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Preamble

A Preliminary Word About the World 

We’ve Inherited…



• LET US ACKNOWLEDGE AT THE OUTSET the magnitude of the ruin that 

the human race has brought upon itself during the period of history under 

review. The loss of life alone has been beyond counting. The disintegration 

of basic institutions of social order, the violation — indeed, the 

abandonment — of standards of decency, the betrayal of the life of the 

mind through surrender to ideologies as squalid as they have been empty, 

the invention and deployment of monstrous weapons of mass annihilation, 

the bankrupting of entire nations and the reduction of masses of human 

beings to hopeless poverty, the reckless destruction of the environment of 

the planet — such are only the more obvious in a catalogue of horrors 

unknown to even the darkest of ages past.         

~From: Century of Light, p. 1



Some basic assumptions…
– the purpose of life is development…

– development operates according to laws and principles and these laws and 

principles are discoverable…

– acquiring the capacity to respond appropriately to life’s moral and spiritual 

demands is the unique challenge of human existence…

– the gradual acquisition of this capacity is what is meant by “spiritual 

development” or “spirituality”…

– this process of development is both an individual and collective process and 

requires the aid of scientific discoveries as well as Divinely Inspired Educators…

– the telos and ultimate focus of development in the natural world is the “human 

spirit”…

– without the development and refinement of the human spirit security and peace 

are impossible…



They empower organisms to consciously 

experience certain aspects of reality.

The brain and senses are 
signal detection Systems



Prior to the advent of brain, there was 
no color and no sound in the universe, 
nor was there any flavor or aroma and 
probably little sense and no feeling or 

emotion...

~ Roger Sperry



The human mind is 
special…

• René Descartes:

• The mind is animated by 

intangible thought, while the 

body is tangible and 

perceptible…



– I am therefore, precisely speaking, only a thinking thing, that is, a 

mind (a mind or in other words a soul), understanding, or reason, 

terms whose signification was before unknown to me. I am, 

however, a real thing, and really existent; but what thing? The 

answer was, a thinking thing.

– But what, then, am I? A thinking thing, it has been said. But what is 

a thinking thing? It is a thing that doubts, understands, affirms, 

denies, wills, refuses; that imagines also, and perceives.

Descartes’ Proposal: 
We are, essentially, our intangible minds:





From that I knew that I was a substance the whole essence

or nature of which is to think, and that for its existence

there is no need of any place, nor does it depend on any

material thing; so that this “me,” that is to say, the

soul by which I am what I am, is entirely distinct from

the body, and is even more easy to know than is the latter,

and even if the body were not, the soul would not cease to

be what it is.

Descartes’ Proposal: 
The mind can exist without a body…



Mind-Body Problem

If mind and body are different in kind and substance, 
how then, do they interact?

What is the relation between mind and physical 
matter?



The nature of evidence in science…

“…if you examine the human body, you will not find a special spot 

or locality for the spirit, for it has never had a place; it is 

immaterial.  It has a connection with the body like that of the sun 

with this mirror.  The sun is not within the mirror, but it has a 

connection with the mirror…The mind which is in man – where is it 

in him?  If you examine the body with the eye, the ear or the other 

senses, you will not find it; nevertheless it exists.  Therefore the 

mind has no place but it is connected with the brain…In the same 

way love has no place, but it is connected to the heart…”

~ Baha’u’lláh’s Teachings on Spiritual Reality
12



Three Ways that 
Properties Can Exist

Composition

Emergence

Reflection



A Fact of Science

Some Aspects of Reality Can Never Be 

Known Directly…

14



As part of what I call "Project Eureka," a friend and I have designed and constructed a
science exhibit in which one views a region of space filled with light. It is a simple but
startling demonstration that uses only a carefully fabricated box and a powerful projector
whose light shines directly into it. We have taken a special care to ensure that light does
not illuminate any interior objects or surfaces in the box. Within the box, there is only
pure light, and lots of it. The question is: What does one see? How does light look when
left entirely to itself?

Approaching the exhibit, I turn on the projector, whose bulb and lenses can be seen
through a Plexiglas panel. The projector sends a brilliant light through optical elements
into the box beside it. Moving over to a view port, I look into the box and at the light
within. What do I see? Absolute darkness! I see nothing but the blackness of empty
space.

On the outside of the box is a handle connected to a wand that can move into and out of
the box's interior. Pulling the handle, the wand flashes through the dark space before me
and I see the wand brilliantly lit on one side. The space clearly is not empty but filled with
light. Yet without an object on which light can fall, one sees only darkness. Light itself is
always invisible. We see only things, only objects, not light.

Zajonc (1993). Catching the Light: The Entwined History of Light and Mind, pg. 2.



Physical Reality

Spiritual Reality

Brain & Body

Human Soul

Cartesian Duality

Pineal Gland



Physical Reality

Spiritual Reality

Human Mind

Baha’i Ontology

Brain & NS

Soul & Spirit



A Thought…
The mind-body problem may be an 

epistemological problem rather than an 

ontological one…



The Oneness of Existence

“…know ye that the world of existence is a single world, although its stations are various and distinct.  

For example, the mineral life occupieth its own plane, but a mineral entity is without any awareness 

at all of the vegetable kingdom…In the same way, a vegetable entity knoweth nothing of the animal 

world, remaining completely heedless and ignorant thereof…all this while animal, vegetable, and 

mineral dwell together in the one world.  In the same way the animal remaineth totally unaware of 

that power of the human mind which graspeth universal ideas and layeth bare the secrets of 

creation…Of this power of discovery which belongeth to the human mind, this power which can grasp 

abstract and universal ideas, the animal remaineth totally ignorant…In the same way, the denizens of 

this earth are completely unaware of the world of the kingdom and deny the existence thereof…”

Principle: Reality is one but all minds do not have equal access to reality…Some aspects of reality are 

available or unavailable to us because of: a) the limitations of our senses; b) our location in space and 

time (consider the child in the womb who is in this world but unaware of it); c) because of the kinds of 

minds we possess or the particular stage of the mind’s development; d) other aspects of reality are 

closed to us because we lack the concepts and experiences necessary to engage them. 19



Mind-Body Problem

All life depends upon signal detection and the movement of information between systems of various kinds.  The 

human brain has the capacity to receive and use energy and information that is both physical and abstract – in 

the same way that seeds may use the physical energy of the sun as well as the special information that is 

associated with sunlight for development into plants.  Abdu’l-Baha once said:

“Consider:  this flower had life in the beginning like the life of the mineral; but by the coming of the season of spring, 

of the bounty of the clouds of the springtime, and of the heat of the glowing sun, it attained to another life of the 

utmost freshness, delicacy and fragrance.  The first life of the flower, in comparison to the second life, is death.” -

Baha’u’lláh’s Teachings on Spiritual Reality, p. 109, 21.3.

Both the physical and the abstract information that the brain detects it uses to facilitate survival and 

development.  Other animals do not have the capacity to detect abstract information.  The mind-body problem 

is overcome, in part, when we realize that ideas are to the mind a kind of information that is like sensory 

information is to animals -- but this information has no physical dimension…It does not carry knowledge of 

things, it carries “signs” of relationships that indicate processes and forces that are hidden from the senses. The 

rational faculty perceives and deciphers these signs and uses this information to guide human behavior.  When 

the mind has “true” beliefs about those aspects of reality that are often hidden from the senses, this is called 

“knowledge”.  Knowledge cannot be sensed but it can be known…

20



Development of the 
human spirit



Genotype

Nurture

Phenotype
(Capacities) (Capabilities)

Nature Development

A Capabilities Approach to Human Development

Human Mind & Spirit

Inherited

Acquired

A Fertilized Human Egg



Existential Mattering
What Might it Mean for a Human Life to 

Matter; What factors contribute to, and also 

destroy, the sense that one’s life matters?



Existential Mattering
An emerging concept in philosophy and 

psychology…An old idea in the world’s 

religious and teleological systems…



My Life Matters

Transcendent BeliefsOpportunities to Serve A Sense of Belonging

Community ViolenceExposure to Racism/Discrimination Family Trauma/ACEs

Supportive Factors

Corrosive Forces



Existential Mattering: Preliminary Definition II

Existential mattering, in the sense that is deployed in this research, consists of the 

felt, or phenomenological sense, of one’s intrinsic value. This awareness is not only felt in an 

individual’s own sense of self, but is extended to all humankind. We refer to this 

manifestation of mattering as benign and altruistic and suggest that these forms of 

consciousness are revealed in the capacity and will to serve others, or may be manifested in 

the consciousness of one’s role in self-transcendent sociohistorical processes, the 

perception of one’s uniqueness in the vast universe, and/or awareness of one’s connection 

to a higher power or to that which is perceived to be sacred. 

In contrast to these positive forms of mattering, we hypothesize the existence of 

a malignant form that we refer to in this research as malevolent or dark mattering. In this 

form the sense that one matters is awakened and/or sustained by narcissistic attitudes and 

assumptions, by prejudice directed against outgroups who are assumed to be inferior, 

and/or by hostile attitudes toward life itself. John Baehr described “malevolence” as a 

“contempt for the good” that is “personally deep.” The malevolent or dark forms of 

mattering thus tend to be destructive. In this research, we explore the implications of these 

various forms of mattering for people’s psychological, social, and mental health. 



The Notion of Value



Things matter to us to the 
extent that they are 

perceived to have value.



What is value?



Professor William S. Hatcher Professor Michael L. Penn



Functional Value



Extrinsic Value



Intrinsic Value



Intrinsic Value



The Ethics of  Relational Authenticity

• The human person embodies the highest
expression of value in the natural world.

• The central purpose of an authentically
human life is to protect and cultivate this
highest value.

• The cultivation of this highest value
results in the development of the human
spirit.



Basic Powers or Capacities of  the Human Spirit:

• The Power to Know: The unique object of  

human knowledge is truth. 

• The Power to Love: The unique object of  

human love is beauty.

• The Power to Will: The unique object of  

human will is that which is perceived to be 

good.

• The Power to Serve: The power to serve takes 

as its object human needs.



What is Needed for the Development of  the Human Spirit?

• Love

• Justice



What is the nature of  love?

• Love is an e-motion. It gets us to do things we would 
not do were it absent.

• Love is a force of  attraction and arises from the 
perception of  value.

• Two aspects of  human love acceptance and concern.



Love = Concern + Acceptance

Concern Acceptance

Authentic Love + +

Conditional Love + -

Tolerance - +
Hatred - -



What is the nature of 
justice?

• Justice consist of the creation of the moral and 

social conditions required for the development of 

the human spirit; 

• Justice requires the satisfaction of human needs.



Human Needs
A need is a form of
assistance that is
necessary for the
development of a
capacity. Needs are
always legitimate,
always universal, and
always satiable.





What happens when we are 
deprived of the sense that we 

have value and that we, 
therefore, matter?



The Purpose of Justice:

The appearance of human solidarity and unity…The 

flourishing of the human spirit…



“…the unity of all mankind can in this day
be achieved.  Verily this is none other but
one of the wonders of this wondrous age.”

~Abdu’l-Baha, Century of Light, p. 7



How might this be accomplished?



– the unity of mankind requires the development of 

capacities that are presently rare;

– it requires that this goal be pursued over many 

generations;

– it requires a kind of power that is not simply technical, 

intellectual, political or economic;

– it requires the emergence of new ways of seeing 

reality; new ways of responding to the challenges of 

the age in which we live.



The necessity of a Guide



Concerning the Tao

“Something there is without form and complete,
Born before heaven and earth,
Solitary and vast,
Standing alone without change,
Everywhere pervading all things,
Mothering all beneath heaven.
I don’t know its name; 
I style it Tao.
And for want of a name call it great.”

Lao-tzu, Tao-te-Ching, Ch. 25



The Buddha in his discourse with Ananda:

I am not the first Buddha who came upon the earth, nor shall I 

be the last. In due time another Buddha will arise in the world, 

a Holy One, a supremely enlightened One, endowed with 

wisdom in conduct, auspicious, knowing the universe, an 

incomparable leader of men, a master of angels and mortals. 

He will reveal to you the same eternal truths which I have 

taught you. He will preach his religion, glorious in its origin, 

glorious at the climax, and glorious at the goal, in the spirit 

and in the letter. He will proclaim a religious life, wholly 

perfect and pure; such as I now proclaim.



Jesus said to his disciples:

‘I have yet many things to say unto you, but ye 

cannot bear them now. Howbeit when he, the Spirit 

of Truth, is come, he will guide you into all truth . . . 



Again the Buddha said:

The Tathagata, God’s messenger, recreates the 

whole world like a cloud shedding its waters without 

distinction. He has the same sentiments for the high 

as for the low, for the wise as for the ignorant, for 

the noble minded as for the immoral. He is the same 

to all, and yet, knowing the requirements of every 

single being does not reveal himself to all alike. 



Speaking of the unity of the 
Holy Ones Jesus said:

Verily, verily I say unto you, before Abraham was, I am. 

Had ye believed in Moses you would have believed in Me, for He spoke of Me.

He that believeth on Me, believeth not on Me, but on Him that sent Me . . . I am 

come as a light unto the world that he that believeth on me shall not abide in 

darkness.

And other sheep I have which are not of this fold: them also must I bring, and they 

shall hear my voice, and there shall be one fold and one shepherd.



There are reasons to have and 
to nurture hope…



An Axial Age in the Life of  Humanity
History has thus far recorded principally the experience of tribes,

cultures, classes, and nations. With the physical unification of

the planet in this century and acknowledgement of the

interdependence of all who live on it, the history of humanity as

one people is now beginning… [E]ndowed with the wealth of all

the genetic and cultural diversity that has evolved through past

ages, the earth’s inhabitants are now challenged to draw on

their collective inheritance to take up, consciously and

systematically, the responsibility for the design of their future…

~ Universal House of Justice, 2000



Everywhere the signs multiply that the earth's peoples yearn for an end to 

conflict and to the suffering and ruin from which no land is any longer 

immune. These rising impulses for change must be seized upon and 

channeled…The effort of will required…cannot be summoned up merely 

by appeals for action against the countless ills afflicting society. It must be 

galvanized by a vision of human prosperity in the fullest sense of the term 

-- an awakening to the possibilities of the spiritual and material well-being 

now brought within grasp.

~The Prosperity of Humankind


