bab's

writings, the passage actually demonstrates the opposite of MacEoin's
thesis. As we can see, the Bab states that three "swords" that stand for

holy war against non-believers will not be sheathed until the sun rises

"from the west." In a number of places, including the Scvcn Proofs, thc

Bab cxplains that His reference to the rising of the sun from the west

refers to His own rise from Shiraz (Fars), because His Revelation occurred
at the end of the Islamic Dispensation, which is the sunset (the "west")

of Islam:

However, all Traditions have been, and will continue to be, fulfilled.
For example, the rising of the sun from the west intendeth not this appar­
ent sun, for had it been such, it should have also occurred in the previ­
ous Revelations. Rather, it meaneth the rise of the Sun of Truth from the
place of its setting. Witness that the dawning of the Sun of Truth took
place in Mecca, and now it hath risen from the land of Fa' [Shiraz or
Fars] which is the setting-place of the Meccan Revelation. The true mean­
ing is this, and not that which is understood literally.41

With this unequivocal explanation beforc us, we are suddenly facing
an entirely different situation. The example just given dramatically
demonstrates how the early writings of the Bab employ the language and
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concepts of Islamic law not to reiterate or confirm that system but to
reverse its meanings and to introduce radically new ones. In the Epistle
of Justice: Branches, instead of asserting that holy war would never come
to an end (as MacEoin reads it-because its ending would be dependent
on the impossible condition of the sun rising from the "west"), the Bab
is saying that holy war itselfwill come to an end with the advent of the Bab
in Shiraz! The duration of the law of the sword, then, is limited to the
Islamic Dispensation. We can see that, contrary to the appearance of His
severe laws, the Bab actually intended to abolish the law of the sword
under all conditions. This reading is consistent with the rest of the writ­
ings of the Bab, which express nothing but universal love, compassion,
and kindness to all beings.

Nevertheless, as we have seen, there also are some severe laws in the
later writings of the Bab, even when He was abrogating the Islamic laws
and initiating a new code. We have already listed the instances of the law
of the sword that occur in the Persian Bayan. MacEoin concludes from
these laws that the Bab intended to create a totalitarian state in which
unbelievers would be deprived of rights. However, the Persian Bayan
makes any legitimate holy war dependent on certain conditions. These
conditions are critical to take into account, for their effect, once again, is
to prohibit holy war altogether. A careful reading of the Persian Bayan
leaves no doubt that the Bab fashions the severe laws only as a symbolic
measure to remind the people of the necessity of recognizing the Promised
One. But let us examine the issue more closely.

The first point to be emphasized is that the Persian Bayan restricts the
duty (and the right) of enforcing all the severe laws to Babi kings and
rulers. This fact means that before any Babi state, headed by a Babi king,
were to come into existence, and before the "exaltation" of the Babi Cause
takes place, no Beihi is allowed to engage in any ofthose actions. A c1os~ read­
ing of MacEoin's article makes it clear that he is aware of this fact: in his
description of the law of the sword in the Persian Bayan, he repeatedly
refers to the duty of the kings to expel non-Babis from their dominions,
and says that a "Bab, jihad was to be an ongoing process, each Bab,
monarch striving to eliminate all traces of infidelity from his dominions
and, ultimately, from the earth in order to establish a totalitarian Bab,
state."42 The strict limitation of such warfare to Babi kings and mon­
archs is very important to note: first, because it renders problematic
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MacEoin's attempts to use such statements in the Bayan to argue that
the conflicts in which the Babls were engaged at the Shrine of Shaykh
Tabarsl and other places were informed by such laws and thus were not
merely defensive actions but also offensive (although his paper is incon­
sistent on this issue). While MacEoin attributes the allegedly offensive
nature of these events to the laws of the Bayan, in fact the Bayan prohibits
ordinary Babls from undertaking any offensive measures; such measures
could only be initiated legitimately by a king. If conflicts such as the siege
at Shaykh Tabarsi could be characterized as having elements of offen­
sive warfare on the part of the Babis (which, as Zabihi-Moqaddam
demonstrates, they did not), those conflicts would have to be regarded as
being in direct violation of the laws of the Bab-not as examples of car­
rying out those laws.43

The main discussion of the law of the sword in the Persian Bayan is
found in gate 5 of the fifth unity, where the Bab enjoins the Babi kings to

conquer various lands and to seize the property of non-believers. The
Bab distinctly stipulates that "this law is confined to the sovereign Babi
kings and does not apply to everyone." Thus one cannot cite references
to holy war in the early writings of the Bab, then mention the Persian
Bayan's affirmation of the duty of the kings to engage in such warfare, and

conclude that ordinary Babis were expected to wage war against their
rulers. Such a conclusion conflicts with both the early and the later writ­

ings of the Bab.
It must be kept in mind that the early laws of the Bab were super­

seded by the Persian Bayan. After the Persian Bayan was revealed, it alone
was the authoritative standard of doctrine, and the Persian Bayan restricts
the right to initiate holy war to future Babi sovereigns. But even the early
writings of the Bab contain a strict qualification and constraint on any

attempt that might be made to initiate holy war: before undertaking any
such action, it was necessary to obtain the Bab's permission. And the Bab
never gave permission for any holy war or insurrection. The prerequisite
set by the Bab ensures that conducting holy war is made dependent upon
what was in reality an impossible condition.

Discussing gate 16 of the seventh unity of the Persian Bayan, MacEoin
writes: "It is made a duty for every king who believes in the Bayan not to
allow any unbeliever to live in his country, with the exception of traders,
who bring benefits. This duty is also incumbent on all men."44 MacEoin's
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paraphrase here is misleading, for it leaves the reader with the erroneous
impression that the Bab is making the duty to expel non-believers bind­
ing upon all. The duty of ordinary believers, which is stated in that same
chapter, is simply not to associate with unbelievers: "Should one be in the
company of one [who is not a believer1, such association would never be
lawful unto him, for the precondition of fellowship is religious purity
and naught else." But nowhere does the Bab say that holy war is a duty
of ordinary helievers.

In addition to limiting to the sovereign the right to initiate holy war,
the Bayan sets in place two conditions that must be met before any Babi
king could ever do so. First, holy war is only allowed after the Babl state
has become triumphant and the Cause of the Bah has become "exalted."
Before that, no severe law is permitted to be enforced. Discussing one of
the instances of the law of the sword, the Bab states that the law can be
implemented only after the exaltation of the Cause of the Bab. But the Bab
has also said that the exaltation of the Promised One's Cause will precede
the exaltation of His own Cause. In other words, the "exaltation of the
Cause of the Bab" means the Revelation of the Promised One. Putting this
law into effect is thus deferred until the advent of Him Whom God shall
make manifest. Yet after His advent, the laws of the Bayan would no
longer be binding, unless the Promised One chose to confirm them, and
in this case He did not. The conditions set by the Bab make it clear that
He made His law of the sword impossible to carry out. Thus we must
conclude that in reality there is no law of the sword or holy war (as tra­
ditionally understood) in the Babi Dispensation, and that the presence
of such terms in the writings of the Bab has a symbolic and rhetorical
function.

In fact MacEoin refers to the Bab's discussion in gate 15 of the eighth
unity when MacEoin says that the Bahis "are not to marry" non-Babis.45

In this gate the Bab also says that should two people be married and one
find that the other is a non-believer, then divorce is incumbent upon
them, and the non- Babi will have no claim on family property unless he
or she returns to the religion. Here the Bab seems to affirm the tradi­
tionallaw of the sword. However, the Bab goes on to say: "But before
the exaltation of the Cause of God in the Day of Him Whom God shall
make manifest, it is allowed for Babi males and females to marry non­
believers, that haply they may return to the religion."46
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In that passage, the Bab again delays the implementation of the severe
law to the period after the advent of Him Whom God shall make mani­
fest. Before that time-namely, during the entire Dispensation of the
Bah-such severe laws, He indicates, are not to be enforced. The same gate
of the Bayan generalizes this qualification to all other expressions of the
law of the sword, for example:

For the owner of all things is God, glorified be His name. And thus the
non-believer is not permitted to own any property. And all that thou
observest contained in the hands of the non-believers is not legitimate.
Should there appear a mighty sovereign, he would deprive them of their
breath, how much more of their property. This, however, is not to be
observed before the exaltation of the Word of God... ."

We can see that in these passages the Bab is defining the exaltation of
His own Cause and the rise of the Babi state as equivalent to the Day of
the Revelation of Him Whom God shall make manifest. By deferring the
implementation of the law of the sword until after the end of His own Dis­

pensation, the Bab set in place conditions that in fact prevented the severe
laws of the Bayan from ever being put into practice. In doing so, He also
set the stage for the eventual formal and complete abrogation of the law
of the sword by Baha'u'llah.

The same deferral of severe laws occurs in the Arabic Bayan, in which
the Bab postpones the prohibition on marriage with non-believers until
after the exaltation of the Cause of Him Whom God shall make manifest.
In the meantime, Babis are free to marry whomever they wish, including
non-believers, in order to further the exaltation of the Cause of the Bab.

When the Bab says that the Cause of Him Whom God shall make
manifest will be exalted before His own Cause, this implies not only that,
as demonstrated above, the law of the sword is actually forbidden in the
Bab's Dispensation, but also that the Bab's own Dispensation would nec­
essarily be very short-for it is only through the next Revelation that the
Cause of the Bab will become exalted. This is exactly the doctrine of the
Twin Revelations that is emphasized by the Baha'i perspective. The pas­
sage on intermarriage in the Arabic Bayan is quoted by Baha'u'llah in
the Kitab-i-Aqdas as an argument for the imminent advent of the
Promised One of the Bayan:
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And now consider what hath been revealed in yet another passage, that
perchance ye may forsake your own concepts and set your faces toward
God, the Lord of being. He [The Bab] hath said: "It is unlawful to enter
into marriage save with a believer in the Bayan. Should only one party to
a marriage embrace this Cause, his or her possessions will become unlaw­
ful to the other, until such time as the latter hath converted. This law, how­
ever, will only take effect after the exaltation of the Cause of Him Whom
We shall manifest in truth, or of that which hath already been made
manifest in justice. Ere this, ye are at liberty to enter into wedlock as ye
wish, that haply by this means ye may exalt the Cause of God." ...

The Point of the Bayan hath explicitly made mention in this verse of
the exaltation of My Cause before His own Cause; unto this will testify
every just and understanding mindY

Many of the laws of the Reib, and not only those concerned with the

sword, are carefully designed in a way that testifies that the advent of

Him Whom God shall make manifest was impending. This meaning,
however, is sometimes communicated by omission and silence. An exam­

ple of such a law is the most important ritual law of the Rib, the obliga­

tory prayer. While the Bab enjoins the practice of daily obligatory prayer,
consisting of nineteen rak'ahs, to be performed between one noon and

the next, the Bab never revealed the words of the prayer itself, thus mak­

ing the implementation of this law dependent on the arrival of the

Promised One. Furthermore, the Bab identified the point toward which

the worshipper should turn as the Promised One Himself.48

In addition to postponing the law of the sword to the time after the
advent of Him Whom God shall make manifest, the Bab provides other

qualifications that govern the implementation of the severe laws. One
such condition is that the king may expel non-believers and seize their

property only provided that no one will experience any grief in the process.
"But this law is confined to the sovereign Babi kings and does not apply

to everyone," the Bab states. "Indeed, in the lands where the observance

of this law may cause grief or harm to any soul, God hath not even per­
mitted its mention...."49 Aside from the fact that non-believers would

surely become saddened by such an action, it would inevitably lead to

the suffering of some believers, thus violating the prohibition on causing
suffering to anyone. In other words, the implementation of the law of the
sword by the kings is made dependent on another impossible condition.
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MacEoin discusses this chapter of the Bayan but pays no attention to
the most important part of it. However, as the passage quoted above
plainly indicates, the Persian Bayan not only prohibits causing grief to the
believers, but it also forbids causing grief to non-believers. The kings are
to do their best to bring people into the religion by methods that will
not cause sadness.50 This point is alluded to by MacEoin: "Elsewhere, the
Bab asks how a king can drink water while there still remains on earth one

person who is an unbeliever? Permission is given to conquer other coun­
tries in order to bring men into the faith, although, if possible, other
means should be used to convert people, such as giving them the goods
uf the world."sl In the same passage, the Bab explains this command tu
the kings (to use other means of converting people) hy saying that God
disapproves of inflicting the slightest grief on non-believers as well.52

As in the examples above, with regard to most of such laws the Bab
ordains that the duty in qllestion is to take effect only at the time of the
Revelation of Him Whom God shall make manifest. And yet, again, this

is an impossible condition, for the Bab repeatedly says in the Persian
Bayan and in all His later writings that, upon the advent of Him Whom
God shall make manifest, all the laws of the Bayan become null and void
unless reaffirmed by the Promised One. In other words, the Bab legislates

for the Dispensation of Baha'u'llah, knowing very well that none of that
legislation will be binding when the specified time arrives. And, as we
have seen, the severe laws He sets down are all conditioned so as to pre­
vent them from being implemented. The only meaning these laws can

have coherently, then, must be strategic and symbolic. They are all
designed to dislodge and disrupt the traditional conceptions and to
underscore for the Babls their duty to be utterly obedient to Him Whom
God shall make manifest.

It should also be noted that the Bab clearly outlines the proper method
He intends His followers to use to promote the Cause of God during His
own Dispensation. Just as the Babls should marry non-believers for the
sake of promoting the faith, "The path to guidance," He writes, "is one of
love and compassion, not of force and coercion. This hath been God's
method in the past, and shall continue to be in the future! He causeth
him whom He pleaseth to enter the shadow of His Mercy."S3 And in Panj
Sha'n the Bab states that in previous religions only the chosen ones
accepted the Faith through inner choice and conviction, while the rest of
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the people confessed their faith out of force and coercion. That is why, He
says, those who are born into a particular religion blindly accept it. Then
He adds: "Therefore, it is forbidden in the Bayan for anyone to accept any
religion save through evidence and proof, and testimony, and certitude."54

A further significant point is that the Persian Bayan does not even
allow the use of violence or forcc for the punishment ofcriminal offences.
In fact, the removal of the sword with regard to the punishment of crimc
is one of the most surprising aspects of the Persian Bayan. We saw that

the Bab spoke of"five swords" in the Dispensation of Islam. The last two
of these swords were related to punishing the people of "dissent" and
those who commit crimes in society. But the Bab nullifies the first by
forbidding the Babls even to question one another's faith. 55 As to the sec­

ond, as Muhammad Mnan has pointed out, only two kinds of punishment
are allowed for transgression of the laws of the Bayan: one is a specified
fine, and the other is the prohibition of intimate physical contact with
one's spouse.56 Throughout the Bab's legal code, neither imprisonment

nor capital punishment is ordained. For example, in the Arabic Bayan, the
punishment for intentional murder is the payment of eleven thousand
mithqals of gold to the victim's family, as well as nineteen years' depriva­
tion of sharing a bed with one's wife.

Taking into account all the passages discussed above, a distinct pat­
tern emerges which is entirely opposite to the "totalitarianism" MacEoin
sees in the Bayan. We must conclude that although the Bab did not for­
mally and explicitly abrogate holy war, He effectively eliminated it within
His Dispensation. It would remain for Baha'u'llah to abolish it formally,
and indeed the explicit abrogation of the law of the sword (with the
exception of punishment for crime) was Baha'u'llah's first act in announc­
ing His mission. "On the first day of His arrival in the garden designated
the Ri9van," Baha'u'llah recounts, "the Tongue of Glory littered three
blessed verses," the first of which was "that in this Revelation the use of
the sword is prohibited."57

The Perspective ofUnity and
the Realization ofthe Laws ofthe Bayan

The Bab's overarching purpose in all His writings was to prepare the Babls
for the imminent advent of Him Whom God shall make manifest-
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Baha'u'li<ih-and His intention was not only to guide them to recognize
Him, but also to ensure that Baha'u'llah would not suffer at the hands of
the Babis what the Bab had suffered at the hands of the Muslims. Many

of the laws of the Persian Bayan express this aim: the Bab looks at His life
and His sufferings and then ordains laws to prevent the same thing from
happening to Baha'u'llah. In addition to those laws, the writings of the Bab
eliminate any future excuse that might be used by the Babis to justify
rejecting Baha'u'llah. This last intention constitutes the most explicit,

most frequently asserted, most emphasized, and most pervasive theme in
all the writings of the Bab. And, in this regard, the mission of the Bab was

a complete success. Within a short period of time after Baha'u'llah's pub­
lic declaration of His station, the vast majority of the Babi community had

recognized Baha'u'llah-a transition unprecedented in sacred history.

Of course there are always allegorical and ambiguous statements in the
former Scriptures that can be interpreted to contradict the new Revela­

tion. The Bab's writings as well could not be free from such statements,

for if He had identified all the characteristics of the next Revelation openly

and unequivocally, there would have been no freedom and no test for

the Babi community. Thus although the Bab's writings emphasize the
proximity of the advent of the Promised One in the year 9, some parts of

I lis texts treat various ordinances as ordinary laws for the unspecified
duration of His own Dispensation. Yet, as we saw, He also made it clear

that the exaltation of His own Cause would only be carried out through
the Revelation of Baha'u'llah. In other words, in accordance with the

unific perspective that pervades the Bab's writings, the enactment of the
laws of the Promised One would in fact constitute the realization of the

laws of the Bayan, since despite the apparent differences, they are in real­

ity one and the same.
The primacy of Him Whom God shall make manifest is nowhere

more strikingly evident than in the Bab's exhortations, throughout His
writings, that in evaluating the claim of the next Revelation, the Babls

should ignore any statement in the Bayan, as well as any statement made
by any leader of the Babi community that might seem to go against such
a claim. Instead of measuring the Promised One's teachings and laws by
their conformity to the Bayan, the Babis are commanded to turn exclu­
sively to the criterion and testimony that God has determined as the sole
legitimate and supreme proof of the divine Manifestation-His divine
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verses. The Bab makes it unequivocally clear that neither any argument
based on understandings of the statements in the Bayan, nor any decree
of any Babl leader, even the Letters of the Living, can be used as an excuse

to reject the claim of the next Revelation.
Although the Bab removed any possible excuse for turning away from

Baha'u'llah, He knew that, nevertheless, some Babls would attempt to

use their interpretations of the Bayan to argue against I lim Whom God

shall make manifest. The Bab even tells us what the Promised One's

answer to such arguments would be:

Methinks I visualize those who would, prompted by their own deluded
conceptions, write to Him and ask Him questions about that which hath
been revealed in the Bayan, and He would answer them with words not
of His Own, bJ.lt divinely inspired, saying: "Verily, verily, I am God; no God
is there but Me. I have called into being all the created things, I have
raised up divine Messengers in the past and have sent down Books unto
Them. Take heed not to worship anyone but God, He Who is My Lord

. and your Lord. This indeed is the undoubted truth. However, alike shall
it be to Me; if ye helieve in Me, ye will provide good for your own souls,
and if ye believe not in Me, nor in that which God hath revealed unto Me,
ye will suffer yourselves to be shut out as by a veil. For verily I have been
independent of you heretofore, and shall remain independent hereafter.
Therefore it behooveth you, a creatures of God, to help your own selves
and to believe in the Verses revealed by Me...."58

To focus His followers' attention on the revelation of divine verses

as the path to recognition of the Manifestation of God, the Bab makes one

particular chapter of the Bayan the only one in the entire book that must
be read by the believers every month. Its title is "On this, that he who

adduceth any proof other than the Book of God and the verses of the

Bayan, other than the powerlessness of all to produce their like, is veiled

from any proof. He who recounteth any miracle, other than the verses,
is veiled from any truth. He who claimeth to reveal divine verses should
not be opposed by anyone. All must recite this gate once in every nine­

teen days, and ponder day and night upon that which is revealed
therein."59 In the substantive part of this chapter, the Bab says that the

only way to recognize spiritual truth is to fix one's gaze on the Origin of
the Cause and not on its derivative expressions as they appear in any
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Dispensation-to look at God with the eye of God, using the method
that is authorized by God, perceiving with the eye of the heart, inde­
pendently and unaffected by either the approval or the rejection of any­
one. He explains:

Notwithstanding this impossibility, that none besides Him Whom God
shall make manifest will be able to claim such a mighty Cause, it is
enjoined in the Bayan that should anyone make a claim and verses be
manifested from Him, no one should oppose Him, that haply no grief
should assail that Sun of Truth.... His verses are, by themselves, suffi­
cient proof of the radiant lights of the Sun of His Being, just as the pow­
erlessness of all is the mighty evidence of the utter need and dependence
of all upon Him. The reason for this command is that haply, in the Day
of the Revelation of that supreme Truth, the feet of the people shall not
falter upon the bridge, and that they shall not pronounce judgment
against the Fashioner of their existence, adducing against Him the very
shadow of His verse in their heart, and rendering naught, and at once, all
their inmost realities and deeds, without even perceiving it.60

There is hardly any chapter of the Persian Bayan (or any other later writ­
ings of the Bab) in which such statements will not be found.

Conclusion:
The Bab's Tablet to Mulla Baqir

It is befitting to end this study of the writings of the Bab with mention

of the Bab's Tablet to the Letter of the Living, Mulla Baqir, a work which

can be considered the Bab's mystical and theological will and testament

for His followers. The tablet was also sent to YaJ:1ya Darabi (VaJ:1id), when
he asked the same question posed by Mulla Baqir. On the importance of
this tablet, the Bab writes in a letter addressed to Mirza AJ:1mad-i­
Azghandi: "I have revealed a book on the exaltation of His mention. Ye

all must possess it, for God hath not revealed any tablet more glorious than
that. How can one be considered amongst those who eagerly await the Day
of His revelation if he fail to possess a copy thereof?"61

Mulhi Baqir had asked the Bab about Him Whom God shall make
manifest and the signs of His revelation. The Bab responds that the very
question is presumptuous:
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How supremely exalted is the mention of Him about Whom thou hast
inquired. Verily, exalted is He, immeasurably glorified, mighty, magnified,
and sanctified above the comprehension of the hearts of His servants, of
the spirits to bow down in adoration before Him, of the souls to celebrate
His praise, and of the bodies to mention His supreme Glory. How
supremely exalted is the One of Whom thou dost inquire, and how
insignificant is thine essence! Doth it beseem the sun that lieth in the
mirrors of His revelation, manifested through the Point of the Bayan,

. to question the Transcendent Sun before Whose Countenance, in the
Day of His manifestation, all other suns bow down in adoration?

Hadst thou not been a letter of the Primal Unity, I would have
ordained a punishment for thee, inasmuch as thou hast dared to inquire
about thy God Who hath created thee.62

The Bab tells the Letter of the Living that if he wants even to conceive

of mentioning Him Whom God shall make manifest, he must first recite

five verses nineteen times, and then stand and recite certain words that
affirm the glorification and sanctification of Him Whom God shall make

manifest above any description and praise. Only then he can mention

His name. In this recitation, the Letter of the Living is to attest that he
should recognize Him Whom God shall make manifest by Himself and

out of the intrinsic worth of His being and His verses, and not because

of His acceptance by others. He should be known by Himself, and that
perspective of the heart is the essence of paradise.63

Then the Bab says that he can now read the answer to his question:

I have written down in My mention of Him these gem-like words: "No
allusion of Mine can allude unto Him, neither anything mentioned in the
Bayan." Yea, By His glory! Those words are, before God, far mightier
than all the deeds of worship of all who dwell on earth, inasmuch as the
essence of all those deeds returneth unto the import of those same words.
Therefore, recognize thou Him Whom God shall make manifest by the
same testimony by which thou hast recognized God. For, exalted and
glorified is He above the power ofanyone to reveal Him except Himself,
or the description of any of His creatures. I Myself am but the first ser­
vant to believe in Him and in His signs, and to partake of the sweet savors

. of His words from the first-fruits of the Paradise of His knowlcdge.64
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The Bab goes so far as to say that even if the Bab Himself and all the
Letters of the Living were to reject Him Whom God shall make manifest,

the believers should not allow themselves to be deprived of accepting

Him. Nothing else and no one else matters. The Bab could not be more

emphatic:

Beware, beware lest, in the days of His Revelation, the Va~id of the Bayan
shut thee not out as by a veil from Him, inasmuch as this Vaqid is but a
creature in His sight. And beware, beware that the words sent down in the
Bayan shut thee not out as by a veil from I lim, inasmuch as these are His
own words in His former Manifestation. He is the Sun of Truth, the Face
of Unity, the Countenance of Lordship, the Inmost Reality of Divinity,
and the Self of Eternity....65

Next the Bab tells Mulla Baqir that no good deed he might perform,

and no words anyone, even the first Letter of the Living, might say can

be a sufficient guarantee that he has attained the good pleasure of God.

The only way to become assured of that is the direct testimony of Him

Whom God shall make manifest, Who will confirm the divine good pleas­

ure by accepting him as one of His believers.66 "This," the Bab says, "is the

true meaning of the utterance of God, "Say! God is all-sufficient unto all

things, and nothing sufficeth save God, thy Lord, whether in the heavens

or the earth, and whatever lieth between them. Verily, He hath power

over all things.'''67 If the Letter of the Living, or any other Babi leader like

Azal, with all his mighty titles and station, should reject Him Whom God

shall make manifest, he would be denounced by the Bab as an unbeliever:

By the righteousness of Him Whose power causeth the seed to germinate
and Who breatheth the spirit of life into all things, were I to be assured
that in the day of His Manifestation thou wilt deny Him, I would unhesi­

tatingly disown thee and repudiate thy faith inasmuch as thou wert not
created but to recognize Him. If, on the other hand, I be told that a Chris­
tian, who beareth no allegiance to My Faith, will believe in Him, the same
will I regard as the apple of Mine eye, and accept as My believer....68

Upon the revelation of Him Whom God shall make manifest, the

Bab states, all distinctions are obliterated:
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In the day of the revelation of Him Whom God shall make manifest
all that dwell on earth will be equal in f lis estimation. Whomsoever He
ordaineth as a Prophet, he, verily, hath been a Prophet from the begin­
ning that hath no beginning, and will thus remain until the end that
hath no end, inasmuch as this is an act of God. And whosoever is made
a Vicegerent by Him shall be a Vicegerent in all the worlds, for this is an
act of God. For the will of God can in no wise be revealed except through
His will, nor His wish be manifested save through His wish. He, verily, is
the All-Conquering, the All-Powerful, the All-Highest; and He is the AII­
Victorious, the All-Exalted, the All-Sublime.

Recognizing Him turneth the scrvant into a letter of affirmation,
whilst being veiled from Him turneth him into a letter of negation.69

Thc Bab thcn discloses that Mulla Baqir will meet Him Whom God

shall make manifest at the end of the year 8 and the beginning of the

year 9.7° The Bab concludes the tablet by addressing God and testifying
these words, which distill the essence of all the writings of the Bab: "Bear

Thou witness that, through this Book, I have covenanted with all cre­

ated things concerning the mission of Him Whom Thou shalt make
manifest, ere the covenant concerning Mine own mission had been estab­

lished. Sufficient witness art Thou and they that have believed in Thy
signs."?'

The aim of this study has been to gain an understanding of the inter­

relationship of the writings of the.Bab, expressed in the concept of the
sanctuary of unity or the sanctuary of the heart, as reflected in the Rib's

interpretation of Scripture, in I lis metaphysics of divine creative Action,

and in His principle of progressive revelation. The same principle was

found to be operative at the level of His laws and ordinances. The dual

station of the Bab as both an independent Prophet and the Herald of
the Revelation of Baha'u'llah is reflected in the uniquely metaphorical and
symbolic character of the Bab's laws. (~iven the mediating station of the

Bab between the Islamic Dispensation and the Baha'i Revelation, the

laws of the Bab sometimes employ the terminology and symbolism that
was familiar to, and expected by, His audience, based on the culture and
traditions of Islam. As the Qa'im, who was expected to come with the

sword, the Bab uses the language of the sword, but in a way that radically
inverts its meaning. He does so in ordcr to transform and abrogate the
tradition itself and to introduce an entirely diffcrent metaphysical and
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moral world view that affirms the sacredness and dignity of all created
things and advocates a culture of refinement, compassion, and care for
all beings-a standard of behaviour characterized by the universal maxim,
"act toward others as God acts toward them."

But the ultimate expression of the sanctuary of unity is the principle
of fixing one's gaze on the Origin of the Cause and turning toward the
being and the verses of Him Whom God shall make manifest. Recogniz­
ing Him with the eye of the heart is the culmination of the entire Reve­

lation of the Beib. In the sanctuary of unity, where all things are revealed
in their essential oneness, the Twin Revelations of the Bab and Baha'u'­
Ihih are seen to be inseparable. It becomes evident that the spirit of all the
writings of the Bab is exemplified and brought to fulfillment and fruition
in Baha'u'llah's laws of the removal of the sword-laws which, like all
the principles in Baha'u'llah's writings, seek not merely to achieve justice,
equality, and an end to sectarian strife, but to lay the foundation for a new
and global stage of human civilization imbued with the consciousness of
the essential unity and wholeness of the human race.



NOTES

INTRODUCTION

1 In this work, pronouns referring to God and to the Manifestations of God
(the Primal Will) are capitalized. This style, initiated by Shoghi Effendi,
serves to mark the distinct and unique ontological status of the Manifesta­
tion of God/Primal Will in Ribi and Baha'i theology.

2 That campaign of cultural genocide continues today against the Babis' spir­
itual heirs, the Baha'is.

3 Elsewhere, I have discussed the theology and world view of Baha'u'llah; see
Saiedi, Logos and Civilization.

4 Browne, "Babis of Persia," p. 145, and Introduction to Traveller's Narrative,
p.40 7·

5 See Martin, "Mission of the Rib."
6 Along with earlier writers including Nicolas, Browne, Fa9il Mazandarani,

Ishraq Khavari, Badi'u'llah Farid, MuJ:1ammad-'Ali Fay<;li, and I Iasan Balyuzi,
some authors who have written about the Bab include Muhammad Afnan,
Nosratollah Mohammadhosseini, Parviz Moini, Denis MacEoin, Abbas
Amanat, Todd Lawson, Vahid Ra'fati, Moojan Momen, Stephen Lambden,
Ahang Rabbani, Abu'l-Qasim Mnan, Siyamak Zabihi-Moghaddam, Vahid
Behmardi, Vahid Jacob Brown, Armin Eschraghi, Kavian Milani, William
McCants, and Sepehr Manuchehri.

One of the first attempts to present a general introduction to the teach­
ings of the Bab was the notorious Hasht Bihisht by Kirmani and RuJ:1i. Osten­
siblya presentation of the Bab's teachings, it was actually a polemic against
the Baha'i Faith. Yet even its representation of the writings and teachings of
the Bab is highly unreliable-filled with contradictions, inaccuracies, misin­
terpretations, and outright fabrications.

7 For example, MacEoin opines at the end of his study on the works of the Bab:
"There is little in this immense canon to interest or inspire the modern

377
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reader. Babi doctrine is of historical rather than human interest. ..." (Sources,
p. 102; see also p. 92).

8 Jamalu'd-Din Afliliani is an example of this position.
9 Weber, Economy and Society 1:24-25.

10 It is important to note that this abrogation applies only to the laws that pre­
scribe external forms and social practices. The inner metaphysical truths
and eternal principles do not change and constitute the core unity of the
religions.

II Feuerbach, Essence ofChristianity.
12 Durkheim, Elementary Forms.
13 Freud, Future ofan Illusion.
14 Comte, The Positive Philosophy.
15 See, for example, Edgerton, Sick Societies.
16 See Rawls, Theory ofJustice.
17 See Heller, "Religious Foundations," part 1, p. 39; and part 2, pp. 51-52.

18 See Edgerton, Sick Societies.
19 For a more extensive scholarly discussion of this issue, see MacEoin, From

Shaykhism to Babism. See also Lawson, "Qur'an Commentary"; Arjomand,
Shadow ofGod; and Dabashi, Authority in Islam.

20 See, for example, A~sa'i, Shar~u'l-Fava'id.

21 Nabil-i-A'?-am, Dawn-Breakers, pp. 59-61.

22 Consistent with the conventional treatment of books of Sacred Scripture, the
titles of the Bab's works are given in roman type, unless a specific edition is
referred to.

23 This is a reference to Qur'an 49:11.

24 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of 'Ulama), Iran National Baha'i Archives
(hereafter referred to as INBA) 3:5. Parts of this passage are.in Selections, p.
44. Unless otherwise identified, all translations from the Bab's writings are
provisional translations by the author.

25 The practice of dissimulation about one's religious beliefs in cases of danger
was considered justified in Shi'ih Islam based on the Qur'anic passage that
exempts "those who are compelled while their hearts are firm in faith" from
divine punishment for disavowing belief (16:106). See Momen, Introduction
to Shi'i Islam, pp. 39, 183. The practice is even considered a praiseworthy
duty: according to Imam ~adiq, one who does not believe in and practise
taqiyyih is not a Shi'ih.

26 See, for example, Balyuzi, The Bab; Fay~i, HucJrat-i-Nuqtiy-i-Awla; Shoghi
Effendi, God Passes By; 'Abdu'l-Baha, Traveler's Narrative; Amanat, Resur­
rection and Renewal; Mohammadhosseini, Hatjrat-i-Bab; MacEoin, Sources;
Nabil-i-A'~am, Dawn-Breakers; Mazandanini, ~uhuru'l-lfaqq,vol. 3; Abu'l­
Qasim Mnan, 'Ahd-i-A'la; Zabihi-Moghaddam, "Piramun"; Browne, Tarikh­
i-Jadid.
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27 This declaration was apparently to a selective number of people while the Bab
was in Mecca.

28 Kirmani, Izhaqu'l-Hatil, pp. 127-45.

29 The Bab, gtd. in Mazandarani, ?uhuru'l-lfaqq ):280-81 and Mu~aqirat2:737.

30 The Bab, gtd. in Mazandarani, ?uhuru'l-lfaqq 3:280-81.

31 In addition to the Kitabu'l-Fihrist, another of these tablets can be found in

INBA 91:1-4.

)2 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Fihrist, pp. 2-3.
33 The Bab, Kitabu'I-Fihrist, p. 4.

34 MacEoin, From Shaykhism to Babism, p. 192.

35 There is some confusion about these two works as well as their relation to
another text of the Bab, the $aJ:1ifiy-i-Ra<;iaviyyih. Following Nicolas, MacEoin

(in Sources for Early Babi Doctrine and History) calls Khu~biy-i-DhiRriyyih

by the erroneous name "RisaIa-yi Dhahabiyya." However, "Dhahabiyya"
(Dhahabiyyih) is actually the name of an entirely different work, one which

MacEoin calls "Dhahabiyyah II." MacEoin also apparently thinks that the

~aJ:1ifiy-i-Ragaviyyihis the same as the Kitabu'I-Fihrist. He writes that "it is
clear that al-$a~lifa al-Raqawiyyu must, in fact, be ... the Kitdb al-fihrist"
(Sources, p. 207). His argument is that according to the Bab's description of

the ~a~ifiy-i-Ragaviyyih,it contains an account of the works stolen during
the journey to Mecca. Such an account is found in the Kitabu'l-Fihrist; there­

fore the two works must be the same.
But the "Ra<;iawiyya" ($a!)ifiy-i-Ragaviyyih), the book in which the

Khu~biy-i-Dhikriyyihis found, is definitely not the Kitabu'l-Fihrist. The

$ai}ifiy-i-Ragaviyyih consists, as the Bah says, of fourteen chapters. The
Kitabu'l- Fihrist, in contrast, is a short work without any divisions, and which

certainly does not have fourteen chapters. The first chapter of the Ragaviyyih
is the Khutbiy-i-Dhikriyyih, in which the Bab lists the names of fourteen

works (four books and ten epistles) written up to the date of the revelation
of the Khu~biy-i-Dhikriyyih(Mui}arram 15, 1262). In that list He names the
Raqaviyyih as the tenth work, namely the sixth epistle listed after the four

books. The book also begins by referring to itself as the sixth epistle. In chap­
ter 11, entitled Khutbiy-i-Jiddah, the Bab does speak of the theft of tablets on
the way to Mecca (which is also mentioned in the Kitabu'l-Fihrist). For more

information, see Mohammadhosseini, Haqrat-i-Bab, pp. 800-804.

36 The date of the Bab's arrival at Makli is subject to scholarly dispute, and the
dates suggested range from May to July.

37 The date of the Bab's departure from Makli is also subject to dispute, with
proposed dates ranging from January to April. The idea that the Bab left
Maku for Chihriq around January 1848 is assumed to be supported by a let­
ter from Siyyid I:Iusayn to the Uncle of the Bab, stating that the Bab departed
Maku at the beginning of the year (see Abu'I-Qasim Afnan, 'Ahd-i-A'la,
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pp. 337-38). However, this letter seems to have been misread and mistyped
by Abu'l-Qasim Afnan. I thank Parviz Moini for bringing this point to my
attention.

38 See also MacEoin, "Trial of the Bab"; and Amini, "Majlis-i-Muna?iriy-i­
Rib."

39 Sources differ on the number of persons in attendance. Shoghi Effendi writes
that Baha'u'llah "entertained as His guests Quddus, Tahirih, and the eighty­
one disciples who had gathered on that occasion" (God Passes Hy, p. 68),
which would be eight-four in all. I thank Dr. Nosratollah Mohammad­
hosseini for calling this point to my attention.

40 Shoghi Effendi, God Passes By, p. 31.
41 Nabil-A'?:am, Dawn-Breakers, p. 296. For a comprehensive discussion of the

life of Tahirih, see Mohammadhosseini, Hacfrat-i- Tahirih.
42 The martyrdom of the Bab took place in the thirty-second (lunar) year of His

life. In Panj Sha'n He predicts this event in subtle ways, stating that in the
beginning of His thirty-second (lunar) year oflife He would attain true exis­
tence and the mention of God. See Panj Sha'n, p. 14.

43 Some of the Bab's works were translated into French by A. L. M. Nicolas, and
E. G. Browne attempted, very inadequately, to translate some texts into Eng­
lish.

44 See Saiedi, Logos and Civilization, p. 243.

, ,
A SHORT CHRONOLOGICAL LIST OF THE BAB S WRITINGS

1 Rashti, Risalat as-Suluk.
2 The Bab, qtd. in Mazandarani, Asraru'l-Athdr 4:246.

3 Regarding the Kitabu'r-RuQ (Book of the Spirit), MacEoin speaks of a con­
tradiction he cannot resolve concerning the dating of its revelation (whether
it was revealed on the way to Mecca and Medina or on the return journey)
because he claims there is a reference to the Kitabu'r-RuQ in the Bab's Sa~ifiy­

i-Bayna'I-J::Iaramayn. Since the latter text was revealed in honour ofMu~i!­
i-Kirmani between Mecca and Medina, that would mean that the
Kitabu'r-RuQhad been revealed before the Bab arrived at Mecca. Yet the Bau
Himself says that it was revealed on the return journey (Sources, p. 61, n.
76). However, there is actually no reference to the Kitabu'r-RuQ in the SaQifiy­
i Bayna'I-J::Iaramayn. Possibly the place where the Bab says that "RuQ," or
the Holy Spirit-meaning Jesus-has revealed verses to Him (as is said in the
Qur'an about MUQammad) has been mistakenly read as a reference to the
Kitabu'r-RuQ. The fact that the Kitabu'r-RuQ was revealed during the return
journey is beyond doubt, not only because the Bab says so, but also because
in the Kitabu'r-Rulf itself the Bab refers to events during the trip to Mecca
including His meeting with MUQi\-i-Kirmani and the declaration of His
Cause to him (Kitabu'r-RliJ:!, p. 34).
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4 The eighth Imam.
5 Nicolas, Le Bryan Persan, pp. xvii-xxv.

6 Mazandarani, -?uhuru'l-l:!aqq 3:471. I would like to thank Siyamak Zabihi­
Moghaddam for bringing this letter to my attention.

7 Mazandarani, -?uhuru'l-ijaqq 3:472.

8 The term bab (which in Arabic can mean "chapter" as well as "gate") is trans­
lated as "gate" in this book when referring to the chapters of the Bayan in
order to retain the symbolic and mystical connotations that the Bab specif­
ically assigns to the word in this context. At the beginning of the Persian
Bayan, He explains that He has called each chapter a bab because it is a gate
to paradise. He also explains that His work is "all things" (kullu shay') and in
all things nothing is seen except the revelation of the Point, the Bab.

9 Mehri Afnan, "Na~ari bar Mundarajat," p. 28.

1 : THE MODE Of INTERPRETATION

lOne of the best listings of the interpretive works of the Bab can be found in
Muhammad Afnan, "Sha'n-i-Tafsir."

2 The Commentary on the Surih of the Cow has two independent parts. Part
1, which is a complete text, covers the first juzv (one thirtieth) of the Qur'an
which runs through verse 141 of the Surih of the Cow. Both the beginning and
the end date of the commentary's revelation are mentioned in the text itself.
It was begun on the night of Siyyid Ka~im-i-Rashti's death, at the end of
A.I1. 1259, and was finished at the end of 1260. Part 2 of the Commentary on
the Surih of the Cow was revealed after the declaration of the Bab. The copy
in INBA deals with only two verses (142-43) of the Surih of the Cow (INBA

69:377-410 ).

3 Nabil-i-A'~am, Dawn-Breakers, P.31.

4 In a number uf His tablets including the Kitabu'I-Fihrist and Khu!biy-i- Jid­
dah (the ~a~ifiy-i-Ra~aviyyih) the Bab gives an account of the work., that were
stolen between Mecca and Medina. In this work, revealed in Jiddah, He lists
among the names of the stolen works various commentaries including one
on the Surih of the Cow revealed in the language of divine verses (INBA
91:69-72). See also Mazandarani, -?uhltru'l-I:laqq 3:289; and MacEoin, Sources,

P·52.

5 Two tablets by the Bab are titled "Commentary on the Verse of Light" (Tafsir­
i-Ayiy-i-Nur). The first, revealed in the first year of the Bab's ministry, is
mentioned in the Kitabu'l-Fihrist. However, that work is not an interpreta­
tion of the Qur'an's Verse of I,ight hut of another verse, "The Houses that God
hath allowed to be erected," in the Surih of Light. The Bab interprets the
concepts of Houses of Worship and Remembrance as the sanctuary of the
heart and His own heing (INRA 14:495-98). The second work, Commen­
tary on the Verse of Light II, which is specifically an interpretation of the Verse
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of Light (Qur'an 24:35), was written much later in the mountain prisons.
This fact is evident in the text in a passage where the Bab discusses the four
earlier years of His Revelation and compares them to years 5 and 6. He
explains why He appeared as the Bab, and the fact that the true meaning of
that claim to gatehood is none other than being an independent Prophet
(Collection, pp. 10-26).

6 See Muhammad Mnan, "Kushishi," and Behmardi, "Muqaddami'i dar bariy­
i-Sabk."

7 In various expressions of the typology of the modes of revelation, the Bab uses
"sermon" and "interpretation" interchangeably. "Sermon" (khutbih) is repeat­
edly distinguished from prayer, divine verses, rational discourse, and Persian
mode. In Panj Sha'n, the word "commentary" (tafsir) is distinguished from
"sermon." However, in that instance commentaries are actually rational dis­
courses. The reason, as we will see shortly, is that rational discourses are
themselves actually commentaries on prayers.

8 See, for example, Sawyer, Sacred Languages.
9 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:1-

10 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma: IN'BA 29:384-85.

11 The Bab, Ad'iyi-i-Haftigi, INBA 58:92.

12 The Bab, Ad'iyi-i-Haftigi, INBA 58:89-90.

13 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Kullu'~- Ta'am," Collection, pp. 220-21.

14 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 452.

15 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 461-

16 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sa'id, INBA 14:428.

17 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sa'id, INBA 14:430.

18 The Bab, Persian Bayan P7.
19 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3:16.

20 The Bab, Persian Bayan p6.

21 According to the Bab's own dating, at least seventeen of the nineteen parts
definitely were revealed. In the published version of the book, twelve parts
are present. The rest are yet to be located.

22 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:1-

23 The Bab, Persian Bayan 2:15.

24 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asmd: INBA 29:67. A similar structure is discussed else­
where in the Bab's explanation of the two letters that constitute the imper­
ative word of creation, "Be!" (Kun, consisting of the two letters K [Kafl and
N [Nun I). According to the Bab,. K represents the divine creation, while N
refers to the essences of created things. Thus the Bab equates K with fire and
air, where air is the moment of inclination toward fire. Likewise he equates
N with water and earth, where water represents the reception of existence and
earth sustains that reception. The Bab, Tafsir-i-Bismilldh, INBA 64:')7.

25 The Bab, Persian Bayan P7.
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26 The Bab, Persian Bayan, 2:14. Emphasis added.
27 See Jacob Vahid l3rown, "Textual Resurrection."
28 Browne, Introduction to New History, pp. xii, xxvi, xxvii.
29 MacEoin, "Hierarchy, Authority, and Eschatology," p. 98.

30 MacEoin, From Shaykhism to Babism, p. 166.

31 The Bab, Qayy':unu'l-Asmd' (Sllrih of fman), INBA 3:6; Panj Sha'l1, pp. 388-95.

32 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih II, INBA: 69:409.

33 For a discussion of the distinction between things in themselves and appear­
ances, see Kant, Critique ofPure Reason.

34 See, for example, lung, Psychology and Alchemy. One of the fundamental
statements of medieval alchemy is the Hermetic text known as the Emerald
Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus (translated into Latin from medieval Arabic
manuscripts), which begins its explanation of the creation of all things
through the One Thing by stating: "What is below is like what is above, and
what is above is like what is below, to perform the miracles of the One Thing."

35 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:169.

36 For a good analysis of the relation between truth and hermeneutics, see
Gadamer, Truth and Method.

37 These works are all unique yet organically related and inspired by the same
principle. Lack of attention to this hermeneutical principle has led various
authors to see qualitative breaks between various interpretive texts' of the
Bab. See, for example, the treatment of the Qayyumu'I-Asma' and Com­
mentary on the Surih of the Cow in Lawson's "Interpretation as Revelation."

38 The J:Iurufiyyih school was founded by FacJlu'liah Astarabadi (died A.D.

1384); the Nuq~aviyyih school by Mal,unud Pasikhani (died A.D. 1427/8).

39 See, for example, the Bab, Persian Bayan 5:3, 4, 9·

40 MacEoin, Rituals, p. 19.

41 MacEoin, Rituals, p. 77, n. 100.

42 MacEoin, Rituals, p. 19.

43 See also Behmardi, "?a1)ifiy-i-Bayna'I-J:Iaramayn."
44 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i-Bayna'l-l:Iaramayn, p. 6.

45 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i-Bayna'I-J:Iaramayn, p. 13·

46 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i-Bayna'I-J:Iaramayn, pp. 27-36.

47 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, pp. 405-47; Persian Bayan 5:10.

48 MacEoin may have confounded the sign of Solomon's Seal, a hexagram con­
sisting of two triangles, with the Babi pentagram temple. But they are entirely
different. The Babi pentagram, as the Bab explains, consists of five lines con­
stituting six chambers. Solomon's Seal consists of six lines and seven cham­
bers. Shaykh A~mad frequently discussed the meaning of Solomon's Seal,
identifying it with the interaction of the divine and the worldly.

49 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Kullu't-1a'am," Collection, p. 223.

50 The Bab, "Iafsir-i-Sl~riy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:98.
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51 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 461.

52 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:98.

53 The Bab, 'lafsir-i-S!iriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:174. The quotation cites Qur'an

47:15.

54 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i- Va'l- 'A~r, INBA 14:111.

55 The Bab, Tafsir-i-S!iriy-i- Va'l- 'AF, INBA 14:115.

56 The Bab, Persian Bayan I:l.

57 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Kullu't-Ta'am," Collection, p. 224,

58 The Bab, Tafsir-i l,1adith-i-Mal1 'Arafa Nafsah faqad 'Arafa Rabba, INBA

14:474-78.

59 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Sirr-i-Ha; INBA 86:151-52.

60 The Bab, Persian Bayan 2:2.

61 The Bab, Selectiol1s, p. 106 (Persian Bayan 2:7).

62 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sa'id, INBA 14:439.

2: THE DIVINE CHEMISTRY OF FIRE, WATER, AIR, AND EARTH

1 See, for example, Coleridge, "Aids to Reflection," p. 31.

2 See, for example, Zeller, History ofGreek Philosophy.
3 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Mulk), INBA 3:4.

4 Qur'an 11:7.
5 Qur'an 108:1-3.

6 Qur'an 47:15.

7 Qur'an 21:30.

8 The Bab, Tafsir-i-S!lriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:175.

9 See also Baha'u'llah, Kitab-i-lqal1, pp. 139-40.

10 The quotation is from Imam Riqa'. The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA

53:175.

11 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawlhur, INBA 53:179,

12 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawlhar, INBA 53:180.

13 The Bab, 'lafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:180.

14 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:181.

15 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:181.

16 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:181.

17 The Bab, Tafsir-i-S!lriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:181-82.

18 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:187.

19 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 5P88.

20 The Bab, 'lafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:188.

21 The Bab, TaJ-ir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:181.

22 For example, Qayyumu'l-Asma: INBA 3:165.

23 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:3.

24 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Sliriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:175.
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25 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asnui' (Surih of I;J.uriyyih), INBA 3:53.
26 The Bab, ()ayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Mulk), INBA 3:3.

27 The Bah, Selections, p. 54 (QaYYllmu'I-Asmd' [Surih of IJuriyyih], INBA
3:51-52).

28 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Kullu'!-Ta'am," Collection, pp. 220-21.

29 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Kitdb), INBA 3:76.

30 For a general discussion of the Sinaic mystery, see Lambden, "Sinaic Myster-
ies."

31 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Kullu'~-Ta'am," Collection, pp. 227-28.

32 Qur'an 21:69.

33 The Bab, Tafsir-i-I;J.adith-i-I;J.aqiqat, INBA 53:32-33.

34 The Bab, Persian Bayan 2:6. Part of this passage is in Selections, p. 102.

35 The Bab, Dald'il-Sab'ih, pp. 58-59.

36 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asmd' (Surih of Ra'd), INBA 3:137.

37 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Hismillah, INBA 64:37.

38 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Kullu'! -Ta'am," Collection, pp. 221-22.

39 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:174-75.

40 The nab, Shar~l-i-Asma'u'l/ah,INBA 98:19-20.

41 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:3.

42 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma; INBA 29:383-86.

43 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Kullu'! -Ta'am." Collection, pp. 221-22.

44 The Bab, Persia!! Bayan 5:1.

3 : THE REMEMBRANCE, THE GATE, AND THE DUST

1 See, for example, Mohammadhosseini, Ha4rat-i-Bab, pp. 190-92.

2 MacEoin, "Hierarchy, Authority, and Eschatology," p. 98.

3 MacEoin, Sources, p. 57..

4 MacEoin, "I Iierarchy, Authority, and Eschatology," p. 98.

5 Lawson, "The Term 'Remembrance.'"
6 Amanat, Resurrection and Renewal, pp. 174, 199.

7 MacEoin, Sources, pp. 57, 69; and "Early Shaykhi Reactions," pp. 16-20.

8 See, for example, Lawson, "Interpretation as Revelation," p. 230, n. 19.

9 Qtd. in Momen, Introduction to Shi'i Islam, p. 169.

10 For a list of the signs expected to accompany the advent of the Qj'im see
Momen, Introduction to Shi'i Islam, 166-70.

It Majlisi, Bi~dru'l-Anvar 13:1125, 1106, 1124.

12 Majlisi, Bi~aru'l-Anvdr 13:1122.

13 Majlisi, Bi~aru'l-Anvar 13:1080.

14 Majlisi, Bi~aru'l-Anvar 13:1103.

15 Majlisi, Bi~aru'l-Anwlr 13:1133.

16 Rev. 6:4.
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17 Rev. 9:15.
18 Rev. 19:11-16.

19 See Momen, "Trial of Mulla 'Ali Bastami."
20 Kirmani, Izhaqu'l-Ba!il, pp. 127-45.

21 A~sa'i, Shar~u'z-Ziyarat 1:200-207.

22 Qtd. in Momen, Introduction to Shi'i Islam, p. 164.

23 See, for example, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Ra'd), INBA ):226; (Surih of
Anvar) INBA 3:46; (Surih of Sabiqin) INBA ):229; (Surih of Qadr) INBA

3:40.
24 This concept of"normal discourse" is after Kuhn's notion of"normal science"

(see Structure ofScientific Revolutions).
25 The Bab, Selections, p. 119 (Dala'il-i-Sab'ih, p. 29).

26 The appellation "Qurratu'l-'Ayn" (Solace of My Eyes) in this text always
refers to the Bab Himself and is not related to Tahirih, who was also known
by that title.

27 The Bab, Selections, p. ';3 (Qayyumu'l-Asma' [Surih of Qarabah], INBA 3:50).

28 The Rib, Risaliy-i-Ithbat-i-Nubuvvat-i-Kha~~ih,INBA 14:391-92.

29 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Sllriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:188-89.

30 The Bah, Tablet to Mulla A1)mad, Collection, p. ,;,;6.

31 The Bab, Persian Bayan 8:18.

32 The Rib, Collection, pp. 16-18.

33 For an informative discussion of this issue, see Lawson, "The Term 'Remem­
brance.'"

34 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sa'id, INBA 14:436-37.

35 The Bab, Tafsir-i-lfadith-i-Man 'Arafa Nafsah faqad 'Arafa Rabba, INBA

14:476.
36 John 1:1; Qur'an 3:45.

37 The Bab, Selections, p. 41 (Qayyumu'l-Asma' [Surih of Mulkj, INBA 3:3).

38 The Bab, Selections, p. 45 (Qayyumu'l-Asma' [Surih of iman], INBA ):7-8).
This statement is also a reference to Qur'an 3:31-34.

39 The Bab, Selections, p. 53 (Qayyumu'[ Asma' [Surih of lfuriyyih], INBA 3:51).

40 The Bab, Selections, p. 44 (Qayyumu'l-Asma' [Surih of iman], INBA 3:6-7).

41 The Bab, Selections, p. 50 (Qayyumu'l-Asmd' [Surih of QadrI, INBA 3:41).

42 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Kitab), INBA ]:76.

43 Exod. 3:4·
44 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Kullu't-Ta'am," Collection, pp. 227-28.

45 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:181.

46 The Bah, Persian Bayan 1:15.

47 Qur'an 57:3·

48 See, for example, the Bab, Tafsir-i-Sliriy-i-Kuwlliar, INBA 53:99.

49 Qur'an 42:51.

50 Qur'an 43:3.
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51 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Mu/k), INBA 3:3.

52 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Isharih), INBA 3:62.

53 The Bab, QaYYllmu'/-Asma' (Surih of ~lujjah), INBA 3:86.

54 See, for example, the Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i- Va'l- 'A~r, INBA 14:165.

55 In this regard, Imam 'Ali's Sermon of the Twin Gulfs (Tutunjiyyih) and the
frequent references in the writings of the Bab to it and its content are par­
ticularly important. See Lawson, "Coincidentia Oppositorum."

56 The Bab, Collection, pp. 16-18.

57 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:179.

58 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:179-80.

59 Jung, Aian, pp. 220-21.

60 See, for example, the Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 5P69; Tufsir-i­

Bismilldh, INBA 64:53-54, 79-80; Shar~-i-'Ilmi'!-lfuTllf, INBA 67=2°3-204;

Risdliy-i-Ithbat-i-Nubuvvat-i-Kha~~ih, INBA 14:387-92.

61 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Sllriy-i- Vu'!- ~r, INBA 14:172-173; Risaliy-i-Ithbat-i-Nubuv­

vat-i-Kha~~ih, INBA 14:387-92.

62 The Bab, INBA 14:215-216.

63 The Bab's discussions concerning the Most Great Name are also an interpre­
tation of the Islamic sign of the Most Great Name whose design is attributed
to Imam 'Ali. This sign consists of eight motifs: a pentagram or "temple"
(five-pointed star), a sign consisting of vertical lines or Alifs, the letter Mim,
a square ladder, four vertical lines or Alif~, the letter Ha' (equal to 5), the
reverse of the letter Vav (equal to 6), and a final pentagram "temple." The iden­
tity of the "first" and the "last" is a reference to the reality of the Temple-the
Manifestation of God-as the reflection of the divine attributes of the First
and the Last. The pentagram temple consists of five lines arranged to create
six chambers. As such, it symbolizes the sum of Ha' and Vav, or 5and 6. The
two signs of Ha' and Vav constitute the name Huva, which is identical with
the first and the last sign-the Temple.

From various early and later writings we can infer close connections
between this 11, Ill, and 1111. The first number signifies the divine Essence
(Huva = He) that is reflected in the Temple of Revelation, that is, the Bab. The
second is the name of the Bab, 'Ali. The third, as the Bab notes extensively,
refers to the expression, Bab ~ahir (The Bab is manifest) because numerically
they are identical. The most extensive discussion of the relation and mean­
ing of 1,11, lll, and 1111 can be found in the Bab's "Tafsir-i-Vav," pp. 249-65.

The letter Mim often refers to the station ofMu~ammad(the other compo­
nent of the name of the Bab), and the square ladder could refer to the spir­
itual ascent to God as well as to the next Revelation. See also al-Buni,
Shumsu'/-Ma'arij, p. 92.

64 This is extensively explained by the Bab in the Tablet of Nineteen Temples.
See the Bab, Panj Sha'n, pp. 405-47.
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65 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Yav," Collection, p. 251.

66 For further discussion of"Baha" as the Most Great Name and its relation to
other scriptures see Lambden, "The Word Baha."

67 Baha'u'lhih has extensively explained the mystery of reversal of the letter
Yav in the Islamic sign of the Most Great Name in relation to the concept of
progressive revelation.

68 The Bab, Risa!iy-i-Ithbat-i-Nubuvvat-i-Kha~~ih.
69 The Bab, Qayyumu'!-Asma' (Surih of l;furiyyih), INBA 3:53.

70 A!-Ismayn (Twin Names) refers to the Bab Himself, Who is both 'Ali and
Mu!).ammad. The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:181.

71 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:179-80.

72 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih II, INBA 69:381.

73 Qur'an 70:9·

74 Sometimes the triangle is used to refer to the first three, sometimes to the last
three; while the square may refer to the first four or the last four stages.

75 The Bab, Qayyumu'!-Asmci' (Surih of Tathlith), INBA 3:184. The Bab's frequent
references to the unity of binary structures within Himself is also a reference
to Imam 'Ali's Sermon of the Twin Gulfs. See Lawson, "Coincidentia Oppos­
itorum."

76 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma', chapter on the name of God, Aknaz (the Most
Hidden Treasure), INBA 29:66.

77 The Bab, "Shar!).-i-I:Jadith-i-Abu Lubayd-i-Makhzumi," Collection, p. 147,

also INBA 98:40-41. for further discussion of this tradition see Gulpaygani,
Fara'id, pp. 31-36.

78 Qtd. in Baha'u'llah, Kitab-i-lqan, p. 254.

4: THE STRUCTURE OF THE QAyyUMU'r.-ASMA'

1 See Lawson's apt use of the term "exploded meaning" or "explosion of mean-
ing" in relation to the commentaries of the Bab, in "Dangers of Reading."

2 The Bab, lafsir-i-Suriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:99.

3 The Bab, 'lafsir-i-Sllriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 5n9-100.

4 The Bab, Taf,ir-i-Sl1riy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:121.

5 Qur'an 103.
6 For further discussion of the Commentary on Surih of the Afternoon, see

Lawson, "Dangers of Reading."
7 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i- Va'!- 'A~r, INBA 14:121,165.

8 The Rib, lafsir-i-Suriy-i- Va'!- 'A~r, INBA 14:126.

9 For example, see the Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i- Va'/- 'A~r, INBA 14:166; $a~ifiy-i­

'Adliyyih, pp. 20-33; Tafsir-i-Bismillah, INBA 64:76; Tafsir-i-Sllriy-i- Taw~id,
INBA 14:212-13; Tafsir-i-I:fadith-i-Man 'Arafa Nafsah faqad 'Arafa Rabba,
INBA 14:480; Tafsir-i-Sirr-i-Ha: INBA 86:152-53, 153-54.

10 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Du'a'-i-~aba!).," Collection, p. 30.
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d ' 'b ", n, p. 233, ohammadhosseml,,',:;

Ha. rat-l-Ba , p. 733; MacEom, Sources, p. 47. ' "

12 The Bah, Taf~ir-i-Sljriy-i-Baqarih I, INBA 69:341 I tha k P' " '... .. . . n arvlz MOim for",
bnngmg this pomt to my attention.

13 The Bab, 1afsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih I, INBA 69:156- 159. Italics added.
14 Qur'an 2:35.
15 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih I, INBA 69:263-65.

16 Qur'an 2:40.

17 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih I, INBA 69:277.

18 Qur'an 2:49.

19 Yazid was the second Caliph of the Umayyad Dynasty.
20 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Stiriy-i-Baqarih I, INBA 69:286.

21 Qur'<in 2:60.

22 The Bab, 1afsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih I, INBA 69:296.

23 Qur'an 2:143.

24 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih II, INBA 69:390.

25 Sec, for example, Lawson, "Interpretation as Revelation."
26 MacEoin, Sources, p. 55. 'Abdu'l-Baha's reference is in Traveler's Narrative, p. 2.

27 MacEoin, Sources, p. 46.

28 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 3.
29 The Bab, Selections, p. 119 (Dala'il-i-Sab'ih, p. 29).

')0 MacEoin, From Shaykhism to Babism, pp. 1'57-'58. MacEoin's argument is
supported by Lawson in his "Interpretation as Revelation," pp. 232-53.

31 The Bab, qtd. in Mazandarani, ~uhuru'l-Jjaqq3:285, also in INBA 91:174.

Mulla IJusayn identified this tablet as one written in Bushihr and addressed
to Mirza Ibrahim-i-Shirazi. Another identification is made by Afnan on the
basis of the letters of the Bab in the possession of the Afnan family. Thus he
identifies the letter as addressed to the uncle of the Bab, Siyyid 'Ali, and writ­
ten in Muscat. See Abu'l-Qasim Afnan, 'Ahd-i-A 'ld, pp. 439-40.

32 Qur'an 2:185.

33 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Kitdb), INBA 3=74-76.

34 ray4- i-Kashani, Navddiru'l-Akhbar, p. 258.

35 The Bab, Majmu'iy-i-Athar 4:108.

36 See, for example, 'Arab-Baghi, Tu~fatu'l-Mahdiyyah.
37 I:or details of this trial and decree, see Momen, "Trial of Mulla 'Ali Bas~ami."
38 In a provisional translation of a chapter of the QayyUmu'I-Asma', Momen

has used the same fact to argue that all the text of the Qayyumu'l-Asma'
could not have been revealed in forty consecutive days. He notes that both
the clerical decree against the text and the early refutation written by Karim
Khan-i-Kirmani quote only up to chapter 65, but he concludes that, there
fore, on the departure of Bas~ami and the other Letters of the Living, only
half of the book had been revealed (Momen, "The Surat al-Dhikr"). How-
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ever, this argument can only show that the copies taken by the Letters may
have been incomplete copies, but it does not prove that the full text was not
yet revealed. We already saw that the Rib complains that for ten months the
Qayyumu'l-Asma' has been among the people and yet not a single correct
copy has been completed. Thus we should expect that the earliest copies
taken by the Letters might well have been incomplete.

39 The Bab, Tafsir-i-S!iriy-i-Baqarih II, lNBA 69:382-83.
40 Related to this issue, MacEoin writes: "In the Persian Bayan, the Bab indicates

that he is to be buried 'in one of the twin shrines,' which ... may be a refer­
ence to Mecca and Medina" (Rituals, p. 24). However, here (Persian Bayan
9:1) the Bab is not speaking of His own burial. He is speaking of His son
Al;mad, who died in infancy: the remains of the one who is "taken" (i.e.,
derived, created) from the Point. This fact is stated more explicitly in another
part of the Persian Bayan (5:1). Clearly the two shrines are the two sacred
places in Shiraz, the birthplace of the Bab and His House; the sacred remains
of the Bab's son are to be taken to one of these shrines. The Bab explains the
reason for this: so that people on their pilgrimage will remember that the Bab
was a human being Who was born and was followed by His son; thus the
Babis will not forget His servitude to God. Curiously, in just the paragraph
before the one quoted, MacEoin correctly states that the Bab has affirmed that
all former shrines are rendered null in His Dispensation, yet MacEoin then
goes on to interpret the twin shrines as Mecca and Medina. MacEoin's trans­
lation mistake is not new; Nicolas made the same mistake earlier.

41 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asmd' (Surih of Huva), INBA 3:83.

42 The Bab, Qayy!imu'l-Asma' (Sllrih of Dhikr), INBA 3=223.

43 Qur'an 2:255,3:2.
44 The Bab, qtd. in Mazandarani, .?uhuru'l-!jaqq 3:223-24. Many thanks to Dr.

Muhammad Afnan for informing me of the identity of the recipient of this
historic tablet. The tablet as it is quoted in Mazandarani's book is incomplete.
The full text can be found in Khoosh-i-Hd'i az Kharman-i-Adab va Honar 6,

pp. 10-14. However, in both these copies instead of "And He prefaced each
surih with two of the verses of the Qur'an," it has: "And He prefaced each surih
with one of the verses of the Qur'an." This latter rendering does not fit the
point that is discussed by the Bab. In addition, the form of the sentence does
not fit such a reading. In at least two other copies the text refers to two verses
and not one verse, and the sentence then makes perfect sense. One of them
can be found in INBA 58:177, while the other is in Majmu'iy-i-Athar 10:73.

45 The Bah, Khutbiy-i-Dhikriyyih, qtd. in Mazandarani, .?uhuru']-!jaqq 3:290.

46 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Bismilldh, INBA 64:38.
47 See, for example, the Bab, Persian Bayan p6.

48 The Bab, Qayyumu']-Asmd' (5urih of Varaqa), INBA P53-54.
49 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asmd' (Surih of Dhikr), INBA 3:223-24.
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50 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Ifadith-i-Ifaqiqat, INBA 53:33.

51 The Bab, qtd. in Mazandarani, ~uhuru'l-Ifaqq3:223-24.

52 The Bab, Taf~ir-i-Bismillah, INBA 64:34-35.

53 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Bismillah, INBA 64:35.

54 The Bab, Tajsir-i-Bismillah, INBA 64:37-38.

55 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Bismillah, INBA 64:45.

56 The Bab, Taftir-i-Bismillah, INBA 64:48.

57 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Akbar), INBA 3:114.

58 The Bab, QaYYllmu'I-Asma' (Surih of Tayr), INBA 3:174.

59 See, for example, the Bab, "Iafsir-i-Surih-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:179; Persian
Bayan 8:5.

60 The Bab, Selections, p. 54 (Qayyumu'l-Asma' [Surih of Ifuriyyih], INBA 3:52).

5 : THE QAYYUMU'L-ASMA' AS INTERPRETATION

I Browne, "Some Remarks on the Babf Texts," p. 261.

2 Qur'an 3:45.

3 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Khalil), INBA 3:150.

4 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Ifayy), INBA 3:58-59.

5 The Bab, QaYYllmu'I-Asma' (Surih of Na~r), INBA 3:60.

6 The Bab, Selections, pp. 41-42 (Qayyumu'I-Asma' lSurih of Mulk], INBA

3:3-4)·

7 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Mulk), INBA 3:3.

8 Amanat renders this title as the "Surih of ai-Malik" (the King). In Arabic,
malik and mulk are spelled the same. Amanat, Resurrection and Renewal,

P· 203·
9 The Bab, QaYYllmu'I-Asma' (Surih of Mulk), INBA}:3.

10 Qur'an 42:51 and 43:3.

11 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Ra~lmah),INBA 3:126.

12 See, for example, Browne, "Some Remarks," p. 261, and MacEoin, Sources,

PP·56-57.
13 The Bab, QUYYllmu'I-Asma' (Surih of Yusuj), INBA 3:10.

14 Shoghi Effendi, God Passes By, p. 23.

15 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Yusuj), INBA 3:10-11.

16 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Yusuj), INBA po.
17 The Bab, qtd. in Mazandaranf, ~uhuru'l-Ifaqq3:223-24

18 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of $irar), INBA 3:31.
19 The Bab, QaYYlimu'I-Asma' (Surih of 'Arsh), INBA P7.
20 The Bab, QaYYllmu'l-Asma' (Surih of Nur), INBA 3:33-34.

21 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asmcf (Surih of Ma'), INBA 3:38.

22 The Bab, Qayyumu'[-Asma' (Surih of A ';;am), INBA 3:166.

2} The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Dhikr), INBA 3:120.

24 The Bab, QaYYlimu'I-Asma' (Surih of Ifill), INBA 3:44.



392 NOTES TO PAGES 152-171

25 Qur'an 34:17.
26 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Sdbiqin), INBA P29.
27 The Bab, QaYYlimu'I-Asma' (Surih of Qardbah), INBA 3:49.
28 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asmd' (Surih of Qarabah), INBA 3:49-50. Part of this

passage is in Selections, pp. 52-53.
29 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Ifuriyyih), INBA 3:52-53. Part of this

passage is in Selectiolls, p. 54.
30 See also Mehri Afnan, "Maqam-i-Zan."
31 Qur'an 12:28.
32 This is a reference to Qur'an 17:40 and 53:27.
33 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Ifliriyyih), INBA 3:54.
34 The Bab, QaYYlimu'I-Asma' (Surih of Ifayy) , INBA 3:59·
35 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of ~lujjah), INBA 3:90.
36 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asnui' (Surih of Af'idah), INBA 3:118.
37 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asmd' (Surih of Ra~mah), INBA 3:127.
38 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Qalam), INBA 3:145.
39 The Bab, Qayyumu']-Asma' (Surih ofJihad), INBA P02; (Surih of Mujallal),

INBApt\7·
40 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Mujallal), INBA }:l86-87.
41 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Mujallal) , INBA }:l88.
42 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Sdbiqin), INBA P29.
43 The Bab, QaYYlimu'I-Asma' (Surih of Dhikr), INBA 3:223-24.

6: THE SANCTUARY OF THE HEART AND THE PATH TO TRUTH

1 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:1.

2 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Ifadith-i-Ifaqiqat, INBA 53:32-34.
3 The Bab, Tafsir-i-lfadith-i-Ifaqiqat, INBA 53:32-33.
4 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Ifadith-i-Ifaqiqat, INBA 53:33.

5 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Ifadith-i-l.laqiqat, INBA 53:32.
6 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Ifadith-i-Ifaqiqat, INBA 53=33.
7 The Bab, Tafsir-i-~fadith-i-Ifaqiqat, INBA 53:34. Part of the passage is quoted

in Baha'u'llah, Kitab-i-!qan, p. 102.
8 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Ifadith-i-Ifaqiqat, INBA 53:34.
9 The Rib, Dald'il-i-Sab'ih, pp. 58-59.

10 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 11.
11 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 12.

12 Qur'an 24:34.
13 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 295.
14 The Bab, Dald'il-i-Sab'ih, pp. 58-59. The same point is frequently discussed

in other works of the Bab. Sec, for example, the Bab, Panj Sha'n, pp. 294-97,
321; and Kitdbu']-Asmd; INBA 29:28.

15 The Bab, INBA 98:175.
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16 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma' 4:7 (Princeton copy, pp. 163-64).

17 In a tablet addressed to Yal).ya Azal, the Bab emphasizes the fact that the Bab
is the Morn of Eternity and that all believers without exception are merely
mirrors who have no light of their own. He writes: "Today, from the incep­
tion of the Revelation of the Bayan until the advent of Him Whom God
shall make manifest, all attainment of exaltation by anyone is a token reflec­
tion of the exalted station of the Point of Unity and the Dayspring of the
Morn of Eternity. How beloved it hath been, and continueth to be, before God
that in each Revelation pure mirrors will reflect the Tree of Truth. But the mir­
rors are not illumined by themselves, independent of the Primal Will, for had
they been radiant by themselves, they would have been speaking before the
Day of Revelation.... All the mirrors abide by His bidding, return unto
Him, utter His glory, and seek shelter beneath His shadow" (Panj Sha'n,
PP·135).

18 Kant, Critique ofPure Reason.
19 Kant, Critique ofPure Reason, pp. 287-483·
20 The Rib, Panj Sha'n, pp. 388-90.

21 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, P.389.

22 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 391.

23 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, pp. 391-92.

24 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza lfasan, INBA 53:199.

25 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sa'id, INBA 14:439.

26 Qur'an 39:30.

27 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 393.
28 Baha'u'llah, Seven Valleys and Four Valleys, pp. 18-21.

29 'Abdu'l-Baha, Makatib 2:2-55. See also Momen, '''Abdu'l-Baha's Commen-
tary."

30 Keven Brown, "'Abdu'l-Bah.i's Response."
31 'Abdu'l-Baha, Makatib 2:40-42.
32 Cf. Moojan Momen's discussion, in "Relativism," of 'Abdu'l-Baha's tablet,

which focuses on the two opposing positions analyzed by 'Abdu'l-Baha but
does not discuss the third position, which is a resolution and synthesis of the
two.

33 'Abdu'l-Baha, Makatib 2:42-43.

34 See Kant, Critique ofPure Reason, Critique ofPractical Reason, and Critique
ofJudgment.

7: THE PRIMAL WILL AS THE UNITY OF SUBJECT AND OBJECT

1 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:l.
2 The Bab, Persian Bayan 2:8.

3 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, pp. 99-104·
4 Baha'u'llah, Tablet to Jamal-i-Rurujirdi, INBA 35:39·



394 NOTES TO PAGES 185-198

5 The Bab, Persian Bayan 7:19.

6 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, pp. 40-41.

7 The Bab, Persian Bayan 2:14.

8 Mazandarani, ~uhuru'l-Ifaqq3=121.

9 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Stirih of Kitab), INBA 3:77.
10 Weber, Protestant Ethic. "Asceticism" in Weber's specific sense, as used here,

does not mean practices of deprivation and self-denial.
11 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Sllriy-i-Kawthar, INBA 53:189.

12 Sec, for example, Ghazzali, Incoherence of the Philosophers.
13 See, for example, Morewedge, "Logic of Emanationism."
14 See Ghazzali, Incoherence of the Philosophers.
15 See, for example, I;arabi, On the Perfect State.
16 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sa'id, INBA 14:434-35, 437.

17 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, pp. 388-89.

18 The Bab, ~aWiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 16.

19 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i- Taw~id, INBA 14:218.

20 The idea of the True Indivisible Being, which in Islamic philosophy is attrib­
uted to Aristotle, is present in Plotinus' Enneads 5.2.1. The idea that the
objects of knowledge are present in the divine knowledge, as an argument for
the thesis of the unity of existence, can be found throughout Ibn 'Arabi's
work, The Bezels ofWisdom; faY9-i-Kashani's Kalimelt-i-Maknunih also con­
tains explicit affirmations of this point. Shaykh Arymad has written extensive
criticism of both works. For further discussion on this topic, see lzutsu,
Sufism and Taoism; Ra'fati," Ideas of Ibn 'Arabi"; and Keven Brown, "'Abdu'l­
Baha's Response."

21 Arysa'i, Javelmicu'l-Kalim 2:166-74.

22 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3=12. 'Abdu'I-Baha has referred to this discussion in
a tablet dealing with the same issue (Makatib 1:276). The translation can be
found in "'Abdu'l-Baha's Tablet."

23 The Bab, Tafsir-i-lfadith-Hlaqiqat, INBA 53=32.

24 For information relating to Mirza Sa'id, see Mohammadhosseini, Ha4rat i

Belb, pp. 816-17.

25 See also Ra'fati, "Rahnama'i baray-i-Mu~ali'iy-i-Basitu'l-l:laqiqah."
26 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sacid, INBA 14:429-3°.

27 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sacid, INBA 14:430.

28 The Bab, Tablet to Mirzel Sa'id, INBA 14:432-35.

29 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3:13.

30 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 17. Provisional translation provided by the
Research Department of the Universal House of Justice.

31 See Farabi, On the Perfect State; Morewedge, "Logic of Emanationism."
32 The Bab, Tablet to Mirzel Sacid, INBA 14:436-39.

33 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:1.
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34 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:1.

35 for example, in his translation of this part of the Persian Bayan ("It is for the
Will, and through the manifestation of His own Self, that God hath created,
out of His Self, eighteen souls, ere the creation of all things,") MacEoin has
replaced the word "eighteen" with "seventeen." Although he does not give any
reason for this alteration, it is reasonably clear that he has assumed that
"eighteen" was a typographical error and thus he has tried to translate the text
according to his assumption of what it must be. However, all the original and
authentic versions of the Persian Bayan consistently give "eighteen"-not
"seventeen." It would seem that the term "first believer," which is the refer­
ent of"Him" in that paragraph, has been assumed to be the first Letter of the
Living and thus only seventeen other Letters could be created out of him. See
MacEoin, Persian Baydn.

36 The Bab, Majmu'iy-i-Athar 5:63-64. Mulla J:!usayn's full name was
Mul).ammad-J:!usayn, which consists of eight Arabic letters.

37 The Bab, Risaliy-i-Ithbat-i-Nubuwat-i-Khd~~ih, INBA 14:382-85.

8 : THE STAGES OF DIVINE CREATIVE ACTION

I See Ra'fati, "Mar<itib-i-Sab'ih."
2 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sa'id, INBA 14:438.

3 A~sa'i, Shar~u'l-Fawi'id, pp. 33-89.

4 The Bab, Tablet to Mirza Sa'id, INBA 14:426-27.

5 The Bab, Tafsir-i-lfadith-i-Imam Ri4d; INBA 14:401.

6 The Bab, Risdlah Fi'l-Ghind, in Safinih-i- 'Irfdn Book I, p. 88.

7 Baha'u'llah, La'ali'l-lfikmah 2:275·

8 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih I, INBA 69:263-64.

9 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Bismillah, INBA 64:36.

10 See, for example, the Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i- Va'l- J\~r, INBA 14:105-6, and 'fablet
to Mirza Sa'id, INBA 14:437-38.

11 The Bab, Risdlah fi'n-Na~v, INBA 67:124.

12 The Bab, Collection, pp. 72-73.

13 The Bab, Majmu'iy-i-Athar 10:185-92. In this work the Bab chooses to use the
significant verb vahaba (vhb, bestowed) to demonstrate this spiritual gram­
mar.

14 See Momen, Introduction to Shi'i Islam.
15 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, pp. 16-17.

16 Al)sa'i, Rasa'ilu'l-lfikmah, pp. 56, 151.

17 Baha'u'llah in the Tablet of Wisdom defines the essence of nature as the Will
(Tablets ofBahd'u'[[dh, p. 142).

18 Saiedi, Logos and Civilization, pp. 59-61.

19 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:3.

20 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:3.
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21 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:3.

22 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 457.

23 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:3.

24 See, for example, The Bab, Tafsir-i-S,iriy-i- Va'[-~r, INBA 14:182; Tafsir-i-
Bismillah, INBA 14:98.

25 See, for example, Ibn al- 'Arabi, Bezels ofWisdom, pp. 163-71.

26 For an introduction to this subject, see Rahman, Islam, pp. 85-99.

27 See, for example, A~sa'i, Rasa'ilu'l-l:fikmah, pp. 187-92. I have discussed
aspects of the thesis of the unity of existence and the problem of Destiny in
Logos and Civilization, pp. 69-78, 84-88.

28 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Sirr-i-Ha: INBA 86:115.

29 The Bab, Tafsir-i-lld: INBA 86:115.

30 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Ha: INBA 86:116.

31 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Ha: lNBA 86:116-17.

32 The Bab, Tufsir-i-l:fudith-i- 'Allamani Akhi Rasu[u'lldh, INBA 14:422.

33 'Abdu'l-Baha, Makatib 2:161.

34 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Bismillah, INBA 14:74.

35 Note that Baha'u'llah's four Valleys also end with the heart. As He explains,
the station of the heart is the station of the mystery of Destiny. He states
that the people who have reached the summit of the heart become the pure
mirrors of the divine attributes (Seven Valleys and four Valleys, p. 61).

9 : THE EPISTLE OF JUSTICE AND THE ROOT PRINCIPLES OF RELIGION

1 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 34. For more information on the Interpreta­
tion of the Letter Ha', see Mohammadhosseini, IIaq.rat-i-Bdb, pp. 774-81.

2 The Bab's reference to the time of sorrow and isolation is not only a refer­
ence to His house arrest in Shiraz, but also to His stage of self-decreed with­
drawal.

3 In the printed edition of the Epistle of Justice: Root Principles, there is a
mistake in regard to this statement. Instead of mustanir gashtih (shone forth)
is printed mustatir gashtih (is hidden). But mustatir gashtih does not make
sense here. Several other copies use the correct wording.

4 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, pp. 3-4.

5 In His later writings, the Bab uses the five stages of the Tradition of Truth to
refer to the first five years of His mission. But in this earlier text, He uses the
same Tradition to discuss the revelation of His Persian writings, which begins
not in 1260 but in 1262. Here the first statement, "Pierce the veils of glory,"
signifies the inception of the year 1262.

6 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 31.

7 Qur'an 14:24.

8 The Bab, $aQifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 38.
9 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Ha: INBA 14:279-80.
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10 The Bab, Shar~-i-Du(d'-i-Ghaybat, INBA 60:103-4.

11 See, for example, AJ:!sa'i, Shar~u'z-Ziydrat 1:80-81.

12 The Bab, c)aWiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 34.

13 The Bab, ~aWiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 5.
14 The Bab, ~aWiy-i- 'Adliyyih, pp. 5-7.

15 The Bah, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 7.

16 The Bab, c?a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, pp. 7-9.

17 The Bab, ~a~iJiy-i- 'Adliyyih, pp. 9-12.

18 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 14.

19 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 15. Authorized translation provided by the
Research Department of the Universal House of Justice.

20 The Bab, ?a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 15.

21 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 18.

22 The Bab, ~a~lifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 17.

23 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 21.

24 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, pp. 18-19.

25 See, for example, Al].sa'i, Sharl.lU'z-Ziydrat 1:21-22. See also Baha'u'llah,
Epistle, p. 113.

26 Therefore both MacEoin's and Amanat's presentations of these stages are
inaccurate. See MacEoin, Sources, p. 69, n. 104; and Amanat, Resurrection
and Renewal, p. 189.

27 Baha'u'llah, qtd. in Epistle, p. 113.

28 The Bab, ~a~iJiy-i- 'Adliyyih, pp. 23-26.

29 The Bab, ~alJifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 23.

30 The Bab, ?a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 35.

31 The Bab, ~alJifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 35.

32 The Bab, Shar~-i-Du(d'-i-Ghaybat, INBA 60:108.

33 The Bab, .)a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, pp. 32, 3R.

10 : RESURRECTION AND HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

1 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:1.

2 The Bab, Tablet to Mulld Bdqir, in Gulpaygani and Gulpaygani, Kashfu'l-

Ghitd; Appendix, p. 9 (qtd. in Shoghi Effendi, God Passes By, p. 30).

3 See Saiedi, Logos and Civilization, pp. 126-30.

4 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:6.

5 The writings of Baha'u'llah are also based on such a historicization of these
same categories. For example, in the Book of the River, Baha'u'llah writes that

"in every age and century, as He desireth, the Unique Hidden One and the
Eternal Essence manifesteth that true River and real Sea and causeth it to flow,
adorning it with a new temple and a new vesture" (qtd. in Saiedi, Logos and
Civilization, p. 60).

6 The Bab, Kitdbu'l-Asmd; INBA 29:66.
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7 The Bab, Selections, p. 117 (Dald'il-i-Sab'ih, p. 65).
8 The Bab, Selections, p. 125 (Dala'il-i-Sab'ih, pp. 1-2).
9 The Bab, Selections, p. 126 (Dald'il-i-Sab'ih, pp. 2-3)·

10 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, pp. 23-24.
11 See Hegel, Lectures.
12 The Bab, Tafsir-i-lfadith-i- 'Allamani Akhi Rasulu'llah, INBA 14:419-23.
13 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 454.
14 The Bab, 'fablet to Mulla Baqir, in Gulpaygani and Gulpaygani, Kailifu'l-

Ghita: Appendix, p. 3.
15 The Bab, Selections, pp. 77-78 (Persian Bayan 7:19).
16 See, for example, the Bab, Tafsir-i-Ha: INBA 86:118-19.
17 The Bab, Ad'iyi-i-Haftigi, INBA 58:79-80.
18 Qur'an 42:11.
19 The Bab, Tafsir-i-lfadith-i-lfaqiqat, INBA 53:33.
20 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-Baqarih I, INBA 69:2°5.
21 The Bab, ~a~ifiy-i- 'Adliyyih, p. 18.
22 See Feuerbach, Essence ofChristianity.
23 See, for example, Lewis, The Assassins.
24 The Bah, Selections, pp. 106-7 (Persian Bayan 2:7).
25 Gen. 1:26-28.
26 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:11.
27 The Rib, Selections, p. 89 (Persian Bayan 5:4).
28 The Bah, Selections, pp. 107-8 (Persian Bayan 2:7).
29 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Mulk), INBA):4.

11 : HISTORY AND THE PERSPECTIVE OF UNITY

I Nabil-i-A'~am, Dawn-Breakers, p. 31.
2 MacEoin, Sources, p.88.
3 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3=16.

4 See the Bab, Khutbiy-i-Jiddah, INBA 91:69-72; Mazandarani, 7cuhzlru'l-lfaqq
3:289; and MacEoin, Sources, p. 52.

5 The Bah, Persian Bayan 8:12. I would like to thank Parviz Moini for sharing
this perceptive idea with me.

6 The Bab, Arabic Bayan 9:10.
7 Qur'an 55:2-4.
8 On the concept of the "Perfect Human Being," see Saiedi, Logos and Civiliza­

tion.
9 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3:17.

10 The Bah mentions that His book can be called either Bayan (Exposition) or
Bayyan (One who exposes). See Kitabu'l-Asma' (Princeton copy), chapter on
the name of God, al-Abyan.

II The Bab, Persian Bayan 3=17.
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12 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:1.

13 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:1.

14 In the Persian Bayan we see the same point reaffirmed in new ways; see, for
example, 3:12.

15 The Bab, Selections, p. 126 (Dala'il-i-Sab'ih, pp. 2-3).

16 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:2.

17 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:2. This complex passage has been mistranslated
by Amanat, who has thought that "hidden names" refers to the fourteen
souls, whereas it refers to the four Gates. As the Bab has explained in var­
ious writings, the Most Great Name of God is represented by the fourth
name which is a well-guarded and hidden name. That name refers to the
station of the four Gates. The fourteen sacred souls represent the three
names of God that have been manifest (see Amanat, Resurrection and

Renewal, p. 191).

18 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:1.

19 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:15.

20 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:2.

21 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Yusuj), INBA 3:10-11.

22 Shaykh Al:unad-i-Ai)sa'i frequently discussed this question. His work, "Infal­
libility and Return," is an extensive discussion of the topic. See AJ:1sa'i, ''Al­
'I~mah va'r-Raj'ah," in Javami'u'l-Kalim, pp. 14-111.

23 The Bab, Persian Bayan 7:3.

24 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:18.

25 The Bab, Persian Hayan 2:19.

26 The Bab, Selections, p. 87 (Persian Hayan 6:16).

27 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3:3.

28 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:13.

29 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3:13.

30 The Bab, Persian Bayan 8:1.

31 The Bab, Selections, p. 105 (Persian Bayan 4:12).

32 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:16.

12: COMMUNITY AND THE PRIMAL UNITY

1 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:1.

2 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:1.

3 The Bab, Arabic Bayan, unity 1.

4 The Bab, Persian l3ayan 1:1.

5 The Bah, Persian Bayan 2:6.

6 The Bab, Arabic Bayan, unity 1.

7 The Bah, Persian Bayan 4:18.

8 Saiedi, Logos and Civilization, pp. 123, 127-30, 198. Amanat identifies these
"eight unities" (8 x 19 =152) as the numerical value of the word QlIddus, but
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the value of Quddus is 170. Amanat, Resurrection and Renewal, p. 244 and
n.232.

9 The Bab, Persian Bayan 8:3.
10 The Bab, Selections, p. 84 (Persian Bayan 6:15).
11 The Bab, Selections, pp. 80-81 (Persian Bayan 8:19).
12 The Bab, Persian Bayan 2:2.
13 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma; INBA 29:103
14 The Bab, 1i:1blet to Mulla Baqir, in Gulpaygani and Gulpaygani, Kashfu'l-

Ghira: p. 6. Part of the passage is quoted in Baha'u'llah, Epistle, p. 153.
15 The Bab, Persian Bayan 2:1.

16 The Bab, Persian Bayan 2:1.
17 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 390.
18 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 391.
19 This tradition is frequently mentioned in the writings of Shaykh A!)mad.

Sec, for example, his interpretation of the Bismillah in Rasa'ilu'l-ijikmah,
p.137·

20 Qtd. in Ai)sa'i, Rasa'ilu'l-ijikmah, p. 135.
21 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3:8.
22 The Bab, Persian Bayan p.

23 The Bab, Persian Bayan 8:8.
24 The Bab, Qayyumu'l-Asma' (Surih of Yusuj), INBA PO-l1.
25 The Bab, Persian Bayan 1:2.
26 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i- Va'l-l1fr, INBA 14:172-7), Risaliy-i-Ithbdt-i-Nubuv-

vat-i-Khaffih, INBA 14:387-92.
27 Qur'an 10:10.

28 Qur'an 20:130.
29 Qur'an 47:15.
30 Qur'an 47:15.
31 The Bab, "Tafsir-i-Kullu'~-Ta'am," Collection, pp. 229-30.
32 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:8.
33 The Bab, Persian Bayan 8:5.

13: ETHICS AND LAWS IN THE BAyA.N

1 See Abu'l-Qasim Afnan, 'Ahd-i-A'la, pp. 99-100; Mohammadhosseini,
Haqrat i-Bab, p. 765; and MacEoin, Sources, p. 62.

2 In this sense, the beginning passage of Bahci'u'lhih's Kitab-i-Aqdas, which
speaks of the inseparable twin duties of recognition of the Manifestation
and observing His ordinances, is the essence of the Bayan's approach to the
Issue.

3 The Bab, Fi's-Suluk I, INBA 67:145-48. For further discussion of this tablet,
see Lawson, "The Bab's Epistle."

4 Abu Talibi'l-l:Iusaynavi was the brother of Siyyid Javad-i-Karbila'i.
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5 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, pp. 454-55.
6 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 456.

7 See, for example, Mill, Utilitarianism.

8 Kant, Immanuel, Critique ofPractical Reason pp. 30-52, 114-37.

9 A good critique of the Kantian theory of love in the context of his ethics
can be found in Schopenhauer, Basis ofMorality.

10 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, pp. 456-57.

II The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 457.

12 The Bab, 'Ti's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 457.

13 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 458.

14 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 458.

15 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 458.

16 Reference is to Qur'an 17:23.

17 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 459.

18 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 459.

19 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 459.

20 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 463.

21 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, pp. 463-64.

22 The Bab, "Fi's-Suluk II," Collection, p. 466.

23 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:16.

24 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3:12.

25 In the Four Valleys, Baha'u'lh\h mentions three of these stages-soul, intel­
lect, and heart. Baha'u'llah omits the category of essential body and creates
a new category, love, which mediates between intellect and heart. Thus while
both intellect and soul are imprisoned within the realm of oppositions, the
category of love transcends such otherness. But in the relation of love there
still remains a trace of otherness, which is in turn transcended in the cate­
gory of heart (Seven Valleys and Four Valleys, pp. 54-57).

26 The Bab, Persian Bayan 7:2.

27 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:19.

28 The Bab, Persian Bayan 2:16.

29 The Bab, Persian Bayan 7:2.

30 Baha'u'lIah, Kitab-i-Aqdas, par. 1.

31 The Bab, Persian Bayan 7:2.

32 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:7.

33 The Bab, Persian Bayan 9:4.

34 The Bab, Selections, pp. 88 (Persian Bayan 5:4).

35 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:11.

36 The Bab, Persian Bayan 9:10.

37 The Bab, Arabic Bayan 9:11.

38 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:2.

39 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma: INBA 29:621-25.
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40 The Bab, Kitabu'/-Asma; INBA 29:626.

41 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:3.

42 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3:17.

43 This same principle is reaffirmed in Baha'u'llah's Kitab-i-Aqdas. See Saiedi,
Logos and Civilization, pp. 253, 279-80, 284-86.

44 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:14.

45 The Bab, Kitabu'/-Asma: INBA 29:626.

46 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma; INBA 29:630.

47 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:16.

48 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:19.

49 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:19.

50 The Bab, Kitabu'/-Asma; INBA 29:152.

51 The Bab, Persian Bayan 7:18.

52 The Bab, Persian Bayan 9:4.

53 The Bab, Kitabu'/-Asma; INBA 29:85-92.

54 The Bab, Kitabu'/-Asma; INBA 29:423-24.

55 The Bab, Persian Bayan 4:16.

56 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:3.

57 The Bab, Persian Bayan 7:6.

58 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:11.

59 The Bab, Persian Bayan 6:16.

60 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma; INBA 29:426.

61 The Bab, Persian Bayan 8:11.

62 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:3.

63 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:3.

64 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:3.

65 The Bab, Persian Bayan 8:18.

66 The Bab, Persian Bayan 8:6.

67 The Baba'j symbol of the Greatest Name includes two of these temples,
which refer to the Bab and Baha'u'llah.

68 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:10.

69 The Bab, Tafsir-i-Suriy-i-IJamd, INBA 14:32-37. For a translation of some
of these parts of the tablet, see MacEoin, Rituals, Appendix 3, pp. 101-4.

70 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:10.

71 The Bab, Persian Bayan 7:2.

72 The Bab, Persian Bayan 8:18.

73 The Bab, Arabic Bayan 8:7.

74 The Bab, Persian Bayan 7:19.

75 MacEoin has misconstrued this law through mistakes in translation. He
writes: "In the Chahar Sha'n, the believer is instructed to stand each month
facing the moon and to recite the following verse: 'The glory ... ' It is prefer­
able to recite this verse 142 times (to the number of the name a/-Qa'im)"
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(Rituals, p: 13). However, what he translates as "It is preferable to recite this
ver~e 142 times (to the num?er of the name al-Qa'im)," is something else,
entIrely unrelated to the prevIOus statement about facing the moon and recit­
ing a verse. The mistranslated part is actually the beginning of a new para­
graph in which the Bab begins to address a different question. After finishing
the discussion of facing the moon and reciting a verse, the Bab writes: "Now,
regarding the person thou hast mentioned, whose name is equal to the name

, of the beloved Qa'im: Say! Protect it thou before thyself...." (Kitabu'l-Asma:
INBA 29:508).

76 See Saiedi, Logos and Civilization, pp. 271-74.

77 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:4.

78 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:9.

79 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:9.

80 Baha'u'llah, Seven Valleys and Four Valleys, pp. 42-43.

81 The Bab, Persian Bayan 5:4.

82 MacEoin, Sources, p. 92.

83 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma: INBA 29:383-86.

14 : THE LAW OF THE SWORD AND THE TWIN REVELATIONS

1 Shoghi Effendi, God Passes By, p. 25. This interpretation of the writings of the
Bab is the subject of numerous Baha'i works. Three major examples are
Baha'u'llah's Kitab-i-Badi', 'Abdu'l-Baha's Traveler's Narrative, and Shoghi
Effendi's God Passes By.

2 The Bab, Arabic Bayan 6:15.

3 Baha'u'llah, Kitcib-i-Badf', pp. 114-15.

4 This statement of the Bab is read in two ways. In one, it is read without
attention to the previous two statements in which the Bab orders Azal to
obey Him Whom God shall make manifest without question. In this read­
ing, the Bab's statement is translated as saying: "Should God make manifest
glory [that is, exaltation, victory1in thy time, then manifest the eight paths
with His permission." The second reading, which corresponds to the earli­
est reading of the tablet by a defender of Azal (namely, the author of
Nuqtatll'l-Kdj), takes the statement as the continuation of the reference to
God's making manifest Him Whom God shall make manifest and thus the
statement is rendered as: "Should God make [him] manifest, out of his glory,
then manifest the eight paths with his permission." However, even the first
reading is indirectly affirming the same point that is made in the second.
According to the Bab, the realization of glory and the exaltation of the Bab,
Faith is an event which happens through or after the advent of Him Whom
God shall make manifest. Logically, the fact that, on one hand, the Bab cat­
egorically says in the Bayan that between His own martyrdom and the advent
of the Promised One there will be no more binding writings, and, on the
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other hand, in this tablet the Bab apparently allows Azal to manifest the rest
of the Arabic Bayan, can only make sense if it is understood that such a com­
pletion of the Arabic Bayan could only take place after the revelation of the
Promised One and through His inspiration and permission.

5 The Bab, Kitabu'l-Asma' INBA 29: 273-74·

6 Kashani, Nuqtatu'I-KaJ,'p. 244. It should be noted, however, that various
internal textual evidence leaves no doubt that the author of the text is not l:hiji
Mirza Jani Kashani.

7 The Bab, Persian Bayan 3:16.

8 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, pp. 255-56.

9 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 280.

10 Baha'u'llah, La'ali'l-ljikmah 2:23. I would like to thank Khazeh Fananapazir
who noted this point in one of his Internet postings.

11 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 279.

12 The Bab, Panj Sha'n, p. 6.

13 For a detailed discussion of this issue, see Muhammad Afnan, "Ayyam-i-
Bu1un."

14 Kashani, Nuq{atu'I-KaJ, pp. 260, 252, 255.
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"With special emphasis on the Rib's symbolism and logic, Gate of the Heart is based
on meticulous scholarship and profound spiritual understanding. At the same
time, it elucidates both the historic significance and contemporary relevance of the
Bab's writings. Written in a clear and engaging style, Gate ofthe Heart is a welcome
contribution to Baha'i Studies, the study of World Religions, and the study of
Spirituality." -Tamara Sonn, The College of William and Mary

"A pioneering and groundbreaking work ... provides fundamental keys for under­
standing some of the distinctive features of the writings of the Bab."

-Vahid Rafati, Centre for the Study of the Text, Haifa, Israel

"The author successfully embeds the discourse of the Bab in both nineteenth­
century and contemporary thinking. His sociological approach does not rob these
Writings of their revelatory grace, nor does his faith in those Writings preclude a
detailed analysis of their significance for society.
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example of how others might approach an analysis of revelatory writing."
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University of New Brunswick, and author of The Origins of the

Baha'i Community ofCanada, 1898-1948 (WLUP, 1996)
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N 1844 A CHARISMATIC YOUNG PERSIAN MERCHANT FROM SH1RAZ KNOWN AS THE BAB

electrified the Shi'ih world by claiming to be the return of the Hidden Twelfth Imam.

But contrary to traditional expectations of apocalyptic holy war, the Bab maintained

that the spiritual path was not one of force and coercion but of love and compassion. The

movement He founded was the precursor of the Baha'i Faith, but until now the Bab's own

writings have been seldom studied and often misunderstood.

Taking an interdisciplinary approach, Nader Saiedi examines the Bab's major works

in multifaceted context, eA'Plaining the unique theological system, mystical world view,

and interpretive principles they embody as well as the rhetorical and symbolic uses of lan­

guage through which the Bab radically transforms traditional concepts. Arguing that the Babi
movement went far beyond an Islamic Reformation, the author explores controversial

issues and offers conclusions that will compel a re-evaluation of some prevalent assump­

tions concerning the Bab's station, claims, and laws.
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