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This presentation







Who was the Báb?


Forerunner



Independent Prophet

The path of approach: Challenges


Access



Context

Aids to the study


Facilitating access: cataloging the sources



Building context:


Charting a path



Some topics of interest

The Báb and Bahá'u'lláh
Two prophetically inspired individuals, one historical moment


The Báb as a “John the Baptist” figure to Bahá’u’lláh.


Mainly historical interest?

“A thousand perusals of the Bayan cannot equal the perusal of a single
verse to be revealed by 'Him Whom God shall make manifest.” (The
Báb, in The World Order of Bahá'u'lláh p.110)


The Báb as independent Prophetic event


Complementary (not identical!) to the message of Bahá'u'lláh



A message of continuing relevance for today

Primary sources for understanding the
position of the Báb in the Bahá’í Faith




Historically


The Dawn-Breakers (commissioned and approved by Bahá'u'lláh)



God Passes By, first 5 chapters (largely summarizes The Dawn-Breakers)

Theologically


The Dispensation of Bahá'u'lláh, paragraphs 53-67

“…the greatness of the Báb consists primarily, not in His being the divinelyappointed Forerunner of so transcendent a Revelation, but rather in His having
been invested with the powers inherent in the inaugurator of a separate
religious Dispensation, and in His wielding, to a degree unrivaled by the
Messengers gone before Him, the scepter of independent Prophethood.”
“There can be no doubt that the claim to the twofold station ordained for the
Báb by the Almighty, a claim which He Himself has so boldly advanced, which
Bahá'u'lláh has repeatedly affirmed, and to which the Will and Testament of
'Abdu'l-Bahá has finally given the sanction of its testimony, constitutes the most
distinctive feature of the Bahá'í Dispensation.”

Challenges in approaching the study of
the Báb’s Writings


Access


Original texts, translations are scattered in various places



Size: ~5 million words (vs. ~6 million for Bahá'u'lláh)
~2,000 surviving works (vs. ~20,000 for Bahá'u'lláh)
Source: https://bahai-library.com/uhj_numbers_sacred_writings





Majority (~90%) in Arabic, some (~10% in Persian)



Vast majority of texts (>98%) are untranslated

Context


Unfamiliar cultural context: Assumes intimate familiarity with
Qur’an, Shi’ite Islamic thought.



Obscurity: abjad, numerology, grammatical innovation, abstruse
subject matter. Uses language in unconventional ways.

Address each challenge in turn



Access: Collate the available original texts and
translations, create an index



Context: On basis of available texts, follow a content
roadmap that can help build an orienting framework

Approaching an inventory

Existing lists:


Shoghi Effendi’s “Best-Known Works” list from the old Baha’i
World volumes (23 items)



Denis MacEoin’s The Sources for early Bábí Doctrine and
History (216 items)



Abu’l-Qasim Afnan’s Ahd-i-A’la (84 items) [Persian]



Nader Saiedi’s Gate of the Heart, introduction (27 items,
including most of the “Best-Known” Works)

(From the appendices to the original volumes of The Baha’i World)

A starting point: Collate the available
texts
Take an inventory!


Start with blank spreadsheet



Go source by source: Tables of contents in one column,
each Tablet gets one row.



Fill in first line, word count, title (if known)



Spreadsheet “superpower”: sorting on columns




Example: Order by word count, assign IDs.

Build human-readable catalog from spreadsheet using
macros. Link to catalog with finding aids:

https://bit.ly/2Z46alc

Primary sources for the inventory



Iranian Bahá’í National Archives (INBA) vols. Available at
the Afnan Library



University and national collections:


Cambridge University (E.G. Browne collection)



Princeton University



British Library, London



Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris



Millet Kutuphanesi, Istanbul



Leiden University, Netherlands



Misc. publications



Misc. web sites

Sources: English translations



Shoghi Effendi: Fragments in The Dispensation of
Bahá'u'lláh, The Promised Day Is Come, God Passes By



Selections from the Writings of the Báb (1976)



Provisional translations:


Gate of the Heart



A Most Noble Pattern



Baha’i-library.com (http://bahai-library.com/Translations)



Stephen Lambden’s web site
(https://hurqalya.ucmerced.edu/)

From the initial survey



Availability: ~30% in public domain in original languages

Next step: Context




Establish the broader context:


Read the Qur’an



Read the introduction to Gate of the Heart

Establish the specific context:


Read the Dawn-Breakers, God Passes By, Dispensation



Nader Saiedi’s periodization (Gate of the Heart p. 29ff)


1. Early (Shiraz, Hajj) 1844-1846




2. Middle (Isfahan) 1846-1847




Philosophical – begins to focus on metaphysical themes

3. Late (Maku/Chihriq) 1847-1850




Interpretive - tied most closely to Islam

Legislative - Breaks entirely free from Islam. Increasing emphasis on
He Whom God Will Make Manifest

Chart a reading program through each period.

Some overarching themes










Metaphysics


Metaphysical unity: The Primal Will and its creative action



God as beyond “causation”, being the “object” of worship



The principle of repetition

Epistemology


The limits of reason; of rational proofs



Knowing through the eye of the inmost heart

Hermeneutics


The symbolic nature of the visible world



Interplay of form and content: haykals; abjad; exploded commentary

Ethics


Reward, punishment and the motives for right action



Free will vs. predestination

Aesthetics


Beauty and refinement as governing principles



Bringing things to their highest perfection

The principle of metaphysical unity

“The Báb … has frequently attested that His writings are
neither inconsistent nor contradictory, and that statements
which may appear to be contradictory assertions are
actually diverse expressions of a single underlying principle
that is expressed in a particular manner in accordance with
the capacities of differing audiences. A careful analysis of
the Báb's writings discloses that throughout the three stages,
all His writings are animated by a common fundamental
principle which has multiple dimensions and forms. We may
term this foremost hermeneutic concept the principle of
metaphysical unity”
(N. Saiedi, Gate of the Heart, p. 49)

God as Ultimate Cause?
“Verily God hath intended by these exalted

The Báb
(1819-1850)

words to sanctify His Essence utterly from any
attribute of causation, refuting the views of
those who have considered the Essence to be
the Cause of all causes. For, verily, that Cause
is His Handiwork, and that Handiwork is not
preceeded by any cause, to such an extent
that the tongue of His favoured ones
repeatedly addressed this absence of
causation by the Essence. Had it been the
Essence that was also the Cause, this would
have required association and
resemblance. Yet exalted and glorified then be
God! He hath fashioned the Will from
nothingness, through Itself, and ordained It to
be the Cause of all that is other than It, with no
descent of anything from His Essence unto the
Will.”

(Gate of the Heart, p. 192)

God as object of worship
“At the level of the contingent world, true

The Báb
(1819-1850)

worship is realized for those who worship God
through Him and submerge themselves in the
Sea of Absolute Unity. For in that Sea, the
worshipper and the words of worship are
annihilated, and thus there remaineth naught
for the worshipper but the very revelation of
God and the pure Countenance of the
Beloved.... He who worshippeth God through
any one but Him, by gazing at his own self as
the Worshipper and at God as the Object of his
worship, hath joined partners with God and
hath never worshipped Him.”

(Gate of the Heart, pp. 251-252)

Repetition of worlds
“There should be no doubt that, before this

Adam, there have been infinite worlds and
endless Adams in God's creation, to a degree
that none besides God can, or ever will,
reckon.”

(Gate of the Heart, p. 196)

The Báb
(1819-1850)

The limitation of proofs
“Know thou, O seeker, that, in the books they

The Báb
(1819-1850)

have penned, the philosophers have brought
forth arguments for the existence of a Fashioner,
even as the mystics have adduced proofs for
His unity. But these books are all refuted by the
testimony of the very proofs they contain,
inasmuch as the latter are all contingent, and it
is impossible for the proof of the divine Essence
to be contingent. Nay, rather, should anyone
fix his gaze upon the Point of Truth, pierce the
veils, and unravel the allusions, he would know
of a certainty that to provide any argument for
the existence of the Incomparable One or any
proof for His unity, other than God's own
description, is a cardinal sin and a most grievous
transgression. Verily, I find no proof for His
existence and His unity save His own self.”

(Gate of the Heart, pp. 196-197)

The nature of the soul
“Verily hath God created within thyself all that

He hath fashioned in creation in His likeness,
that thou mayest not be veiled from any
effulgence. Verily God hath generated within
thy being the entirety of His manifestations. He
hath ordained that His home be the heart of His
servant....”

(Gate of the Heart, p. 59)
The Báb
(1819-1850)

The nature of the soul
“Therefore it is necessary, according to true wisdom, that the

The Báb
(1819-1850)

Preexistent God describe Himself to His creatures, that they
may recognize their Creator and that, out of the grace of the
Pre-existent, the contingent beings may attain their supreme
End.
This divine self-description is itself a created thing. It is unlike
any other description, the sign of "He is the One Who hath no
equal," and the truth of the servant, his true being. Whoso
hath recognized it hath recognized his Lord....
This description is denoted as the "soul" or "self", and that he
who hath known himself hath known his Lord. At other times,
it is expressed as the "heart", which is a description of the
Divinity, by the Divinity, and is the essence of Servitude. It is
the Sign of God shown by Him in the world and within the
souls of men, that it may be revealed unto them that verily He
is the Truth.
Behold with the eye of thy heart. Verily thy truth, the truth
of thy being, is the divinity of thy Lord revealed unto thee and
through thee. Thou art He Himself, and He is thou thyself,
except that indeed thou art that thou art, and He is that He
is.”
(Gate of the Heart, p. 251)

The eye of the inmost heart
“Such conclusive truth hath been revealed

The Báb
(1819-1850)

through the gaze of the heart (fu'ad), and not
that of intellect. For intellect conceives not save
limited things. Verily, bound by the realm of
limitations, men are unable to gaze upon things
simultaneously in their manifold aspects. Thus it
is perplexing for them to comprehend that lofty
station. No one can recognize the truth of the
Middle Way between the two extreme poles
except after attaining unto the gate of the
heart and beholding the realities of the worlds,
visible and unseen.”

(Gate of the Heart, p. 177)

The symbolic nature of all things

“According to the Báb, not only the realm of languages but
all other aspects of phenomenal reality, including natural
and cultural objects, are symbolic signs that point toward
spiritual meanings. Everything is a divine text, and the entirety
of being is a mirror of divine reality: whatever exists in the
world is a sign, a verse, and a miracle that proclaims the unity
and sovereignty of God. From this perspective, reality itself is
a kind of language, consisting of words and letters that
proclaim and celebrate the divine revelation enshrined within
all things.”
(N. Saiedi, Gate of the Heart, p. 53)

The meaning in the letters
“Verily, each letter of the Qur'an is invested with
as many manifest meanings as the number of
the atoms of all things that are embraced by
the knowledge of God. And each one of these
manifest meanings hath a hidden meaning
(ta'vil), and each of these hidden meanings
possesseth an inward meaning (batin), and
each inward meaning containeth an inner
inward meaning (batin-i-batin), and so on, as
God willeth.”
The Báb
(1819-1850)

(Gate of the Heart, p. 59)

True worship; the motives for right action

The Báb
(1819-1850)

“Worship thou God in such wise that if thy
worship lead thee to the fire, no alteration in
thine adoration would be produced, and so
likewise if thy recompense should be
paradise. Thus and thus alone should be the
worship which befitteth the one True God….
Fire and paradise both bow down and
prostrate themselves before God. That which
is worthy of His Essence is to worship Him for
His sake, without fear of fire, or hope of
paradise.
Although when true worship is offered, the
worshipper is delivered from the fire, and
entereth the paradise of God's goodpleasure, yet such should not be the motive
of his act.”
(The Báb, Persian Bayan VII:19, Selections
from the Writings of the Báb, p. 77)

Refinement
“For, in this religion no other command is as

The Báb
(1819-1850)

rigorously enjoined as the duty of refinement,
and it is forbidden that one bring any object into
being in a state of imperfection when one hath
the power to manifest it in full perfection. For
example, should one build an edifice and fail to
elevate it to the utmost state of perfection
possible for it, there would be no moment in the
life of that edifice when angels would not
beseech God to torment him; nay rather, all the
atoms of that edifice would do the same. For
each thing, within its own station, yearneth to
attain unto the utmost height of excellence in its
own level. Thus, should a man who is capable
not realize and respond to the yearning of his
capability, he will be held accountable
therefor....”

(Gate of the Heart, p. 317)

Happiness and refinement
“I counsel thee with these three words:

Shouldst thou act in
accordance therewith, all sorrow will depart from thee in this
world. They are the following: Be not content with anything
when once thou becomest aware that it hath a still higher
degree. Be not untruthful, though thy very life hang in the
balance. And act not towards others save as thou would desire
for thine own self.”
(The Báb, provisional translation)

The Báb
(1819-1850)

“[W]hoever possesseth power over anything must elevate it to its
uttermost perfection that it not be deprived of its own paradise.
For example, the paradise of a sheet of paper on which a few
excellent lines are inscribed is that it be refined with patterns of
gold illumination, adornment, and excellence that are
customary for the most exalted parchment scrolls. Then the
possessor of that paper hath elevated it to its utmost degree of
glory. Should he know of a higher degree of refinement and fail
to manifest it upon that paper, he would deprive it of its
paradise, and he would be held accountable, for why hast
thou, despite the possession of the means, withheld the effusion
of grace and favour?”
(Persian Bayan 4:11, Gate of the Heart, p. 255)

