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Friends, what addight it isto be here today and to share such a variety of perspectives
and cultural backgrounds. Y ou know, something that strikes me as| look at our wonderful
diversity isthat the one thing that brings us dl here together is our common faith in Bahd u'lldh.
His spirit and teachings are the center of unity around which we revolve.

In the time of Bah& u'l18h, people commonly traveled with a horse and carriage. And
what I’'m taking about is just like awhed from one of those carriages. Imagine if you will, that
we'relooking at the whed, with ahub inits center. Coming out from the hub in dl directions
are the spokes, which connect to the rim. Now the hub in the center is like the spirit of
Bahdu'llan steachings. And the rim is humanity, with dl our diversity of culture and
perspective. Some of us may be on opposites sides of the whedl, 180 degrees apart in our
usud ways of thinking and doing things, but being connected to a common center alows usto
see that we belong to asingle family, to acknowledge the validity of one another’ sways, and to
appreciate our diverdty.

Could the whed go forward without a hub in the center? Of course not. And whét if
we had the hub of unity but not the round rim of diversity? If we dl tried to be the same, the
whed would be square. Thisiswhy the beloved Guardian said that the watchword in our Faith
is“unity in diversity”. We need both. Either one without the other, and the carriage can’t move.

Now there' s an interesting thing about diverdty. If you don’t combine it with unity, it
can act as aforce that repels people from one ancther. For us as Bah& is, because we do
revolve around a common spiritud center, it’srelatively easy for usto take ddight in diversity.
But in the world at large, where most people are not united by a universa spirit, the same
diversty that we find ddightful isfor others a potent source of distrugt, irritation,
misunderstanding and friction. It can even happen to us. How many of us, for example, have
traveled in another land, seen what the people serve for food, and asked ourselves, “Do they
actudly eet that?”’

Among people, diversity can act as a scattering force that pulls away from the center.
It needs to be combined with a stronger force of unity that pullstoward the center. This
principle operates on alarge scale in our Faith, where the Sacred Word and the Covenant
provide the inward pull that holds us dl together, that kegps us from flying off thewhed. They
are the spokes that connect us to acommon center. ‘ Abdu’l-Baha said thet differences among
people can cause them to be estranged from each other, unless there is a transcendent power to
harmonize the variety. Hewrate, “...When tha unifying force, the penetrating influence of the
Word of God, taketh effect, the difference of customs, manners, habits, ideas, opinions and



dispositions embdlisheth the world of humanity... ... Then difference reinforceth harmony, and
diversty srengtheneth love, and multiplicity isthe grestest factor for coordi nation.”’

Itiscrucial that we apply this principle of unity in diversity not only on a large
scale, on the level of the whole human race, but also on a small scale, in every specialized
field of human activity. Inevery kind of social and economic development — whether
educational, material or artistic — we should try to achieve the same balance. On the
one hand, we need to respect the variety of perspectives and approaches that make up
our cultural diversity. But on the other, we also need to turn to the Baha'i teachings, in
order to identify the core values and principles that apply. Only by turning our sight to
our common center in the Divine Teachings can we agree on the fundamentals and be
united in our thoughts and efforts.

Inthe area of art, thereis again agreat divergty of cultures, traditions and perspectives.
These are the rim of the whed, and we have an opportunity to gppreciate some of that diversity
here at this Conference. But there are dso anumber of core concepts found in the Baha' i
Writings, regarding the arts, which provide the spokes that can connect us to a common center.
The arts can do much to help in the building of Baha u'l1&h's World Order, including the socid
and economic aspects of that Order. If we are to make progress in our use of art, however, we
need to be united in our basic understanding of it. And to reach that unity, we need to know
what the spokes are that hold the whedl together. In that spirit, then, I d like to share with you a
few of the core concepts, as | understand them, that are found in the Writings on this subject.

When | say “art” or “thearts” | mainly have in mind those that are commonly referred
toas“finearts’ — such as poetry, painting, sculpture, theatrica drama, film, music, dance, and
others. But | dso havein mind the“design arts” such as architecture and urban design — as
well as the crafts, such as pottery and rug-weaving, because these arts operate on a spiritual as
well asamaterid plane.

At the mention of al such art forms, we are easly reminded of experiences we' ve had
with them in our lives. In fact, when preparing these notes | was impressed by an event in the
lifeof ‘Abdu’'l-Bahd. He witnessed atheatricad work when He was ayoung boy. It wasa
mystery play of Ali’s Betraya and Passion, and by the Magter’s own description, it affected

Him 0 deeply that He wept and couldn’t deep for many nightsu2

Like the Master, we' ve all been exposed to art works that have moved usto cry or laugh, to
marvel or ponder. Memories come to us of poetry and novels we ve read, the works we ve
seen and heard in moviehouses, on television, in concert hals, theaters, museums, and the open
air, the famous buildings and the uplifting parks we ve walked through. This collective
experience with the arts leads us to fed confident that we have a handle on whet art is al about,
what its nature and potentia are. And yet, sometimes | wonde.

I’ ve been involved with the arts in one way or another virtudly al my life— at various



times as a composer, choral director, educator, or writer about the arts. And you know, the
more | meditate on the Baha i Writings ingpiring statements on this subject, the more I’ m struck
by the dramatic contrast between our Teachings and the secular view of art that prevails today
in the cultures in which we and our children are immersed.

In our societies, we' ve been taught — if not by word then certainly by example — that the
“fine arts” do not possess an inherent purpose, except to provide aesthetic pleasure and to
serve as a channd for sdf-exploration and sdf-expresson. The generad public tends to look
upon them as aform of entertainment and a pastime. One indication of thisisthat in many parts
of the United States, the fine arts are regarded as having o little vaue that they are not even
sudied as part of the regular curriculum in public schools. Unfortunately, the attitude one often
encounters among artists themselves, has not helped matters. Hitorica forcesin the 19th and
20th centuries compelled many artists to take an independent and disengaged stance in their
relation to society. Asareault, it's become common to hear artists say that their work should
not be tied to the interests of society, or to those of areligion, or any organized body.

But what do the Baha i Writings indicate about art? They say that arts and sciences

generdly should “result in advantage to man,” “ensure his progress,” and “€devate his rank"3;
that music is aladder for our souls, *“ameans whereby they may be lifted up into the redm on

higT’4; that the art of dramawill become “a great educationa power”S; that when a painter
takes up her paint brush, it isasif shewere“a prayer in the Temple”ﬁ; that the artsfulfill “their
highest purpose when showing forth the praise of God”7; and that “musdic, art and literature...are

to represent and inspire the noblest sentiments and highest aspirati ons” The beloved Guardian
saw such spiritua power in the arts that he predicted they would eventualy do much to help the
Cause spread the spirit of love and unity.

When one congders the wondrous vison of art that shimmersin the Bahd i Writings,
one can't help but fed that it would be in the Faith’ s interest for us to make a greater effort to
gppreciate the spiritudity of art’s essence, and to better grasp the magnitude of the service it can
render. Infact, friends, | would submit to you that in our artistic efforts to date -- induding even
such mgestic works as the Temple of India and the Arc on Mount Carmd -- we have barely
begun to scratch the surface of the potentid that art holds for the spiritud upliftment and
ennoblement of humanity. The Bahad i Writings hold before our gaze the radiant outlines of an
art well grounded in spiritua redlity, an art of pure and noble intent, of depth and splendor,
diffusng the fragrance of divine teachings and touching the hearts and conscience of the masses.
Would it not behoove us, then, to do whatever we can to promote its development in al our
nationa and local communities? Asafirst sep toward the emergence of such an art, perhaps
the most important thing we can do is to reach a clear consensus about its fundamenta nature
and purpose.

According to Baha u'lldh, dl thingsin crestion, from the humblest atom to the greatest



spiritud law, have a specific role and an assigned purpose to fulfill. “Each and every crested
thing,” Hewrote, “hath, according to afixed decree, been endowed with the capacity to

. . . - . 10 .
exercise a particular influence, and been made to possessadigtinct virtue”  He gave aweighty
example of this principle when He wrote that justice, which would seem to be an end initsown
right, is actudly a meansto an even higher end: “The purpose of justice,” Hewrote, “isthe

gppearance of unity among men.”""

The principle of serving a higher end gppliesadso to art. To gppreciate therole
envisoned for art in the Bah& i teachings, we need first to condder itsbasic nature. Art findsiits
true home in the world of spirit. Through the use of metgphors, it engages both our fedings and
our reason. Whatever secondary effects it may have, its primary effect ison the soul itsdf.  Art
has the capacity to convey to us a sacred and deeply moving vison of life, to reorient and
sanctify our perceptions, to strengthen spiritua values, to reorder our priorities, to eevate our
attitudes, to spiritudize our sentiments, and to galvanize our will to live in accordance with the
divine counsdls. In doing S0, art asssts us to attain the very purpose of our existence: to know
and to worship our Creetor. This can be summed up by saying that art, in its highest role,
promotes spiritud growth by helping to ennoble the individua soul and the collective life of
humanity. It servesto reinforce, in its humble way, the crestive influence of the Word of God.

With every work we produce, then, we artists have an effect, for better or for worse,
on the spiritua condition of society. Our work has this influence on people whether we are
aware of it or not, whether we want it to or not. And this fact lays upon us a serious and
unavoidable responsbility. Perhapsit can be described by saying that we are respongble, firs,
for making a specid effort to continualy enrich our understanding of the Sacred Writings,
second, for viewing our vocation as aform of spiritua service to humankind; and third, for
taking care that the outlook, beliefs, vaues, atitudes and emotions that we intend to manifest in
our art and to reinforce in the public, vibrate in harmony with the divine teachings.

If this description of the essentia nature and highest role of art is reasonably on the
mark, then it has great implications for the ways that art can contribute to socia and economic
development. Ever snce the Bah& i community began to involve itsdf worldwide in this area of
endeavor, we have been reminded repeatedly that society’s material development will be solid
and lasting only if it is built on the foundation of aspiritua understanding of life. The Universal
House of Justice put it succinctly when it stated: “..The working of the materid world is merely
areflection of spiritua conditions and until the spiritua conditions can be changed there can be

no lasting change for the better in materid affa rs”" We ve seen that the highest aspiration of
art is precisgly to hdp uplift humanity’s spiritual condition. This means that the practice of
art, along with models of learning such as the Ruhi Institute, should be regarded as one of
those essential activities that can help to spiritualize both the Bah& i community and
society as a whole. Art, then, clearly belongs among the primary activities that help lay
the very foundation for Bah&'i social and economic devel opment.



In addition to working separately at the level of the community’s spiritua foundation, art
can dso be integrated directly into virtualy any development project. The practica
consderations of integrating art into development programs were admirably addressed in a
presentation given by Donad Rogersin last year’ s Development Conference, titled “ The Use of
the Artsin the Bahd i Community.” |f you haven't dready read it, | would encourage you to.
So far I've been taking mainly on the level of theory. Would you like to have an example
showing how art can lend its support to a specific kind of grassroots socid devel opment
project? Alright, let’s take the public devotions program. In 1999 the Universa House of
Judtice called on the Bahd i world to further develop our loca communities and reach out to the

generd public by indituting “regular meetings for worship open to dl.”" TheBahd is of Oxnard,
Cdifornia, dong with the neighboring community of Ventura, have for the last few months been
co-hogting aregular public worship program, held in acommunity center. Their Assemblies
jointly decided to enhance the public apped of these programs by calling on locdl tdentsto
integrate the arts into the worship services, especidly with the use of live musicians. This has
dirred enthusiasm in the community and has attracted a number of seekers.

Another consderation is that the House of Jugtice, in its Ridvan letter of this year, has
emphasized the importance of attending to the spiritud needs of children and involving them
more in the life of the community. It'sdear that our long-range success in developing the arts,
and in channding their soiritud influence, will depend to a greet extent on the work we do with
children. SoI’d like to end by sharing with you briefly an art work that serves as an example of
both -- it's a song performed by a child, a budding musician named Jasmine Olinga Howard;
and at the sametime, it's an example of one of the many ways the arts can lend their support to
enrich and enliven a public devotiond program.

As an educator who' s worked with children aswell as adults, I"ve dways been
impressed with children’ s ability to grasp spiritud principles and make them their own. Since
Jasmine studies composition and piano with me, | gave her sdected quotes from the
Compilation on the Artsto learn as part of her musical education. Before playing for you the
recording of this song, then, I'd like to let you hear Jasmine express, in afew words, her

understanding of what the arts are about. ™ The song We Il hear her sing afterward is about
‘Abdu’-Bahd, and is called “ Softly His Voiceis Caling”. Itswords were written nearly a
century ago in 1908, by Louise Waite, an American bdiever and writer of hymns, to whom

‘ Abdu’ I-Baha gave the name, Shahnaz Khénum. "

| gave Jasmine these words of Louise Waite and asked her to set them to amelody of
her own making . Shewas six years old at the time (now 7). She wrote the melody, | then
added the rest, and together we came up with the song. Aswelistentoiit, I'd like to suggest
that we al imagine how the generd public atending the open devotiond meetingsin our own
local communitieswill fedl, when they see and hear our expressions of faith rendered through art
works, and performed by children aswdll as adults.
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Allah-u-abhd My nameis Jasmine. In my lessons we' ve been reading what the Bah& i
Writings say about the arts, and thisiswhat | understand. The arts are very important.
They are for making people happy, and to relax and to enjoy. It's like aladder for your
soul to go up to the realm on high. The arts can help us to know about spiritual things.
They can show us how Bahad u'l1&h’s teachings work. And they can show us virtues, like
kindness, love, obedience, truthfulness, justice, service, and friendliness. They can even
help to make our souls become alive and on fire with the love of God. So, when we want
to show the Baha' i spirit and teachings to people who don’t know about it, one of the best
waysisto do it with music, and stories, and other arts, because that’ s how the Faith will
spread like wildfire. And when that happens, the whole world will get better, and people
will stop fighting, and they will have love in their hearts and help each ather.

14 The words of Louise Waite (Shahnaz Khanum) are as follows:

Softly His Voiceis Calling

Softly His voice is caling now

cdling to you and me.

Hark to those tones so sweet and low
over the distant sea.

Children of mine abidein love

ever He seemsto say.
‘Abdu’[-Bahawe turn to Thee

Thou art the perfect way.

Softly Hisvoice is caling now



caling to ev'ry heart.

Come little children unto Me
and from Me n€ er depart.

Oh be ye tender, kind and true
ever He seemsto say.
‘Abdu’l-Bah&d we turn to Thee
Thou art the perfect way.



