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        She uncovered her hair and the curls hung down on her breast.

        Praised be my Lord, the Most High.

      

        

      
        The strain of God issued from the strands of her hair, in remembrance of her Lord, the Lofty, the Most Exalted.

        Praised be my Lord, the Most High.

      

        

      
        Behold! The miracle of night appeared from the darkness of her hair, and the miracle of day from the brightness of her brow.

        Praised be the one who created and arranged.

      

        

      
        She raised the sacred call in the paradise of presence.

        Praised be my Lord, the Most High.

      

      

      
        
        
        BAHA’U’LLAH
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is an introduction to the mystical teachings of Baha’u’llah, the Iranian visionary who founded the religion known as the Baha’i Faith. It is not a textbook or other prosaic explanation of what Baha’u’llah said, nor is its approach didactic or dogmatic. I use a “speaking” text, by which I mean that I guide the reader through a journey of ideas. Throughout, my approach is to try to answer the question: Why should this matter to the reader? I like to think that the book reads a bit like a nonfiction drama. I have given the narrative a good pace and intensity by using punchy, down-to-earth wording (with little jargon) and by forgoing a detailed analysis of the subjects I cover. (Readers can follow up on subjects of interest using the references in the notes.) I have kept the chapters reasonably short. I hope the reader will buy into the story and want to know the ending, for even if they do not believe the story, it is by any measure a fascinating one.

      The purpose of the book is to inform Western readers about Baha’u’llah, who he is, what he said, and why it matters. Through the influence of Christianity, people in the West are familiar with the apocalyptic expectation that Jesus will return in the “last days” and establish the Kingdom of God on the earth. What is not generally known, however, is that Baha’u’llah, who lived from 1817 to 1892, claimed that his appearance on earth fulfilled that expectation. That was, of course, over a century ago. If his claim had any merit, it raises the issue as to why hardly anyone knows about him. The apocalypse is supposed to be a time of monumental upheaval globally, where supernatural events prevail and Jesus takes over the world. Looking at the state of the world today, you would be forgiven for thinking Baha’u’llah’s claim had no substance to it at all.⁠1

      On the other hand, maybe events have unfolded in an unexpected way. Human beings have their favorite theories about what is supposed to happen during pivotal moments in religious history, but they are routinely caught napping when these events do occur. After all, when you are living in interesting times, it is difficult to get a proper perspective on their significance. In fact, Baha’u’llah’s message was not what people were expecting. His take on things was more nuanced than the simple idea that the Kingdom of God will be established on earth, with the good guys taking charge and the bad guys getting their just desserts. Instead, Baha’u’llah viewed the Kingdom of God primarily as a spiritual reality. In saying this, I do not mean to rule out a future where humanity settles into a permanent peace. It is more that, in order for that state of affairs to come about, spiritual realities need to be set in place first.⁠2

      The following scenario illustrates what I mean. A rescue dog finds a forever home with a loving family. The dog has come to live at a home where he now enjoys benefits such as food, care, security, and hugs. From the dog’s perspective, he has entered the Kingdom of God, for everything about life is perfect—all benefits are on tap. However, the dog does not have a complete grasp of the situation. He sees things as he does because he has no concept of how his new home came to be. He does not understand that his “Kingdom of God” is actually the result of the efforts of the family. The family members together have brought it about. They are the ones who love the dog, know how to care for him, and have worked together to provide him with a home. These qualities of kindness, concern and united effort can be looked at as spiritual realities that exist within the family members. These qualities are like creative powers, which in this case have been harnessed to produce the dog’s happy home. This scenario shows that the Kingdom of God is not located in the physical world, even though it might appear there. Instead, it is created behind the scenes, so to speak, by human agents who are harnessing hidden powers capable of generating positive outcomes in the world.

      Therefore, in a sense, it is true to say that the Kingdom of God is peace on earth, but that is not the full story; it is just the ending of it. The Kingdom of God is not a perfect arrangement of material things; it is a mysterious spiritual reality that somehow seems to inhabit human beings. That may sound like a strange thing to say, but it is, in fact, something Jesus said:

      
        
        
        Being asked by the Pharisees when God’s Kingdom would come, he answered them, “God’s Kingdom doesn’t come with observation; neither will they say, ‘Look, here!’ or, ‘Look, there!’ for behold, God’s Kingdom is within you.”

        LUKE 17:20–21

      

      

      

      
        
        Consequently, if we want to establish the Kingdom of God on earth, we need to focus not so much on rearranging things in the world but on awakening and harnessing the latent realities in the human heart. That, in a nutshell, is the goal of Baha’u’llah’s message—in fact, he says that human hearts are the doors to heaven. Much of what he said was geared toward instructing people on how to awaken their own hearts and, in this way, inspire others. He put out a call to everyone to look inside and to discover the extraordinary powers that lie concealed within them so that the dream of world peace might become a reality.⁠3

      

      

      This book outlines Baha’u’llah’s program. It explains how a person can participate and why it is in their interest to do so. Again, what Baha’u’llah says is not what you would expect. When people fervently support a cause, they usually sacrifice everything and venture out into the world to do whatever it takes. Although a follower of Baha’u’llah might do something along those lines, that is not where Baha’u’llah starts. In this case, the field of operations begins inside the human being, and so the person does not, at first, venture out into the world but ventures inward into themselves. Unless the heart is set to rights and engaged, it cannot sustain positive and lasting outcomes in the world. (In chapter 13, I explain the spiritual principles that govern the connection between the heart and outcomes in the world.)⁠4

      Due to the complexities of human nature, human beings are reluctant to explore their inner world. Many people never go there. Their identity is built entirely on activities that are outside of themselves in the external world. The question as to what they might be honestly experiencing in their heart rarely, if ever, comes up or is suppressed if it does. But Baha’u’llah says that the greatest loss is for a person to live their life without ever knowing who they are. Awakening to thoughts, insights, feelings, and cares that are folded up deep inside can be a terrifying experience. Nevertheless, the inner world has been created for a purpose. It is not there to be ignored. It is critical to humanity’s development.⁠5

      Baha’u’llah’s personal development program is designed to sort the inner chaos out so that people’s hidden potential can be unlocked. Having said that, he does not intend for anyone to suffer humiliation in pursuing that goal. He is totally against any activity or situation that compromises a person’s dignity. He forbids people from confessing their sins to others, for example, not only because no one has the divine authority to forgive sins but because these confessions lead to a person’s humiliation and abasement.

      At the heart of the personal development program Baha’u’llah prescribes is the simple activity of conversing with him:

      
        
        
        Child of light, forget all but me and delight in conversation with my spirit. This is from the essence of my command, so turn towards it.

        ARABIC HIDDEN WORD 16

      

      

      

      
        
        Baha’u’llah invites everyone to get in touch in order to establish a relationship with him. He confirms that all human souls are eternal, which means that the relationship established now will survive physical death and be central to life in spiritual worlds. The conversation Baha’u’llah is referring to is the one that takes place in the heart. That does not mean a person cannot talk to Baha’u’llah out loud through spoken thoughts and prayers; it means that the reality of the speech is located in the heart. When a person says, “I love you,” the words are a vehicle used to convey a reality felt deep inside.⁠6

      

      

      The way a person establishes their connection to Baha’u’llah is by reading his writings. Everyone begins by knowing nothing about him. It is necessary to do the research, so to speak. By “reading,” I mean to include all activities that involve engaging with Baha’u’llah’s words, such as chanting, singing, listening, meditating, and studying. Through a habit of reading, a person gets to know Baha’u’llah as a person and becomes familiar with what he said and the way he expressed it, for he has a unique style. He left behind an enormous collection of writings that contain a plentiful supply of material to explore. In this treasure trove, he effectively recreates for the reader the universe he occupied, both inside and outside, by sharing, for example, his experiences, thoughts, feelings, visions, stories, ideas, prayers, and teachings.⁠7

      A feature of Baha’u’llah’s writings and something of an enigma are his mystical works, which are important for the subject of this book. At first, people struggle to grasp the intent of these texts, for the meaning is veiled in elaborate imagery and subtle allusions. Despite this, they are among the most popular of Baha’u’llah’s writings. Broadly speaking, they fall into two categories: works of spiritual guidance for the mystic traveler and works that contain stories about events in paradise. The stories set in paradise are a marvel because they enable readers to ride the waves of imagery and allusion into mysterious celestial worlds, meet the inhabitants there and find out what they get up to. In chapters 2 and 3, I introduce these works and explain how the heavenly worlds are connected to Baha’u’llah. In chapters 13 and 16, I explain how every person is connected to these worlds through the words of Baha’u’llah.

      The spiritual journey Baha’u’llah asks each person to undertake can, at times, be very challenging. Distractions get in the way. Difficulties seem intractable. Responsibilities pile up. The traveler is overwhelmed and gives up. The crucial thing to remember is that no one is actually worthy of the gift Baha’u’llah is offering. Progress on the journey is not about turning oneself into knots trying to be perfect. What matters to Baha’u’llah is love, as well as effort. He is a lover holding out his hand to the one he loves. He says that he never disappoints anyone who seeks him or blocks anyone who desires him. The goal, then, is to develop a close connection to him. Once that is established, his divine spirit fills the heart, cheers the spirit, and inspires a person to see that all things are possible. Ultimately, it is Baha’u’llah who changes people and their circumstances. We cannot do it by ourselves. Therefore, although someone may consider themselves hopeless and unworthy, it does not matter because it is God who heals. Everything in creation is totally dependent on God’s grace. Being dependent is not a sign of weakness or deficiency; it is a reality that a wise person has come to terms with.⁠8

      As to the question of paradise, Baha’u’llah has some new things to say about it. Paradise is commonly understood to be a heavenly world of the spirit, which a good person inhabits after death. Baha’u’llah does not contradict this basic idea, but he does expand on it. For him, paradise is a reality that a person develops within themselves, starting in this world. It begins when the person forms a connection to him, and it grows like a child in the womb as the relationship strengthens. Put in simple terms, a person’s paradise is their love for Baha’u’llah.

      
        
        
        Child of existence, your paradise is my love and your heavenly garden is union with me. Enter it and do not hesitate. This is what has been ordained for you in our highest kingdom and supreme realm of power.

        ARABIC HIDDEN WORD 6

      

      

      

      
        
        The reality of paradise is, therefore, under the control of the individual. It is not a hit-and-miss affair adjudicated by a distant, unknown God. It is a divine gift that will naturally grow within if it is given the love it needs to thrive.⁠9

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Dedication: Paradise of Presence: Conversations in the Mindscape of Eternity is dedicated to my friend Mark Choveaux (d. 2006), who encouraged me to keep writing about Baha’u’llah decades before I believed I could do it.

      

      

      
        
        Acknowledgment: A big thank you to Laura Foster, who took a load off my shoulders by writing the appendixes and supporting me throughout the years it took me to write this book.

      

      

      
        
        Opening quotation: The verses quoted at the opening of the book are from Baha’u’llah’s poem Praised be my Lord, the Most High, which is quoted in full in chapter 17.

      

      

      
        
        Disclaimer: This book is about religion. All discussion is intended to be an exploration of religious concepts and issues only. Nothing in this book is intended to be a substitute for the services of professional medical practitioners. Baha’u’llah instructed people to seek treatment from competent doctors. He did not hold to a strict division between the spiritual world and the material world. He viewed them as one integrated world. All healing, whether spiritual or physical in nature, has value.⁠10
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        * * *

      

      Mirza Husayn Ali Nuri, who is known by the title “Baha’u’llah” (Arabic for “Glory of God”), was born in 1817 in Tehran, Iran, into a wealthy family with close ties to the Shah. In 1844, when Baha’u’llah was in his late twenties, a young man named Siyyid Ali Muhammad Shirazi, known as “the Bab” (Arabic for “the Gate”), caused an uproar in Iran by claiming to be the Qa’im, the promised prophet expected in the “last days” by Shi’a Muslims. Baha’u’llah became a follower of the Bab. In 1850, the Bab was executed for heresy. In retaliation, a small group of his followers plotted to assassinate the Shah, but their attempt failed. Baha’u’llah was wrongly accused of being the ringleader and imprisoned in a bleak Tehran dungeon. During his time there, he had a mystical experience in which a celestial woman appeared to him and announced that he was chosen by God to deliver to the world a very important message.

      Baha’u’llah was released after four months and exiled to Baghdad, Iraq. He never returned to Iran. During his decade-long stay in Baghdad, he became enormously popular among the city’s inhabitants. This inflamed the jealousy of the Iranian authorities, who felt threatened by his influence. They lobbied the Ottoman government to exile Baha’u’llah to Istanbul and then on to Edirne (now in present-day Turkey). Four years later, the Ottoman authorities exiled him, for the same reasons, to the small prison town of Acre, just north of what is now Haifa, Israel. In 1877, after nine years of imprisonment, Baha’u’llah left Acre and settled in the surrounding countryside. He died in 1892, having appointed his eldest son, Abdu’l-Baha, as his successor.

      For a more detailed account of Baha’u’llah’s life, see the appendixes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            OPENING UP THE CONVERSATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The journey to the heavenly homeland is the one into inner space. It has parallels with the creative journey of a novelist. American author Robert Olen Butler teaches his creative writing students to write their stories in a waking dream state. He tells them to forget everything they have been told about writing fiction. Instead, they are to close their eyes and watch their story unfold on their inner movie screen. Using their imagination and drawing on their personal experience, they are to look with their inner vision at the settings and scenes of their story and, in this way, get to know their characters. That way, their story appears in an internal visual world, with no aspect of it dictated from outside.⁠1

      The steps a writer must take in order to follow Butler’s creative writing technique boil down to three. First, the writer must completely close off to the outside world; second, they must enter a dreamlike state and pull down their inner movie screen; and third, they must enter the fictional world of their story, which appears on the screen. These three steps are similar to the stages a person negotiates in order to traverse the spiritual path leading to the heavenly homeland. These three stages are:

      
        
          	
        the passage out of the physical world—tuning out the affairs of this world;
      

      	
        the passage through one’s psychological world—turning off the distractions and controlling mechanisms of the mind and heart; and
      

      	
        the passage into the world of eternity, which is the mystical world of the soul.
      

      

      

      
        
        In the first stage, the mystic traveler shuts out the world around them. This process involves things like finding the time and place to read and meditate, letting go of the dramas going on in the world, and staying undeterred by criticism. Second, the mystic traveler learns to control their mind and heart so that the mind is not occupied with a stream of idle and unproductive thoughts and the heart is not occupied with destructive emotions and self-centered concerns. In the final stage, the mystic traveler enters the mysterious world of eternity, which exists within every person. Its entrance stands hidden on the inside, like the entrance to Narnia is hidden in the wardrobe, but it cannot be discovered until the obstacles in stages one and two have been overcome.

      

      

      The technique a person uses to make this extraordinary journey into the eternal realm is, primarily, to read the writings of a man named Baha’u’llah, whose works are, in a manner of speaking, a ladder into eternal worlds. By “reading” I include all activities that involve engaging with his words, such as chanting, singing, praying, listening, meditating, and studying. Through a habit of reading, a person becomes familiar with the things Baha’u’llah said and absorbs them deeply. They contain a plentiful supply of material to explore conceptually and visually, for they are rich with not only innovative ideas but also stories where readers ride the waves of imagery and allusion into mysterious celestial worlds. The activity of reading also enables one to get to know Baha’u’llah as a person. People alive in Baha’u’llah’s time had the opportunity to meet him face to face or to write letters to him and receive replies, but people today are forced to rely on what he wrote to find out about him. Baha’u’llah knew this well. He left behind an enormous collection of writings. In this treasure trove, he effectively re-creates for the reader the world he occupied, both inner and outer. He shares every aspect of himself, such as his experiences, thoughts, feelings, visions, stories, ideas, and teachings.

      One of the possibly surprising themes of Baha’u’llah’s writings is his teachings on human spiritual psychology. By this, I refer to psychological and spiritual instruments, faculties, and abilities within a person that are used to engage with nonmaterial realities. The reason Baha’u’llah focused on this subject is that he wanted to explain how human beings engage with God, for he viewed this engagement as the primary purpose of human existence. His central concern was to establish a living relationship between himself and human beings, collectively and individually. As with all human relationships, the basis of this relationship is a deep commitment and an intimate interaction. In order to begin a conversation, Baha’u’llah needed to teach people about their spiritual psychology and the relationship he was offering them, and encourage them to place it at the center of their lives.⁠2

      To this end, Baha’u’llah outlined how a relationship between the human and the Divine could work. To kick off the argument, he made a bold statement that cleared the field somewhat: He stated outright that God is unknowable. It is impossible for people to know God or have a direct relationship with God. Instead, he said, people were to turn their attention to him as God’s representative. In effect, this establishes one of Baha’u’llah’s fundamental spiritual principles, which is that knowing him is the same thing as knowing God. From there, Baha’u’llah focuses his attention on his relationship with human beings. He creates a whole new line of thought that centers on how that relationship works. How is it possible for him, as God’s representative, to have a direct and intimate relationship with everyone? What would this mean in terms of the structure and dynamics of reality, and the faculties of perception and understanding that would be required by him and the ordinary person? These are issues that Baha’u’llah spends much time examining and that I discuss in this book.⁠3

      It follows that Baha’u’llah places great value on the creation of the human being, so much so that the status he gives to the human person is remarkable. For him, in the hierarchy of things, human beings rank higher than the entire physical world. He reverses the everyday perception that the person is insignificant before the immensity of the universe. Instead, he maintains that the human soul is a reality existing in a transcendent dimension that makes the physical world look like a children’s playground. Each individual, he says, stands only one step away from entering this dimension—that one step being the one over the material world. To understand how that could be, it is necessary to consider the different worlds of existence that are folded up within a person. As it turns out, human beings are highly complex, for they have hidden within them dimensions that would astonish people if they knew about them. I break the dimensions down into three, in keeping with the three-stage path outlined above.⁠4

      Firstly, a person occupies the physical world and interacts with it using a physical body and that body’s functions and capabilities, such as the limbs, senses, and instincts. Secondly, a person occupies a psychological world, which is an expansive, placeless reality in which the person is aware of themselves and their interior and exterior environments. A person engages with these environments using abilities such as imaginings, inner sensations, impressions, thoughts, memories, insights, and so forth. While sitting in a chair, a person is able to move seamlessly about within this world, switching focus between the interior and exterior environments instantaneously. They can also stand completely still and command an endless panoramic view. When a person reads a novel, for example, they use this spiritual perspective and its associated abilities to enter the world of the story. In effect, they allow the story’s determining features to populate their psychological world so that they experience the unfolding narrative as physically real to them.

      Thirdly, a person occupies an eternal spiritual dimension due to the functioning of the soul. The soul is not a part of the physical world but is central to a person’s existence in the same way that the sun is not a part of the earth but is central to the earth’s existence. The soul operates like a little celestial power station that generates in the person a consciousness and, with it, an awareness of the person’s own existence and psychological world. Because of this, the psychological world stretches much further than what people imagine. Scientists have discovered, for example, that outer space, the solar system, the galaxy, and so on go on and on forever. Outer space has no end; it is expanding. The same principle applies to a person’s psychological world. Their inner space goes on and on forever, and it is expanding. It is not limited to a person’s physical brain or what a person can imagine. The psychological world is a spiritual world without limits. The edges of a person’s known psychological world are just the shore of a boundless celestial world that sits like an ocean waiting to be discovered. To give one example of the connection a person has to higher dimensions, Baha’u’llah says that the elements of a person’s psychological world, such as their thoughts and feelings, are realities that appear in all the worlds of God. People may experience their psychological world as private, but in fact, its elements appear in all the worlds of God and are known to countless beings.⁠5

      The role that the physical world plays in educating people about the spiritual dimension within them is crucial. It is the playground that gives people the chance to develop an awareness and understanding of their spiritual self and to establish a conscious connection to the spiritual realm. The learning process involves building up skills and strengths in new areas. These mysterious abilities are activated, developed, and practiced through reading. Reading Baha’u’llah’s words is crucial because human beings cannot knowingly access the spiritual dimension under their own steam. They cannot travel into these heavenly spheres simply by using their imagination or will. Added to that, the realities involved are outside earthly human experience and so cannot be directly described using anything human beings know. Of course, people are already automatically connected to these realities through the soul, but acquiring a conscious awareness, knowledge, and understanding of them requires a guide to explain what is going on and to show the way. Therefore, Baha’u’llah’s writings constitute the essential means for discovering one’s spiritual self.⁠6

      When a person decides to give the reading process a try, they engage in activities akin to mystical adventures. Baha’u’llah’s writings are full of vivid imagery, metaphors, allusions, and descriptions of extraordinary settings and scenes. A person reading these narratives can go on a mystical journey in their active imagination into the spiritual dimension that Baha’u’llah is depicting, just as if they were reading a novel. These journeys are very important because they function as practice runs that foreshadow the big journey after death. The eventual permanent shift from this world to the next world is literally life-changing. People can choose to ignore its inevitability, but preparing for it seems the smart thing to do. It can be approached like any other shift in residence, which involves putting in the effort to do planning and preparation. You visit the new place to check it out and then make regular visits as you work toward the big move. In a similar way, through reading, a person visits the spiritual worlds described in the text and becomes familiar with the defining features of that remarkable realm. Gradually, the reader discovers that Baha’u’llah offers, to those who make preliminary visits, access to the most desirable locations.⁠7

      The other aspect of learning that a person undergoes in the playground of life concerns the matter of cleaning out and tidying up. When people move out of a house, they have to clean out the old house and tidy up their affairs. In the spiritual context, that means facing the challenges of letting go of the physical world. When a person dies, the physical world becomes the old house and their activities in the world become their old affairs. Stages one and two of the journey home, outlined above, are about focusing on these matters in preparation for the big shift to the afterlife. But even if a person intellectually understands that they will die and should prepare for that, emotional and psychological attachment to the world makes the preparation extremely difficult. People define themselves by their relationship to the world: what they do in it, what they have learned from it, and what they have become in it. Coming to see all of that as a temporary identity story, which must eventually be cast off at death in favor of a new identity, is very challenging. It is like a deep-seated rupture. On the positive side, accepting that detaching from the world is inevitable makes learning to let go easier and transforms it into something exhilarating and empowering. The payoff is that a person is freed from temporary identities, which are not always desirable anyway, and can move on to much greater and better things. Baha’u’llah says that the reward for letting go of the world is well worth the sacrifice it entails.⁠8

      Over time, the reading discipline results in a person mentally unlocking the text and seeing new meanings that were always there but not recognized at first for what they were. The text shifts in the mind, so to speak, from print mode to touch-screen mode, where words open up with the touch of the imagination. These openings are the passageways through which a person is teleported from their couch to the spiritual dimension. What ensues is something akin to an inspirational conversation in imagery between the reader and the text, which catapults the reader’s vision into a heavenly setting, transforming their mindscape into a celestial landscape. What the reader sees in this trancelike state is unique to them. The words on the page are the same for everyone, but the reader’s engagement with the text results in visions that are specific to their individual journey, experience, and understanding. The textual elixir is like electricity and the person’s mind is like a lamp. The electricity lights up the lamp, but the world that is revealed in the light is determined by the lamp’s characteristics. Similarly, the world that the reader sees in their mind’s eye is determined by the characteristics of the viewer. This world constitutes the setting for the reader’s emerging spiritual life.

      The following short passage is the first paragraph of a work by Baha’u’llah called the Tablet of the Vision, in which he describes one of his visions of paradise. I include it here as an example of Baha’u’llah’s narrative, with its imagery and allusions, and as a clear statement by him about the mysterious worlds he has access to. He asks his correspondent to listen to him speaking from the throne, an allusion to the divine throne he sits on as God’s representative. He then explains that his call will take the reader to a shoreless sea. This is the infinite spiritual reality that lies beyond a person’s psychological world. Baha’u’llah wants to share his vision of paradise in order to show his correspondent the luminous world hidden in the physical world and thereby prove that he has many worlds hidden in this one.⁠9

      
        
        
        O My Namesake: Listen to My Call from around My Throne, so that it may summon thee to a Sea which has no boundary and to whose depths no diver has reached. Verily, thy Lord is knowing and generous. Verily, We desired to bestow Our Favor upon thee by mentioning that which We have seen, so that thou mayest behold a Luminous World in this dark world, and that thou mayest realize that We have Worlds within this world, and offer thanks to thy Lord, the All-knowing.

        TABLET OF THE VISION

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            A COMMANDING PANORAMIC VIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Baha’u’llah wrote on a vast scale. He produced the equivalent of a library during his ministry, which lasted forty years (1852–1892). A ballpark estimate of the total number of works he produced is 15,000, about half of which have survived. Due to the sheer volume of his output, many of these writings have not yet been translated into English from their original Persian and Arabic. In general, Baha’u’llah wrote in the first person—that is, he referred to himself as “I” or “we”—and his writings contain a substantial amount of autobiographical material. Taken as a whole, his canon might be thought of as a diary that lays bare the nature of his character, spiritual life, purpose, and teachings.⁠1

      Baha’u’llah did not write in the way that other people do; that is, he did not have to think hard about what he wanted to say, knock out a rough draft, and then edit it extensively. For him, it was a process of pure inspiration, which consumed his whole being. He was taken over by an inward power that inspired him to produce pages and pages of full-blown text all in one go. Baha’u’llah had an amanuensis, Mirza Aqa Jan, who took down the words he spoke during these periods of inspiration. Aqa Jan would have a large pile of paper at the ready, ten to twelve reed pens and a bowl of ink. Baha’u’llah would pace the room and chant or speak his words, and Aqa Jan would write them down very quickly. He wrote so fast that, sometimes, his pen would fall out of his hand, and he would grab another one and keep going. The result was a scrawl that only a handful of people could read, which came to be known as “revelation writing.” This revelation writing was checked by Baha’u’llah and then transcribed by those who could read it. It was then copied by hand numerous times and secretly disseminated by courier to people in various countries.⁠2

      The bulk of Baha’u’llah’s works, or “tablets” as they are commonly called, are letters. He corresponded with people all over the Middle East and beyond, often in response to questions asked of him. Some of these letters were one page long, some were more the length of a modern article, and some were books. The short ones were addressed to a single individual or small group and generally dealt with personal and pastoral matters. The longer ones usually dealt with fundamental religious issues, such as why God brought creation into being and the role humankind plays in creation. Baha’u’llah often supplemented these discussions with news of events in his life, which he used to illustrate the points he was making. His life was dominated by hardship. Throughout his ministry, he had to contend with the persecution of religious and civil authorities and the intrigue of jealous family members, who all wanted to bring him down. Baha’u’llah pictured himself as sitting beneath a sword hanging by a thread. Naturally, his followers were dismayed by this. They wondered how a representative of God could be the subject of such adversity; they thought that Baha’u’llah should be the powerful one. In response, Baha’u’llah used the opportunity to shed light on the mystery of suffering and the dynamics of the relationship between God and humanity.⁠3

      As to Baha’u’llah’s long works, many of these read like a global broadcast, in which he addresses, serially or collectively, large groups of people, such as the inhabitants of the earth, the leaders of religion, the kings and rulers, the followers of a particular religion, or the dwellers of paradise. One series of works consists of the letters Baha’u’llah wrote to the rulers in the Middle East, Europe, and the United States, and to global rulers generally. The purpose of these letters was to announce who he was and what that meant for the world and to set out principles for how the world’s peoples should be governed. These letters are published in English in a book titled The Summons of the Lord of Hosts. Baha’u’llah’s last major work was Epistle to the Son of the Wolf, which, as the title suggests, is addressed to one of his enemies, Muhammad Taqiy-i-Najafi. The opening pages contain a six-page prayer written for Muhammad Taqi to say so that he could confess his sins and beg for God’s mercy. The rest of the book is addressed to humanity and is a systematic rebuttal to the disinformation spread about Baha’u’llah and his teachings by his enemies.⁠4

      Two other important books Baha’u’llah wrote are the Kitab-i-Aqdas (Most Holy Book) and the Kitab-i-Iqan (Book of Certitude). These books are commonly referred to by their Arabic title. The Kitab-i-Aqdas contains many of Baha’u’llah’s laws. These cover a wide range of issues, such as prayer and fasting, marriage, death, pilgrimage, festivals, and principles for administering the faith community and the global community. I do not discuss the subject of Baha’i law here, except insofar as it bears on a person’s devotional life. The Kitab-i-Iqan is a long commentary on fundamental issues to do with religion, such as the meaning of resurrection, the appearance of the prophets, and the question of salvation. These are topics that I touch on in this book, as I explore the relationship between God and humanity.⁠5

      Prayer is an important part of Baha’u’llah’s writings. This reflects the priority he gave to remembering and praising God. Wherever he went and whatever he did, he did it in the presence of God. As a result, prayer was an integral part of his daily life. He wrote prayers for particular purposes and situations as they arose, such as for spiritual upliftment, healing, spreading his faith and commemorating holy days. Usually, he included prayers in his letters for use by his correspondents. He would interrupt his discourse and instruct his correspondent to “say” and then quote the text of the prayer to be recited. Prayers written for important occasions often constitute one long prayer, such as the Long Healing Prayer, the Long Fasting Prayer, the Long Obligatory Prayer, and the Fire Tablet (which is about adversity). All of these take about twenty minutes to say. Some of the long prayers fall more into the category of a meditation, where Baha’u’llah was moved to share with God, in a conversational style, thoughts about his wonder at the marvel of creation and the suffering and difficulties he faced as God’s representative. The following is an example of a prayer in which Baha’u’llah addresses God about his suffering and that of his followers.⁠6

      
        
        
        O my God! O my God! Thou hearest the cry of Thy Baha’ [i.e., Baha’u’llah] and his lamentation in days and nights; and Thou knowest that, verily, he hath not desired aught for himself, but hath desired to sanctify the souls of Thy servants and deliver them from the fire of hatred and animosity, which surrounds them at all times. O my Lord! The hands of the Chosen Ones are, verily, stretched toward the heaven Thy Bounty, and those of the Sincere Ones toward the firmament of Thy Bestowal. I beg of Thee not to disappoint them in that which they have desired from the sea of Thy Gift, from the heaven of Thy Grace, and from the sun of Thy Generosity. O my Lord! Strengthen them in such virtues whereby their stations may be exalted among nations. Verily, Thou art the Powerful, the Mighty, the Bestower!

        TABLET OF THE WORLD

      

      

      

      A feature of Baha’u’llah’s writings and something of an enigma are his mystical works, which are important for the subject of this book. At first, people struggle to grasp the intent of these texts, for the meaning is veiled in elaborate imagery and subtle allusions. Despite this, they are among the most popular of Baha’u’llah’s writings. Broadly speaking, they fall into two categories: works of spiritual guidance for the mystic traveler and works that contain stories about events in paradise.

      The works of guidance for the mystic traveler offer an overview of a person’s spiritual journey to the heavenly homeland. They set out the stages the traveler can expect to pass through on the way. Baha’u’llah likens these stages to cities or valleys, each one a unique interior environment. The principal text in this genre is called the Seven Valleys. Baha’u’llah gives each stage a theme, such as love, knowledge, unity, and contentment. He describes the inner conflicts and issues a person encounters at each stage and explains how these struggles lead the person toward a better understanding of reality. Another work offering spiritual guidance is the all-time favorite, the Hidden Words, which Baha’u’llah describes as a concise statement on the essence of religion. It contains 150 aphorisms (some in Arabic and some in Persian) that outline the basis for the relationship between Baha’u’llah and the individual soul and set out principles on how to live a good life. The style is intimate, allusive, and powerful. The book might be thought of as a handbook on spiritual practice. An example of a hidden word is the following aphorism:⁠7

      
        
        
        Child of existence, call yourself to account each day, before you are held accountable. Because death will come to you unexpectedly and you will rise up on the basis of the appraisal in yourself.

        ARABIC HIDDEN WORD 31

      

      

      

      The second category of mystical writings comprises the stories describing events in paradise. These are a marvel because they let the reader in on activities in the eternal realm and leave an impression of the nature of the realities that exist there. The setting for these dramas is the ethereal unseen realm at the center of creation—that is, paradise—where events unfold in floating worlds outside of time and space. They are eye-popping in their detail. The reader can watch beings who live there (including God, who features only as a voice) as they move about, interact with each other, and converse. To give an idea of this novelty, here are a few snippets from scenes that Baha’u’llah describes:

      
        
          	
        Celestial chambers inhabited by beautiful women who float in and out in response to news about events in Baha’u’llah’s life (Tablet of the Holy Mariner [Arabic])
      

      	
        A spirit ship sailing on a celestial sea, carrying its passengers to paradise (Tablet of the Holy Mariner [Persian])
      

      	
        Heralds crying out messages, as if in a cosmic broadcast, to all the inhabitants of heaven and earth (Praised be my Lord, the Most High)
      

      	
        A flower blooming eternally in the divine rose garden, whose beauty and fragrance surpasses everything else (Gleanings, no. CLI)
      

      	
        An ocean filled with countless exquisite pearls (Gleanings, no. CLIII)
      

      

      

      
        
        I explore some of this imagery in the next chapter.⁠8

      

      

      The power of these mystical stories lies in the fact that they reveal, and allow the reader to participate in, Baha’u’llah’s divine perspective. They show that, from his vantage point, he could see everything that was happening in the physical world and in all the other worlds of God at the same time. This means he viewed the physical world and the rest of creation as one vast arena of integrated reality. Because of this, he wrote from a multidimensional, creation-wide perspective. The person reading his text finds themselves sharing this worldview and seeing far into the distance. The text acts as a window onto all reality, encompassing levels of existence from the earth right up into the heavens. In the foreground of the vista are the details of Baha’u’llah’s life on earth. In the commanding background are the insights into Baha’u’llah’s intellectual, emotional, and spiritual experiences. And above all that, constituting the celestial canopy, are Baha’u’llah’s stories about life in paradise.

      Baha’u’llah’s unique perception was due to his having a divine faculty, or spiritual constitution, which gave him the ability to perceive levels of reality beyond the reach of ordinary human beings. He could see right into the core of existence and understand the mysteries of its operation and purpose. Creation is governed by universal laws, like the laws of nature, which operate across all the worlds of God, connecting all created things together and enabling the giant structure of creation to function as a unified system. Baha’u’llah understood these universal laws and the connections between all things. Human beings have the capability to discover, through science, some of the mysteries of this giant network as it operates within the physical world. Physicists can see beyond the surface of things into the quantum world and figure out the principles, laws, and equations behind the way that quantum realities behave. If physicists could expand their scientific exploration into the systems underlying all the worlds in creation, it would go some way to describing the extent of Baha’u’llah’s creation-wide perspective.⁠9

      Baha’u’llah gave a couple of examples of how he engaged with creation’s web of reality. He said he could read what people had written in both ancient and modern times, even though he had not read these writings in the physical world. He could call up, at will, from a sort of celestial online library, all that was ever written in scripture. He also said that his knowledge of contemporary Persian science and philosophy did not come from reading books but from the library stored in the celestial cloud. This allowed him to access the details of past events and the text of any book so that he could refer to them. More generally, Baha’u’llah said in the Kitab-i-Iqan that he could, without feet or wings, traverse the pathways of the spirit and soar into the divine heavens, cross the entirety of space in just one breath, and pass over the visible and invisible kingdoms in a moment.⁠10

      Baha’u’llah’s multi-world outlook left him in an awkward position in that his knowledge was way beyond that of his contemporaries. This influenced the way that he wrote. Human beings cannot access the spiritual worlds that Baha’u’llah could see; therefore, he had to use literary techniques to describe the realities of those worlds. He explains:

      
        
        
        Child of beauty, by my spirit and my kindness—moreover, by my mercy and my refinement—all that I have sent down to you from the tongue of authority and written with the pen of might has been sent in accordance with your ability and language, and not my nature and song.

        ARABIC HIDDEN WORD 67

      

      

      

      
        
        For this reason, Baha’u’llah did not try to explain the exact nature of the spiritual realities he was talking about. Instead, he represented them using imagery and storytelling. He fashioned settings, scenes, beings, and events and constructed a narrative out of them in order to give readers a sense of those worlds and what was happening in them. This storytelling is akin to that of a person recounting a dream. When a person describes a dream, they tell a story that is constructed out of a set of dream images and situations. With this narrative, the person tries to convey the meaning that the dream had for them. In a similar way, Baha’u’llah
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