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INTRODUCTION

Howdoes afeli gion comeinto being? The question preoccupies historians of religion, but
remains very difficult to answer if we look at most of the historical world-religions.
Zoroaster, perhaps the first truly monotheistic prophet to found an organized religion in
the axial age, remains shrouded in mystery, and the primary materials that would tell us
when and where he preached have been destroyed by time, language shifts, Muslim
persecution, and the white ants of Gujerat where the Parsi exiles settled. Mary Boyce thinks
he lived 1200-1000 B.C.E., and Khurasan seems a likely venue, though none of this is
settled. Moses (c. 13 B.C.E.?) remains obscured by myth (the Pentateuch stories of the
| escape of the Hebrews from Egypt are uncorroborated by the rather extensive hieroglyphic
records at Luxor), Krishna (900 B.C.E.?) even more so (the Bhagavad-Gita doesnot form
part of the critical edition of the Mahabharata, and is probably aslate as 200 B.C.E.). The
earliest records of Buddhism, the Pali texts, exist only in Pali translations or
transmogrifications from the Sanskrit dating from around the time of Christ, that is, half
a millennium after the Buddha’s death. The puzzle of Jesus of Nazareth and the New
Testament corpus has kept a scholarly industry going for two millennia, the only
widely-accepted conclusion being that he almost certainly did not think he was the third
person of the Trinity. Although Islam is often said to have been born in the light of history,
only the Qur’an remains as a sure documentary record of the Prophet’s thinking during his
lifetime, and the biographical, oral—report and chronicle materials for the Prophet’s life are
even more remote from Muhammad than are the New Testament materials from Jesus. The
chronological ordering of the stirahs or chapters of the Qur’an, a key task for historical
understanding, can only bf attempted very provisionally, and Néldeke’s nineteenth-century

attempt is still serviceable (a sign of lack of progress).



‘Although the Baha’1 Faith is still relatively young and relatively small, it is arguably
already a world-religion in its own right, because of its distinctiveness, its missionary zeal
and ready acceptance of converts, and its world-wide diffusion. As E.G. Browne thought,
it forms a perfect laboratory for the historian of religibn, insofar as it is recent enough to
afford the sort of glimpse into religion-formation that is much more difficult to gain with
the older traditions. An immediate observation that comes to the mind of anyone familiar
with the formation of the Baha’1 Faith as a religion is that the process appears extremely
complex. We begin with the millenarian and metaphysical speculations of the Shaykhis
(1792-'1844), ‘proceed to the brief, turbulent lifetime of the Bab (1844-1850), go on to the
dark and mysterious period of Middle Babism (1850-1863), when M1irza Yahya Niri1
‘Azal’ was widely recognized as the preeminent Babi leader, and arrive finally at the Edirne

(‘Adrianople’) period, when the Bab1 leadership resided in European Turkey (1864-1868).

The Edirne period (like many of the others) remains full of enigmas, and it was here that
the Baha’1 Faith as an organized movement (as opposéd to an idea in the mind of M1irza
Husayn ‘Al Nari1 "Baha’u’llah’) was actually born. For between 1863 and 1867 Middle
Babism was transformed into two rather different movements, the Baha’i Faith on the one
hand, and Azal1 Babism on the other, with Baha’u’llah making claims to be the Promised
One of the Bab, and Azal rejecting them in favour of his own claims to be vicar ( vasr’) of
the Babi religion. Now, as for the promise that the formation of the Baha’1 Faith might
be much more illumined by the light of history even than Islam, so far this promissory note
remains largely unredeemed. Although we now have at least three first-rate recent
dissertations on Babism, one of them published, relatively littie academic scholarship has
yet been devoted to the emergence of the Baha’'1 Faith itself. Both letters and chronicles
exist that would shed light en the way in which the Baha’1 Faith developed out of Middle
Babism, but most of the important chronicles remain in manuscript at the International
Baha’1 Archives in Haifa: Israel, for reaéons I find it difficult to discern, these have not

been made available to academic scholars. I will say more about why I think their



accessibility important below. Letters and memoirs in locaI Baha’1 archives in Iran are
inaccessible at the moment because of the persecution of the Baha’i Faith by the Islamic
Republic of Iran, and, indeed, the long-term survival of these priceless records remains in

doubt.

Two major primary accounts of the Edirne period have been published in translation but
not in the original, that of Muhammad ‘AlT Salmani and that of Mirza Javad Qazvini,
but despite the insights each gives, neither is particularly useful for the intellectual history
of the emergence of the Baha’1 Faith. Salmani was illiterate and had little idea what was
in the letters of Baha'u’llah that he carried, and his memoirs signally lack dates for
important events.' Qazvini was literate and in Edirne in 1867, at least, but his account of
the period is highly abbreviated.” A further primary source to which authors presently have
access is the manuscript account of Sayyid Mihd1 Dahaji. This companion of Baha’u’llah
was in Baghdad from 1856, but appears to have stayed on there after Baha’u’llah left in
1863. It was not until 1866 or 1867 (1283) that he heard that Baha'v’llah had openly
declared himself (izhdr-i zuhir farmiadih and).’ His work is not therefore a primary source
for the Edirne period. It is fervently to be hoped that the chronicles in MS in Haifa shed a
great deal more light on this period than the material currently available. The European

consular and missionary reports published by Momen, as one might expect, have little to

! Muhammad ‘Ali Salmani, My Memories of Bahd’u’ll4h , trans. Marzieh Gail (Los Angeles:
Kalimat Press, 1982), pp. 42-58, 93-105; I have also consulted the Persian MS, courtesy of the

Kalimat Press archives.

2 Mirza Jawad, "Historical Epitome," trans. in E.G. Browne, ed., Materials for the Study of the
B4b{ Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1919), pp. 21-29; the Arabic original is
Mirza Javad Qazvini, "Risilah,” MS, Cambridge University Library, Browne Or. F. 57, on
microfilm here at the University of Michigan, British Manuscript Project.

3

* Sayyid Mihdi Dahaji, "Risalih,” University Library Cambridge, Browne Collection, Or. F.
57, for this point see p. 34.
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say about the development of Baha’u’llah’s ideas between 1864 and 1867, and are much
better for fixing his relationship to the state and to the Europeans jﬁst before his exile to
Akka’ in 1868. The documents in the Ottoman archives which Momen lists, however, look
to be much more suggestive, and it isimperative that Baha’is with aknowledge of Ottoman
Turkish get into the Istanbul repositories if we are to have a full historical account of the
development of the Baha’1 Faith."* While the Ottoman documents may often be hostile
or misleading, used in conjunction with internal Baha’1 sources, they could be most

illuminating.

For the mbment, then, we are thrown back on a different sort of source, but one in any
case essential to the reconstruction of the unfolding self-conception of Baha’u’llah as the
founder of a new religion. Letters from Baha’u’llah to Babis written between late 1863 and
the final break with his half-brother Azal in 1867 have been published in great numbers,
particularly in the fourth volume of the series Writings of the Supreme Pen( Athar-igalam-i
a’l7) issued by the National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’1s of Iran before 1979.° Even
these materials pose formidable problems for academic inquiry. Almost none of these
published texts by Baha’u’llah has a colophon, and the manuscripts on which they are
based are not identified. The published texts, moreover, are not critical editions (to date
virtually no critical editions of Baha’u’llah’s tablets have been prepared). All this means
that most of these Edirne Baha’1 texts cannot be precisely dated. A few dates can be
gleaned from the works of Baha’1s who for one reason or another have gained access to the
biographical and chronicle primary sources in MS in Haifa, but these constitute only a
handful of tablets. Aqa Rida Qannad Shiraz1 in his biography of Baha'u’llah apparently
mentions the Tablet for Sayyah (Lawh-1 Sayyah) and the Tablet of the Point (Lawh-i

4 Moojan Momen, The Bibf and Bahd’f Religions, 1844-1944, Some Contemporary Western
Accouats (Oxford: George Ronald, 1981), pp. 185-200.

3

5 Baha'wllah, Athar-i galam-i a’la, vol. 4 (Tehran: Baha’'1 Publishing Trust, B.E. 125/1968).



nugqtih) as having been revealed in 1280/1863-1864.°

Although Baha’w’llah declared himself to a handful of close relatives and friends in
Baghdad on 21 April-2 May 1863, this declaration remained a closely guarded secret for a
period of perhaps nine or ten months. Neither the Tablet of Patience (or of Job: Lawh-i
sabr), written on 21 April, nor the subsequent tablets of Baha’u’llah revealed in Istanbul,
give any explicit indication of Baha'u’llah’s claim. Baha’u’llah did begin openly declaring
himself to a few select individuals and their circles as early as winter, 1864, but for the next
two or three years this declaration proceeded fairly clandestinely, and at least some of

Baha’u’llah’s writings in the period 1864-1867 avoid mentioning his claims.

We now have two contemporary academic versions of Middle Babism and the emergence
of the Baha’1 Faith. The first in order of appearance is that of myself and Stephen
Lambden, which accepts that Baha’u’llah experienced some sort of intimation of an
independent mission to the Babis while imprisoned in the Siyah Chal in winter 1852-53.
We therefore tend to read the writings of Baha’u’llah 1853-1863 in the light of a ‘messianic
secret,” which was gradually divulged to the Babi community 1863-1867. Ido not deny that
publicly Baha’w’llah deferred to hishalf-brother Azal asthe titular leader of the community
in 1853-1863, orthat a significant proportion of the Babi community back in Iran accepted

the primary leadership claims of Azal."

6 Aga Rida Qannad Shirazi, MS, cited in H.M. Balyuzi, Bahd’'v’ll4h, King of Glory (Oxford:
George Ronald, 1980), p. 220.

7 Juan R. Cole, "Baha’w’llih and the Nagshbandi Sufis in Iraq, 1854-1856," in Juan R. Cole and
Moojan Momen, eds., From Iran East and West: Studjes in B4bf and Bah4’{ History (Los Angeles:
Kalimat Press, 1984), pp. 1-28; and the translations of some of Baha'w’llah’s Baghdad-period works
by S. Lambden in Baha’7 Studies Bulletir. 2/3 (1983):107-12, 3/1(1984):4-67, 3/2 (1984):4-114.



A very different interpretation has recently been offered by Denis MacEoin.® He argues
that in 1849-1850 the Bab did in fact recognize M1rza Yahya Nar1 ‘Subh-i Azal,” then 19
years of age, as his vicar or vasi . He goes on to discuss several Babis who made
unsuccessful competing claims in the 1850s, including Dhab1h (whom MacEoin identifies
as M1rza Isma’1l KashanT), Sayyid Basir Hind1, Mirza Husayn Milan1, Muhammad
"Nabil-i A’zam" Zarandi, and M1rza Asadu’llah Khu’1 Dayyan (whom Azal ordered put
to death). MacEoin turns finally to Mirza Husayn Ali Nari, Baha'v’llah, quoting
surviving lettprs reproduced in Azali polemical works that show Baha’u’llah speayking of
Azal with great deference and veneration in the 1850s, praising works of his like the K7t3b-1-
niir as ‘extremely necessary for the people of the Bayan,” ascribing some sort of divinity to

Azal, and claiming a much lesser station for himself in the 1850s.

Among the problematic texts in any discussion of Bah@’u’llah’s sélf-concept before 1863
is a passage in the Kitgb-f Igan (1862, not 1858 as E.G. Browne mistakenly dated it,
depending on a misreading of the Persian). Therein, Baha’u’llah says that he had intended
to dwell in Kurdistan permanently when he left Baghdad in 1854. Such an intention, some
argue, is incompatible with a belief that he was He whom God would make manifest.
Baha'u’llah goes on to say that he returned only because there "came the summons bidding
us return whence we came," from the source of command (masdar-i amr). Browne and
others have suggested that this phrase referred to Azal, and that it shows that Baha’u’llah
still thought himself under Azal’s authority at the time of that writing.’

The main issues in the debate over Baha’u’llah’s evolving self-concept seem to me to be

® Denis MacEoin, "Divisions and Authority Claims in Bibism (1850-1866), " Studia Iranica 18,
1 (1989):93-129. '

3 ) _
i’ MacEoin, "Divisions," p. 117; Baha'w’llah, Kitab-i Igan (Cairo: Mawsu’at Publishers, 1900),
pp. 210-11; trans. Shoghi Effendi Rabbani, The Kitab-i-Iqin: The Book of Certitude (Wilmette,
Ill.: Baha’1 Publishing Trust, 3rd edn., 1970), p. 251.
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four. The first is whether the Bab bestowed some sort of special recognition upon Azal in
1849-1850. The second is whether Azal’s claims to leadership were more widely accepted
than challepged in the 1850s. The third centers on Baha'u’llah’s relationship to Azal in the
1850s, interrogating both his openly stated and his internal attitudes to his younger
half-brother. The fourth has to do with the circumstances under which Baha’u’llah began
openly declaring his own mission in 1863-64. The last of these issues forms a primary
material has convinced me that Azal’s leadership was very widely accepted in the 1850s,
though also frequently challenged, and that many communities went over to Baha’u’llah
from 1864 only after a real struggle with their consciences. The other three issues, I propose
toinvestigate from the point of view of the accessible sources on Baha’u’llah’s own thiﬁkin g
in this period. Academic scholars will share in certain premises in investigating these issues.
First, we value priinary accounts over secondary ones, and early accounts over later ones.
Certainly, contemporary Azal1 texts cannot be left out of the accounting, though they are
unlikely to shed much light on Baha’w’llah’s private thinking. Second, we will maintain that
Baha’u’llah’s self-concept changed over time (an idea that would be anathema to Baha’is
of a fundamentalist cast), and that his relationship to Azal also changed over time (indeed,
had its ups and downs). We further tend to hold that scripture, like any other document in
a human language, must be read contextually and in terms of intent and audience and the
instability of texts. Scholars will differ in the nuances of their argument. I believe that
Baha’'w’llah had, right from 1850, a conviction of his future importance as a Bab1 leader,
and I think that by the time of his stay in Sulaymaniyyah in 1855-56 he wasconvinced that
he was a prophet. In short, I believe that he maintained for rhuch of the Baghdad period a

‘messianic secret.’

Laudatory statements of the Bab about Azal survive in Azal1 MSS, but none of them can
be read as an outright tranffer of authority to Azal or an appointment of him as something
like an ‘imam.” I do not myself consider this a terribly important issue, but want to signal

that I do not by any means think it is by any means a settled one. As we shall see below,



1

even the question of who is being addressed in the persona of Azal remains problematic. As
for Baha'v’llah’s self-concept, here I must restate the primacy of Baha’u’llah’s own later
account of his thought, for autobiography must be weighted seriously in biography. It
would be eﬁctraordinari]y dangerous to entirely set aside the statements of the subject of a
biography about his own life, except on the best possible contemporary evidence. The
accounts of Baha’u’llah’s close companions, eyewitnesses to the Baghdad and early Edirne
periods, must also be wéighted above descriptions emanating from those noi in

Baha’u’llah’s circle or from second-generation writers not themselves eyewitnesses.

My survey is hampered by my lack of access to essential primary sources concerning
Baha’v’llah’s life, including the second half of Nabil’s Narrative, and the chronicles of
Aghchi and Qannad-i Shirazi, which remain in manuscript at the International Bahi’i
Archives in Haifa. It is to be hoped that these and other, similar sources, will in the near
future be made available on microfilm for the researches of academic scholars into the

history of the Baha’i faith. Without them, our accounts can only be provisional.

Let me sketch out my position, and then come back to the evidence for it. I do not
challenge the authenticity of the letters adduced in the Azal1 sources, in which Baha’u’llah
greatly lauds Azal during the 1850s, and deprecates himself. I believe that these letters
manifest a way of thinking I will call esotericism, which is common in eschatological and
persecuted religious movements. This way of thinking, for the Babis, was rooted in two
considerations, 1) the security of their leadership, and 2) the primacy of the prophetic year
1280. We all know that the Nusayris and Druze and some other Shi’1 movements believe
that the prophet Muhammad was merely a front for ‘Al1, that the apparent supremacy of
Muhammad over his younger cousin in the exoteric world hid theactual superiority of ‘Al1
over Muhammad in the esoteric (and true) world. Such esoteric ( b4tnT ) thinking was
typical of the Babis. Because to be narﬁed the leader of the Babis in the wake of the
uprisings of the late 1840s, and especially after the 1852 failed assassination of the Shah, was



12

more or less a death warrant, Baha’vw’llah had desired to avoid assuming that mantle
immediately. Azal, young, passionate (and rather violent), had no compunctions about
making su?h a claim to leadership, and Baha’u’llih was content to defer to him for the
moment. This willingness to defer and wait derived in part, I believe, from Baha’u’llah’s
conviction that 1280 A H. (1863-64) was the year when He Whom God shall make
Manifest, the promised one of the Bab, would appear. I think Baha’v’llah believed that in
1280, the true situation would become manifest, that the exoteric play (of Azal as the leader
and Baha’u’llah as his lieutenant) would close and the esoteric truth (that Baha’v’llah was

the Manifestation and Azal his lieutenant) would become apparent.

Now let me review the evidence that supports my point of view. First, let us consider the
whole issue practically. Mirza Husayn ‘AlT became a Bab1 in 1844 because his prior
involvement in Shaykhi circles in his homeland of Niir had alerted Babis from a Shaykh1
background (like Mulla Husayn) to his openness to esoteric ideas. At that time, M1rza
Yahya was only fourteen years old, and had been raised primarily by Baha'w’llah. The
conclusion appears inescapable that Mirza Yahya became a Babi through the influence
of his older brother. In Qajar Iran for an older brother who had initiated a boy, barely a
teenager, into a mystical religious tradition, to turn around five years later and

wholeheartedly recognize that younger sibling as his superior, beggars comprehension.

Baha’w’llah himself denied that the Bab ever appointed a legatee (vasi). He wrote in the
Edirne-period Tablet of the Lamp (Lawh-i Sirdj )

"Today the leaders of the Bayan have relied and continue to rely on the sorts
of proof to which the most abject of the Muslims used to appeal to bolster
their position, although they do not realize it. For instance, they cite the
appointment of ablegatee', which my previous Manifestation completely

effaced from the Book. For everyone knows that no stations other than
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letters and mirrors wererevealed by the Pen of the All-Merciful in the Bayan.
Nor did he [the Bab] limit the number of mirrors, for in his prayers he says,
"O God, in every moment do thou send invulnerable mirrors and clear

»10

crystals to speak of Thee.

I know of no solid evidence that Baha’u’llah had in the 1850s ever referred to Azal as the
‘legatee’ of the Bab, or that he had changed his mind about this issue. Baha’u’llah’s own
testimony is therefore that he did not believe that Azal was the legatee of the Bab.

The mystery of the relationship of the Niir1 brothers to the Bab and to one another goes
back to the last year of the Bab’s life, 1849-1850. With his major disciples such as Mulla
Husayn and Quddas being killed at the shrine of Shaykh Tabars1, the Bab increasingly
turned in his last year of life to a second tier of Bab1i leaders. Prominent among these were
Mulla ‘Al1 Turshizi "“Azim" and the NarT brothers. Baha’1 sources suggest that the two
brothers, Azal and Baha’vw’llah, corresponded jointly with the Bab and that the Shirazi

prophet was solicitous of both of them:

"Ere the departure of Sayyah from Tihran [in late January or February,
1850}, Baha’w’llah entrusted him with an epistie, the text of which He had
dictated to Mirza Yahya, and sent it in his name. Shortly after, a reply,
penned in the Bab’s own handwriting, in which He commits Mirza Yahya
to the care of Baha’u’llah and urges that attention be paid to his education
and training wasreceived. That communication the people of the Bayan have
misconstrued as an evidence of the exaggerated claims which they.have

advanced in favout of their leader. Although the text of that reply is

- :

' Baha'u’llah, "Lawh-i Siraj," in M#’idib-i Asmani , ed. ‘Abdw’l-Hamid Ishraq Khavari,
9 vols. (Tehran: Baha’1 Publishing Trust, 1971-73), 7:40 ; my translation. Also cited by MacEoin,
"Divisions," p. 94.
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absolutely devoid of such pretensions, and does not, beyond the praise it
bestows upon Baha’u’llah and the request it makes for the upbringing of
Mirza Yahya, contain any reference to his alleged position, yet his followers
havé idly imagined that that letter constitutes an assertion of the authority

with which they have invested him." "

Note that in this passage, the subterfuge is alluded to of Baha’u’llah writing letters to the
Bab in M1rza Yahya’s name. This practice is further explained by ‘Abdu’l-Baha ‘Abbas,
Baha’u’llah’s oldest son, who was only six years old in 1850 but was later in a good position

to hear his father’s account of the spring of 1850:

"Now since a great celebrity had been attained for Beha’u’llah in Teheran,
and the hearts of men were disposed towards him, he, together with Mulld
‘Abdu’l-Karim, considered it as expedient that, in face of the agitation
amongst the doctors, the aggressiveness of the greater part of [the people ofl
Persia, and the irresistible power of the Amir-Nizidm, whereby both the Bab
and Behd’w’llah were in great danger and liéble to incur severe punishment,
some measure should be adopted to direct the thoughts of men towards some
absent person, by which means Beh4’u’llah would remain protected from the
interference of all men. And since further, having regard to sundry
considerations, they did not consider an outsider assuitable, they cast the lot
of this augury to the name of Beha’w’llah’s brother Mirza Yahya.

By the assistance and instruction of Behd’u’ll4h, therefore, they made him

notorious and famous on the tongues of friends and foes, and wrote letters,

"' Muhammad "Nabil-i A’zam" Zarand1i, Matali‘ al-anwar, trans. Shoghi Effendi Rabbani as
The Dawnbreakers (Wilmette, I1l.: Bahd’1 Publishing Trust, 1970), p. 433. This source is late (1889)
but is based directly on Baha’u’llah’s own oral memoirs at this point, and therefore may be treated

as primary.
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ostensibly at his dictation, to the Bab." 2

This procedure, of the Nur1 brothers corresponding with the Bab jointly, but under the
young Mifzi Yahya’s name, makes it very difficult to disentangle their relative statuses
with the Bab in 1850, but Baha’u’llah’s dwn stance appears to be that where the Bab
addressed Azal he was actually addressing Baha’u’llah through Azal.

Bahé’u’]]ﬁh did not in 1850 and afterwards believe he was the legatee of the Bab, since
he did not believe that the Bab had appointed one. The building up of nineteen-year-old
Azal as the visible leader of the Bab community was simply a practical matter, since the
community did need some sort of figurehead, with the Bab imprisoned and most of the
Letters of the Living dead. Given his attitude in the Tablet of the Lamp quoted above,
Baha’u’llah appears to have considered himself, Azal, and other charismatic Babi leaders
as Mirrors, with, exoterically and provisionally, Azal as primus inter pares--though

Baha’u’llih may have considered Azal in a sense his' own alter ego.

Baha’u’llah was apparently concerned to establish the primacy of the Niiris after the
Bab’s execution. He attempted to deflate the exaggerated claims of Sayyid Basir-i Hind1
of Multan in 1851. Finally, Baha’u’llah "took pity on him and manifested upon that temple
of servitude [Sayyid Basir] the effulgences of divinity [ tajalliyat-i rubibiyyat] from that
glory of paradise [baha’ al-rizvan]."" The Mirrors or Bab1 leaders of the 1850s conceived

of themselves as sharing in a pleroma of divinity, as manifestations of the names of God,

2 ‘Abdw’l-Baha ‘Abbas, Maqalih-i shakbst sayyah [A Traveller's Narrative], ed. and trans.
E.G. Browne, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1891),1:79-80, 2:62-63.

3

1 Anon., Kitzb-i nuqtat al-kaf | ed. E.G. Browne, E.J.W. Gibb Memorial Series, 15 (London:
Luzac & Co., 1910), p. 258.
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and this passage shows that the author of the Nugtat al-Kaf accepted Baha’u’llah’s
membership in this pleroma. The passage also demonstrates that this pantheon of virtuosi
or mirrors had a nominal head in the Niris, and that when a Bab1 leader overstepped his

bounds in fnaking claims to supremacy, the Naris jointly acted to take him down a peg.

In June, 1851, the first minisier, Amir Nizam Taqi Khan (the Amir-i Kabir) put
pressure on Baha’v’llah to leave the country, a datum which suggests that the state had to
someextent infiltrated the Bab1 networks and suspected Baha’u’liah’s importance, but did
not have enough proof of it to have him summarily executed.' Baha’u’llah left for
Karbala, where he found the Babi community following a Sayyid ‘Uluww, who made
claims to being the incarnation of God. Bahﬁ;u’lléh challenged this man, just has he had
earlierchallenged Sayyid Basir, forcing him to back down. Sometime in the period between
August 1851 and March 1852 in Karbala, Baha’u’llah privately put forth claims to be the
return of Imam Husayn to his friend Shaykh Hasan Zuniiz1, but swore him to secrecy.”
At this point, the claim to Husayniyyat may have not made Baha'u’llah different from
many of the other Bab1 mirrors, since most of them claimed to be the spiritual return (
raj'ah ) of some Islamic holy figure. But Zuniiz1’s account does show: that Baha’u’llah
already had some sort of pretensions to leadership within the Bab1 community, despite his

public deference to Azal.

While Baha'u’llah was in Karbala, the Young Turkkleadership of the Babis in Tehran,
including Azal and Turshizi, plotted against the life of the Shah. Since Baha’u’llah’s

' This is Baha'wllah’s own interpretation: see Shoghi Effendi Rabbani, God Passes By
(Wilmette, I1L: Baha’1 Publishing Trust, 1970), p. 82.

. :

1% Zarandi, Maali’, trans., pp. 32, 587, 593-94. This late transcription of an oral interview is
nevertheless a primary account, though obviously some sort of documentary evidence dating right
from the 1850s would be preferable.
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cousin, Mirza Aqa Khan Niri I'timadu’d-Dawlah had in the meantime acceded to the
chief ministership, and called Baha’u’llah back to Tehran, Baha’w’llah apparently had
begun to hope for a rapprochement of the Babis with the state. He therefore roundly
condemned the plot to ‘Azim in Tehran, but without effect. Despite his lack of
involvement, Bahad’u’llah was arrested and irnprisohed in the Siyah-Chal in winter,
1852-53, where, he tells us, he had a powerful mystical experience that determined him to
reform the Babi community. Thisis the ‘intimation’ of traditional Baha’1 historiography,

and it may have given further content to his conviction that he was the return of Husayn. "

Baha’u’llah, not Azal, was banished and chose to go to Baghdad in the Ottoman Empire,
where he would be near to the Shi’ite holy cities. Azal followed him there and adopted an
extreme policy of seclusion. Baha’u’llah, although he respected his younger broiher’s
writings, deferred to him in public, and saw him as part of the Babi pleroma of the
manifestation of divine names, was privately extremely unhappy with Azal’s decision to
leave Iran and go into seclusion in Baghdad. Azal for his part evinced the symptoms of a
severe case of paranoia, which gradually paralysed his attempt to remain at the centre of the

Babi leadership. M1rza Mihd1 Dahaji, who arrived in Baghdad in 1856, wrote,

"In those days Shaykh Sultan was living in Huwayza, 10 farsakhs from
Baghdad. I once spent a week with Shaykh Sultan, and asked him about the
incidents and adventures attendant upon his journey to Kurdistan to find
Baha'uw’llah. He wrote out a short accbunt of that journey and gaveit to me,
then I read it in its entirety, but unfortunately did not procure from him a
copy of it. This much, however, I still remember, that Baha'u’lizh did not
approve of Azal’s practice of secluding himself and sitting in his house. Other

'6 Zarandi, Matali’, trahs., pp. 595-602; Baha’w'llah, Lawh-i mubdrak khitib biti Shaykh
Muhammad Taqr (Tehran: Baha’1 Publishing Trust, 131 B.E. /1974) p. 17, trans. Shoghi Effendi,
Epistle to the Son of the Wolf (Wilmette, Iil.: Baha’i Publishing Trust, 1971) p. 22.
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passagesin that account by Shaykh Sultan mentioned that it was well-known
that Baha’v’llah’s journey to Kurdistan from Baghdad was undertaken to

get away from M1irza Yahya Azal""

Obviously, the location of Shaykh Sultan’s memoirs is a key task for any historian who
wants to delve more profoundly into the relationship between Baha’u’llah and Azal in the

1850s.
Another of Baha'uwllah’s companions, M1rzd Jawad Qazvini, wrote, that in 1853-54

Baha’u’llah’s efforts led to a general diffusion of the Word, and this religion
became famous throughout all regions more than it had been at first.
Thereby was the fire of envy kindled in the heart of M1irza Yahya and his
companions, so that after about a year, in order to extinguish this fire, His
Holiness Bahi’u’llah determined to leave Baghdad, and so set out suddenly,
without the knowledge of any one, with a servant named Aba’l-Qasim, for
Sulaymaniyya in Kurdistan. This happened in AH 1271 / 1854 CE.),
Baha’u’llah being then thirty-eight years of age.'

The evidence is therefore that Baha’u’llah and Azal began falling out in 1853-54, and that
Baha’u’llah’s response to the increasing frictions among his partisans and those of Azal in
Baghdad and the shrine cities was to withdraw. One issue may have been Azal’s continued
attempts to have Nasiru’d-D1n Shahkilled, which Baha’u’llah, with his more pacific bent,
opposed. The argument that Baha’u’llah’s assertion in the Book of Certitude that he had

not intended to return from Kurdistan demonstfates that as of 1854 Baha’u’llah still had

7 Dahaji, "Risalib," p.48,

'8 Mirza Jawad, "Historical Epitome," p.7.
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no concept of himself as a messianic figure will not hold water. Baha’u’llah was a human
being, and was clearly very hurt, and that he acted so precipitously might have had little to
do with the intellectual doctrines he had developed about his present and future role.
Moreover, »he may have intendéd to establish himself in Kurdistan, where the influential
Babans would be more hospitable than his Ottoman hosts, and where potential converts
existed among the many extremist-Sh1’1 ( ghu/at sects and Sufi orders in the area. The
dating of the Book of Certitude also entersinto the argument. Ifit was written in 1278/1862
(as it certainly was), then it was written not long before Baha’u’llah’s Ridvan declaration
of 1863." Is it credible that, as late as 1862, Baha’w’llah still thought of himself as Azal’s
humble inferior, as nothing more than a subsidiary Bab1i mirror or witness? Baha’u’llah
said the Book of Certitude was ‘revealed’ ( munzar), using the Islamic technical term for
revelation by a prophet. The partisans of Azal in Isfahan, at least, recognized the Book of
Certitude as a direct challenge to Azal’s authority, despite the fact that the original text
contained some laudatory passages about Azal.” Finally, the assertion that Baha’w’llah’s
statement that he returned to Baghdad in 1856 because of a command from the masdar-i
amr (source of command) means he obeyed Azal strikes me as unlikely to be true. In a
parallel passage in the Lawh-i Maryam , Baha’v’llah referred to having obeyed ‘God’s
predestination’ in returning.” If Baha’u’llah left Baghdad in the first place to get away
from Azal, as Shaykh Sultan maintained, why would he obey a summons Azal to return?
Or did Azal send with Shaykh Sultan (M1irza Miisa’s son-in-law, not a minion of Azal’s)

an apology rather than a summons?

" The date is discussed at length in Christopher Buck, "Symbolic Quranic Exegesis in
Baha'u’llzh’s Book of Certitude: The Exegetical Creation of tIJ"e‘ Baha’i Faith,” MA. Thesis

University of Calgary, 1991, pp.30-37.
® Haydar ‘Ali Isfahani,Babjat al-sudir (Bombay: Deccan Printing Press, 1914), pp. 22-24.

! Buck, "Symbolic," p- 34n.
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Rather, Baha’u’llah, having made his point by his withdrawal 1854-56, forced Azal and
his partisans into a truce, and the Nir1 brothers again began conducting some leadership
affairs jointly. The Kurdistan experience rebpresented yet a further deepening of
Baha’u’llah’s self-understanding as the ‘return of Husayn,’ for his mystical poetry written
in that period not only likens himself to Husayn, but also draws comparisons between his

career and that of the Prophet Muhammad.”

Evidence abounds that a pro-Baha’v’llah faction began forming in Iraq on his return
from Kurdistan. Let us take, for instance, the memoirs of Nabil-i Akbar Qa’in1, preserved
in a treatise by his nephew Aqa Shaykh Muhammad ‘Al1 Q2’in1. Late in 1858 Nabil-
Akbar, who had become a BabT1 in Najaf and had just finished training as a mujtahid or
jurisprudent with the Shi’ite leader Murtada al-Ansari, was taken by his friend Hasan
Rasht1 to visit the Bab1i leadership in Baghdad. According to his memoirs, Nabil-i Akbar
asked on the way several times about Azal, but Hasan Rashti seemed more interested in
effusing about Bahd’u’llah. Nabil-i Akbar remembered being shocked by the way
Baha’u’llah summarily ordered about the eminent believer Mulla Muhammad Sadiq
Khurasani, and even intervened to protest this rudeness, but Mulla Muhammad Sadiq
indicated that he wanted no defense. Nabil-i Akbar had a mystical experience while
listening to Baha’u’llah’s discourse, and likened the Babi leadership at that time to the
situation in early Islam from a Shi’ite point of view. In the early Islamic caliphate, ‘Umar
wielded worldly power ( umur-i zahirT), as Azal then did, while ‘Ali remained in charge
of explaining divine realities, as Baha’u’llah then was. Since Shi’ites thought ‘Umar a
usurper, the analogue speaks volumes about the views of Baha'w’llah’s partisans in
Baghdad circa 1859. In this period at Kazimain at the house of ‘Abdu’l-Majid Shirazi,
Baha’u’llah spoke of the mysteries of metaphysics in the style of Greco-Islamic philosophy.
Nabil-i Akbar then wrote Baha'v’llah through ‘Abdu’l-Baha’, receiving an answer that

began "I was a servant before the world was created" ( kuntu ‘abdan qabla an yukhlag

Z See Cole, "Baha’w’llah and the Nagshbandi Sufis.”
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al-wujiid ). Nabil-i Akbar replied that he was convinced, asking what he should do.

Baha’u’llah asked him to return to his honie in Qa’in and exalt the word of God.”

Nabil-i Akbar’s memoirs are undated; nevertheless, the text just summarized comes from
an eye-witness account quoted verbatim and it convinces me. In 1859, not only was
Baha’u’llah not convinced that he was a lowlyAservant of Azal, the vasT of the Bab, but
rather he was privately claiming to be the Logos, created before the world began. Nabil-i
Akbar’s account, moreover, is not alone. Another eyewitness, Dahaji, wrote that some
Babisin Baghdad considered Azal the sun and Baha’u’llah the mirror, whereas others saw
Baha’u’llah as the sun and Azal as the mirror. Not only had a pro-Baha’u’llah faction
formed in Iraq in the late 1850s, but such sentiments had been adopted by some Babiseven
in Iran. As noted earlier, by 1862 or so, M1rza Haydar ‘Ali Isfahani in Isfahin was
already so strong a partisan of Baha’u’llah that the hardline pro-Azal faction forced him

to leave the city.”

The sort of sources by which Baha’u’llah’s messianic secret may be discerned, a secret
further concealed by the letters he wrote outwardly praising Azal and extolling his divinity,
are just as worthy of consideration as the Azali MSS. The accounts of Rajab ‘Ali and
‘Izziyyih Khanum are late, and the Hasht bishisht (Eight Paradises) of Aqd Khan
Kirmani and Shaykh Ahmad Rﬁhi (born in the early 1860s) is little better than a literary
forgery, which the two young men cooked up in circa 1890 and tried to pass off on a rather
gullible E.G. Browne as an early primary source by Javad Karbala’i. That any academic
scholar would attempt to use such a source to place in doubt the autobiographical accounts

of eyewitnesses like Baha'u’llah himself would cast grave doubt on the ﬁgor of that

B «Azizu’llah Sulaymani, Masdbrh-i hidayat , vol. 1 (Tehran: Baha'i Publishing Trust, 104
B.E. /1947), pp. 286-290. '

% Dahaji, "Risalah," pp. 67-68; Isfahani, Rahjat al-sudiir, p. 24.
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individual’s historical method.

I have insisted on the importance of nuance, allusion, and ambiguity. I would like to
signal my conviction that a ‘behaviourist’ intellectual model, wherein what cannot be openly
perceived is said not to exist, will ill serve us in the study of an esoteric movement like
Babism. One simply cannot argue that since Baha’u’llah’s tablets of the 1850s do not
explicitly make a messianic claim, therefore he possessed no messianic secret. The
limitations of a positivist, behaviourist approach for the study of an esoteric, cabalistic
movement like Babism should be obvious, however. Let me demonstrate the point
practically by looking at the Arabic 7ablet of Ahmad Yazdi, dated by Taherzadeh as 1282
(27 May 1865-15 May 1866). Positivist and behaviourist methods, I believe, would yield the
absurd conclusion that the Tablet of Ahmad gave no clear indication of a messianic claim
on Baha’u’llah’s part as late as 1865. Although Baha’u’llah speaks of the "news" (#aba’),
which we may now understand as his own advent, and although he refers to himself with
lofty adjectives, the tablet could have been read as a Bab1 prayer. Baha’v’llah affirms the
truth of the Bab, and includes himself among those "obedient” to him ( wa inna kullun /i
amrihi la-min al- 4milin ), urges the Babis to follow the laws of the Bayan, which he calls
the "Mother Book," and extols the Bab as the "king of messengers" ( su/tan al-rusial). At
the end of the tablet Baha’u’llah sends greetings on those among the inhabitants of the ‘City |
of God’ (Baghdad) who had "believed in God and in Him, Whom God shall send forth on
the Day of Resurrection." The use of the imperfect tense (yab'athuhu allzhu) would seem
to indicate that the advent had not yet occurred as of that writing. Although the Tablef of
Ahmadmakes Baha’u’llah sound more as though he were claiming to be the vicar of the
Bab than a new Manifestation, these formal ambiguities appear not to have prevented
Ahmad Yazd1 from understanding that Baha’n’llah was making a messianic claim, at least
according to the memoirs he recorded as an old man. The tablet actually reached him after
he had already left Bagﬁ'dad and come' to Istanbul, and the Babis in Istanbul were

well-informed as to the nature of Baha’u’llah’s claims, which would have provided a social
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context in the which the tablet was read less ambiguously as an assertion that he was He
whom God shall make manifest. Certainly he says that is the message he took in 1865-66
to Azerbaijan, Tehran and Khurasan.” It may be that Baha’u’llah carefully crafted some
early tablefs so that a contextless reading of them by Babisnot in the know would not raise
acontroversy. Apparently Dahaj1 in Baghdad either did not see Baha’u’llah’s declaratory
tablets, or read them ‘thinly,” since he says he only learned of his open claims around 1866.
I bring all this up to indicate the difficulties that the hermeneutics of Baha’w’llah’s
contextless tablets of any period face. In fact, the whole subject of how texts are read by
their audience, and how authors employ ambiguity, which European historians have
investigated at length, needs extensive investigation in the context of Islamic and Iranian
culture, and obviously has implications for the study of the Babi and Baha’i
movements.” Thé methodology of a ‘thin’ reading and a behaviourist slant, would clearly

lead us badly astray.

Let us come, then, to Baha’u’llah’s declaration to the Babis. As noted above, his oral
declaration to a handful of followers in 1863 was not accompanied by any explicit textual
declaration. Why? The answer to this question also bears on the question of why
Baha’w’llah should have maintained a messianic secret at all. The answer is numerological,
and has to do with Babi and wider Muslim messianic speculation. After the wave of

messianic expectations in 1260/1844, the next big millennial year among Muslim chiliasts

» Ahmad Yazdi, "Memoirs recorded by the Local Spiritual Assembly of ‘Ishqabad,"
summarized and partially quoted in ‘Abdu’l-Hamid Ishraq-Khavari, Mubadarat (Tehran:
Baha’'i Publishing Trust, 130 B.E. /1973), p. 659. See also Adib Taherzadeh, The Revelation of
Bahd’u’lldh, 4 vols. (Oxford: George Ronald, 1974-1987), 2:107-136.

% Leo Strauss, Writing and the Art of Persecution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988
[1952));Clifford Geetz, The {nterpretation of Cultures , New York: Basic Books, 1973); Annabel
Patterson, Censorship and Interpretation: The Conditions of Waiting and Reading in Early Modern
England (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1984); Roger Chartier, Cultural History:
between practices and representations (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988).
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was 1280/1863-1864. In India and Egypt, no less than in Iran, millenarian fervour swept the
Islamic world in expectation of the advent of a messianic figure in 1280, and the uprising
of Shaykh Ahmad al-Tib in Upper Egypt was almost certainly connected with this fervour
(al-Tib had been taught a militant Indian Sufi who had escaped the British when the
Mutiny failed).” Now, 1280 began on June 18, 1863. Baha'w’llah was waiting for that

year, convinced that the secret could not be openly revealed till it came.

With a littlle contemplation, it becomes clear that the April-May Ridvan declaration in
Baghdad was premature, and that thisearly date was forced on Baha’u’llah by the Ottoman
decision to exile him. He had no choice but to inform a few hand-picked believers of his
claims, even though the millennial year had not yet begun, because of the dangers and
uncertainties attendant upon his further exile to Istanbul. These imponderables further
prevented an all-out declaratory campaign early in 1280. Baha’w’llah did not yet know what
his relationship would be with the sultan and his court, and had no desire to act
precipitously in launching a millenarian movement from the Ottoman capital while under

the strict surveillance of the Ottoman and Iranian authorities.

Only when the Ottomans bowed to Iranian pressure in exiling Bahd'vw’llah to the
backwater of Rumelia (he may as well have been sent to Bulgaria) did the political situaﬁon
clarify. Baha’u’llah now knew precisely where he stood with the Ottoman state (it was his
enemy), and he was free to promulgate his movemeni. There is evidence that he also
established contact with dissident constitutionalist forces such as the Young Ottomans,
though the first few years in Edirne saw him preoccupied more with his religious

proclamation than with formulating his political ideason parliamentarism (which he would

7 For the importance of 1280, see O. Pearson, "Islamic Reform and Revival in Nineteenth
Century India: The Tarigah-i Muhammadiyyah,” Ph.D. dissertation, Duke University, 1979), pp.
211-212. For al-Tib see Gabriel Baer, Studies in the Social History of Modern Egypt (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1969), p. 99.
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do from about 1868).;’8 It was winter in Edirne, only five months of 1280 had passed, and
he could devote the rest of the millennial year to pressing his claims. Baha’u’llah settled in
the Muradiyyah Quarter of Edirne, first in a small house, thén in a larger one opposite the
Mawlavi sufi centre. He lived in the Muréd Tyyah quarter for about six months (circa mid-
December 1863 through mid-June 1'864). It was here that Baha’u’llah made his first open
declaration, with Tablets such as the Tablet for Sayyah( Lawh-i Sayyah), the Tablet of the
Point( Lawh-i nugtiht ), and, I will suggest, the Siirah of Blood ( Siirat al-damm ) and the
Tablet of the Companions ( Surat al-ashab). In the Sirah of Blood , written for Nabil-i
A’zam Zaraﬁdi, Baha’v’llah makes explicit that he held back his secret until 1280: "O
people, I bolted up the gates of paradise for twenty years, lest anything issue from My lips
that might cause the fire of hatréd to blaze forth in your breasts . . O people, I verily am
‘Ali [the Bab), and this is but another Return after the first."® Here, Baha’w’llah is
speaking with the voice of the Bab, whose return he asserted to the Bab1is he was, and the
reference to "twenty years" clearly refers to the period between 1260 and 1280. I think this
passage also dates the Siirah of Blood as having been written in 1280/early 1864, though
this matter could be fairly easily settled, I suspect, by reference to the unpublished portion

of Nabil’s Narrative.

Another important tablet of this period was the Tablet of the Companions . Adib
Taherzadeh has usefully pulled together the available basic texts dealing with the reception
of the Surat al-ashab back in Iran. It was written for Aqa Munib (or Munir) Kashani
(d. 1868). Kiashani, from a prominent merchant family of Kashan, was nearly killed by
his father for becoming a Babi, but instead he expelled him from the household. Kashani
went to Baghdad, and in 1858-59 Baha’u’llah sent him as a courier to Tehran, Qazvin and

% See Juan R.I Cole, "[ranian Millenarianism and Democratic Thought in the Nineteenth
Century," International Journal of Middle East Studies , forthcoming 1992.

® Baha'v’llah, "Siirat al-damm," Athdr, 4:7.
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Tabriz, to which he carried missives from Baha’u’llah and Azal. While still in Baghdad,
Aqa Munib was informed by Baha’u’llah of his claims (during Ridvah?), and accepted
them. Kashani accompanied Baha’u’llah to Istanbul in 1863, holding a lamp before his
howdah at times. Baha’v’llah sent him back to Iran from Istanbul some time between
August and November, 1863. My own conclusion is that it wasin the winter-spring of 1864,
while at the Murﬁdiyyah house, that Baha’v’llzh sent Aqﬁ Munib Kashani the 7Tablet
of the Companions . Kashani was then in Tehran, and Samandar says he was the first to
make known Baha’u’llah’s assertion that he was He whom God shall make maniféest in that
city. From there he took or sent the siirah to Qazvin, where it provoked immediate tumult,
according to Kazim Samandar, an eye-witness (who is named in the sirah, though

apparently by another name ["A1i?"]).%

Mirzd Haydar ‘Al1 Isfahani was also in Tehran when Kashan1i received the Sarah of
the Companions.
In Tihran I again met Jinab-i Munir [Munib]. Since he knew of my
convictions and my love for the Ancient Beauty, he showed me a Tablet
called the Szin:y-i-Asééb, which had been revealed in his honour by
Baha’v’llah. As I read this Tablet, I felt in every verse a fire of enthusiasm,
and I could not control my feelings. So I turned to Jinab-i-Mun ir and asked
him whether Siyyid Muhammad had deceived Azal, or Azal had deceived
Siyyid Muhammad, or whether the two of them had simply joined together
in rebellion against Baha’v’llah. When Jinab-i-Munir heard these words he
embraced me and kissed me [on the mouth] and said,> "The enemies of

Baha’w’llzh are united in one thing alone, and that is to join forces against

3

% Kazim Samandar, Tarikh-i Samandar va Mulhaqat (Tehran: Baha’1 Publishing Trust, 131
B.E. /1974), p. 228; Taherzadeh, Revelation, 2: 65-106 . :
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him."*
Isfahani’s account makes it clear that he read the Sirah of the Companions as an open
declaration that Baha’w’llah was He whom God shall make maniféest, the promised one of

the Babis.

Many of the phrasings in the Siirah of the Companions resemble those of the Siirah of
Blood, and since the Siirah of Blood contains internal evidence of having been written in
1280/1864, the Stirah of the Companions may be dated to the same year. Moreover,
Samandar’s statement that it was the first open declaration of Baha’u’llah makes it likely
that it came at the beginning of the 1280 declaration, along with the Tablet of the Point and
the Tablet of Sayyah. 1 admit that this is all circumstantial, but the circumstantial evidence

strikes me as strong.

The Stirah of the companions confirms that Aqa Munib KashanT had prior knowledge
of Baha’u’llah’s assertion that he was the Babi promised one: "thou becamest acquainted
in the course of thy travels with that whereof no one else in all the worlds was informed."
Baha’v’llah singles him out at the only "man of insight" who accompanied him on his trip
to Istanbul, which provides supporting evidence to the idea that most of those Babis
Baha’u’llah took with him were persons, such as Salmani, who he feared would get up to
some mischief if left alone in Baghdad. That Baha’u’llah did not bring with him more
trusted and cultured companions, however, constituted a loss to historians, since the
Salmani type produced inadequate memoirs of the period. We find Baha’u’llah castigating
partisans of Azal for clinging "to the same arguments as did the people of the Qur’én in the

past,” a phrase parallel to the one quoted above in the Tablet of the Lamp .

+

- ! Isfahani, Babjat p. 51; trans. A.Q. Faizi, Stories from the Delight of Hearts (Los Angeles:
Kalimat Press, 1980), p. 14.
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Baha’w’llah’s early kerygma, as represented in this siirah, consisted in the assertion that
no one could claim to believe in the Bab (or earlier prophets) who rejected Baha’u’llah,
since Baha’u’llah was]) the Return of the Bab and 2) the proofs he put forth for his station
resembled those of the previous prophets. He likens the Babis who reject him to the
Mauslims who rejected the Bab, saying "This is, verily, He Whom ye have sought from the
beginning that hath no beginning. Thisis the Visage toward which all faces turned" and "By
God, He who appeared in the year 60 is manifest once more." He at one point declares, "O
people of the Bayin, Ali (the Bab) hath appeared in a new mantle. Verily, he was named
Husayn in the realm of names, and Baha’ in the kingdom of eternity, and in the domain of
the Unknowable Essence He was given' this Name." The reference to the name Husayn can
double as a prosaic one (Baha’w’llah was Husayn ‘AlT), and as an allusion to his claim of
Husayniyyah, being the return of the Imam Husayn. Baha’u’llah further adverts to his
mystical experience in the Siyah-Chal, his "intimation" of futuré greatness, when he says,
"O people, verily, I am that ‘good’ ye were proinised in the year Nine." In what is probably
a reference to Baha’u’llah’s writings in the period 1853-1863, which spoke highly of Azal
and deferred to him as Bab1 leader, he wrote, "O people, see not discrepancies between the
verses We have revealed, for these have all descended from One strong in power, from the
realm of immortality, and differ according to variousstations." Baha’u’llah’sidentification
with the Bab may have made it easier to insist that the laws of the Bayan remained in force
at this point "He revealed to you divine laws and standards . . . beware lest ye differ
concerning it." As noted above, a similar commitment to the laws of the Bayan is present
in the 1865 Tablet of Ahmad Yazdi. Finally, Baha’u’llah here for the first time defended
his having kept a ‘messianic secret,” writing, "Whenever We have, at one time, concealed this
Cause from you, and at another revealed it unto you, this hath been a mercy from Us upon
you, and upon all the worlds. For some of the people are weak and feeble, such that they
would be unable to witness the light of the sun by reason of the infirmity in their eyes." The
gradualism in Baha’w’llak’s self-revelation is explained by the need to prepare his audience

over time for the shock of the 1280 declaration.
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Baha'w’llah instructs Kashan to tell others of his declaration only with extreme caution.
He does, however, suggest persons whom Kashani ought to approach, by addressing them
in the letter. Several of these had met Baha’u’llah in Baghdad, but had not formed any
particular ‘allegiance to him, such as "Rahim,"” who had written to Baha’u’llah from
Tehran, or "Zaman," to whom Baha’u’llah had earlier sent letters containing hints of his
station. ("O servant, read what We revealed to thee aforetime, and smell in its ink the
fragrance of musk from the tresses of the divine Beloved.") It seems clear that Baha’u’llah
is capitalizing on a network of acquaintance and correspondence, hoping to mobilize these
Babis into a loyalty to him. One of those addressed, Ibn Nabil, appears to be from a
family that adopted Babism and then reverted to Islam, and Baha’u’llah now reaches out
to regain such fallen-away Babis for his cause. The new believers in Baha'w’llah are
instructed to bear all persecution patiently (for now it would come, not only from Muslims,

but from partisans of Azal, as well).

The Siirah of the Companions contains some striking images and metaphors, and an
explicit declaration of Baha’u’llah’s mission. It is not, however, a doctrinal statement.
Rather, it is an intensely personal, pastoral letter, intended to cultivate personal ties of
loyalty. Detailed doctrinal works aimed at the Babis, such as the Kitab-i Badi‘ would
only come later. So that the nature of the document can be appreciated, I offer a provisional
translation of the Sirah of the Companionsbelow. The text has been published in Volume
4 of Athari qalam-i a2 (pp. 1 - 22). I compared this text to an MS in the hand of
Zaynu’l-Mugarrab in kindly provided by the Baha’1 World Centre, and found no variant
readings. This version of the translation is slightly revised from the one I first carried out
in 1981.

The study of the gradual growth in prophetic self-awareness in Baha’u’llah, and of the
way in which he won over the Babis to himself in 1864-1867, can only proceed through the

study of his own writings,’and of those companions in close contact with him. The evidence
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in Azal1 texts must be éollated with these Baha’1 writings where they are primary, but they
cannot supplant the testimony of Baha'u’llah himself, or that of those who knew him well.
At the moment, we have in hand a large number of published primary documents from
Baha’v’llah dating between 1853 and 1867, but we have available to us the Persian texts of
very little substantive biographical or chronicle material relating to Baha’w’llah in these
yeafs. Further advances in the academic interpretation of Middle Babism and the
emergence from it of the Baha’1 religion depend, not only on the study and annotation of
Baha’u’llah’s own works, but on the publication or microfilming of the chief manuscript
accounts emanating from believers in Baha’u’llah’s circle. The combing of the Baha’1
prosopographical literature, as with Sulaymani’s Masabih-i ludiyat, will also prove
useful, as would the publication of later compilations of primary sources such as the
relevant volumes of Fadil Mazandarani’s 7arikh-i zulir al-hagg. At the moment,
academic Baha’i scholars are somewhat hobbled in any attempt to reply reconstruct
Baha’u’llah’s evolving self-image in this period by their lack of access to some of the
requisite primary sources. Even my use of available material, however, suggests that
Baha’v’llah’s self-concept, while it may have changed and grown over time, is unlikely to
have gone through a phase of obsequiousneés toward Azal. Key to my interpretation is the
idea of Baha’u’llah’s ‘messianic secret’ in the 1850s, which I believe is ill-kept in the "Ode
of the Nightingale” written in Sulaymaniyyah. Methodologically, I further wished to
advocate a Geertzian "thick description" as opposed to a "thin description” of cultural
symbols, and urge that the functional a.mbiguity built into Bab1 and early Baha’1 texts be
taken fully into account. It would be an egregious error cavalierly to dismiss the rather
heavy hints in some of Baha’u’llah’s Baghdad-period works, as simply mystical excesses;
yet in Persian culture a hint could cause a riot, an allusion lead to one’s exécﬁtion. In the
Siurah of the Companion&, in any case, the veil of mystery is definitively ripped away, and

we need worry neither about allusiveness nor about messianic secrets.

¥
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BAHA'U’LLAH’S SURAH OF THE COMPANIONS (SURAT AL-ASHAB).
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In the Name of God, the Glorious, the Most Glorious, the All-Glorious.

H.B. Give ear unto the divine summons from the precincts of the Throne, as We recite to
thee the ve;‘ses of God, the Help in Peril, the Hallowed, the Most Great. Mayhap thou wilt
then turn unto thy Lord with all that is in thee and proclaim the sovereignty of this Cause
between the heavens and the earth. Thus wilt thou attain such power in thyself that even if
all who dwell on earth were to contend with thee with keen, finely honed sword blades, thou
wouldst meet them without trepidation and find thyself altogether independent of them by
virtue of My name, the Self-Sufficient, the Mighty, the Powerful, the Omnipotent.

Verily, thou art aware of what hath befallen Us, inasmuch as thou becamest acquainted
in the course of thy travels with secrets unknown to others. For at the time when We
emigrated unto God there was no man of insight with Us save thee. Thus didst thou pay
heed, and camest to know what none of those pretenders knew. This is the choice wine for
which God hath singled thee out, so quaffit within thyself in secret, lest the heedless become
coghizant of it. Render thanks unto God, inasmuch as He hath made thee aware of what
none of His creatures discovered, and hath taken thy hand in the Hand of Might and
delivered thee out of the desert of negligence. There is no God but Him, and He is, verily,
the Guardian of the Near Ones. By God, the Eternal Truth! The chalice of joy could contain
nothing better than what We have ordained for thee. Therefore, drink from it and be
steadfast in this Cause, and be not of the fearful. Then gaze with a seeing eye upon those
who claim, ‘Verily, we have believed in the verses of God, the Protector, the Mighty, the
Powerful’ But when these verses were revealed yet another time in His Name, the Exalted,
the Omnipotent, the Most Great, behold, they fled from Him, showed pride -toward Him
and demonstrated a hypoctisy greater than that of any previous people.

. .
Say: By God, We have endured what hath never been borne by the mountains, no by the

heavens and all that is in them, nor by the earth and all that are upon it, nor even by those



33

who support the Throne of the Almighty. Say: Not the waves, nor the seas, nor the trees,
nor all that hath been and will be, nor even the Hosts of the Invisible Lord among the
concourse of the worlds can ever bear this burden. Behold, the Eyes of Grandeur are on the
brink of tears, as are the eyes of those who attained everlasting life, and the denizens of the
eternal paradise in their crimson chambers, then the inmates of the Ark of Glory beyond

the depths wherein dwell the people of sanctity.

My beloved friend! Thou shalt find that the opposers have clung to the same arguments
as did the péople of the Qﬁr’a‘m in the past, nay have stooped even lower. God is sufficient
unto Me in this regard as a witness. Indeed, thou shalt hear from them what never was
heard from any of the learned among the Muslims, nor from their ignorant ones, nor even

from their street-sweepers in the markets. By God, this is a great iniquity!

Say: This is He Who appeared aforetime.- All else besides Me hath been created by My
decree, if ye be of them that see. Say: Do ye wax haughty toward Him by Whom your
names were made manifest and your ranks exalted? In truth, this is a wrong that you have
committed against God, the Help in Peril, the Glorious, the All-Knowing. Have you not
seen the sovereignty and power, the grandeur and majesty, the authority and sublimity of

God? Then may your vision grow dim, O concourse of the hateful!

Was it for any living thing to ask “Wherefore?’ or ‘Whereby?’ or to speak forth in Our
Presence? Nay, by My Self, the Mighty, the Knowing! All heads have bowed before My
glorious and beautiful Countenance, and all have humbly submitted to My powerful and
invincible dominion.”” Within the fhroat of this Youth there lie prisoned accents which,

if revealed to mankind to an extent smaller than a needle’s eye, would suffice to cause every

X

2 Here begins a passage translated by Shoghi Effendi Rabbani, The World Order of Bah4 u’lldh
(Wilmette, I11.: Baha’ Publishing Trust, 1969 [1938]), pp. 108-09.
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mountain to crumble, the leaves of the trees to be discoloured and their fruits to fall; would
compel every head to bow down in worship and every face to turn in adoration towards this
omnipotent Ruler Who, at sundry times and in diverse manners, appeareth as a devouring
flame, as a billowing ocean, as a radiant light, as the tree which, rooted in the soil of
holiness, lifteth its branches and spreadeth out its limbs as far as an beyond the throne of
deathless glory.® At yet other times, thou wilt find Him in the form of the Beloved, in this
cloak that none in all the creation can recognize. Should any desire to recognize Him, they
would swoon within their own spirits, all save those who approach their Lord with a sincere

heart.

Thus doth the crier call out on My right hand, the speaker declare on My left hand, the
caller shout aloud from behind Me and the Spirit from before Me, and the tongue of God
proclaim from above my head. By God! This is, verily, He Whom ye have sought from the
beginning that hath no beginning. This is the visage toward which all faces turned, though
they might now be without understanding, and whoso rejecteth this manifest, refulgent,
exalted and illumined Grace must inquire of his condition ‘from his mother. Such a one will
return to the lowest depths of hell. Do you think within yourselves that, if you deny these
verses, your faith in any of the former Messengers of God, even in ‘Al1 (the Bab), can be
credited? Nay, by the Lord of the Worlds! Behold, you are given the lie by all the atoms,
and beyond them by the tongues of power, might, glory and grandeur, and beyond all these
by the tongue of God, the Omnipotent, the Almighty, the All-Wise.

O My beloved friend, grasp the hem of the veil with the fingers of might and barely lift it,
so that none could perceive what thou hadst done. Shouldst thou hear the clamour of the
hateful, remove thy fingertips and leave it asit was. Subsist behind a curtain of beauty with

patience and perseverance. Then bring the fingers of power nigh and raise the veil of

S

 Here ends the section translated by Shoghi Effendi.
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contingent beings higher than before. If the howling of those who join partners with God
begin, lay it down and retreat before the beasts of prey, seeking an impregnable shelter.
Dwell with the dignity and tranquillity of God, then gird thy loins for the service of God
and turn thy face unto Him with manifest authority. Detach thyself from all who are in the
heavens and on earth, and from the likes of the idolaters. Then extend the fingers of might
and power from the cloak that We bestowed upon thee before the creation of all things,
when Adam was yet between water and clay. Rend asunder the illusions of the people by
means of the Sovereignty whereby all veils were torn from all things Demonstrate such
wondrous iﬂtegrity that it will efface the idle fancies of those who have turned away and the
delusions of those who depend on false intimations without any warrant from Us, if thou
art of them that act.

O friend, shatter the idols and sorrow not at that which befalleth thee, and fear not the
demonic hosts. Say: O concourse of deniers, We do not fear you. You may perish, or swoon,
or pass out of existence, but the Cause of God shall not be turned back It hath, in truth,
become manifest, in spite of you and in spite of them that join partners with God. Whenever
We have, at one time, concealed this Cause from you, and at another revealed it unto you,
this hath been a mercy from Us upon you, and upon all the worlds. For some of the people
are weak and feeble, such that they would be unable to witness the light of the sun by reason
of the infirmity in their eyes. Therefore have We treated them with gentle courtesy, lest they
expire altogether. Say: It will not profit ye to turn to the right or the left, to answer or to

ask, if ye be of them with certitude.

Say: Consider in yourselves when ‘Al1 (the Bab) came in truth from the Egypt of Spirit
with the verses of God, the Powerful, the unconstrained. Did any of the people of the
Qur’an profit from that which was with them? Nay, by thy Lord, the All-Merciful! In the
same way, peruse the Bayan, if thou wilt. By My Life, nothing that they possessed availed
them, neither anyone’s §uestion nor any soul’s answer. Eve;'y man of perspicacious

understanding knoweth this. Say: By God, that which was never manifested before hath
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now appeared, and He enjoineth upon you what you werecommanded in the Book of God,
the Omnipotent, the Mighty, the Omniscient. All that you have was created by My Word,
did ye but know. Say: In this Day, no one can become rich save by making himself poor in
the Presence of God. This is a sanctified and luminous station. Nor can anything gain
mention save by forgetting itself, and becoming oblivious to all that isin the kingdom of the
Cause and the world of creation, how much more so to all that was created between the
heavens and the earth. Say: Have you not heard it said aforetime, that ‘His evidence is His

verses and His proof is His being.”? Then woe unto you, O concourse of the heedless.

Were the veil to be drawn from the face of this Cause even to so small an extent that none
of the mystic knowers could reckon it, the call of the Concourse on High would be raised,
the people of the domains of immortality would cry out, and the strains of the sacred
melody would be heard from the sanctuary of grandeur. These would proclaim that this is
naught but a glad-tiding to the world of creation. Is this aught else but the King, the
Powerful, the Venerable, the Wondrous? Thus was the proof of God made perfect. But the
people are in a drunken stupor induced by their negligence, such that they will never even
be able to distinguish left from right. After God’s self-manifestation, can aught else in the

heavens or on earth avail anyone? Nay, by the Lord of the Worlds!

O My beloved friend, come thou and chant, lilt, drum and beat time in the realm of
eternity, and then in the kingdom of the Unknowable Essence, paying no heed to anything
save My radiant and resplendent Beauty. Thus have We bestowed upon thee something, a
single letter of which could render wealthy all who are in the heavens and upon the earth,
if they would but persevere in their love for their Lord, the Glorious, the Generous. May

the Spirit be upon thee, and upon all those endued with kndw}edge.

Make mention of Me to J aviad, even as the Pen of the Cause doth at this very moment

busy itself with My mention, whereby the canopy of holiness was raised aloft, and the sun
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cameto rest upon the Throne of magnificent splendour. Give him to drink of the chalice We
bestowed upon thee, that thereby his heart will be soothed, and he may be of the grateful.
Say: We showed thee in thy sleep that whereby thy soul and spirit will find repose, if thou
wouldst bl;t perform it. Interpret thy vision as God interpreteth it, then traverse the path
even as a cloud passeth overhead, and pay no heed to those who join partners with God.
Shouldst thou find one whose heart is devoid of love for Me, flee from him and eschew his
company, keeping at a great distance from him. Should thy soul contend with thee in this
matter, then detach thyself from it and demonstrate an invincible certitude. Say: By God,
the balance is naught but love for Me. This is a mercy upon the near ones, but a vengeance

and a scourge upon those who join partners with God.

Thenremind Rahim of the glad-tidings of God, the Exalted, the Almighty, the All-Wise.
Say: Thou didst attain the Presence of God, but failed to recognize Him, and wert of the
heedless. Therefore beseech God to aid thee in knowing Him and to apprise thee of the
Manifestation of His Essence, and to remove thee from the midst of those deluded ones. O
Rahim, do thou shun them and their like. Do not associate with them,_nor with any among
the hateful. Turn toward the horizon of Spirit with thy heart, and sever thyself from all
attachment to this world. Thus do we teach thee what shall enable thee to dispense with all
creatures. What thou didst send reached Us, and We accepted it as a mercy from Us upon

thee, that thou mightest be amdng the thankful.

Speak unto Zaman of the verses of his Lord now being mentioned by the Spirit, that he
might rejoice in his soul and might be among the pious, at a time when most Qf the people
have departed from piety in such wise that they turn away from Him in Whom they
believed. Thus doth the Spirit admonish them, lest they enter the ranks of His repudiators.
Say: O servant, read whgt We revealed to thee aforetime, and inhale from its ink the
fragrance of musk from thé tresses of the divine Beloved, the Help in Peril, the All-Glorious.

Then act according to what is written therein. By God, thereby were solaced the eyes of the
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denizens of paradise and the inhabitants of the heaven of sanctity, did ye but know.

Then remember Us to ‘Ali-Akbar, and announce unto him the good news now being
proclajme& by the Spirit within this lofty, brilliant and lauded heart. Say: O servant, what
We sent unto thee earlier was such that nothing created between the heavens and the earth
equalleth in value even a letter of it. Commit it to memory, and read it at those times thou
findest thyself free from all who are on the earth, that thou mightest be attracted to the
lustrous and resplendent seat of holiness. We received the letter thou hadst previously
dispatched, and God shall give thee as recompense the best of that which is with Him, for
verily He is the Guardian of the beneficent. Know, then, that whatever He accepteth from
His servants is as a grace to His creatures, and that He is Self-Sufficient above the worlds.
Beware lest thou associate with those in whose hearts thou findest hatred for this Youth,
nay, keep clear of them and their like, and avoid their company. Suffice thyself with God,
thy Lord, and, verily, He shall render thee able to dispense with all else besides Him. There
is no God but Him. The worlds of creation and of command are His, and all is with Him

upon a Preserved Tablet.

Tell ‘Alf in Qaf (Qazvin) that which the Essence of Pre-existence commandeth thee, at
a time when all who subsist in the depths of eternity circle round Him, as doth all that hath
been or will be, if ye but knew. Say: O Servant, be steadfast in the Cause of God, and fear
no one. Put thy trust in My refulgent, sanctified and luminous Beauty. If thy very essence

should oppose thee in this, then detach thyself therefrom without pause.

Give Our regards to Hasan, that he might be gladdened by the droplets spﬁnkled in his
name from this shimmering Ink, which is perfumed, wondrous; indelible, unific, eternal, and
everlasting. Say: O servant, perform whgt thou wast commanded in the Guarded Tablet
that We sent unto thee, a*’hd be not of the listless. Ascend in thy spirit unto the heights of

sanctity, and let no man make thee apprehensive, rather, depend upon God, the Mighty, the
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Powerful Say: By God, the Ascension hath recurred in its entirety, if ye did but see.

Say to Ibn Nabil from Us, if thou findest in his visage the radiance of grace: O servant,
hesitate not in this Cause, and follow no one in so doing. Then look with fresh eyes at the
proofs of the Messengers. By God, He who appeared in the year 60 is manifest once more.
This is among His proofs that have filled the East and the West. Because thy father
hesitated in this Cause, he failed to attain what he
desired. God severed him from all that was with Him and returned him to dust with great
SOTTOW solely in order to awaken you, but you failed to perceive it and remained heedless.
God hath now, however, forgiven him his offenses and hath granted him remission of his
misdeeds, for He, verily, pardoneth whoever He willeth, and chastiseth whoever He
pleaseth. The deéree is His alone: He doeth whatsoever He willeth and ordaineth whatsoever
He desireth. Say: O servant, have mercy upon thyself; dispute not the verses of God, and
be not of them that join partners with God. Say: By God, were We to draw aside the veil
from the face of this Cause, ye would slash at youf bodies with your own hands. However,
We concealed the Cause with that which was predestined in the Tablets by the Pen of God,
the Almighty, the All-Knowing. O My beloved friend, if thou failest to perceive in him the
fragrance of love, sever thyself from himand pay him no heed. Turn unto the Countenance

of thy Lord, the Glorious, the Wondrous.

Then magnify before the face of Isma’ il the One Who murmureth from the fire upon the
heights, to whose flames are attracted the hearts of the believers in divine unity. Say: O
servant, strip thyself of all veils, then enter into the fire, for it shall be aslight and mercy to
thee, and to all the sincere. Then smash the idols of self and passion set up by those who
disbelieved and joined partners with the Deity after having claimed Within themselves faith
in God, the Powerful, the Mighty, the Compassionate. Say: By God, your own tongues
revile you and your morta] frames declare themselves innocent of you, O concourse of the

heedless! O servant, teach the Cause of thy Lord and let nothing dismay thee. Fare not upon
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the paths of the deluded.

Say: O people of the Bayan, ‘Al1 (the Bab) hath appeared in a new mantle. Verily, he was
named Husayn in the realm of names, and Baha’ in the kingdom of eternity, and in the
domain of the Unknowable Essence He was given this Name, which hath taken the form
of this Youth. Blessed be God, thé Best of Creators. O concourse of mankind, the
manifestation of divine potency hath appeared in the most great Countenance, with an
adornment that hath dazzled the hearts of all endued with intelligence and insight. Say: O
concourse of idolaters, by what proof can ye escape. By God, there is no refuge for anyone
save in severing himself from all that he possesseth and cleaving unto this glittering, most
luminous Cord. Indeed, He is the Most Great Sign and the Beauty of God among you, and
He is the concealed Mystery, but He is the wrath of God upon them that attribute partners
to Him. Verily, His wrath is bitterer and more calamitous, for by Him God chastiseth those
who have denied the divine verses and decree. Then flee unto God, your Lord, and set not
other gods up beside Him. Verily, with Me is sanctuary. Say: If We wished, we would bring
into being another creation, for We are over all things Mighty and Powerful. All things are

in the grasp of Our potency, and this isrecognized by the people of knowledge and thought.

O people, think upon fhese verses. By virtue of what saying did ye hitherto believe in "Ali"
(the Bab)? Then consider carefully, O concourse of asses! Say: In this Day, naught shall
avail ye but to believe in Him in Whom you believed aforetime, and in the Tablets and
Scriptures that Herevealed. O Munib, report to that servant what this celebrated Pen hath
related to thee, that he may be steadfast within himself in such wise that he will not be
deterred by the aversion of those who turned away, nor hindered by anyone who hath

committed a wrong toward God and disbelieved.

Then mention on Our behalf the friend who journeyed unto God, attained His Presence,

heard His melodies and was of the people of vision. Say: Blessed are thine eyes and ears! It
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is incumbent upon thee to realize their full value, inasmuch as they have heard and seen
what the eyes of those who advanced toward God never witnessed. Then the latter turned
their backs and turned away from Him that dawnéd from the sacred horizon with this
radiant, sanctified and most pure Beauty. O servant, be not distressed when the clamour of
the idolaters groweth raucous, forif thou allowest thyself to be disturbed thereby thou dost

risk joining the people of hell.

Say: The Most Great Trump hath appeared, and hath spoken forth with the truth,
sounding, and raising its voice to the utmost between the heavens and the earth,
proclaiming, ‘With Me is sanctuary!’ O people, invent not lies against God, your Creator,
and deny Him not after He hath lifted the veil and manifested Himself, Beware lest ye busy
yourselves with this world and allow anything to prevent you from attaining this fathomless
and overflowing Ocean. Verily, they that believed in God and His verses ascended unto
God, and they have inherited gardens and rivers, but they that disbelieved and set up other
gods beside God, they are consumed in the fires of the inferno. Beyond this, the wrath of
God will take hold of them and inake them like unto enclosed fields of chaff. Thus did God
decree for them retribution for their sins. Woe unto them, and unto whoso disbelieveth and
acteth with perfidy. And blessed is he who acquiesceth to the good-pleasure of his Lord, and

who, when the divine verses are recited to him, believeth and giveth thanks.

Then convey unto ‘Abd al-Rahim that of which We have made mention in this Tablet,
that mayhap he will draw nigh in his essence unto the sacred Shore, and be of the
thoughtful, who contemplate the Cause of God and obey the ordinances and admonitions
revealed by Him. Say: O servant, cast away whatever hindereth thee from arriving at the
haven of grandeur. Verily, that is better for thee than all that hath been created and
foreordained. Lift up thy voice between the heavens and the earth, that thou mayest be of
fhem that struggle in the way of God, and gain the victory. Say: Verily, We have created the |
heavens and the earth for the sake of Our Cause. By God, then, this is Our Cause, which
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hath appeared with the truth, and which hath been recognized only by those endowed with
sagacity and the ability to reflect. Thus have We inspired thee and informed thee, that thou

mightest follow what thou has been commanded in this Tablet, and be of the discerning.

Finally, tell Ha’, as the last of the names, what the Dove of Holiness sayeth, and perhaps '
he will be enraptured by her melodies. We have mentioned him last so that he might ascend
unto the Lote-Tree of the farthest limit and seek its shade. Say: The Lote-Tree hath spread
its branches over all who are in the heavens and on earth, and blessed is the one who

resideth in its vicinity.

The sun hath risen over the sacred horizon, and the Concourse on High hath been
illumined by its radiance. The scent of musk hath diffused from the knolls of sanctity,
perfuming the temples of pre-existence. Happy is he who adorneth himself with these
fragrances! The luminary of the Cause hath risen in the midst of the sky, and hath taken the
form of a full moon, brilliant in its whiteness. O concourse of the Near Ones, seek to be
illumined by its splendour! Say: The Throne hath been established behind the pavilion of
majesty, and about it circle chaste maidens of beauty bearing flagons brimming with fhe
water of life. Blessed is the person who attaineth to sprinkied droplets thereof. Say: The
Maiden of Eternity hath uncovered Beauty itself with a gut-wrenching gaze. Blessed is the
one who is struck by her glance! Say: The voice of God hath been heard from the sanctuary

of eternity, and the hearts of the mystic knowers have been enthraled by its melodies.

O My Name, hearken unto thaf which isrevealed to thee from the Holy Land by the songs
of thy Lord, and stand in fear of no one, rather, put thy trust in God, Who will preserve
thee from the evil ones and the harm they wreak Take heed lest thou forbid thyself that for
which thou wast created, and be not of them that deny the verses of God after their
revelation. In this Day, nBthing can be of any benefit to anyone until he attaineth My love,

and to this bear witness the people‘ of the Sacred Canopy and the tongues of them that
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subsist beyond it. Verily, those who turned away from the brilliancy of this Countenance,
God will blacken their oWn faces in hellfire, until they are as the feathers of the raven. He
will chastise them with the burning flames of remoteness. Say: Verily, He it is Who created
the heavens and the earth, and established the Throne upon the water. Then He suspended
the water from the sky, that ye might recognize the handiwork of God, Who pérfected the
creation of all things. Meditate thereon, and on the blessings that have been foreordained

in the earth.

Say: O people, verily, I am that ‘good’ ye were promised in the year Nine, concerning
Whom God covenanted with all the atoms. Blessed is the soul that fulfilleth his covenant.
The canopy of pre-existence hath been raised. O people of the Bayan, keep not yourselves
therefrom, but rather dwell in its court. By God, the Lote-Tree of Baha’ hath borne fruit
in this paradise that hath manifested itself in four- and three-sided patterns. O people of the
Ark of Eternity, draw nigh thereunto, and enjoy its harvest. Say: O people, do you denythe
verses of God and yet continue to recite what was revealed aforetime? Woe unto you,
inasmuch as Satan hath made your works seem beautiful to your base selves. Thus do We
share with you the verses of the Cause, that you might rise from the dust of negligence and

-be nourished by that which descended from the clouds of sanctity, and the waters that rain

down from them. Thus doth the Pen of the Cause counsel every soul among the perceptive.

The vessels of immortality have come to rest upon the Crimson Sea, and happy is the one
who cleaveth to their sacred cords, that he might attain everlasting life by virtue of their
imperishability. By God, this sea hath dazzled the eyes of contingent beings and its waters
are plied by the Ark of Holiness that was constructed by the Noah of the spirit for this
Y outh, in Whose name the helm of the ark is taken, and in Whose Name it is spun. Say: The
seas of eternity have billéwed within this Most Great Ocean, and no one hath attained to

its shore, how much less to its whirling depths, save those who cleaved to the sacred ships
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that ply it. Board them, then, in my name.

The burning bush hath been raised up on the Sinai of immortality, and the nightingale
that sang before the world was made warbleth upon its branches with the best of melodies.
Give ear, O temples of the All-Praised, that ye may hear them. The river of paradise hath
streamed out from this celestial fountain that flowed from the sacred spring of Kawthar,
through these lips from which the waters of eternity descend. Blessed is he upon whom they
overflow. Say: This is the Self of God, that is seated upon the Throne, and God hath

sanctified His robe from the touch of the idolaters.

O My beloved friend, nourish every soul with the tender, imperishable bounties of the
divine Unity that descend from this heaven, which hath been raised up with truth. Take
heed lest thou transgress the bounds of the people, and do thou give to everysoul according
to its capacity. He whose sense of taste hath suffered an alteration will never be able to
distinguish between the sweet and bitter, except if he should recover from hisillness. Thus,
We created souls in various conditions. They that have not cleansed their ears shall never
delight in the songs of holiness. Thus do We share with thee the purport of every decree.
Break thou the seal on the flask of the All-Merciful in My Name, the All-Bountiful, and
pass about the wine of life that was pressed by the Fingers of the All-Praised. Mayhap the
people of the contingent world will be warmed by its heat and be illumined by its gleaming
light. In this manner have We revealed the verses, and have changed them from one
condition to another. We send them forth as We please, that in their dispatch thou mayest
witness the power of thy Lord, and mayest prostrate thyself humbly before Him. Say: By
God, the Eternal Truth, glory lieth not in revealing verses and the like. Rather, glory lieth
in My Mapifestation between the heavens and the earth, among the divers peoples of the
world, if ye have eyes to see.

3

If thou findest those whose names We have mentioned in this Tablet fragrant and
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encompassed by the spirit, then waft upon them the diffusing scent of God, the Exalted, the
Mighty, the Guardian. If not, stop up the mouth of the perfume bottle, lest they that join
partners with God discover its aroma, and seal it with the mark of holiness or with a
crimson gem from this Yemen. Beware lest thou spread the divine Writings among the
idolaters, nay, abandon them, be patient and sorrow not. By God, this is a Cause at which
all who are in the heavens and on earth are thunderstruck, the skin of the haughty hath
crawled with fright, the lands of the pharaohs have been split, towering peaks have been
levelled, every nursing motherhath forsaken her newborn, every pregnant woman hath laid
down her fefus and a drunken stupor hath enveloped the inhabitants of the heavens and the

earth, all save those upon whom God bestowed a heart able to bear afflictions.

Bear the Book of God with a power and a might deriving from Us. Shrink not from
bearing it, and feel no apprehension at its weight, for He will, verily, protect thee in truth
and will guard thee from all trials and calamities. When any tribulation touches those
endued with knowledge, it only increases their detachment in God, and their yearning for
that station which God hath sanctified from the vicissitudes of time. If thou findest thyself
alone between the heavens and the earth, then be pleased therewith, and with the One who
created them, and be not overwhelmed by trials and distress. Turn away from those who
have disbelieved, and draw night unto God. Verily, that is better for thee than possession
ofthe heavens and the earth, and of all that wascreated, whether hidden or manifest. Purify
thy hem from the tumult of the created world, and quaff from the crimson chalice proffered
by the hand of this most Glorious Youth, that thy soul may be rendered free of this world
and the vanities and palaces that are therein. Say: O people, focus not upon discrepancies
among the verses We have revealed, for these have all descended from One strong in power,
from the realm of immortality, and differ according to various stations, if ye be o the
discerning. Thus do We bestow upon thee a portion of the mysteries of the Cause, lest thy
feet stumble upon this exalted and manifest path. Conceal not the Cause of thy Lord to the

extent that the divine fire is extinguished in all else besides it, nor openly proclaim it in such
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wise that harm befalleth thee. Follow a clear path between these two.

Know, then, that this Beauty hath been sore tried among those persons in such wise that
He desireth to withdraw from them, or soar into the heavens of holiness in the primal
homeland. By God, I have fallen at every moment beneath the talons of the malicious and
the hateful, and I shall never find for Myself any helper save God, Who created Me and all
else besides, and sent Me forth with the sovereignty of His Cause to land and sea, and to the
inhabitants of the cities. Say: We related not even an intimation of Our vision to the
believers in the Unknowable Essence. Behold, they could not bear it, and cast Us into this
pit, in the depths of darkness. Thus do We relate to thee the mysteries of the Cause that
were shrouded and concealed. Know that among those present were some who turned away
from God, their Lord, and disbelieved in His signs, and some who believed in their Lord
and attained safety and salvation. The former disguised themselves, when they ventured out
from behind their wine jugs, in the gowns of women, after which they turned away from this
most manifest, and yet most hidden, Beauty. Say: O people, fear God and dispute not with
the Manifestation of His Self, rather, turn unto Him with splendid humility. The invisible
God hath become manifest and the Symbol of the hidden God hath appeared from this
sanctuary. O people, render thanks unto God, Who created you from gushing water and
made known unto you the paths of holiness. For He revealed to you divine laws and
standards, that you might follow the way of guidance for the sake of this Fount that hath
appeared with the truth. Beware lest ye differ concerning it, nor should you doubt that you
will attain the Presence of your Lord. Draw nigh unto Himin your hearts, for that is, verily,

better for you than all that hath been made manifest and all that hath remained concealed.

This is the Sarah of the ‘Companions, which We have revealed with the truth, and We
have sent it to thee that thou mayest recite it to those in whose faces thou discoverest the
radiance of the All-Merciful When they hear the verses of God, they soar unto the
Lote-Tree of the farthest limit in this sanctified and united Court.
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If thou seest Nasr, relate to him, even after the last-mentioned person, that which hath at
this time been revealed from the kingdom of exaltation, that he might remember within
himself, and be of them that were secure and guided. Say: O Nasr, aid thy Lord to the extent
thou art able for the sake of this Victory that hath been manifested in the form of this
Youth. Blessed by God, Who created and proportioned all things. Besteadfast in the Cause
of thy Lord God in such wise that nothing in the heavens or on earth could prevent thee

from being among those that made a covenant and fulfilled it.

Say: O pebple, do you dispute the Spirit concerning what He witnessed and saw, and the
melodies of God that He heard in the most holy, pure and glorious Realm? Verily, He is so
steadfast that the entire creation will never deter Him, nor will all who are in the heavens
and on earth ever be more in his eyes than a handful of dust. Were He but to speak forth
the least intimation, it would be sweeter than all that hath been revealed in the kingdom of
the Cause and the world of creation. This is known only by those who possess
understanding. Verily, He hath mounted the Throne and seated Himself thereon. Thisis a
difficult thing indeed for those who join partners with G‘od, and for him who hath
disbelieved and transgressed, then turned away and provoked great misery. Say: O
concourse of the hateful, diein your rancour! For the sun hath dawned forth, spreading the
rays of God from the zenith of the mid-morning sky, and all have been illumined thereby,
save the despicable ones that have gone astray and become blind. Thus do We relate to thee
some of the stories of God, O possessors of intellect Verily, a glance at Him is better than
all that is in the Concourse on High, and than the kingdoms of this world and the next.
Blessed is the one that hath attained the presence of the Throne, hath gazed upon the
Countenance of the Most High, and hath heard in the songs of holiness the most great
verses of his Lord. O Nasr, hearken unto what is revealed to thee from the farthest divine
realm, and take heed lest thou fear any man. Turn unto the Visage of thy Lord, and be of
them who profited from the remembrance of God. Have patience when the heavens arecleft

asunder, the earth of desire is split and the lamentations of them that turned away and were
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lost fill the air. He whose heart is not purified from all that can be described by any name

will never reflect within himself this brilliant and most limpid Beauty.

 Purify the mirrors of your souls, O peoplé of the earth, then ascend unto the station that
God hath rendered, from behind Himself, only two bow-lengths away, or less. Verily, He
declareth at all times that which the Spirit revealed within His pure and sinless breast. Say:
He speaketh not out of his own base desire, rather, He proclaimeth the most great verses
of His Lord, with which he is inspired by One Powerful in His commands. Say: Verily, He
hath at thisv time risen above the most exalted horizon, and He is, in truth, the Primal
Beauty (the Bab) clothed in another mantle By Him have the standards of the Cause been
raised aloft in the kingdom of names, and the pavilion of glory hath been erected in the
realm of the Unknowable Essence. Say: O people, return unto Him, for He is the end of all
things. By God, Heis the heaven of refuge at the Lote-Tree of Holiness when the effulgence
of'the light becometh manifest from this shining and most glorious Beauty. Thus, Hissharp
gaze swerved not from the most manifest, and yet most hidden, Sovereignty of His Lord

that He witnessed with his own eyes.

Say: Were He to uncover the veil from the face of but one of His words, the earth would
be rent and the heavens of the Most High would be cloven. He, however, treated His
servants with gentle courtesy, lest their hearts be distinguished from one another, and they
return unto the seat of wrath in the deepest Pit. Be afraid of no one, and remind the people
of the verses of thy Lord, for this is His trinmph in the kingdom of the heavens and the
earth. Thus doth He aid thee with this mention, and to Him doth the commemoration
return. Thus have We caused to flow forth from every letter of >this Tablet nineteen rivers.

Happy is he that thirsteth and seeketh to drink.

When We completed this Tablet, the most great verses of God began to descend once

again from the realm of immortality, that every reasoning and gracious man might take
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admonishment therefrom. Let Us mention in this Tablet some of the beloved of God to
whom We have not heretofore referred, that the grace of God might encompass every atom
and every possessor of refinement and prudence. Then remind those, over whose names the
Pen of the Cause hath not moved, if thou findest them bearing in mind the Remembrance
(the Bab) of their Lord. Otherwise, leave them to themselves and shun every one that
turneth away in suspicion. Say: O people, delight in these days wherein God hath come in

- the shadows of the Spirit, and the Countenance hath dawned forth from behind the veilL

Share with Muhammad-‘Ali, whose name you mentioned in your letter, that which the
Pen of Fate doth remind him in the realm of the divine decree, in the presence of his Lord,
the Mighty, the Bestower. Thus might he ascend within himself unto the heights of sanctity
through this Ascension that hath manifested itself in the form of this Youth, and be of them
that obeyed and repented. O servant, detach thyself from all that thy passions desire, then
cleave to the most great Cord within thyself, which is, verily, better for thee than the
kingdom of the heavens and the earth. This saying can be comprehended only by the
steadfast believers and those endued with insight. Give praise in the name of thy Lord, and
let the ecstasy and rapture of love wash over thee, inasmuch as We have poured out for thee
the Wine of Life in wondrous and sanctified goblets. We have, verily, rendered those letters
chalices containing the most marvellous attributes, and We give such of Our servantsas We
desire to drink from the Cup of our verses. Say: From Us this grace appeared and to Us
shall it return on the Resurrection Day. A drop thereof bestoweth life upon the forms of all
beings. Thus hath Our mercy preceded all things, and encompassed every atom, from the
heights of paradise down to the lowliest speck of earth. Verily, they that failed to attain holy
droplets from this Cup are more contemptible in the sight of God than common flies, for
they disbelieved in the bounty of God and disputed His verses after their revelation, and
followed every lying infidel.

3

Say: O people, do you call upon those to whom God hath given no authority, and yet
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abandon the Lord of lords? How miserable are the guardians ye have adopted for
yourselves instead of God! Ye shall be chastised by the divine wrath, for He is, verily,
Powerful in fixing blame and severe in inflicting punishment. Among the idolaters is one
who was there, and who was displeased that We gave unto Ourselves one of the Names.
Thus did he commit a wrong toward God, Who created and fashioned him. The injustice
wreaked by them that join partners with God is naught but perdition. Say: O people, all the
Names refer to their kingdom, which refers to My Cause, which was created by My Word.
All know this who have believed in the Day of Reckoning. The sun hath dawned from the
horizon of tﬁe glory of its Lord, the heavens of pride are sundered, the earth of malice is
furrowed with chasms, and the mountain of stillness moveth like unto the clouds. Thus have
we informed thee of every announcement, that thou mayest remember within thyself and
remind the people of that with which We have inspired thee. Mayhap they will purify their

souls from every malady, and recover their health.

O people of the earth, strive for victory in these days, and let not the numbers of the
idolaters frighten you. Thus doth the Pen of Grandeur counsel you on behalf of the
Glorious, the Enticing One. Know that triumph can never be attained by unsheathing your
swords, but rather depends upon purifying your souls. O concourse of companions, should
anyone sever himself from all who are in the heavens and on earth, and arise to fulfil the
divine plan, God will, through him, render victorious the sincere among Hisloved ones, and
will pull down the standards of the idolaters from all parties. by God, the true victory is
your detachment from all else besides God and your steadfastness in My love in this Day,
when the feet of the eloquent have stumbled and a pack of jackals hath issued from the
thickets of hypocrisy. These disbelieved and turned away, doubting that they could attain
the Presence of their Lord, even after He manifested Himself from the sacred horizon with

scriptures and the Book

|3
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Say: O concourse of holiness, unsheathe the swords of wisdom from the scabbards of
utterance, and thereby aid your Lord, the All-Merciful. Beware lest ye wreak corruption in
theland afterits reformation, and fear God, to Whom all affairsreturn in the beginning and
the end. Should the idolaters creep up on y01'1, drive them away with Our Word, not with
your blades, and contravene not what ye were commanded in the Book Be steadfast, O
people, in following the path, and allow fire and rapture to consume you in this Cause and
upon this foundation. If you fail to pursue this path with perseverance, God will send
another people that will be firm in His Cause and will commemorate Him with distraction,
yearning and ecstasy. Nothing in the heavens or on earth will deter them. Upon these the
angels and the Spirit will pronounce blessings, as will the Concourse of Holiness, and those
who were within the pavilion of nearness behind the veil. Is there anything that doth not
mention their names and thereby draw nigh unto God? Say: By God, their names are tolled
by the bell, crowed by the cockerel of paradise, and sung by the rebec. Thus are the words
ofthey Lord completed in veracity and justice. Nothing can alter the words of thy Lord, but

none can comprehend this truth save the souls endued with excellence and immortality.
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THE TEXT OF THE SURAT AL-ASHAB ASPRINTED IN ATHAR-I QALAM-I
ACLA VOLUME 4 pp. 1-22 ( TEXT ENUARGED ).
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