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How We Think About Bahá’í Law
 Overcoming our own biases based on the cultural

norms we have absorbed and the legal traditions of
our societies
 Striving to appreciate the unique features of Bahá’í
law and its relevance for us, whatever our profession

Seeing Bahá’í Law
“with Our Own Eyes”
“O Son of Spirit! The best beloved of all things in My
sight is Justice; turn not away therefrom if thou
desirest Me, and neglect it not that I may confide in
thee. By its aid thou shalt see with thine own eyes and
not through the eyes of others, and shalt know of
thine own knowledge and not through the knowledge
of thy neighbor. Ponder this in thy heart; how it
behooveth thee to be. Verily justice is My gift to thee
and the sign of My loving-kindness. Set it then before
thine eyes.” - Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets of Bahá’u’lláh, p. 36

Bahá’í Law as a “System the Like of
Which Mortal Eyes Have Never
Witnessed”

“Mankind’s ordered life hath been revolutionized
through the agency of this unique, this wondrous
System -- the like of which mortal eyes have never
witnessed.”
- Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings from the Writings of
Bahá’u’lláh, p. 136

“Think not that We have revealed unto you a mere
code of laws. Nay, rather, We have unsealed the
choice Wine with the fingers of might and power.
To this beareth witness that which the Pen of
Revelation hath revealed. Meditate upon this, O
men of insight!” - Bahá’u’lláh, The Kitáb-i-Aqdas ,
p. 21


 Say: O leaders of religion! Weigh not the Book of
God with such standards and sciences as are current
amongst you, for the Book itself is the unerring
Balance established amongst men. In this most
perfect Balance whatsoever the peoples and kindreds
of the earth possess must be weighed, while the
measure of its weight should be tested according to
its own standard, did ye but know it.” – Bahá’u’lláh,
The Kitáb-i-Aqdas, p. 56

The Many Interrelated Layers of
Bahá’í Law









Bahá’í Law that Articulates Timeless Divine Law
Bahá’í Law that Brings New Social and Spiritual
Laws for all of Society Now and the Future
Bahá’í Law that is Binding only on Bahá’ís Now
The Bahá’í Administrative Order
Bahá’í Teachings on National and International Law
Bahá’í Teachings on Resolving Potential Conflicts
Between Bahá’í Law and National or International
Law

Divine Law Comprises Both Timeless Divine Law
and New Social Laws in the Bahá’í Dispensation
“The Law of God is divided into two parts. One is
the fundamental basis which comprises all
spiritual things—that is to say, it refers to the
spiritual virtues and divine qualities; this does
not change nor alter: it is the Holy of Holies,
which is the essence of the Law of Adam, Noah,
Abraham, Moses, Christ, Muhammad, the Báb
and Bahá’u’lláh, and which lasts and is
established in all the prophetic cycles. It will
never be abrogated, for it is spiritual and not
material truth; it is faith, knowledge, certitude,
justice, piety, righteousness, trustworthiness,
love of God, benevolence, purity, detachment,
humility, meekness, patience and constancy. It
shows mercy to the poor, defends the oppressed,
gives to the wretched and uplifts the fallen. . . .”

“The second part of the Religion of God,
which refers to the material world, and
which comprises fasting, prayer, forms of
worship, marriage and divorce, the
abolition of slavery, legal processes,
transactions, indemnities for murder,
violence, theft and injuries—this part of
the Law of God, which refers to material
things, is modified and altered in each
prophetic cycle in accordance with the
necessities of the times.” – ‘Abdu’l-Bahá,
Some Answered Questions, pp. 47, 48
(emphasis added).

EXAMPLES OF BAHÁ’Í SOCIAL AND SPIRITUAL
LAWS ALREADY INTENDED TO BE BINDING ON
ALL SOCIETIES

Equality of Women and Men
Independent Investigation of Truth
Harmony of Science and Religion
Universal Education
Elimination of All Forms of Prejudice
Elimination of Racial Discrimination
Elimination of Religious Prejudice

O “The call of Bahá'u'lláh is primarily directed

against all forms of provincialism, all
insularities and prejudices. If long-cherished
ideals and time-honored institutions, if
certain social assumptions and religious
formulae have ceased to promote the
welfare of the generality of mankind, if they
no longer minister to the needs of a
continually evolving humanity, let them be
swept away and relegated to the limbo of
obsolescent and forgotten doctrines.

O Why should these, in a world subject to the

immutable law of change and decay, be exempt
from the deterioration that must needs
overtake every human institution? For legal
standards, political and economic theories are
solely designed to safeguard the interests of
humanity as a whole, and not humanity to be
crucified for the preservation of the integrity of
any particular law or doctrine.” - Shoghi Effendi,
The World Order of Bahá'u'lláh, p. 42 (emphasis
added).

Examples of Bahá’í Social Laws
Now Binding Only on Bahá’ís
Fasting
 Obligatory Prayer
 Huqúqu’lláh
 Prohibition of Alcohol
 Law of Marriage and Divorce


From a letter written on behalf of the Universal House
of Justice dated October 27, 2010 on homosexuality and
civil rights


“The purpose of the Faith of Bahá’u’lláh is the realization of
the organic unity of the entire human race, and Bahá’ís are
enjoined to eliminate from their lives all forms of prejudice
and to manifest respect towards all. Therefore, to regard those
with a homosexual orientation with prejudice or disdain
would be against the spirit of the Faith. Furthermore, a Bahá’í
is exhorted to be “an upholder and defender of the victim of
oppression”, and it would be entirely appropriate for a
believer to come to the defense of those whose fundamental
rights are being denied or violated.



At the same time, you are no doubt aware of the relevant
teachings of the Faith that govern the personal conduct of
Bahá’ís. The Bahá’í Writings state that marriage is a union
between a man and a woman and that sexual relations are
restricted to a couple who are married to each other. Other
passages from the Writings state that the practice of
homosexuality is not permitted. The teachings of
Bahá’u’lláh on personal morality are binding on Bahá’ís,
who strive, as best they can, to live up to the high
standards He has established.



In attempting to reconcile what may appear to
be conflicting obligations, it is important to
understand that the Bahá’í community does
not seek to impose its values on others, nor
does it pass judgment on others on the
basis of its own moral standards. It does not
see itself as one among competing social
groups and organizations, each vying to
establish its particular social agenda.



In working for social justice, Bahá’ís must inevitably
distinguish between those dimensions of public
issues that are in keeping with the Bahá’í Teachings,
which they can actively support, and those that are
not, which they would neither promote nor
necessarily oppose. In connection with issues of
concern to homosexuals, the former would be
freedom from discrimination and the latter the
opportunity for civil marriage.” (Emphasis added.)

The Bahá’í Administrative Order
“The Lord hath ordained that in every city a House of
Justice be established wherein shall gather counsellors to
the number of Bahá, and should it exceed this number it
doth not matter. They should consider themselves as
entering the Court of the presence of God, the Exalted, the
Most High, and as beholding Him Who is the Unseen. It
behoveth them to be the trusted ones of the Merciful
among men and to regard themselves as the guardians
appointed of God for all that dwell on earth. It is
incumbent upon them to take counsel together and to have
regard for the interests of the servants of God, for His sake,
even as they regard their own interests, and to choose that
which is meet and seemly. Thus hath the Lord your God
commanded you.” - Bahá’u’lláh, The Kitáb-i-Aqdas, p. 30

The Unique Role of the
Universal House of Justice as
Legislator

Among the Powers and Duties of the
Universal House of Justice Are:


“To enact laws and ordinances not expressly recorded in
the Sacred Texts; to abrogate, according to the changes
and requirements of the time, its own enactments; to
deliberate and decide upon all problems which have
caused difference; to elucidate questions that are
obscure; to safeguard the personal rights, freedom and
initiative of individuals; and to give attention to the
preservation of human honour, to the development of
countries and the stability of states.” – The Constitution
of the Universal House of Justice

Bahá’í Teachings on National and
International Law




“The Law must reign and not the
individual; thus will the world become a
place of beauty and true brotherhood
will be realized.” - ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Paris
Talks, p. 132
National laws should be just, and
legislators should be high-minded and
inspired by timeless divine law.



In The Secret of Divine Civilization,
‘Abdu’l-Bahá says that the elected
members of parliaments should be
“righteous, God-fearing, high-minded,
incorruptible. . . . They must be fully
cognizant, in every particular, of the
laws of God, informed as to the highest
principles of law, versed in the rules
which govern the management of
internal affairs and the conduct of
foreign relations, skilled in the useful
arts of civilization, and content with their
lawful emoluments.”



Also in the The Secret of Divine Civilization,
‘Abdu’l-Bahá encourages “the setting up of just
legislation, in accord with the Divine laws which
guarantee the happiness of society and protect
the rights of all mankind.” He says that these
Divine laws “are an impregnable proof against
assault.” And he asserts that just secular laws
that are consistent with Divine Law will ensure
“the integrity of the members of society and their
equality before the law.” - ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, The
Secret of Divine Civilization, p. 14.



In these passages ‘Abdu’l-Bahá endorses
the adoption in secular law of those divine
laws that have a social purpose, including
the protection of individual human rights.

In a letter written in 1929, Shoghi Effendi praised legal
developments in Persia in the following language:


“Moreover, it is stated that in various quarters, and among
responsible sections of the community the matter of the
codification and introduction of a western civil code, and its
universal application to all the different communities is being
freely discussed, and its desirability increasingly emphasized.
As a preliminary measure, however, to the introduction of
such a far-reaching reform, certain changes of policy have
been lately initiated, not in the form of hastily conceived
dictatorial edicts, but as a result of the mature deliberations
and with the sanction of the national representatives of the
people.



The systematization of the laws of marriage and contract; the
establishment of a Land Registry wholly independent of
ecclesiastical control; the distribution of birth certificates of a
purely undenominational character; the increasing
prominence accorded to the social rights of womanhood; the
close attention paid by State authorities to the education of
Persian youth in the Universities of Europe . . . all are
welcome signs of the approaching era which is to witness the
spiritual and material ascendency of Persia among the people
and nations of the world.” - Shoghi Effendi, Bahá’í
Administration, p. 171 (letter from Shoghi Effendi dated
February 12, 1929)

Individuals Have a Right to Use National Law
to Protect Their Human Rights



 “When . . . the people are genuinely religious and are
literate and well-schooled, and a difficulty presents
itself, they can apply to the local authorities; if they
do not meet with justice and secure their rights and
if they see that the conduct of the local government is
incompatible with the Divine good pleasure and the
king’s justice, they can then take their case to higher
courts and describe the deviation of the local
administration from the spiritual law.


Those courts can then send for the local
records of the case and in this way justice will
be done. At present, however, because of
their inadequate schooling, most of the
population lack even the vocabulary to
explain what they want.” - ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, The
Secret of Divine Civilization, p. 18

Bahá’í Teachings on
International Law
“True civilization will unfurl its banner in the
mid-most heart of the world whenever a
certain number of its distinguished and
high-minded sovereigns – the shining
exemplars of devotion and determination –
shall, for the good and happiness of all
mankind, arise, with firm resolve and clear
vision, to establish the Cause of Universal
Peace. They must make the Cause of
Peace the object of general consultation,
and seek by every means in their power to
establish a Union of the nations of the
world. They must conclude a binding treaty
and establish a covenant, the provisions of
which shall be sound, inviolable and
definite. They must proclaim it to all the
human race.” - ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, The Secret of
Divine Civilization, p. 64

The Bahá’í Writings call for the formation of a global
federation through a multilateral treaty voluntarily
entered into by states. In this federation “the autonomy
of its state members and the personal freedom and
initiative of the individuals that compose them” would
be “definitely and completely safeguarded.” Among the
organs of the federation would be an international
tribunal, a global legislature elected through
democratic procedures, and a world executive.

Bahá’í Teachings on Resolving Potential
Conflicts Between Bahá’í Law and National
or International Law

The Principle of Obedience to National Law
“Each and every one is required to show obedience,
submission and loyalty towards his own government. . .
. For while all sects and races . . . are absorbed in
promoting their own interests and only obey their
governments either with the hope of reward or from fear
of punishment, the Bahá’ís are the well-wishers of the
government, obedient to its laws and bearing love
towards all peoples. Such obedience and submission is
made incumbent and obligatory upon all by the clear
Text of [Bahá’u’lláh]. Therefore the believers, in
obedience to the command of the True One, show the
utmost sincerity and goodwill towards all nations; and
should any soul act contrary to the laws of the
government he would consider himself responsible
before God, deserving divine wrath and chastisement for
his sin and wrongdoing.” - ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections from
the Writings of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, p. 293

Resolving Conflicts Between Bahá’í
Law and National or International Law


Exception to Principle of Obedience to
Government


Shoghi Effendi explains that Bahá’ís must make a “distinction of a
fundamental importance” between spiritual and administrative matters.
“Whereas the former are sacred and inviolable, and hence cannot be
subject to compromise, the latter are secondary and can consequently
be given up and even sacrificed for the sake of obedience to the laws
and regulations of the government.” He also states, with reference to
obedience to government: “We must obey in all cases except where a
spiritual principle is involved, such as denying our Faith. For these
spiritual principles we must be willing to die.” (From a letter written on
behalf of Shoghi Effendi to an individual believer, Feb. 11, 1934,
reprinted in Lights of Guidance, no. 1454).

Exploring Similarities and Differences Between These Different
Layers of Bahá’í Law and Current Legal Traditions of the World










Bahá’í Law and Western Liberal Conceptions
of Law
Bahá’í Law and Common Law Traditions
Bahá’í Law and Civil Law Traditions
Bahá’í Law and Other Religious Law
Traditions, Including Islamic Law
Bahá’í Law and Indigenous Law Traditions
Bahá’í Law and International Law

WHAT ARE SOME SIMILARITIES AND
DIFFERENCES WITH WESTERN LIBERAL
CONCEPTIONS OF LAW?
Comparisons with
Western notions of what
law is
 Comparison with
Western notions of
liberal democracy


 “Just as in the world of politics there is
need for free thought, likewise in the
world of religion there should be the right
of unrestricted individual belief. . . .
When freedom of conscience, liberty of
thought and right of speech prevail—that
is to say, when every man according to
his own idealization may give expression
to his beliefs—development and growth
are inevitable.” - ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, The
Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 197

Freedom of expression as an example of
similarities and differences in approach


“Speech is a powerful phenomenon. Its freedom is both to be
extolled and feared. It calls for an acute exercise of
judgement, since both the limitation of speech and the excess
of it can lead to dire consequences. Thus there exist in the
system of Bahá'u'lláh checks and balances necessary to the
beneficial uses of this freedom in the onward development of
society. A careful examination of the principles of Bahá'í
consultation and the formal and informal arrangements for
employing them offer new insights into the dynamics of
freedom of expression.” (The Universal House of Justice,
Letter Dated December 29, 1988)

What Are Some Similarities and Differences
with Common Law Traditions?

WHAT ARE SOME SIMILARITIES AND
DIFFERENCES WITH CIVIL LAW TRADITIONS?



“The metaphor of the ‘choice Wine’ is significant for a
number of reasons. . . . [R]ather than associating law with the
rigid application of a code and rules, it encourages an
orientation to seeing how law can be a source of freedom
from constraints and oppression, and in particular a view of
law as guiding one on the pathway to spiritual fulfillment and
ecstasy.” – Roshan Danesh, “Some Reflections on the
Concept of Law in the Bahá’í Faith”

WHAT ARE SOME SIMILARITIES AND
DIFFERENCES WITH RELIGIOUS LAW
TRADITIONS, ESPECIALLY ISLAMIC LAW?
 “Bahá’u’lláh’s treatment of the
legal content of His revelation
must be seen as a sharp and
radical break with the
predominant Shi‘i view within
which He was born. Indeed,
every central aspect of the Shi‘i
legal imagination would appear
to be completely upended.” –
Roshan Danesh, “Some
Reflections on the Concept of
Law in the Bahá’í Faith”

What Are Some Similarities and Differences with
Indigenous Law Traditions?

What Are Some Similarities and Differences
with Contemporary International Law?

How Understanding the Nature and Layers of
Bahá’í Law, and These Similarities and
Differences, Can Help Us Personally and in Our
Various Professions






Striving to Fulfill our Personal Obligations to
Follow Bahá’í Law as Bahá’ís
Sharing with Others, Including as Part of the
Community-Building Process, the Timeless
Divine Law as Well as the New Social Laws
Brought by Bahá’u’lláh
Participating More Effectively and with Greater
Understanding in the Bahá’í Administrative
Order

Sharing with Others Differences Between
the Baha’i Approach to Law and That of
Other Religious Traditions
 Adopting a Broader, More Holistic Vision
of Law Not Bound by Our Culture and Our
Own National Legal Systems
 Advocating Appropriate Reforms of
National and International Law in Light of
Bahá’í Teachings




Understanding that Bahá’u’lláh’s
Teachings Relating to Law Are Part of a
“System the Like of Which Mortal Eyes
Have Never Witnessed”

Questions and Comments
Are Welcome
Feel free to contact me at
blepard1@unl.edu or
(402) 472-2179

