DR.MACEOIN®S 'PRCBLEMS OF SCHOLARSHIP..*': SOME THOUGHTS.

Dr.Denis MacEoin is well known in Baha'i circles as an academic possessad
of a very considerable knowledge of the Babi-Baha'i movements.Without a
doubt much can be learned from his writings in this area whether or not cne
agrees with his conclusions.His sometimes controversial views should rrempt
Baha'i intellectuals,whether ergaged in Baha'i studies from an acadexic or
theological standpoint,to think deeply about methodological,historical,doct-
~-rinal and other issues.Having resigned from the Baha'i movemesnt & few years
ago his writings are naturally coloured-~ as he himself admits-~by a rejection
of Baha'i perspectives and institutions as he has understood and experienced
them.At times his language&forceful and his orientation decidedly non-empath-
~atic,Various readers of his 'Problems of scholarship..! will probably disziss
his views as extrecme or coloured by a 'released from the watch-tower?! bias
despite his attempt to be objective However his responss to the Yerrinbool
report be evaluated from a faith standpoint, the fact ‘remains that he raises
issues which Baha'is who aspire to academic integrity cannot ajord to rass
over in silence,It might in fact be sald that Babi-Baha'i studies will not
progress and maturs unless honest critieiums are $aken serioualy and responded
to ,Indeed, the failure of Baha'i intellestuals to respend td oF engage in dials
=ogue with critics and to discuss problems of Baha'i schelarship has undoubtedly
contributed to the withdrawal from Baha'l membership of a growing number of
Bahati intellectuals,

The time will surely come when critical academic evaluations of the Babi-
Baha'i movements will be read by intellectuals and others who wish to know
what the Babi-Baha'i movements are and what they teach or have to offer.If
Baha'i intellectuals continue to ignore problematic issues they will prove
unable to respond to academic critics.They will be seen to be out of touch
and unable to engage in informed and meaningful dialogue.Bgha'is,in other
words, will be forced to respond to academic und critical presentations of
their faith and be ill prepared to respond apologetically or in any other way
unless it is realized that there are many issues in need of honest and open-~
~minded debate.The development of an informed and honest Baha'i apologetic is
essential,Apologetic it might be added here,can only be taken seriously today
if it is honest,sincere and academically informed.

In one of his letters Shoghi Effendi predicted that "Baha'i scholars™ would
appear who would lend a “unique support™ to their Faith,This "unique support®
may well be in the field of apologetic.But where are the Baha'i apologists
who are ready to grepple with controversial issues?

Bahati intellectuals today face issues which did not confront religious
apologists of the -past who lived in an age when historico-critical methodologles
weres unknown,They will have to grapple with problemsy unknown to such learned
Baha'i apologists as Mirza Abu al-Fadl Gulpaygani(1844-191L) who knew nothing
of the difficulties raised by the modern scholarly analysis of religion or of
the application of critical tools to the study of the Bible,Qur'an and BabI-
Baha'i writings.Whether or not Bahatis admit the validity of such modern
scholarly methodologies and the findingsresulting from their applicaticn,ths
fact is that they will be compelled to respond to them.Baha'i apologetic of
the near future will need to be academically informed in order to maxe an
effective response to contemporsry scholarly critics.For this reason alone
the fostering of 'Baha'l scholarship! is of great importance.

Having made something of a plea for the opening of a new era of honesty in
Bahati apologetic— which need not bs naive theology—I set down a few notes
on soms of the issues raised by Dr.MacEoin,
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Baka'i snti-intellectualism,

Dr MaczZoin's eritigue of the strong contrast drawn in the Yerrinbool report
tetwesn Eana'l and other scholars is undoubtedly justified.There are indsed
ccurtless hutble and many deeply religious academics who do not belong to the
Bakat'i moverment,Ke reminds us that the Baha'i writings do not encourage anti-
=intellectualisn.It is sad that this prejudice exists within certain Baha'i
communities when both Baha'u'llsh and Aodull-Baha repeatedly underlined the
fmportance ol learning and respect for the learned.

It is argued by Ur.MacEoin that Baha'i 'anti-intellectualism? is rooted in the
sccial and cultural position of the Baha'i cause as a sect type-movement,Baha'is
surrosedly,as sel{-conscious members of a redeemed 'contra-culture?,reject the
irtellectual values of a 'decadent society!.While there may be some truth in
this kyrothesis in connection with certain contemporary western Baha'i communite
-ies which have something of a sectarian 'contra-culture' consciousness,to hold
that 3zha'i fanti-intellectualism! is rooted in such an exclusivist world view
is to e too clear cut.

Eaha'is, over the last century or sn, have had various attitudes towards
intellectualism and ths values of the world whether secular or raligiocus.

Trey have seldcm been averse to appropriating the intellectual discoveries
of zodern thinkers and have generally had a high regard for the findings of
modern science.Many early western Baha'is, far from retreating into an
exclusivist Baha'i 'contra-culture' saw their faith as the 'spirit of the ape!.
57 nc means 21l Bahat'is are today anti-intellectualist in the sense of their
~mapining that codern 'non-Baha'i' thinkers are all hopelessly lost.Baha'i anti-
intellectualisn is not as rampant or as widespread as Dr.MacEoin seems to believe,
where Baha'i anti-intellectualism exists it is seldom thoroughgoing since scholar-
-ship end intellectuality are not seen as inherantly evil or destructive.

It is possible to argue that a good desl of contemporary Baha'i * anti-intellect-
~-ualism? is not rooted in a sectarian contra-culture consciousness but relates
to a reserved gttitude towards controversial intellectuals within the Baha'i comme
~unity.Many Bahatis,in other words,are fearful that Baha'i intellectuals will
desirey faith and come to exhibit fanti-intellectualist! tendencies.The desire to
rmaintain 'unity! has led to a fora of 'anti-disunity! expressed as tanti-critical
scholarship?,That this 'anti-scholarship! attitude exists is not perhaps suprising,
sad though 1t is.Cne cannot expect any religion to promote the critical study of
its history and teachings.Religionists,be they Christians,Muslims or Baha'is,view
the findings of modern scholarship with suspicion.After all,areligion is not a
Ged founded wniversity existing for the purpose of chaumpioning academicism,Vhat
Dr.MacZoin sees as Baha'i fanti-intellectualism?! is not essentially different f{rom
that reserve held by many Christians and Muslims towards the critical study of
religicn,This at least,might be said to account for some manifestations of Baha'i
fanti-intellectualisa'.lMany Bahatis, it might also be argued,are less radically
tanti-intelliectualist! than a good many Christians or Muslims,

As ncted above academics and intellectuals within the Bgha'i community at present
are widely viewed with suspicion out of fear that they will create disunity or
destroy faith.The ains of Baha'i intellectuals are widely misunderstood.Though one
cannzt rerhaps expect Baha'i institutions to foster critical scholarship ( as
" orposed to faith informed 'theclogy')it is sad that scholarship appears to many to
be dangerous to faith—as Dr.MacEoin points out scholarship is not anti-faith,

The tension which creates anti-intellectualism within the Bsha'i community has to
scze extent been brought adout by Baha'i intellectuals who see thelr relizion as
2s kind of quasi-religlous academic institution and expsct the wass of Baha'ls

to have the caracity to accept critical analyses of their faithBahati intellecte -
~uals who see their task as the acadexic initiation of the mass of !ignorant?

Baha'is are bound to be cooly received and misunderstocd.The findings of the
Baha'i scholar may well be of great importance but for them to be presented to
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the generality of Baha'is would,at present,be comparsble to a Biblical scholar
giving a secrmon on Bultmanian lines to a fundamentalist congregation.Most Baha'is
have little or no understanding of modern scholarship and Baha'i intellectuals
sometimes expect too much of them,The clash betwecen the overzealous Baha'i
intellectual and the overzealous Baha'i charismatic has created a tension which
has led to anti~intellectualism within the Baha'i community.This tension needs
to be resolved,Perhaps the generality of Bgha'is need to be aducated more
adequately and Baha'i intellectuals need to be reminded that they belong to a
religion and not a God-founded university,

Dr.MacEoints remarks about the arrogance and anti-intellectualism which has
crept into certain Baha'i communities highlights the need for Baha'is to review
the quality of their intellectual life.Have,Baha'is might do well to asik them-
-gelves,we succumbed to that subtle secularization or introversion that draws
interest away from intellectual and religious dimensions of faith into the
mechanics of administrative and missionary efficiency? The role and relationships
between Baha'i intellectuals and Baha'i institutions needs to be reviewed—
otherwise,I fear, mutual disrespect will cause the collapse of the firmament
of Baha'l intellectual life,

Methodology and the Baha'i-non-Baha'l dichotomy.

Dr.MacEoin notes the view that scholars who are Baha'is should undertaks
their researches in the light of and in conformity with the "Revelation of
Baha'u'llah".He reminds us of what is meant by academic research and highlights
the fact that the majority of Baha'is are unaware of the distinction between
academic research and faith oriented theological studies.

Once again Dr.MacEoin seems to think that a religion such as the Baha'i movement
should promote a critical academic methodology.That Baha'i institutidns invite
Baha'i intellectuals to embark upon essentially apologetic or theological endeavour
is to be expected.As previously indicated, religion does not exist for the redempt-
~ion of academic standards,Great spiritual thinkers,it seems to me,are more
concerned with spiritual perspectives than scientific,historical or dcctrinal facts.
It is obvious for example, that “Abdutl-Baha and Shoghi Effendi in their Travellsr's
Narrative and God Passes By were less concerned with historical accuracy than with
presenting a spiritually edifying Baha'i historical perspective.Such is the perog-
~ative of religious teachers whose concerns are not those of academics.What an
academic might see as the distortion or suppression of facts the religious thinker
can view as the meaningful recreation of the concrete designed to fosier or
encourage faith.Though I am fully congcious of the limitations of this line of
argument,there is, I think some truth in it.Dr.HacZoin expects Baha'i institutions
to make statements about scholarship such as might be made by a council of acadenics.
This is 4o expect what is incompatable with Baha'i teaching which calls believers

to engage in apologetic.

Dr,MacEoin is quite right in pointing out that there are problems raised by the
proposal that Baha'is should undertake academic research in the light of the
fRevelation of Bahatu'llah".Much as the balieving academic might gain insights of
value from his faith oriented empathy towards the fobject?! of his study he cannot
allow hig .faith to determine the nature of the tobject' of his study.Academic resear:
in itself is neither 'faith affirming! nor 'faith negating' . :

Since Baha'i institutions call Baha'i intellectuals to embark on an essentially
apologetic task the question arises as to whether the academic study of the Bzha'i
movement is logitimate for Baha'i believers.Is it,in other words,possible for
Bahatis to ftbracket faith! and utilize eritical methcdologles which micht lead to
findings incompatable with mainstream Baha'i perspectives? This question,it seems
to me, has not been squarely faced by Baha'i intellectuals.l do not propose to
attompt to answer it here though the bare outline of my thoughts is as follows,
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Firstly, It sust be realised that academic study differs from 'theology' in that
heolegr? is essentially faith oriented and academic study is neither faith orient-
-28 necr anti-Taith oriented —the academic student of religion at least attempts to
attain this febrectivity'.Because academic study dces not aim to destroy faith it can
te argued that it is theologically legitimate.The findings or hypotheses resulting '
fre= the histerico-critical study of religion may tend to either validate or challenge
faith persprectives.It is for the religious apologist or theologian to evaluate academic
thecries in the light of faithjin this respect, the mature theologian should not ignore
the nezative acadenic hypotneses.The theological grappling with problematic issues
raized by acadexics often leads to great insights.A faith which cannot cope with the

ings of eritical scholars is not likely to command much respect today.

The religious believer who engages in academic research might operate as follows-:

Stere 1,

Hera faith is controlled or 'bracketed! such that real openmindedness and honesty
frevent the fixed crystallization of Baha'i or other religious perspectives-- this
dees not mean the abandonrent of faith which may in fact play a significant quasie
zethdological role in allowing that balanced empathy to emerge which leads to
L.All data, whether seemingly 'positive! or 'negative! must be tsken into
censideration,Critical methodologies must be utilized and honest conclusions drawn.
whaether or not they tend to confirm or challenge faith perspectives.

Stare 2,

The believing academic will undoubtedly desire to evaluate the results of his/her
critical researches in the light of faith or indulge in 'theology! ( this process
having been 'bracketed! at tstage 1' ).In so doing the bellever must not, if he/she
wisles 0 be nhonest,ignore problematic issues and must be ready to admit, if necessary,
that there are 'fundanental contradictions! between faith perspectives and honest
critical theories.raith problems may result but faith must be ready to cope with

all canner of problematic issues.

It might also be noted here that the believer,at 'stage 1'( when indulging in
_academic research) must,paradoxically, control not only faith perspectives but also
possibly distortive anti-faith perspectives.In other words there is a certain danger
in the teliever entertaining distortive anti-fzith perspectives which msy arise out of
8 desire to create a psychological predisposition towards' fobjectivity'.Such paradox-
-ical anti-faith perspsctives in the believer which go beyond honest openmindedness ‘and
the talanced control of faith can have an adverse effect on both academic research and
on faith.The believing academic must understand that no methodology will enable presupp=
~ositions tu be ccmpletely controlled.Methodologies provide a framework which may ° .
contribute to Tchjectivity' but cannot bequeath academic objectivity or scholarly
insipght in some magical way.

Coriralicticng end surrression. —
Dr.MacZein refers to 'fundamental contradictions? which the researcher may find
within the Baha'i writings.This,as indicated above,is to be expected.Religlion is .

nct exactly a clear cut body of logical axioms or historical facts,Shoghi Effendi
himseif,it 1s of interest to note, expressed the view that there are points within
the Bahd'i teachings that are 'poles apart! (letter written on his behalf dated

Jily 5ih 1649 ).There are undoubted differences of emphasis, sometimes marked,within
the writings of Baha'u'llah, SAbdutl-Bzha znd Shoghi Effendi which might be seen by
acacdenics as 'Dwndazental contradictions?.Such t fundamental contradictions! need to
be identified and ciscussed in dstail by Baha'i apologists before Baha'is themselves
can be accused of believing in a movement that harbours !fundamental contradictions?,.
Faith,it m:st also be remezbered, is not exactly grounded in doctringl consistency

or g monolithic historical perspective.
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For Dr.MacEoin it appears to be illegitimate for religious thinkers to
"suppress" problematic historical and other facts as mipht be dictsted by
wisdom, For the acadcmi¢ enpaging in research such "suppression® is certainly
out of place but within a religious community the applicaticn of such "wisdox®
has an unboubted role to play.That Shophi Effendi tcned down the at times
fanatical 'Shi'iosity' of the early Babis when presenting a Baha'i perspective
of early Babism to western readers cannot be denied.But as he was writing as the
Guardian of a religious community and not an academic it might be said to be
mistaken to accuse him of "suppression".He was surely conscious of the fact that
an undiluted presentation of Babi history might confound the faith of western
Bahatis who knew just about nothing of 19th century Iran or the Shiti milieu
in which the Babl movement had its birth,Shoghi Effendi was doubtless also fully
aware of the fact that Baha'i historians of the future would present many aspects
of Babi-Baha'i history in a more detailed and more matter of fact manner.In a
number of his letters he refers to such future endeavours of Baha'i historians,
at times underlining the provisional nature of his own historical writing— an
area in which he did not ( contrary to popular Baha'i opinion) claim infallibility,
It might also'be pointed out hero that Shoghi Effendi in his hiztorical writings

" does make use of sources penned by !covenant breakers! who sometimes provide histers

=ical data of great importance.This fact should not be overlocked by Bzha'i histore
~ians,

Dr.MacEoin accuses Baha'is of accepting the results of historical criticism when -
it suits them.Again there is undoubtedly truth in this.It is only natural for :
theologically oriented religionists or religious apologists to make a selective
use of the findings of critical scholarship.Hopefully however, mature Baha'i
apologists will attempt to grapple theologically with the problems raised by the
findings of critical scholarship which do not seem to support Baha'i perspectives.

In Dr.MacEoin's opinion there is no such thing as 'Christian?, 'Islamic' or
YBaha'i' science,etc.,but only 'good! and 'bad' science,etc.He denies the possibility
that religious values may legitimately be used to ' reinterpret? scientific or other
data,.In effect Dr.MacEoin rules theology out of court.For him the theological
evaluation of scientific and human knowledge has no place.This,at least, is the
logical outcome of his monolithic academicism.It is of course true that there is
ultimately only fgocd! or 'bad' science but that theology has something to say
about the religious dimension of scientific discoveries must be recognized.There
may not be a *Muslim science' or a 'Baha'i science'! but that Muslims and Baha'is
have something to say about scientific findings in the light of their beliefs and
world view is not in itself a bad thing.Science it not concerned with theology but

‘it is not illegitimate for theologians to concern themselves with the thenlogical

interpretation of scientific discoveries.Perhaps Dr.MacEoin would agree with this;
his line of argument is not entirely clear to me.

Supernatural knowledge and human knowledpe.

Baha'is, like many Jews,Christians and Muslims believe in divine guidance through
megsengers sent by God.They believe that there is a supernatural souce of knowledege
and that this knowledge was communicated by Baha'u'llah, and infallibly interpreted
by Abdu'l-Baha, Shoghi Effendi and the Universal House of Justice.Baha'i scripture
while it does not dismigs human avenues to knowledge upholds the principle that there
are ultimate sources of truthjthough absolute truth cannot be attained.Dr,.MacZoin
criticises these Baha'i beliefs or the notion that there are supernmatural sources of
knowledge.lHe quotes Popper's brilliant but rather clear-cut critique of a simriistic-
=ally stated religious epistemological stance as if it corresponds with the Baha'i
position—which has yet to be worked out.

While Bahatis believe in ultimate sources of knowledge this does not at all invale
~idate human approaches and avenues to knowledge.Content criticism is not necessarily
ruled out for Baha'is nor does the Baha'i movemsnt seek to perpetuate a naive tYes'-
o' approach to truth.An oft ropeated Baha'i principle is that religious truth is
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net absolute but relative to human needs and capacities.Baha'is do not claim
to te in possession of the absolute fulness of truth.The Baha'i principle of
turity in diversity! and the 'absolute rightt of the individual to express

is views{ refer,Prircitles of 2aha'i Administration,pp.2k~5) should guard
azainst that totelitarianism which resulls from a simplistic espistemological
stance born ol a rigid belief in supernatural sources of knowledge~—quite
rightly criticised by Popgper,

A passage frcnm Baha'u'llah's Kitdb-i Irdn is quoted by Dr.MacEoin as if it
exrresses Bahati epistemclogy in a nutshell.Far {rom it.Baha'ufllah was’
evidently commenting on _S_.‘JICI obscurantism in the light of his call to Muslims
to identify sriritually with the BabI movement,There is also a danger in taking
one or twe Baka'i texts which seem epistemologically conservative and ignoring
ctrhexm Tre follewing words of Abdu'l-Baha may be said to comment on the texts
ncted by Or.iacZoin and to put them in a rather different light: " If thou
wishest the divine kncwledge and recognition,purify thy heart from all beside
God,be wholly attracted to the ideal beloved One; s2arch for and choose Him
and grplw thvsel tabiy JFor umxgnﬁms.
puide £ 4 and b ne heart will ve turned unto the Sun of Truth,
Ani when ihe heart is turned unto the Sun,then the eye will be operied and will
recctnise the Sun through the Sun itself.Then man will be in no neeéd of argup-
-ents {or proofs),for the Sun is altogether independent,and sbsolute independ-
-ence 1s in need of ncthing, and proofs are one of the things of which absolute
inderendense has nd need,Be not like Thomas;be thou like Peter.." (Baha'i World
Faith,p.383-4 ).Baha'utllah and Abdutl-Baha in the texts mentioned above are
it arrears, calling the spiritual seeker to a faith which recognises that there
are raths Lo spiritualily which are independant of ratiocination or which pass
beyrend the sthere of intellectual inquiry.Such however, does not mean that
raticnal argument cor intellectual enquiry has no place in a Baha'i epistemology,
Azdu'l-Fzha indeed,indicates that unfettered rational enquiry leads to spiritual
idertification with the messenger of God.Wnile Babi-Bahati writings give great
izrortance to Sufli-type mystic avenues to knowledge and to mystic states which
transcend reason, this does not mean that blind faith rules or that rational
arguzent has no place.

Autheraterianisnm

Dr.¥acZoin izplies that Baha'is attempt to stultify open debate and innovative
thinking in the ight of their alleged ' total control of all publications?,

It is %0 be admitted that many Baha'is at present have something an over
rigld attitude towards creative thinkers of an academic inclination,The principle
of Raha'i review of publications designed to ensure doctrinal accuracy can be
carried to extremss in the light of the fact that there is still much to be lear-
-red gbout Bahati teachings and Bahati history,etc.Baha'i reviewers might do well
to bear in rind the following passage from Shoghi Effendi's writings: "There are
cany who have s-me superficial idea of what the Cause stands for..There is no
1init to the study of the Cause.The more we read the Writings,the more truths we
can fird in thexm,the more we will see that our previous notions were eroneous®™

vincivles ¢f Baha'i Administration,p.ll).

It must also be borne in mind that academic Baha'i writing is in its infancy,

It is not entirely the control of publications that stultifies creative thinking
tut the fact thet creative thinkers who are theologically aware are few and far
between,For the last ten years or so there has been something of a Baha'i intell=-
~eciual crisis,.Acadexically awaro Baha'!l intellectuals have begun to appear within
the Bzhati cozunity.The Baha'i community is not quite sure how to cope with thea
or channel their enegies.Mistakes have been made out of an over-rigid scnse of
oxthodoxy. ) .
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Excomnunication,Dr.MacEoin contends,is the penalty for intellectual and moral
dissent within the Baha'i community.He does not spell out what he means by

dissent though intellectual non-conformity and moral faling does nct lead to
excomnunication.Official excommunication within the Baha'i community, if I )
understand it correctly,is only the lot of those whc 'break the Baha'l covenant!
or exert a concerted effort to destroy faith while themselves denying fundamental
aspects of that faith.Academics,it might be argued in this connection,should rever
be excommunicated as a result of their researches since academic study,as I have
argued,is not intended to destroy faith.I know of no academic who has ever been
excommunicated from the Baha'i commnity for intellectual dissent. A number of
Baha'i intellectuals have however,it must be admitted,chosen to resign their Baha'i
membership in the light of their inability to work within the confines of a relig~
~ious system which propagates certain doctrinal and other norms.A distinctien should
also be made,when the question of excommunication is raised, between intellectual
non-conformity and obvious “heresy".

Baha'i bodies or individuals which have to do with the 'protection of the faith!
are sean by DP,MasFoin as primarily concerned with the suppression and isolaticn of
dissent.This 48 & rather harsh and clear-out judgemert.Thoss respofisible for the
tprotection of the faith! are— or should be--as mich concerned with fostering
mature spirituality as with counsell ing individuals who disrupt Baha'i community
life. ;

Baha'i publications and review

Dr.MacEoin believes that no 'single work of scholarship of any merit whatsoever?
has ever been— or is likely to be—- published within the confines of the Baha'l
system.All Baha'i literature appears to him to be so much ' mindless pap'. .

While it is true that little academic Baha'i writing has as yet been published by
Baha'i publishing trusts it must not be forgotton-—- Dr.MacEoin plays this dewn—that
very,very few Baha'is have had any academic training in the field of religious or
oriental studies that such writing might be pullished.Baha'i academic writing is only
Just beginning to emerge.Dr.MacEoin exalts academic writing to such a degree that all
Baha'i apologetic and theologically oriented writing is seen as so much garbare.ls

.this judgement as potentially authoritarian or intellectually totalitarian as the

supposed Baha'i radical censorship system?

Dr.MacEoin judges such classic Baha'i apologists as Gulpaygani by modern academic
standards.It must be borne in mind however that Gulpaygani wrote in an I3lam-Baha'i
intellectual universe which rendered him hardly if at all conscious of modern academic
standards and norms.Writing off the output of such Baha'i apologists as Gulpaygani as

. non-academic pap is in a sense comparable to writing off the treatises of the Church

Fathers becauss they do not conform to the high standards of modern Biblical scholarship,

It is obvious that modern Baha'i writing is not as academically or intellectually
mature as the writings of modern Christian scholars.The latter have had the time,
finances and maturity to educ ate themselves in the use of modern critical tools.
Baha'i institutes of higher learning do not,as yet, exist.There are no Baha'i univer-
~gities where Bsha'is are trained in the use of modern critical tools and methodolog-
~ies,

In the estimation of Dr.MacEoin the poor standard of Baha'i writing is attributsble
to Baha'i review processes and the preference of the Baha'l administrative institut-
<jons for the Yunexceptionable and bland!.Though there is truth in this jJulgemeni it
is again an overstatement,There are undoubtedly bverprotective' reviewers who have
prevented the publication or works and essays of great merit though the actual Baha'i
output of academically informed creative writing is,as implied above, very small.The
Baha'i review process will undoubtedly mature as Baha'i intellectual life matures,Works
which Yoverprotective' reviewers might not deem fit for publication now may well,quite
shortly,be seen in another light.Baha'i review is not a static phenomenon but,it seems
to ms,will mature and become more openminded as Baha'i understanding develops.
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“he Saarch after truth

i

.YacZein asserts that when closely exanined the Baha'i writings neither
really teach ror enccurage an 'unfettered scarch after truth'.He interprets

ke exhortation %o search after truth as an essentially pre-conversion endea-
vour.while it is true that many texts underline the pre-conversion necessity
cf a search fer truth Dr.MacEoin plays down the undoubted existence of Baha'i
texts that uncerline the importance of post-conversion seeking, 'deepening'and
intellectusl progress.Becomning a Baha'i is not an automatic grasping of the
fuliness of truth for Baha'is believe that intellectual and spiritual progress
is an eternal or unending process.Intellectual honesty and openmindedness should
be ag important for Baha'is after conversion as it presumably was before.

2
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Infatiibility and reascn

The B2ha'i nction of revelation does not, in Dr.MacEoin's opinicn,admit of a
recessary balance between 'faith?! and 'reason' since 'revelation! has the'final
sayt.It is not,I would suggest, quite as simple as this cespite the fact that
trevelation' in Baha'i theology does have the 'final say'.Revelation to have the .
tfina’ say' must be understocd by human reason.This since an 'infallible! or
trevealed! stgtement is only inlfallible if reasonably grasped and understood.

Tren also,the statement that 'revelation' has the final say must be balanced by
tre Bahati assertion that 'revelation' is not incompatable with human reason.

That Bahatu'llah exhorted Baha'is to accept whatever the 'Manifestation of God?
sars withcut any 'wiy?! or 'wherefors! cannot be said to preclude the rational
investigatior of the content cf 'revelation? not infrequently advised in

Baha'i writings,The issue of the ™wo Davids" mentioned by Dr.MacEoin awaits
detailied analysis in the light perhaps of the fact that the Bab and Baha'u'llah
scmetizes wrote in accordance with an oriental chronological scheme that gif!‘ers
from Lhat generally accepted by modern historisns—— there is a letter of ~Abdutle
Baha cn this subject as well as ( at least one) by Shoghi Effendi (cf, Dawn of a
Bew D27..7p.76~7 ).That cAbdu'l-Baha asserted that whatever he said as 'Center of
the Coverant? is correct is quite true but the seeming authoritarianism implied
by this statexzent must not be taken out of context.Made at a time when the
Azerican Eaha'i community was in grave danger of falling apart and being disturbed
Dy the activities and assertions of such 'covenszant breakers! as the partisans of
Mirza Muhiamrad “a3i ( CAbdutl-Baha's half-brother and rival claimant )it does not
rule out individual Baha'i intellectual creativity.Shoghi Effendi did not set out
to pake it difficuit for others to disagree with him by overstepping the limits of
the srhere of his infallibility though exactly what " confined to matters which are
strictly relatod to the [Baha'i) Cuuse and interpretations of the teachings" means
has yet to be clarified even though it is clear that Shoghi Effendi was not
infallible in subjects such &s economics and science (refer, letters of Shoghi
Effendi quoted in a letter of the Universal House of Justice to Mr.Richard Grieger
dzted July 25th 1974--see balow).Dr.MacEoin exaggerates,by quoting select texts ,
the authoeritarianisa implicit in a religious movement that accepts revelation and
kas a philcsophy of the covenant which attributes infallibility to its central
figures.Theologically things are more flexible than Dr,.MacEoin implies though, as
Le points put, in practise a greater flexibility is desirable.

Qrastioning Bahati notableg

Dr,VacFoin implies that it is practically a crime to publically question a
Beha'i notablejthat such & 'questioner? brings on himself the 'greatest opprobiumf,
Tris he thinks illustrates the elevation of authoritarianism over the freedom to
s2ek the truth within the Baha'i community.Much in this connection though depends
cn the aititude of the questioner and the kind of question asked,Baha'i rotablesee
or scm2 of them~ are naturally unhappy about being publically asked embarrassing
or ccntroversial questions.They are huran as are those-Baha'iswho zealously over
react to anyone who has the courage to be controversial—which is not always a bad
thing.Dr.MacZoin over states his case though more honesty and freedom in Baha'l
consultation would undoubtedly be a good thing. .

'
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AvirTh's history. i .
Reference is made by Dr.MacFoin to ®Abd al-Husayn RyatI, ZvarIh's al-¥awakib

"al-Durriya.. 2 two volume history of the Babi-Baha'i movements up until the

passing of C©Abdu?l-Bahi in 1921 which was first published in Cairo in 1923-4.
This history was comnissioned by CAbdutl-Baha and highly praised, as Dr.MacEoin
notes, by Shoghi Effendi.In the early 19201s Avarih was called from Iran to
Haifa and from there sent to Europe to strengthen the Baha'i believers( cf,

Star of the West,13/12.p.329)but came himself to leave the movement after his
return to Iran and to engape in anti-Baha'i activities.lle wrote a lengthy bock
ertitled Kashf al-HivAl ( The Unveiling of Deception, 7th Ed, 2 Vols,,Tikran
134,0.A.H.) which pufports to expose Baha'i corruption and in which Avarlh himself
declares his al-Kawikib al-Durrive to be of little or no value (cf,Miller,The
Baha'i Faith,.p.275 J.Shoghi Eifendi eventually excommunicated him and referred
to him as a "shameless apostate™ (refer, Baha'i lews,lNo,21,pp.5-6,l0,162.p.8.,
God_Passes By,p.327 ). Xvarlh's anti-Baha'i writings,like those of most oriental
Tcovenant breakers!,are not only bitter but decidedly unbalanced,This in no way
howovor, sighifies that his al-Kawakib al-Durivys should neither be reai por
republished by Baha'is.His defection has not mysteriously rendered his history of
no value.Bahatis are not forbidden to read the writings of apostates written after

"their defection and are certainly not forbidden to republish the somsiimes very

valuable tooks written by apostates before their defection. )

Dr.lacEoir assumes that the fact that AvarIh's history has not been republished
is the result of the Baha'i attitude towards Avarin himself.Wnile there ray be some
truth in this it must not be forgotton that a great many bocks written by Baha'is
who did not defect have not been republished.The history of Bzha'i publicaticns
shows that there have been many instances in which highly importart books have coms
to be practically forgotton.On the whole Baha'i publishing trusts—partly through
financial considerations and government restrictions as well as the continual
evolution of the Baha'i cormunity-~have not followed a consistent policy of rerube
-lishing even Baha'i scriptural texts,Dr.MacEoin reads too much into the fact that
Ivarihts history has not been republished -which has nothing to do with the Baha'i
ideal of an unfettered search after truth.

The_understanding of the Baha'i movement,

Are only Bahatis capable of understanding and presenting their faith adequately?
This question is raised by Dr.MacEoin who evidently believes that Bahat'is would
answer ! Yos! to it,The fact that many Baha'is probably would answer 'yes! to this
question is partly due to the fact that very little obviously nen-polemical writing
about the Babi-Baha'l movements has been done by 'on-Baha'i'! scholars.Ex-Baha'is
have tended to express themselves in a polemical and obviously inadequate fashion,
It seems to me though, and I cannot think of any Baha'i text to explicitly contrad~
-ict this,that a *fnon-Daha'it! or balanced 'ex~Baha'i),could write about the Baha'i
faith adequately and accurately.The writings of those who do not subscribe to tne
Baha'i faith are certainly not ipso-facto devoid of perception,balance or truth.

Tt may even be that tho ™on or ex- Baha'i' scholar who has a balanced exnpathy
may contribute to Baha'li understanding in an important way,Sometines Baha'is have
endeavoured to correct ferrors'! in the writings of 'non-Baha'i? academics which are
not errors at all but are perspectives substantiated in little known or ignored
Baha'i texts,

Arropance and the Baha'l view of other relipions.

Dr.MacEoin thinks it a sign of arrogance that Baha'is understand pre-Baha'i
religious teachings in a way that differs from the current or long established
views of the adherants of such religions.This is not arropance but simply the
fact that Baha'is have their own interpretation of past religions just as
Christians have their own understanding of Judaism which differs-——sometizes
radicglly—from the perspectives of Jews and Muslims understand both Judaisa
and Christianity from an Islamic perspective.Baha'is at least are not so arrogant
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as rary gevg or Christians who write off Islan as a manifestation of falsity.

'Z'.*.a‘t_ Pata'is disagree in some instances with the Christian interprotation of

tre Yew Testazent or missien cf Jesus or the Muslim interpretation of the Qur'an
nee:‘_r::t te secen as an expressicn ol religisus arrogance.In fact a great many of
.t?:e Tahati interrretations of Christianity and Islam, the Bible an; the Qur'an
:-;a':e.been pat ferth by Christians and Muslims themselves.Many Christians and !
Yuslims ws}xld agree with a good mony Baha'l interpretations of thelr religion.
Baha'utllah and Abdu'l-Baha it might be added here exhorted Baha'is not to consider
themselves superior to other religionists or to be pround and arrogant.

DrVozents Dack and the Kitab al-Aodas

Dr.lioments The DTab

% p 2Dl a'_:d_E?.‘w.a'i Neliricns is characterised by Dr.MacEoin as a

renilu of fenliess trivia' illustrative of the failure of Baha'i intellectuals

o gra; Fo2 with controversy.What, I wonder,does Dr.MacEoin expect to find in a
soluze which is not designed to grarple with controversial or crucial issues? More

than this I hesitate to write in the hope that Dr,Mo
than t pe men might himsell express his

Ehristian.:?issicna:'ies and other anti-Baha'l writers have long accused Bahatis
ef h’it':’::l’l‘.!‘.; the pedblication or translation of Bahatufllah's Kitab al-Aadag
S:ft Holy Bock, ¢,1873 ) for fear of counfounding the faith of occidental Baha'is.
¥ugliz scho.:ars are also fornd of raising this point along with that of the Bab's
grexar  and the nature of his laws,etc.Shoghi Effendi on several occasions responded
to these critiecists as have a nusber of Baha'i writers.It must suffice here to note
th?‘:. weste.m Baha'is are not fcrbidden to acquaint themselves with the contents of
Ea.wa'x}'llag's . Kitap al-Andas— most of the main points made in this book are
g:nta:.ned in t:.‘:e Simozsis and Codification issued some years ago by the Universal
Ecuse of Justice.lhoghi Effendi’s view was that ",,as most of the Iaws of the
Asdas cannst ab present be enforced anywhers he [ Shoghi Effendi] has not deemed
:;t recessary cr wise to translate and promulgate them.You can orally translate them
-:f- an ol the believers :.L:'.xious to know exactly what they are™ ( letter dated 22nd
Ju::.-- 1¢i¢ quoted in Unfoliing Destiny,p.455 ).He also expressed the matter as follows:
" The reascn it [ the Aqdas] is not circulated amongst all the Baha'is is, first
tecuzse the Cause is not yel ready or suificiently matured to put all the’prov:ls.{ons
of ¢the Axdns into effect and,second,becuase it is a book which requires to be supple-
ernted bty cdetailed explanations and to be translated into other languages by a
*;.' of experts,The provisions of the Agdas are gradually,according to the
I s of the Cause,being put irto effect already,both in the East and in the West®
( letter guoted in Lo of a Pew Dax,p.94). -
Dr.MasSoin fears trat masses of Baha'is would leave their faith if they knew what
the writings of the Beb or Baha'lu'llah’s Xitab sl-Aodas freally say!.This is an
extrezely ressinistic suppesition,There are adnittedly certain texts in the Aqdas
2nd the writines ol the Bab that occidental Baha'ls would find it difficult to
acsept or uwnierstand taken at face valus,A nurber of these problematic or challenging
Fassazes have however, been interrreted by SAbdutl-Baha and Shoghi Effendi in ways
tnat render their actual epplication far less radical or controversial ( refer for
exazrle, Dawy of a Ilew Daw,p.77 on inheritance and pp.77-8 on the severity of the
Bebrs lgws).Tr.e details of Baha'i law have yet to be worked out.If made fully known
to the Zass of Baha'is certain questions and problems would doubtless arise though
‘rrest a rmass apostasy is to go too far.Many Baha'is do however, nced to be more
fully ccnscicus gi‘ tre Islamic dimension of their faith without which they may be
parturbed by theneo- Jhi'iosity' of certain aspects of their feith. As the Islauis
dizension c¢f tha Baha'i movezent becomes more fully known in the West there will
be éifficulties for those raised in a liberal western culture though it is unlikely
4nat mass apostacy will take place,

Behati 'picreers' snd ancient beliefs,
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Bana'i piorsers,as Dr.MacEoin states,undoubtedly seek to offer prospective

converts a new religious ideology.They do not however, attempt to demolish
211 cultural values,etc,in & mindless and uncompromlsing mgmer.lndeed,_ Shoghi

Bffendi wrcte: "Let there be no misgivings as to the animating purpose
of Lhe world-wide Law of Baha'u'llah.Far from aiming at the subversion
of the existing foundations of gocliety,it seeks to broaien its basis,to
remold its instituticons in a manner consonal with the needs of an ever-
changing world.Tt can conflict with no lepitimate alleriances,nor can it
undermine essential loyalties.Its purpose is neither to gtifle the flane
of of & sane and intelligent patriotism in men's kearts,nor to abolish
the gystem ol national autonomy so essential if the evils of excossive
centralization are to be avoided.It does not ismore,nor does it atterct

to_suppress,the diversity of ethical oririns,ol cliratae,of nistorv.of

lanruare and tradition,of thought and habit,lhat difiorentiate the re-rles
and nations of the world..It repudiates excessive centralization on one
hand,and disclaims all attempts at uniformity on the other.its watchworsd

is unity in diversity..The call of Bahatu'llah is primarily directed arainst
all forms of provincialism,all insularities and prejudices.If 1ong-cherished
ideals and time-honoured institutions,if certain social assumptions and
veliglous formulae have ceased to promete the wel{are of the gesnerality of
mankind,if they no longer minister to the needs of a continually evolving
humanity,let them be swepl away and relegated to the lizmbo of obsolescent

and forgotton doctrines.Why should these,in a world subject to the immutable
law of change and deccay,be exempt from the doterioration that must needs
overtake every human institution?.." ( The World Order of Bahatu?llah,pp.41-2).

The role of the scholar in the Baha'i movement.

Dr.MacEoin sketches, on the basis of a few texts,what he considers to be
the fearly' Baha'i understanding of the role of the Baha'i scholar.He contrasts
the openness implied in these tearly? texts with what is implied by the |
Universal House of Justice's { in fact Shoghi Effendi ts) supposed institution-
~igation of scholarship., The fact that the 'learned! are identified with individ-
-ual Baha'is who hold appointed office within the Baha'i adrministrative systen
sugpests to Dr.MacEoin the subtle suppression of non-conformist Baha'i scholers.
This is an unjustified inference.There is no suggestion in Baka'i scripture that
the "learned! who hold appointed administrative office are alcne learned or that
individuals who hold no office cannot be taken seriously or be truly learned,
Scholarship and learning cannot be institutionalised within the Baha'i world
as the Baha'i administrative system attempts to channel and not suppress creative
energy.Certain Baha'i texts imply a role for Baha'i scholars who " have no ]
specifi¢ . administrative office or duty.

Baha'is do not have,as Dr.MacEoin notes, a tsacramental clergy! though certain
individuals (i.e. .Counsellors) do have some authority as individuals within the
Baha'i administrative system.They do not however,have the same kind of duties or
suthority as either the Shi'l mujtahids or the Christian clergy.While :}t could
be argued that Baha'is appointed to administrative office form a kind of‘clerzy®
mach depends on how the term ttelarpy" be defined.They certainly do not have the
authority to make authoratative legal or doctrinal pronouncements,

Utopian dreams : e

The vision of a new world order of the future and of a world government,etc,

is regarded by Dr.MacFoin as a Baha'i utopian dream.One cannot argue either

the truth or falsity of this vision which is a matter of faith-~ in general
terms shared by man religionists throughout the world,Baha'is do not though,
necessarily expect the kind of paradisical,totalitarian and 'perfectl}(-o?dered'
dream world of the future outlined by Dr.MacEoin to mysteriously mat.ena.h'.se in
the near future.They do not exactly loock foward to a‘perfectly-controlled’ and
excessively centralised fone~party! nightmare of the kind suggested.One of the
tunities? Abdu?l-Baha looked foward to in & ramous tablet was the ' unity in
freedom?: ™ The third candle is unity in freedom which will surely coce to pass™.
Baha'is are not working towards a worid of umity by means of uniformity upheld
by suppression of freedom.
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Ccneludine Note

I kave attexzpted to set down scrme thoughts on Dr.MacEoint's highly critical
evaluaticn of Eaha'i perspectives on scholarship,etc.,being,most of the time
f21iy ceonsclous ¢f the tentative nature and inadequacy of my arguments.l hope
cthars will tare up some of the points raised in more detail and apologize to
any reader of this Bulletin who might be upset by DUr.MacEoin's forceful lang-
~uaze.The controversy which the publication of Dr.MacEoin's views might spark
off is neither irtended to create disunity nor destroy faith.Indeed, the intell-
~ectual and theolcgical grappling with controversy can heighten apologetic
awareness and,in my view,contribute to the evo lution of a more matures and open-

~zinded Bzha'i scholarship.

Stephen Lambden.





