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Initsletter to the Bahd is of the world, dated December 28, 1999, the Universal House of
Judtice called on al communities to implement “regular meetings for worship opento dl.” In
response, the Baha is of two loca communities have been co-hosting aregular public worship
program, held in acommunity center. Their Assembliesjointly decided to enhance the gppedl
of these programs by calling on locd talents to integrate the arts into the worship services,
especidly with the use of live muscians. This has stirred enthusiasm in the community, and has
attracted a number of seekers.

The present format for local, public worship programs was developed for and approved by the
two Loca Spiritual Assemblies. It presents Sacred Scripture from Bahd i and other Holy
Writings, makes provisons for including children, involves the use of artsin support of the

worship experience, and is designed to respond to the spiritual needs of amulticultural public.
The Assemblies offer it as a modd which could be adapted for use in other local communities.




Suggested Guidelines for Bah&@'i Public Worship Services

(Edited by Author 20 Feb 2007)

Devotional Contents
1. The amosphere of the event should be spiritud, dignified, reverentid, and joyful.

2. The event should be designed to appedl to families, and should make provisons for the needs
of children without segregating them.

3. Each devotiond program should include, as a minimum, readings from the Sacred Writings
and music.

4. The Sacred Writings should be predominantly from Bahdli Scripture, but should aso include
passages from the Bible, Qur'an, and other Holy Books.

5. Since the nature of Baha i worship is flexible and cdls on us to avoid creating rituas, the
services should employ variety to keep from faling into fixed and rigid practices.

6. It would be helpful if the devotions committee prepared and copied a program sheet for each
sarvice, ligting the quotations from the Sacred Writings and the musica sdlections, to be passed
out to those attending.

Including Youth and Children:

7. As a permanent festure of the programs, youth and children should be given active roles and
should be included as both readers and artistic performers.

Use of Music:

8. Preferably, the music presented in the worship service should be performed live. One reason
for thisisthat the use of recorded music on audiotapes and CD’sis not likely to apped for long
to the Bahd i friends, or to draw and retain the attendance of the genera public. Another
reason is that the amount of appropriate music recorded by Bahdisisin any case limited.



9. Non-Bahai musicians may need to be contracted occasionaly, perhaps even regularly, until
we have an adequate number of friends in the Bahdi community able to give some kind of
musica presentation. Thirty to fifty dollars per hour for professond musicians is common in our
region. The Assemblies will need to budget for this.

10. Well before the worship service, the committee should orient any nonBahdi musicians who
are contracted, as to the purpose and nature of the Bah&i devotiond program. Thiswill alow
the musiciansto prepare sdlections that fit the character of the service.

11. The program should include portions in which the attendants can participate by snging
together as a group.

Use of Various Arts;

12. Locd Bah&i talent in graphic arts should be recruited to create a set and backdrops which
would add much to the spiritua atmosphere of the event.

13. The art of floral arrangement should aso be employed, if affordable, to add to the spiritua
amosphere.

14. A variety of arts forms can be included.

Languages:

15. Readings may occasiondly be in any of the severa languages used by ethnic groupsin our
area. Sometimes an ethnic group whose language is not the nationa one, will be predominant in
alocdity. Inthis case their language can be used regularly, though not exclusively, in the
sarvice. For example, in view of the large latino presence in our local population, portions of
the reading should regularly bein Spanish.

Cultural Styles of Worship:

16. The basic objective isto provide aregular worship service that will attract the consistent
attendance of members of the Bahd i community and the commununity a large. Inasociety as
culturdly diverse as the United States, the chalengeis that both within and outside our locdl
Bah& i community avariety of cultures are represented. |f we are to encourage the regular



attendance of people of various cultura backgrounds, it would be wise for the worship service
to be designed in such away as to make them fed welcome and acknowledged.

For this reason, the committee coined the term "culturd styles of worship” to refer to the various
ways that different cultural groups have traditionally expressed their worship of God. In order
to attract people of diverse backgrounds, whether Baha'is or seekers, each monthly worship
program should acknowledge and incorporate more than one culturd style of worship,
corresponding to the various ethnic and religious backgrounds represented in our cities. This
should be done without compromising the sacred and reverentid character of Bah&i worship,
and without involving practices that do not form apart of Bahdi devotions -- such as
congregeational prayer.

One example of aculturd style of worship with which many of us are familiar might be called the
"African American Chrigtian worship style” in which the music may be exuberant and
rhythmically animated, the worshippers fed free to clgp their hands, sing dong with the live
musicians, vocally express their appreciation, and may rise as agroup to dancein place. (This
worship style was aso adopted by a number of Protestant churches having white congregations
in the southern United States.) In contrast to thisis what might be called the "European
Chrigtian worship style," which tends to involve music that induces a state of meditation and
reflection, and in which the worshippers roleis passve and their body motion limited mostly to
gtting quietly.

Because the mgority of Bahdisin the U.S. have until now come from the European Chrigtian
tradition, the worship style found in most Bahdi meetings for worship has reflected this culturd
background with the use of quiet, meditative music and a passve, physcaly motionless lisening
role for the participants. It isimportant to recognize that while this yle is of course legitimate, it
is not the only worship style possible within a Bahai context, but smply areflection of the
mgjority culture within the contemporary American Bahdi community.

If we areto attract to our devotional meetings the members of avariety of cultures present in
American society, we mugt, as Bahdlis, be willing to stretch alittle beyond the sngle worship
gyleto which we are accustomed, and incorporate certain aspects of the styles of various
cultures and communities. Thiswill give clear evidence to the public that we are serious when
we speek of unity in diversty. Again, this can be done without compromising the sacred and
reverential character of Bahai worship.

"Mood Contours" :

17. At firdt, it seemed that one way to include the needed variety in the devotiond program



would be to incorporate into each service something from only one cultural worship style, which
would change from service to service. For example, African American Chrigtian one time,
Native American the next, European Christian the next, Pergan the next, and so on. Our
concern, however, isthat this gpproach would tend to attract the members of agiven rdigious
and culturd background to a single service with which they fed identified, but not to subsequent
sarvices. Inthelong run, thiswould hinder progress toward our objective, which isto make
people from various cultural backgrounds feel welcome and to encourage their consistent
attendance, whether they belong to the Bahd i community or to the community &t large. Itis
preferable, therefore, that varied styles of worship, corresponding to the religious and ethnic
backgroundsin our locad Bah& i community and in the generd community, be integrated within
each devotiona program.

One way to accomplish this, as regards the use of music, would be to start with tranquil,
meditative music and readings, followed by music whose tempo is picking up, and finishing with
music to which the audience would be invited to sing along and clap if gppropriate. The "mood
contour" of the program would in this case move from quiet and meditative to exuberant and
energetic. The energy level would move from low to high, as would the level of audience
participation. A specific example of thiswould be for the musica interludes between readings
to gart with an intimate Persan chant, follow with agtirring Bach prelude and end with alively
gospd chair. Thisisonly one of severd possible "mood contours' the program could have.

Timing of Event:

18. Devationa meetings will initidly be once a month, on the second Sunday, to avoid
conflicting with other Bahdli activities

19. Thelocale will need to be rented for at least two hours -- hdf an hour for setup, haf an hour
for the devotiona program, haf an hour for fellowship following the devotions, and haf an hour
for cleanup.

20. Following consultation, the committee concluded that Sunday in the early afternoon isthe
most recommendable time for devotions -- perhaps from 1 to 3 pm. The reasons are that
weekdays are limited to evenings when people are tired and unlikely to take the family out, most
familieswork or have recreation on Saturdays, and most church-goers attend church on Sunday
morning.



