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Towards a Baha'i Ethics

by Udo Schaefer

This paper proposes that Bahd’u’lldh’s ethical teachings and injunctions, the
“Straight Path” to human happiness, provide a coherent moral system. It suggests
that a Bahd'i “hierarchy of virtues” rests on several metaphysical premises: God
is the source of absolute moral values; individuals are in full control of their drives
and actions, and therefore morally responsible; virtuous behavior is rewarded in
the afterlife. Bahd’i ethics can be divided into two types of ethical instructions
which are complementary. One is teleological (an ethic of virtue, aiming at “good
deeds” and “a praiseworthy character”); the other is deontological (laws, com-
mandments, prohibitions). There are three possible categories of virtues, consti-
tuting duties to God, to oneself, and to others: the “theocentric virtues,” the
“virtues of the Path,” and the “worldly virtues,” of which justice has been
assigned the highest rank.

THE ULTIMATE REASON for Western society’s crisis of morals is, as
I have pointed out elsewhere,! the decline of the Christian faith,
in which the value system of the West is rooted. It is striking that
at the very time when Friedrich Nietzsche? announced the “death
of God,” and, in its consequence, the collapse of the moral order
(a process which would inevitably result in nihilism?), Baha’u’llah
proclaimed this apocalyptic event:
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The way of God and the religion of God have ceased to be of any
worth in the eyes of men . . . The vitality of men’s belief in God is
dying out in every land . . . The corrosion of ungodliness is eating into
the vitals of human society.4

Baha’u’llah made it very clear that the “weakening of the pillars
of religion” would “lead in the end to chaos and confusion.”
Indeed, when there is no God, no metaphysical responsibility, no
metaphysical sanction for misdeeds—when our existence is pur-
poseless—there is little motivation to do good and to shun evil.

It has been increasingly recognized that humankind’s global
society is in need of a global code of ethics,® of a universal standard
of values. The Bah4’i Faith offers a new ethical standard. In the writ-
ings of Baha’u’lldh we find a new law of God, an immense wealth
of ethical ordinances, which infuse humanity with a new ethic. Like
the prophets of the past, Baha’u’llah summons individuals to change
their ways and proclaims that the Kingdom of God must first be
built in their hearts.

This paper is not an introduction to Baha’i ethics, it merely out-
lines some features of this new morality, which is destined to fill the
ethical vacuum left by the dying morality. It is beyond the scope of
this article to go into the details of concepts such as “virtue” and
“character,” or to illuminate the inner structures of particular virtues,
let alone discuss the vast field of social ethics.”

General Views

The Baha’i Faith is not concerned with metaphysical speculation or
dogmatic hair-splitting. Instead, it is focused on right action and
right motivation; in other words, on ethics. According to Baha’u’-
11ah’s own definition, “the essence of faith” consists in “fewness of
words and abundance of deeds.”8 The divine ordinances “which
concern the realm of morals and ethics” are, as ‘Abdu’l-Baha stated,
“the fundamental aspect of the religion of God.” The aim of all
morals is happiness. Scripture’s moral instructions are “the everlast-
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ing torch of divine guidance,”10 the “Straight Path™!! to human hap-
piness which “consists only in drawing closer to the Threshold of
Almighty God.”12

Moral instructions and directives that can be taken as a point of
departure for a Baha’i system of ethics are scattered throughout the
Baha’i writings and are not presented in a systematic way. The
whole body of this scripture contains a wealth of different kinds of
normative statements: commandments and prohibitions; catalogues
of virtues; warnings against evil deeds; predictions about the dire
consequences of a life spent in pursuit of lust, passion, and vice; and
injunctions to live a life of virtue and service that is pleasing to God.

Baha’i morality is based on divine Revelation: God is the Law-
giver, the supreme source of all values. Like Moses on Sinai,!3
Baha’u’llah has brought to humanity the “tablets of stone,” bearing
a new hierarchy of values. Thus Baha’{ morality is not a philosoph-
ical set of standards. Rather, it.is (as in past salvation history) guid-
ance under the authority of an enlightened teacher who claims that
his Book is the standard for good and evil, “the Infallible Balance
which the hand of God is holding.”14 According to Baha’u’llah, God
is the source “of all good™15: “He, verily, enjoineth on all men what
is right and forbiddeth whatsoever degradeth their station.”1¢ This
verse suggests that Baha’i ethics is not based primarily on human
reason, but rather on God’s sovereignty,17 on the “Most Great Infal-
libility”!18 of the Manifestation, and on his new Covenant. Never-
theless, reason has its indispensable functions within the system
(which is a subject beyond the scope of the present paper!?).

Baha’i morality is also based on anthropological pre-
suppositions—Baha’u’llah’s image of human beings—and meta-
physical objectives. Of all creatures, human beings are “nearest to
God.” They have been created “rich” and “noble,” and are poten-
tially “the most perfect of all created things.” In human beings “are
potentially revealed all the attributes of God.” Whereas “the animal
creation is captive to matter, God has given freedom to man.” They
have the choice “between justice and injustice,” “the power both to
do good and to do evil.”20 Thus, human beings are responsible for
their actions.
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It is undeniable that individuals are strongly influenced by their
genetic and social determinants. However, despite these determining
factors, they have the capacity to override the needs of their lower
nature in keeping with ethical imperatives. Humans have the capac-
ity to master their natural drives, to control, channel and sublimate
their urges, to utilize and transform them “into human perfec-
tions.”?! As in the Gospel,22 Bah4’i scripture calls individuals to
acquire perfection. They should “sanctify [their] heart[s],”?3 and
free themselves “from the fetters of this world.”24 Through the
knowledge, love, and fear of God; goodly deeds, self-sacrifice, and
detachment from the world, they may attain spiritual rebirth and
enter the “Kingdom of everlasting life.”25

Baha’u’llah’s image of human beings is a clear rejection of the
pessimistic image associated. with Christianity (especially with
Protestant theology),2¢ as well as of the simplistic message of the
Enlightenment that man is good.. In contrast to Church dogma,
Baha’is believe that individuals are not born with a corrupt nature,
in a state of sin. They are not fallen beings who have lost their free-
dom in “Adam’s Fall” and have lived thereafter in corruption, their
nature perverted and their reason completely clouded. On the other
hand, humans are not programed for good either, so that under the
right social conditions happiness and peace follow inevitably. Even
in “the best of all possible worlds,” happiness and peace are not
achieved if individuals fail to develop—through their own efforts
and through the grace of God—into that for which they were cre-
ated.

Moreover, Baha’u’llah’s concept of human beings also dis-
misses philosophical determinism and the materialistic concepts
advocated by some empirical humanists who have suggested that
individuals are not free to act, but rather their actions are determined
by their own drives and by external restraints imposed by society. 1
have called such materialistic notions the “Innocence Mania,”2’ a
secular dogma which insists that nobody is responsible for anything,
that crime is determined exclusively by social conditions, and that
the individual is the victim of circumstance. When such doctrines
are taken to their logical extensions, they absurdly suggest that the
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individual is good whereas society is bad, a notion which can theo-
retically provide the criminal with an alibi.

Finally, Baha’u’lldh’s image of humanity is a verdict on hedo-
nism,28 on the insatiable desire for enjoyment and pleasure, for sat-
isfaction of the urges, immoderate strivings for material prosperity
and luxury, the cult of mammon and orgasm—in short, a verdict on
the lifestyle of modern people. Individuals have not been created for
a life of constant enjoyment, fun, and unrestrained self-indulgence,
but to free themselves “from the fetters of this world,”29 to become
“the recipients of the effulgences of divine attributes,”30 and to act
as a standard-bearers of an “ever-advancing civilization.”3!
Baha’u’llah castigates those souls who have “made a God” of their
passions,32 who move “as the beasts of the field . . . within the pas-
tures of desire and passion,”33 and are “like the bats of darkness.”34
Baha’u’l1ah points to the futility of the material world and the tran-
sitory nature of earthly riches, and he counsels his people to acquire
imperishable treasures.35 The shortness of life and the transitoriness
of worldly goods are subjects often repeated in Baha’u’llah’s writ-
ings:

The days of your life flee away as a breath of wind . . . Reflect, O peo-
ple! What hath become of your bygone days, your lost centuries? . . .
The days of your life, that are less than a fleeting moment . . . Rejoice
not in the things ye possess; tonight they are yours, tomorrow others
will possess them . . . Know ye that the world and its vanities and its
embellishments shall pass away.30

Asceticism and escapism from the world, however, are also strongly
rejected by Baha u’114h.37

Another presupposition of Baha’{ ethics is the metaphysical sig-
nificance of human actions. Ethical principles devoid of reward for
suitable behavior or sanctions against contrary behavior would have
little chance of being obeyed. Like other religions, the Baha’i Faith
proclaims that individuals will find retribution according to their
“faith and conduct.”38 “Reward and punishment3? are basic pillars
of revealed religion and the emanation of divine justice. All of an
individual’s good and evil deeds, even “the secrets of the heart,”40
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are “open and manifest as the day”*! to the heavenly judge. Thus,
theonomic#? ethics has two decisive mechanisms which a secular
society and an ethics purely based on reason lack.

First, it reserves a metaphysical reward for people who obey the
statutes of God#3 (whereas in society, according to ‘Abdu’l-Baha,
“no laws exist to reward him” who acts in conformity with the law
and shuns evil#4). Second, one’s conduct is judged in an
omnipresent court which can lay “bare and manifest”*> even con-
cealed wrong-doings, whereas—as ‘Abdu’l-Baha pointed out—the
state can only punish “the manifest crime and not the concealed
sin”46 (and—as I add—only for those who have been appre-
hended47). This belief in the immortality of the soul and in an all-
knowing, judging God ought to provide the believers with sufficient
motivation for moral conduct. Yet, the highest morality does not
consist in actions performed in the hope of heavenly reward or in
fear of punishment. Good deeds should be done for the sake of
God.*8

The New Dimension

As with the religions of the past, Baha’u’llah’s revelation aims at a
change, at the “transformation™? and spiritual rebirth30 of both the
individual and society by the creative Word of God. The purpose of
Baha’u’lldh’s mission is:

.. . to summon all mankind to truthfulness and sincerity, to piety and
trustworthiness, to resignation and submissiveness to the Will of God,
to forbearance and kindliness, to uprightness and wisdom. His object
is to array every man with the mantle of a saintly character, and to
adorn him with the ornament of holy and goodly deeds.>!

What is the new dimension of this morality? Compared with
religious moral systems of the past, Baha’u’llah’s morality is not
new. The values he proclaims have been “revealed unto the prophets
of 0ld”’52 and “described in all the heavenly books.”>3 They are the
eternal values which belong to the “one and indivisible religion of
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God.”5* They are universal, constituting the “spiritual, immutable
law,”55 which is “the fundamental reality of all religions,”>¢
“changeless and eternal.”>7 Baha’u’llah called it the “law of love,
which, like a fountain, always flows and is never overtaken by
change.”>8

However, as in the previous salvation history, the new revelation
purifies these values from any encrustations, distortions, misinter-
pretations, and shifts in emphasis which have arisen since their pre-
vious exposition by the past revelation. The new revelation, which
is the true divine “reformation”>? provides these values with a new
language, with new meanings and nuances and, above all, with a
new spiritual power. In contrast with the eternality of individual
ethics, the norms of social ethics are liable to abrogation and change
by the new divine legislation according to the needs and require-
ments of the age.60

Structures

What are the outlines, structures and contents of this morality?
Although reason demands that a subject be presented systematically,
it is very difficult to implement this in the case of ethics.®! The
structures and classifications which T am presenting here are the
result of my own research and interpretation of scripture. Two dif-
ferent categories of normative statements can be identified clearly:
Baha’i ethics is teleological,®? injunctions that aim at a religious
ethics of being (Seinsethik), at virtues, i.e. basic dispositions, which
are not natural gifts but which must be acquired and practised from
childhood in order to become part of one’s character. Those who are
adorned with “goodly deeds”®3 and “a praiseworthy character,”64
according to Baha’u’llah, carry “the best mantle for men from God™:
“The light of a good character surpasses the light of the sun and the
radiance thereof.”65

Another category is moral instructions that can be found in the
writings, especially in Baha’u’llah’s Kitab-i Aqdas: laws and ordi-
nances, commandments, and prohibitions. They are deontological,%
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presenting supreme values in a concrete form. They are obligatory,
and a duty. These two forms—teleological and deontological—are
not contradictory, but different, complementary forms directed at the
same final goal: God’s pleasure and human perfection.

The manifold ethical imperatives within Baha’i scripture make
it clear that the virtues are not a mere accumulation of moral values,
but they exist in an hierarchy as indicated in the writings.6”7 They
condition, support, and limit one another; and it is the constant task
of those who live according to these values to ensure that this har-
monious order not be disturbed by a shift of emphasis.8

This hierarchy of virtues exists on three levels: There are virtues
that pertain to God, which I would call “theocentric virtues.” They
are assigned “the highest rank” whereas all others are described as
“secondary and subordinate to them.”®® Among these “highest and
most laudable”70 virtues are the love of God’! and the twin-duties
of the Covenant,”? self-surrender, trust in God,”3 submissiveness’4
and fear of God,’> “steadfastness in His Cause,”’¢ fortitude,’’
patience,’8 servitude’ and piety,30 “purity of heart while com-
muning with God, forbearance, resignation to whatever the
Almighty has decreed, contentment with the things His Will hath
provided, patience, nay thankfulness in the midst of tribulation, and
complete reliance, in all circumstances, upon Him.”81

A second category of virtues is closely related to Baha’i anthro-
pology, to the purpose of human existence. I would call them the
“virtues of the Path.” It is our goal in this earthly life to actualize our
potential nobility, to free ourselves “from the assaults of passion and
desire” and from “the shackles of this nether world,”8? to become
perfectd3 and to manifest “the attributes of God.”84 The keywords
for this path, this process of human self-realization are: detachment,
purity, chastity, and sanctity. The way of humankind to God, the
“Straight Path,” is the “path of detachment.”85 Specifically:

a) Detachment, the purification of the heart from the dross and
shackles of this transient world is a leitmotiv throughout the
writings.86 The associated virtues of self-renunciation, selfless-
ness and self-denial are prerequisites for all the “worldly
virtues.”




TOWARDS A BAHA’{ ETHICS % 9

b) Purity-37 the core of which is “purity of the heart,”88 is a cen-
tral value in this ethical system.89 Purity and cleanliness, which
are the subject of numerous admonitions in the Qur’an?0 and the
traditions?! have been stressed also by the Bab in his Persian
Bayan: “God loveth those who are pure . . . Purification 1is
regarded as the most acceptable means for attaining nearness
unto God and as the most meritorious of all deeds.”2 Baha’u’l-
14h enjoins the servants of God “to be pure and to fear God,”?3
thereby summarizing his ethical injunctions. In the Kitdb-i
Aqdas there are injunctions regarding cleanliness, ritual and
moral purity as well.®4 A key term of Baha’i ethics is latdfah
(refinement): “Hold ye fast unto refinement under all condi-
tions.”9>

¢) Chastity is the virtue which keeps human drives within the
limits of moderation. It is related to purity—chastity is sexual
purity—and to the virtue of moderation.

I would like to make a few comments on the concept of chastity,
which was at the core of traditional Christian morals. It has become
alien to modern people. Its decline is related to the reaction against
St. Paul’s zealous anti-sensualism? and to later Manichean exag-
gerations. The Baha’i concept of chastity, however, should not be
misconstrued as suppression or deformation of one’s sexuality. It is
rather the control and cultivation of the procreative power. The
virtue of chastity and the complementary prohibition of fornication
in the Kitab-i Aqdas®7 means the confinement of sexual relations
within the institution of marriage, the legal bond between two het-
erosexual partners. Marriage appears in scripture as a “divine insti-
tution” and a “fortress for well-being and salvation.”®® Chastity,
which involves renouncing pre-marital and extra-marital sexual
intimacy prevents people from becoming playthings of their desires.
Baha’u’ll4h’s sexual morality is a return to a position supported by
the moral systems of all revealed religions, and yet, it is a position
which does not hold contempt for the body or identify sensuality as
sinful.
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The third category is the “worldly virtues” which concern our
relationship to others and guide our daily conduct.?? Here the cardi-
nal virtues are justice, wisdom, and moderation; and the foundation
is love. All other worldly virtues such as kindliness, righteousness,
courage, fortitude, hospitality, courtesy, meekness, modesty, con-
tentment, impartiality, freedom from prejudice, forbearance, thank-
fulness and so on are related to one of these three cardinal virtues
and subordinate to them.

Nevertheless, there are two virtues that are not only of crucial
importance for one’s attitude and behavior to others, but also for
one’s own spiritual life:190 truthfulness and trustworthiness. 10!

a) Truthfulness (and the associated virtues of honesty, upright-
ness and sincerity) is “the foundation of all human virtues,”102
without which “progress and s uccess in all the worlds of God
is impossible.”103 Truthfulness is of crucial importance for one’s
spiritual health. It is the opposite of falseness, hypocrisy, dis-
simulation, untruthfulness, and lying, which is “the worst of
qualities,” the “most odious of attributes”, the “foundation of all
evil,” “a destroyer of all human perfections and the cause of
innumerous vices.”104 Hypocrisy, a constant danger particularly
in religious circles, is strongly condemned.105

b) Trustworthiness has been elevated in Baha’i scripture, where
it appears as “the supreme ornament of the people of Baha,” “the
greatest portal leading unto the tranquillity and security of the
people.”106 Trust is a fundamental condition of life. Mistrust,
which stunts an individual’s spiritual life and people’s relation-
ships to one another, can only be overcome in an atmosphere of
trust.

c¢) Justice has a unique rank. It is the sum of all worldly
virtues.107 Its precedence over all the worldly virtues is in accor-
dance with the philosophical tradition.108 Justice is a complex
concept and its many different ramifications cannot be covered
here. It should be mentioned that the Golden Rule!%? is also an
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expression of justice, as are such injunctions and command-
ments as to pay “regard for the rights that are due to one’s par-
ents” or to “refrain from slander, abuse and whatever causeth
sadness in men,” “from backbiting or calumny.”110

d) Moderation, one of classical ethic’s four cardinal virtues,
aims at the “happy mean.” It is a fundamental value for individ-
ual and social ethics. According to Bah4’u’llah, everything “car-
ried to excess” exercises “a pernicious influence upon men,”
especially freedom and material civilization. Hence, moderation
should be exercized “in all matters,”!!! an injunction which
applies even to the practice of the virtues themselves.

¢) Wisdom and prudence, which are concerned with the right
way of thinking correspond to the complex concept of hikma.112
This term denotes the discernment of relations and connections,
the knowledge of the practical conditions and requirements of
life; the real assessment of concrete situations, the clear and
right way of knowing, concluding, Jjudging and planning, and
the choice of the “right means” and “right ends.”!13 “The sword
of wisdom is hotter than summer heat, and sharper than blades
of steel.”!14 Individuals should “put on the armour of wisdom”
and “be guided by wisdom” in all their doings, and “under all
conditions.”!15 The source of wisdom is the fear of God, which
is “the essence of wisdom.”!16 Wisdom and prudence are the
beginning of all moral action and thought. Both are always
focused on the good. Not only must the end be good, but the
means must be good as well. The end does not justify the means.
Wisdom and prudence should be applied especially when prop-
agating the message of God!l” or implementing the laws of
God, “so that nothing might happen that could cause disturbance
and dissension or raise clamor among the heedless”118—a clear
warning against fanatical rigidity and excessive legalism.

f) Devotion to others: love, loving-kindness, mercy, and com-
passion. Whereas justice is the sum of all virtues,!19 love is the
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foundation of all morality, the very prerequisite of the “worldly
virtues.” These two are interdependent: love which is devoid of
justice, is mere sentimentality and emotive effusiveness, it is, as
Thomas Aquinas put it, “the mother of disintegration.”120 Jus-
tice without love, however, turns into cruelty.121

All human beings should “show forth love, affection, com-
passion and harmony,” not “perversity and rancor.” The moti-
vating power of such an all-embracing love is the love of God,
which is inseparably linked to the first commandment, to love
one’s neighbor, and which is expressed in the attitude of “loving
sympathy,” benevolence, affection, and kindliness: “Look not
upon the creature of God, except with the eye of kindliness and
mercy.” “A kindly tongue is the lodestone of the hearts of men.”
Tolerance, the opposite of fanaticism, described as one of the
“two lights amidst the darkness of the world,”122 is an expres-
sion of love. Compassion expresses itself in the consolation of
the sad, assistance of the weak, charity to the poor, and care of
the sick and suffering.

Whilst love is a virtue of the individual, it has also far-reach-
ing effects on society. It unites people, is a cause of fellowship
and friendship: “Be ye as the fingers of one hand, the members
of one body” ... “Be united in counsel, be one in thought.”123
Regarding religious differences that provoke dissension,
Baha’u’11ah admonishes us: “The religion of God is for love and
unity, make it not a cause of enmity and dissension.”124 Hence
his commandment to “consort with the followers of all religions
in a spirit of friendliness and fellowship,” with “amity and con-
cord.”125 The spirit of love is to overcome “the dissensions that
divide the peoples and kindreds of the earth” in such a way that
“all mankind become the upholders of one order and the inhab-
itants of one city.”126 In the message of Bahd’u’l1ah, the love of
one’s neighbor is elevated to a new dimension to include an all-
embracing love to humankind.!27 “That one is indeed a man
who, today, dedicateth himself to the service of the entire human
race”, “to the best interests of the peoples and the kindreds of the
earth.”128 Thus, people should not be preoccupied solely with
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their own interests,129 but rather be concerned with the common
weal and the welfare of humankind.!30

Complementary to the enumeration of virtues,!3! Baha’i scrip-
ture contains numerous warnings, not to commit “anything which
will bring shame upon you,” to “eschew all manner of wickedness,”
not to be “of the mischiefmakers,”132 and condemns of all vices
such as envy, covetousness, malice, haughtiness, pride, sloth, idle-
ness, craftiness and suspicion, cruelty to animals, tyranny, bigotry
and hate, strife, dissension and rancor, unseemly talk, backbiting
and calumny, cursing and reviling, hypocrisy and fanaticism.

Baha’u’llah’s ethical instructions should not be misconstrued as
a dry bloodless philosophy of duty under the yoke of the law. Bah4’i
ethics is rather a methodical way of life according to the Word and
the Law. The “yoke” of the law is, as the Gospel says, “meek.”133
Baha’u’llah assures us that he who takes it upon himself will find
“days of blissful joy”134 in store. Those who tread this path are on
the way to becoming the “new man.”135 “A race of men” promises
Bah4’v’llah, “incomparable in character, shall be raised up which,
with the feet of detachment, will tread under all who are in heaven
and on earth, and will cast the sleeve of holiness over all that hath
been created from water and clay.”136
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47. As the German proverb expresses: “Die Niimberger hiingen keinen, sie hétten
ihn denn.”

48. In the Persian Bayan, the Bab revealed: “Worship thou God in such wise that
if thy worship lead thee to the fire, no alteration in thine adoration would be pro-
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is the essence of the Law of Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Christ, Muhammad
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102. ‘Abdu’l-Bah4, quoted in Shoghi Effendi, The Advent of Divine Justice (Wil-
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