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“Servicefor the Betterment of Humanity”
Beloved friends and co-workers in the service of Bah& u’llah,
Alldh’' v Abha

[Introduction]

It was 20 years ago that the Universal House of Justice, in its seminal message of October 20, 1983,
introduced the Bah& i community as awhole to the concept of social and economic devel opment.
For Bah@is all over the world this message propelled us on ajourney of collective learning about
servicein away that had not been fully contemplated before. It was athrilling and momentous call
to embrace a new manner of engaging in the world around us. For most of us, this was a new path,
first trodden by our brothers and sistersin the Cradle of the Faith. Now we were all, albeit in
varying degrees, going to be part of an endeavor to “more systematically apply the principles of the
Faith to upraising the quality of human life” in ways that we had never before imagined.

I’d like to start this first, then, by taking a moment to review some of the basic ideas in that message
and to remind ourselves how it is that we come to be at a conference whose specific aim isto

further us along in this learning adventure of applying Baha'i principles to the service of humanity.

The Universal House of Justice began its auspicious message by reminding us that the concept of
socia and economic development was not a new idea; indeed, it is enshrined in the Teachings of the
Faith, and its best example are the Houses of Worship, those spiritual centers around which will
“flourish dependencies dedicated to the social, humanitarian, educational and scientific
advancement of mankind.” bl The House of Justice went on to observe that “Progressin the
development field will largely depend on natural stirrings at the grassroots’ and that these stirrings
should receive their impetus at that level and not from “an imposition of plans and programs from
the top.” d They cautioned us to not see social and economic development as separate from
teaching, but rather “as areinforcement of the teaching work, as a greater manifestation of faith in
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action.”™ They described this“call to action” as an “arenaof service”, an arenawhere all Bahd'is

could use their “talents and skills, their specialized training, their material resources, their offers of



i

time and energy and, above al, their dedication to Bah&'i principles’ to improve “the lot of man.”
In conclusion the House of Justice quoted the Guardian who wrote that

“The problems which confront the believers at the present time, whether socia, spiritual,
economic or administrative will be gradually solved as the number and the resources of the
friends multiply and their capacity for service and for the application of Bah& i principles
develops. They should be patient, confident and active in utilizing every possible
opportunity that presentsitself within the limits nowaeces&arily imposed upon them. May
the Almighty aid them to fulfill their highest hopes.”

It's been twenty years since this message from our infallible source of divine guidance was first
given to us and we now have the opportunity to reflect on two decades of |earning, experimentation,
and application in the field of social and economic development. It seemsin the spirit of reflection
that it would behoove us to consider our progress and learning in light of the fundamental concept
of service of which social and economic development isits more practical and concrete
manifestation. Central to the October 1983 message is the concept of service, of faith in action. So
thismorning, I’d like us to examine anew the Baha'i perspective of service and then consider its

relationship to development within the framework of the Five Y ear Plan.

[Service for the Betterment of Humanity]

The concept of service to humanity has been given a higher station in the Revelation of Baha u’llah
than at any other time in human history. ‘Abdu’|-Baha has explained that in “past dispensations,
with the exceptions of acts of charity, concern for the common good was largely confined to the
religious community itself. In the dispensation of Bah& u’llah, however, efforts to improve material
and social conditions are conducted for the benefit of all humanity.”EI Baha u’lléh enjoins upon His
followersto “Be anxiously concerned with the needs of the age ye livein, and center your

deliberations on its exigencies and requi rements.”

Thus has He revolutionized religion’s
relationship to the external world. He has created a religious community whose mission isto strive

to serve all humanity and meet its needs, spiritual as well as material.

It isinteresting to consider how extraordinarily different isthe Bahd i perspective on religion’srole
from how it is perceived in society. One example seems particularly striking: a prominent book
from the early 1970’ s declared that

“Religion should be studied for what it really is among the people: aritualized and stratified
complex of highly emotional beliefs and valuations that give the sanction of sacredness,
taboo, and immutability to inherited institutional arrangements, modes of living, and



attitudes. Understood in this realisti ﬁ and comprehensive sensg, religion usually acts as a
tremendous force for social inertia.”
Let merepeat: “religion usually acts as atremendous forcefor social inertia.” Friends, thisis

how religion’srole in improving the lot of men isviewed in our time! Religion has been rel egated
to aby-stander’srole. Its“rolein contributing to the betterment of the world” has been completely
“marginal ized.”EI How radically different isthe Baha'i perspective!

In these days when religion is so prominently on the front page of newspapers and in the top stories
of our nightly news as the alleged motivator for acts of hate and violence; when religious
institutions have become corroded by scandal and corruption; isit any wonder that seeing religion
as aforce for change and progress and devel opment would be hard to do? It isin the midst of this
hopel essness about religion and lack of faith in religion that we Bah&'is in the name of our religion
and inspired by our religion have been asked “to arise and energetically devote [ourselves] to the
service of the masses, forgetting [our] own worldly advantage and working only to serve the general
good.”EI Baha u’lldh Himself has declared that the “ day of serviceis now come.”EIThis isour

calling; thisisour summons. Serviceis central to living aBahai life.

Y et, Bah& u’llah does not merely announce the change in the nature of thistime as anew time for
service, but further requires of every believer “to strive to trandlate that which hath been written into
reality and action” and promises that whoso “ ariseth to promote the best interests of the peoples and
kindreds of the earth” will be “Blessed and happy.” k] ‘Abdu’ I-Baha further affirms that thereis no

deed “nobler than service to the common good.”h?*-I

Such is the concept of servicein the Baha'i Faith that it has been elevated to the state of worship.
Our Writings declare “Work done in the spirit of service isworship” k] and that “all effort and
exertion put forth by man from the fullness of his heart isworship, if it is prompted by the highest
motives and the will to do service to humanity. Thisiswaorship: to serve mankind and minister to
people’ s needs. Serviceis prayer.”EI And in a beautifully simple phrase that sums up, in my mind,
the relationship between the improvement of the material world and our inner lives, ‘ Abdu’ [-Baha

asserts “ Success and prosperity depend upon service to and worship of God.”

It isin the context of this guidance that Bah& is all around the world find themselves engaged in
multiple kinds of servicein the field of social and economic development. Examples are as diverse
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in type asthey are varied in duration and scope. To cite just afew: agroup of Portuguese students
clean alocal dam and learn about the importance of the environment; a Zambian woman's
individual efforts with health activities |eads to the formation of aloca women’s club dedicated to
sanitation in the home and the community; a man in Vanuatu experiments with using coconut oil, an
economical and plentiful fuel, to power diesel engines; an Assembly in India helps establish afish
pond that funds a hatchery and a program to train people in acquiring and using appropriate
technologies; aliteracy project in Guyana trains more than 3,000 volunteers and has reached more
than 10,000 young people; and the Children’s Theater Iglompany in New York City worksto

incorporate spiritual values into artistic performances.”™ We could go on and on. Itisclear that
Baha' is the world over have taken to heart the guidance of the Universal House of Justice outlined
just two decades ago. And the fruits of this systematic learning in action in the field of social and

economic development are there for the world to see and benefit from.

With the start of the Four Y ear Plan in Ridvan 1996, the Universal House of Justice launched the

s

Bah& i world on “aglobal enterprise aimed at one major accomplishment: a significant advancein

the process of entry by troops.” H

Asthe plan unfolded and as we studied the guidance more
carefully, it became clear that what we were embarked upon was also a development endeavor, but
of a scale and type not previously contemplated. This endeavor was the “ determined, worldwide
effort” EIto develop “human resources on alarge scale.” o] The Supreme Body explained that this
large-scale effort was intended “ not only to increase the size and consolidate the foundations of our
community, but more particularly to exert a positive influence on the affairs of the entire
human race.”a| They promised that the “ next four years [would] represent an extraordinary period
in the history of our Faith, aturning point of epochal magnitude.”And indeed as the House of
Justice had anticipated, such was the change in the Bah& i world that at the beginning of the Twelve
Month Plan, they announced that “ The culture of the Bah&' i community experienced a change.”}z_-|
They called the system of training institutes throughout the world “the chief propellant of this
change”Eland the “single greatest |egacy” El)f the Four Y ear Plan.

In that same message of Ridvan 2000, the House of Justice then drew our attention to “a pressing
challenge’ facing the Bah& i community namely that of needing to spiritually nurture our children
and to “integrate them into the life of the Cause.” bs] They aso emphasi zed the importance of junior

youth and asked that we give them our “ creative attention.”EI Further, they affirmed that the



“gpiritual education of children and junior youth are of paramount importance” and declared that it
was “imperative that this deficiency be remedied.” We were reminded that “ The regular holding of
Bah& i children’s classes should be given high priority” and that “ Particular attention needsto be
given to the youth, who are often the Faith’ s most enthusiastic supporters.” fal Thisfocus on
children hasitsroots in the Sacred Scriptures of our Faith which are replete with relevant guidance.
For instance, Baha u’lldh prescribed

“. .. unto al men that which will lead to the exaltation of the Word of God amongst His
servants, and likewise, to the advancement of the world of being and the upliftment of souls.
Tothisend, the greatest meansis education of the child. To thismust each and all hold
fast. We hverily laid this charge upon you in manifold Tablets as well asin My Most
Holy Boo ZI

Likewise, ‘Abdu’|-Baha asserted that “ The primary, the most urgent requirement isthe
promotion of education. It isinconceivable that any nation should achieve prosperity and success
unless this paramount, this fundamental concern iscarried forward.ﬁI

It is natural then that the House of Justice should have reminded us of this " most urgent
requirement” and the Bah&' i community, in just afew short years, is responding marvelously to this
call. Variousinitiatives around the world have developed and refined materials for children and
junior youth, and well-devel oped training institutes and devel opment organizations are focusing
their efforts on reaching and serving these highly capable populations. The human resources raised
by the training institutes have increased the numbers of children’s classes substantially while ever

greater strides are being made to reach junior youth.

Midway through the Twelve Month Plan, the Supreme Body announced “in a spirit of exultation”
that the “ Faith of Bah& u’ll&h had now entered the fifth epoch of its Formative Age.”mA few
months later, in its Ridvan 2001 message formally launching the present Five Y ear Plan, the House
of Justice elaborated that “a freshness of vitality” evident at the Conference in January was
understood to be “a manifestation of the rising quality of activity throughout the community.”EI
This quality of activity could be directly linked to the training institute process and the growth and
learning created through its application. At the beginning of this year, the House of Justice delivered
a“cogent analysis’ EI01“ the progress of the Five Y ear Plan thus far and helped usto see, even more
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clearly, therole of the training ingtitute in fostering an “ outward-looking orientation,”*in

accelerating the expansion and consolidation of clustersin a sustainable and systematic way.



Indeed, it isin looking back over the steady flow of guidance over the past seven years that we see
more clearly the vital role of the training institutes in completely changing our communities. How
does the House of Justice describe the training institutes? They are described as the “chief
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propellants™* of the change in culture; the “crucial instrument” for the systematic development of

human resources; the “vitalize[r]s [of] communities and institutions’ and “enhance[r]s [of] the

powers of the individual; ” EIthey are the primary “engine[s]” of the process of entry by troopsdz,|
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the “most potent instrument[s] for realizing the potential”™*within our clusters; “the most effective

means to mobilize bel ieverS’@! and “an indispensable el ement”@for advancing the process of entry
by troops. Further, study circles, as critical components of training institutes, have “ created a new
dynamic” within communities, and have become “nuclei of community life” and “catalysts for

teaching, service, and community devel opment.”EI

Isit any wonder, then, that at the onset of the Four Y ear Plan, the Universal House of Justice issued
this summons?: “What the friends throughout the world are now being asked to do isto commit
themselves, their material resources, their abilities and their time to the development of a network of
training institutes on a scale never before attempted.”EI Such commitment is what has brought us to
this mid-point of the Five Y ear Plan where we can begin to see the fruits of obedience to this

summons in the growing strength of our communities.

Does this response of the Bah& i world not remind us of asimilar call, issued by the beloved House
of Justice twenty years earlier, to rise up in service to all humankind? In their message of October
20, 1983, referenced above, they stated:

“Ultimately, the call to action is addressed to the individual friends, whether they be adult or
youth, veteran or newly-enrolled. Let them step forth to take their places in the arena of
service where their talents and skills, their specialized training, their material resources, their
offers of time and energy and, abO\ﬁlall, their dedication to Bah&i principles, can be put to
work in improving the lot of man.”
Can we not see the similarity between these two callsto arise and commit? Isthere not clearly a
direct relationship between the service of the friends in the training institutes and the service of the
friends through social and economic development projects? Indeed, as | was meditating on these
three recent global plans and their cumulative transforming effects on our community, a thought
came to mind that brought together these two parallel thrusts of action—training institutes and

development activities—under the umbrella of service. What | saw was that, in away, the Four



Y ear Plan, the Twelve Month Plan, and the Five Y ear Plan have all been successive stepsin a

world-embracing development endeavor.

What do | mean by that? | mean that these plans for the prosecution of the Divine Plan have each
strengthened our resources, have effectively established the groundwork for aworldwide social and
economic development endeavor, an endeavor that covers the Earth and crosses all cultural, social,
national, economic, and ideological barriers. Its purposeisto bring us ever closer to that time
where a critical mass of people will be endowed with the knowledge, skills and spiritual insightsto
effect atransformation of society, the repercussions of which will be felt at every level. Through
this world-wide institute process, we are acquiring the tools for creating a spiritually-based culture,
anew civilization where efforts to address the needs of society at large will be aided by skilled

human resources and mature institutions.

The network of training ingtitutes is a flexible, adaptable grass-roots system of education and itisa
“successful spiritual education” that will “cultivate virtue as the foundation for personal and
collective well-being, and will nurture in individuals a deep sense of service and an active
commitment to the welfare of their families, their communities, their countries, indeed, al

manki nd.”E| Isthis not arecipe for changing the world?

And if we don't realize the potential of the training institutes, what else will be able to “endow”
ksl

sufficient human resources with the “skills and abilities”™*needed to initiate and, more importantly,
sustain service to our wider communities? How else are the institutions going to learn to “ utilize
these resources in the field of service’ ”@ By what other method can Baha i communities assure
that children and youth are empowered to take their place as active participantsin their
community’slife? Up to now, there is no other way than through the programs of the training
ingtitutes. The Bah& i world' s collective learning and experience has brought usto this point. As
outlined so beautifully in Century of Light, we can now see the purpose of the “succession of
efforts, experiments, heartbreaks, and victories’ that “ prepared the Bah& i communities’ for the
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challenges and opportunities we are now facing.



| would like to suggest that we take a step back from the nitty-gritty details of daily implementation
of the Five Year Plan and consider its wider implications for the betterment of humanity. The

Supreme Body states:

“The greatest need of all peoplesisfor the Faith itself, so that they may know the destiny
towards which they as individuals and members of society must strive, and will learn from
the teachings those virtues and methods which will enable them to work together in
harmony, forbearance and trustworthiness. . . . The principle remains, however, that the
spiritual precedesthe material. First comestheillumination of hearts and minds by the
Revelation of Bah& u’llah, and then the grass roots gdérfi ng of the believers wishing to apply
these teachings to the daily life of their community.”

The House of Justice, in one short paragraph, lays out for us the relationship between these efforts
in devel oping human resources for teaching and the betterment of humanity. They explain:

“The friends who participate in these intensive programmes of growth should bear in mind
that the purpose is to ensure that the Revelation of Bahau'llah reaches the masses of
humanity and enables them to achieve spiritual and material progress through the
application of the Teachings. Vast numbers among the peoples of the world are ready,
indeed yearn, for the bounties that Bahdu'llah alone can bestow upon them once they have
committed themselves to building the new society He has envisioned. In learning to
systematizetheir large-scale teaching work, Bah&'i communities ar e becoming better
equipped to respond to thisé?nging. They cannot withhold whatever effort, whatever
sacrifice, may be called for.”

In sum, development efforts within the framework of the trainings institutes begin by believers
acquiring knowledge, spiritual insights and the skills to arise to serve the Cause of God. And asthe
abilities for service increase and the skills become more focused, and the “worldwide Baha i
community growsin size, its ability to address human problems and influence society will

correspondingly increase.” ol

[Conclusion]
Dear friends, what an amazing time we live in! What a privilege to have recognized the
Manifestation of God for this day, the Day of God, and to be offering ourselvesin service to Him

and to the world He has come to transform.

Sometimes, as we live out our lives day by day, as we struggle to work and serve and live the

Baha'i life, as we take care of our families and participate in community life, it can be hard to



remember the big picture. The grandeur and awe of this time of which we are so privileged to be a

part can get lost in the grind of our daily realities.

With thisin mind, | would like us to recall the story of Baha u’lldh’ s arrival in the prison-city of
Akka. After a dangerous and uncomfortable trip by sea, Bah& u’llah, His family and a small band of
companions disembarked at the sea gate on a hot, humid, oppressive August day. The arrival of this
group had been announced by the city and throngs had gathered as they disembarked, not to greet
them, but to jeer and insult them, to mock their dress and manner, to look upon them with hatred
and suspicion. Thiswas the scene witnessed by al as this Prisoner of the most powerful empire on
earth, this Exile of His native land, was banished to the most desolate spot on earth. Akkain those
days was so well known for the foulness of its air and the stench within its walls that it was said that
abird flying over the walled city would fall dead out of the sky, so gruesome was the odor. Friends,
this scene was the outward reality of the Blessed Beauty’ s arrival. This was the reality that
everyone witnessed. Everyone except the Blessed Beauty. And what did He see? Baha u'lldh
reveals that upon His arrival in that desolate prison-city, He was “welcomed with banners of light”
and the “Voice of the Spirit cried out * Soon will al that dwell on earth be enlisted under these

banners.

Friends, that was the true reality; that was the spiritual reality. How radically different from what
the outer eye was beholding! That reality described by Baha u’lldh is our history. That inner
reality isour spiritual heritage. Things are seldom what they seem to outward eyes. So if inthe
midst of our personal tests and trials we remember that our mission is glorious, our reality is that
we are carrying God' s divine Plan for the healing and transforming of all mankind. Let us aways
recall our higher purpose in every service we undertake. Our service, however small and
insignificant it may seem to the eyes of the world, is no less than to usher in the “ Golden Age of the
Faith of Baha u’llah which will witness the unification of all the peoples and nations of the

world.”EI

Fortunately for us, we don’t have to guess and wonder how to go about contributing to this peerless
mission. The steps are being laid out for us, Plan by Plan, through the divine, infallible guidance of
the Universal House of Justice. Our only task then isto commit ourselvesto it, to keep our eyes on

the bigger picture, and to see the glorious end even in these modest beginnings.



In closing, | would like to leave this thought with you from the bel oved Guardian who re-shaped for
us the notion of service, who gave us away of thinking about service that is opposite from how we
usually approach it. Shoghi Effendi said: “The time has come for the friends, the world over, to

think not how they should serve the Cause, but how the Cause should be served.” E2l

Let us then turn our sights towards the guidance of the beloved Universal House of Justice and with
confidence carry out their instructions to the fullest. Let us seize every opportunity to further
advance the process of entry by troops and let us give thanks to the Blessed Beauty for the gift of
£2]

living in thistime. For welive, in the words of the Guardian, in “the Era of Service.”
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