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“Take ye counsel together, and
let your concern be only for that
which profiteth mankind and
bettereth the condition thereof..”

—BAHA'U’'LLAH



INTRODUCTION

“Be anxiously
concerned with the
needs of the age ye
live in, and center
your deliberations
on its exigencies
and requirements.”

—BAHA'U’LLAH

The Baha'i community’s commitment to social
and economic development is rooted in its
sacred scriptures, which state that all human
beings “have been created to carry forward

an ever-advancing civilization.” Fundamental to
Bahd'i belief is the conviction that every person,
every people, every nation has a part to play

in building a peaceful and prosperous

global society.

In traditional thinking about development,
theories of modernization were based on
particular definitions of progress and held
certain assumptions about the nature of religion
and its role in social advancement. In this
context, religion was seen as irrelevant at best,
or as an obstacle to meaningful progress—a
source of taboo and a strong force for social
inertia. Development, it was assumed, would
necessarily lead to a decline in religion as
countries progressively adopted the technolo-
gies, institutions, and patterns of life of more
industrialized nations. Yet over the decades that

ensued, thinking in the field of development
was sobered by a more realistic assessment of
the strengths and weaknesses of the prevailing
approach. Years of rigorous effort and an
enormous outlay of funds, while leading to
tangible progress in areas such as public health
and access to education, still saw the persistence
and in some cases worsening of numerous social
and economiciills, such as the gap between the
rich and the poor, the vast number of people
living in poverty, migration on an unprecedented
scale, and a host of environmental issues. The
results of such effort gave rise to a range of
fundamental questions about the nature and
purpose of the entire development enterprise.
Social and economic development, it is now
widely recognized, is a complex process,
unresponsive to simple formulae that are based
on raising income or the propagation of techno-
logical packages. Under intense pressure to find
solutions, development thought has focused
increasingly on people—their cultures, values,
and worldviews, which, for the vast majority of
the earth’s inhabitants, are shaped by religion. In
such an expanded perspective, it has become
abundantly clear that materialistic approaches
alone will never succeed in releasing the capacity
of individuals and communities to transform the
world around them; neither will they resolve the
many complex challenges facing humanity
today, whether related to environmental crises,
extremes of wealth and poverty, global public
health concerns, food security, or eroding
systems of governance.

Interest has thus grown markedly in recent years
in the potential contribution that spirituality
and religion can make to development discourse,
in what some scholars refer to as a “turn to
religion.” While attempts thus far to engage

with religion have generally failed to escape a
tendency to view it as an instrument toward
predefined development objectives, a more
fundamental question beckons: how can insights
and principles drawn from religion be brought
to bear on the search for ways to harness the
scientific, technical, economic, and cultural
creativity of the modern world so as to foster
prosperity among the diverse inhabitants of
the planet and learn about new conceptions

of, and pathways for, collective progress?

This publication is about the modest efforts

of the Baha'i community working with
collaborators from all walks of life, irrespective
of background or belief, to contribute to the
social and economic well-being of their societies.
More broadly defined as social action, such
endeavors are motivated by a desire to serve
humanity and contribute to constructive social
change. Together they form part of an ongoing
process of learning from the local to the global
level about applying spiritual principles such

as the oneness of humankind and justice, along
with knowledge accumulated in different fields
of human endeavor, to social and material reality.
We hope this booklet provides a vivid illustration
of how Baha'i social and economic development
is being carried out in practice.

Baha'i International Development Organization
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aha’f experience in the field of develop-

ment stretches back to the beginnings of

the Faith in Iran during the nineteenth
century. The emphasis placed in the Baha'i
teachings on education provided the impulse
for the establishment of a network of Baha'i
schools across the country. Among them was
the Tarbiyat school for girls that was initiated
in the early 1900s in the capital and gained
national renown. In that country, the community
of adherents was able, in just a few generations,
to advance from a population consisting largely
of individuals without an ability to read and write
to one whose members were in the forefront
of many areas of endeavor. By 1973, Iranian
Bahd'is had achieved a 100 percent literacy rate
among women followers under the age of 40,
in contrast to a national literacy rate among
women of less than 20 percent at that time.

In the decades that followed, efforts to give
practical expression to Baha'u’llah’s exhortation
to “render service to the world of humanity”
continued to take shape across Asia, the Pacific,
Africa, and Latin America, albeit on a modest
and sporadic scale. Social and economic

development initiatives such as literacy pro-
grams and schools were being carried out as
isolated projects by groups and individuals.
Radio projects and efforts to advance the status
of women also began to emerge.

The Baha'i community’s involvement in social
and economic development became more
widespread and received greater emphasis in
the early 1980s, chiefly as a result of a substan-
tial increase in the Bah&'i populations of many
nations. The years that followed constituted a
period of experimentation, characterized
simultaneously by enthusiasm and hesitation,
thoughtful planning and haphazard action,
achievements and setbacks. While most projects
found it difficult to escape the patterns of
development practice prevalent in the world,
some offered glimpses of promising paradigms
of action. From this initial stage of diverse
activity, the community emerged in the early
1990s with the pursuit of social and economic
development firmly established as a feature of
its organic life, and with enhanced capacity to
forge over time a distinctly Baha'i approach.

The decades since then have seen a marked
increase in capacity for undertaking social
action, leading to an efflorescence of activity.
Compared with 1996, when some 250 social and
economic development projects were being
sustained from year to year, in 2022 there were
over 2,000, and the number of Baha'i-inspired
development organizations had quadrupled to
exceed 170. The number of grassroots social
action initiatives of short duration being
undertaken each year has seen a seventy-fold
increase over this period, surpassing 100,000 in
total and being carried out in a diversity of
cultural, social, and economic contexts—from
small towns and villages in the West to large
urban centers in Africa and Asia.

Tarbiyat School,
Iran, 1933

A major factor propelling this progress has been
the emergence of a global network of some 330
national and regional training institutes.
Functioning in virtually every country, these
institutes offer courses that assist individuals to
draw insights from the Baha'i writings and
advance in their capacity to contribute to the
betterment of their communities. In tens of
thousands of localities, through their involve-
ment in these institute courses, groups of people
from all walks of life are engaged in a participa-
tory process of study, action, and reflection
aimed at enhancing the spiritual and material
lives of their communities. A natural outcome of
this process of capacity building has been the
multiplication of community-based initiatives
and greater collaboration among a range of
actors as they strive to advance various aspects
of community life. Still modest when consider-
ing the magnitude of the challenges that lie
ahead, the collective endeavor under way across
the globe offers early glimpses of how individu-
als, communities, and institutions can work
together to re-create the world around them in
light of spiritual principles.

Integral to this rise in activity over the years
has been an evolving process of learning about
development. The ongoing efforts of Baha'i
institutions and agencies at various levels to
foster and support action, reflection on action,
study, and consultation, and to systematize
the accumulating body of experience, has
gradually given rise to a broad framework for
collective learning that guides the efforts of
the worldwide Baha'i community in the field of
social action. This framework will continue to
evolve in the decades and centuries ahead, as
peoples in diverse settings take charge of their
spiritual, social, and material development and
generate new knowledge about the path toward
a prosperous future.

Left to Right: “On the Air” at Radio
Bahé'i, Panama. Horticulture project in
Erdenebulgan, Mongolia. Sewing class,
India. Youth education program,
Colombia. Bahad'i House of Worship,
Matunda Soy, Kenya, 2022



= ndeavors of social and economic develop-
— ment play a distinct function in the life of

. the Bah&'i community. They represent the
efforts of individuals, groups, and institutions to
apply spiritual principles, together with the
contents and methods of science, to the
achievement of material and social progress.
They are intended not to serve Bahd'is alone but
people of all backgrounds and beliefs. The
practice of dividing the world into dichotomous
groups of “the developed” and “the underdevel-
oped” is foreign to Baha'i efforts in the field of
development. Indeed, social change, as a matter
of principle, is not a project that one group
carries out for the benefit of another. Rather, it
is recognized that no nation or people has
achieved a state of true peace and prosperity
that can serve as a model for others to follow;
what is required instead is a long-term, world-
wide, and collective process of learning in
diverse contexts about the meaning and
implications of development in all its dimen-
sions—physical, intellectual, and spiritual.

In this light, the central theme of all Bah&'i
development endeavors is learning. Over the
decades, a broad framework for collective
learning has emerged that informs the efforts
of Baha'is in the field of development and
evolves as experience accumulates. A number
of the elements of this framework are briefly
described below.

Humanity’s movement toward
its collective maturity

Bahé'is view development as a global enterprise
that must pursue its aim in the context of an
emerging world civilization. Humanity, the Bah&'i
writings explain, is experiencing an age of

AN EVOLVING FRAMEWORK
FOR COLLECTIVE LEARNING

transition best described as a passage from
collective childhood to collective maturity. The
revolutionary changes that are occurring with
bewildering swiftness in every department of life
assume their real meaning in this light. During
this period, the barriers raised by the thoughts,
attitudes, and habits of the childhood of
humankind are gradually being uprooted, and
the structures of a new civilization that reflect
the powers of adulthood are taking shape. This
conception of history endows every instance of
social action with a particular purpose: to foster
true prosperity, with its spiritual and material
dimensions, among the diverse inhabitants of
the planet.

Oneness and justice

According to the Baha'i teachings, the hallmark
of the age of maturity will be the unification of
the human race, when the oneness of human-
kind—the ultimate goal and operating principle
of Bahd'u’llah’s Revelation—is fully recognized
and integrated into the patterns of life at all
levels of society. A recognition of humanity’s
oneness does not, however, imply uniformity,
but contains within it the essential concept of
diversity, preserving various aspects of culture
around the world while embodying a set of
common values and principles.

The principle of unity in diversity is increasingly
finding widespread recognition in contemporary
development thought. Yet, as significant as this
growing consciousness may be, acknowledge-
ment of humanity’s oneness is only one step in
its movement toward its collective maturity. The
growing disparity between rich and poor cannot
be permitted to persist. All of the earth'’s
inhabitants should be able to enjoy the fruits of a

materially and spiritually prosperous global
society. Intimately tied to oneness, then, is the
principle of justice, which calls for a reconceptu-
alization of the relationships that sustain society.
Thus, at the heart of the learning process about
development is inquiry into the nature of the
relationships that bind the individual, the
community, and the institutions of society—
actors on the stage of history who have been
locked in a struggle for power throughout time.
In this context, the assumption that relations
among them will inevitably conform to the
dictates of competition, a notion that ignores
the extraordinary potential of the human spirit,
has been set aside in favor of the more likely
premise that their harmonious interactions can
foster a civilization befitting a mature humanity.

Coherence between the spiritual and
the material

A concept of vital relevance is that of achieving
a dynamic coherence between the practical and
spiritual requirements of life. The Baha'i writings
state that while “material civilization is one of
the means for the progress of the world of
mankind,” until it is “combined with Divine
civilization, the desired result, which is the
felicity of mankind, will not be attained.” The
passage continues:

Material civilization is like a lamp-glass.
Divine civilization is the lamp itself and the
glass without the light is dark. Material
civilization is like the body. No matter how
infinitely graceful, elegant and beautiful it
may be, it is dead. Divine civilization is like
the spirit, and the body gets its life from
the spirit...

To seek coherence between the spiritual and the
material does not imply that the material goals
of development are to be trivialized. It does
require, however, the rejection of approaches to
development which define it as the transfer to
all societies of the ideological convictions, the

social structures, the economic practices, the
models of governance—in the final analysis,
the very patterns of life—prevalent in certain
highly industrialized regions of the world,
whether inspired by capitalist or by socialist
ideologies. To chart an appropriate path forward,
development theory and practice must seek to
draw on the two basic knowledge systems that
have propelled humanity’s progress over the
centuries: science and religion. Through these
two agencies, the human race’s experience has
been organized, its environment interpreted, its
latent powers explored, and its moral and
intellectual life disciplined. Together, they have
acted as the real progenitors of civilization.

Bahd'is reject the notion that there is an inherent
conflict between science and religion, a notion
that became prevalent in intellectual discourse
at a time when the very conception of each
system was far from adequate. The harmony of
science and religion is one of the fundamental
principles of the Baha'i Faith, which teaches that
religion without science soon degenerates into
superstition and fanaticism, while science
without religion becomes merely the instrument

“Material civilization
is like a lamp-glass.
Divine civilization is
the lamp itself and the
glass without the
light is dark.”

—'ABDU'L-BAHA



Consultation on institutional
capacity, Democratic Republic
of the Congo
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of crude materialism. “Religion,” according to
the Faith’s writings, “is the outer expression of
the divine reality. Therefore, it must be living,

"

vitalized, moving and progressive.” “Science is
the first emanation from God toward man. All
created beings embody the potentiality of
material perfection, but the power of intellectual
investigation and scientific acquisition is a higher
virtue specialized to man alone.” An imaginary
duality between reason and faith—a duality
that would confine reason to the realm of
empirical evidence and logical argumentation
and which would associate faith with supersti-
tion and irrational thought—must be avoided.
The process of development has to be rational
and systematic—incorporating, for example,
scientific capabilities of observing, of measuring,
and of rigorously testing ideas. At the same time,
it must be deeply aware of faith and spiritual
convictions, contributing, for instance, to virtue,
good character, high resolve, cooperation, and
sacrificial endeavor.

Universal participation

A civilization befitting a humanity which, having
passed through earlier stages of social evolution,
is coming of age will not emerge through the
efforts exerted by a select group of nations or
even a network of national and international
agencies. Rather, the challenge must be faced by
all of humanity. Every member of the human
family has not only the right to benefit from a
materially and spiritually prosperous civilization
but also an obligation to contribute toward its
construction. Social action should operate, then,
on the principle of universal participation.

Issues related to participation have been
discussed at length in development literature.
Yet, in both theory and practice, this vital
principle has often been approached at the level
of technique—for example, through the
utilization of surveys and focus groups. Such
tools, of course, have their merits, as do more
ambitious efforts intended to increase participa-
tion in political processes or to offer training to
the beneficiaries of services delivered by one or
another governmental or non-governmental

agency. Still, these measures seem to fall short
of the kind of participation envisioned above.
What appears to be called for in any given region
is the involvement of a growing number of
people and institutions in a collective process of
learning, one which is focused on the nature and
dynamics of a path that conduces to the
material and spiritual progress of their villages or
neighborhoods.

Itis important to note here that Baha'i endeav-
ors of social and economic development are
intended to serve people of all beliefs, and they
strive to elicit the widest possible participation.
Inthe Baha'i Faith, proselytizing is prohibited,
and development projects are not conducted for
the purpose of public relations or as a means of
converting people. Often, projects are undertak-
en in collaboration with government agencies
and organizations of civil society that share
similar aims. In the appropriate context, funding
for projects of a humanitarian nature can be
accepted from government and donor agencies,
but Bah&'is do not accept or use funds from
outside sources for the progress of their internal
community affairs. There are, of course, oppor-
tunities for people to learn about the precepts of
the Faith and to join it if they wish; so, too, there
are a range of community activities, including
those for worship and for education, in which all
are welcome to take part irrespective of religious
belief. Development activities are, however,
intended to involve Bah&'is and their collabora-
tors in disinterested service to humanity.

Because the Baha'i community is global in
scope, it transcends divisions prevalent in
society today, such as urban and rural and
“developed” and “developing.” In whatever
country Bahd'is reside, whether in their native
lands or elsewhere, they participate in the
process of learning about development and
contribute their talents as members of that
national community. Bonds of collaboration
extend across national boundaries, and resourc-
es flow from more materially prosperous
countries to those with less. In doing so, Bah&'is
believe that it is the right of every people to
trace its own path of development and direct its
own affairs, and the Baha'i global administrative

structure safeguards this right. Thus, while
outside support and resources may be readily
available to a project, it is left to those directing
it to determine whether the capacity exists to
utilize such support constructively.

Capacity building

When development is seen in terms of the
participation of more and more people in a
collective process of learning, then the concept
of capacity building assumes particularimpor-
tance—a concept that has received growing
attention in contemporary development
thought and practice. While any instance of
social action would naturally aim at improving
some aspect of the life of a population, it cannot
focus simply on the provision of goods and
services—an approach to development that
often carries with it attitudes of paternalism and
employs methods that can disempower those
who should be the protagonists of change.
Setting and achieving specific goals to improve
conditions is a legitimate concern of social
action; yet, it has become increasingly clear in
the development field that the accompanying
rise in the capacity of participants to contribute
to progress is far more essential. Of course, the
imperative to build capacity is not only relevant
to the individual; it is equally applicable to
institutions and the community, the other two
protagonists in the advancement of civilization.

For the individual, building capacity implies
developing a number of interrelated capabili-
ties—scientific, artistic, technical, social, moral,
and spiritual. Individuals must be endowed with
an understanding of concepts, knowledge of
facts, and mastery of methods, as well as the
skills, attitudes, and qualities required to lead a
productive life. In terms of the community,
capacity building entails fostering its develop-
ment so that it can act as an environment
conducive to the enrichment of culture. On the
community rests the challenge of providing the
milieu in which individual wills combine, in which
powers are multiplied and manifest themselves
in collective action, and in which higher expres-
sions of the human spirit can appear.

“We must now highly
resolve to arise and lay

hold of all those instru-
mentalities that promote
the peace and well-being

and happiness, the

knowledge, culture and

industry, the dignity,
value and station, of th
entire human race.”

—'ABDU’L-BAHA
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Beyond the training of individuals and the
cultivation of community life, development
strategies have to pay attention to the strength-
ening of institutional capacity. At every level of
society, institutions are needed that can act as
channels through which the talents and energies
of individuals and groups can be expressed in
service to humanity. One of the accomplishments
in which the Baha'i community takes particular
pride is the erection over its 180 years of
existence—sometimes under the most adverse
circumstances—of a structure of elected bodies
that operate at the local, regional, national, and
international levels. This collective hierarchy
devolves decision-making to the lowest level
practicable—providing thereby a unique vehicle
for grassroots action—while at the same time
conferring a degree of coordination and
authority that makes cooperation possible on

a global scale. Baha'i development efforts
throughout the world benefit from the
guidance and support supplied by this
administrative order.

Organic growth

Progress in the development field, from a Baha'i
perspective, depends largely on natural stirrings
at the grassroots of the community, and it is
from such stirrings that it should derive its
motivating force. In general, then, Baha'i efforts
in social and economic development emerge in
localities where a pronounced sense of commu-
nity exists and a growing collective conscious-
ness and will is becoming manifest. These efforts
often begin with a relatively simple set of actions
that can be managed by the local community
itself. Complexity emerges naturally and in an
organic fashion as the participants achieve
success, gain experience, and increase their
capacity to make and implement decisions
about their spiritual and material progress. Local
action gives rise to projects of a more sustained
nature with more ambitious goals. Invariably,
organizational structures are created to support
such projects, and some of these nascent
agencies possess the potential to evolve into
fully fledged development organizations with
the ability to undertake programs in a wide field
of action.

The existence of such organizations in a region is
imperative if significant progress is to be
achieved. For while an isolated project can yield
tangible results, experience worldwide amply
demonstrates that fragmented activities in
health, education, agriculture, and so on do not
lead to sustainable development. No one
discipline can offer solutions to all the problems
besetting humanity. Effective development calls
unequivocally for coordinated, interdisciplinary,
and multisectoral action. Organizational
structures capable of dealing with increasing
degrees of theoretical and administrative
complexity are needed to integrate efforts
across various fields and to provide the coher-
ence required for consistent advancement. The
growing network of such organizations in the
Bahé&'i world community allows, too, for
well-conceived methods and approaches that
have emerged in one country or region to be
shared with others, providing a natural channel
for the flow of knowledge.

Learning as a mode of operation

At whatever level they operate, the central
theme of all Bah&'i development efforts is
learning. As members of a religious community,
Baha'is hold to a common set of beliefs and
fundamental principles. Yet the wise application
of these principles to social transformation is
something that must be learned through
experience. At the heart of all collective action
fostered by the Baha'i community, therefore, is a

concern for the application of spiritual principles.

Not only do such principles point the way to
practical solutions, but they also induce the
attitudes, the will, and the dynamics that
facilitate implementation. Equally important to
the learning process are the contents and
methods of science, for by religious truth is not
meant mere assertions about the esoteric, but
statements that lead to experimentation,
application, and the creation of systems and
processes whose results can be validated
through observation and the use of reason.
Further, the advancement of society requires the
multiplication of material means, and these are
generated by scientific endeavor in areas such as
economics, agriculture, and environmental

protection. Development as a learning process,
then, can best be described as one of study,
consultation, action, and reflection on action—
all carried out in the light of the guidance
inherent in religious teachings and knowledge
drawn from science.

When efforts are carried out in this manner,
visions and strategies are re-examined time and
again. As tasks are accomplished, obstacles
removed, resources multiplied, and lessons
learned, modifications are made in goals and
methods. The learning process, which is given
direction through appropriate institutional
arrangements, unfolds in a way that resembles
the growth and differentiation of a living
organism. Haphazard change is avoided, and
continuity of action maintained.

In the worldwide Baha'i community, the process
of learning about development unfolds at
various levels. Fundamentally, it emerges at the
local level, in villages and neighborhoods
throughout the world where a growing number
of people and institutions are striving to
promote the material and spiritual progress of
their communities. These efforts grow in
effectiveness to the extent that they are able to
contribute to and draw from a global process of
learning concerned with the material and spiritu-
al prosperity of humanity as a whole. Structures
are required, then, at all levels, from the local to
the national and international, to facilitate
learning about development. At the internation-
al level, the Baha'i International Development
Organization has been established at the Faith’s
world headquarters in Haifa, Israel. It helps to
strengthen institutional capacity in every
country to promote Bahd'i development efforts,
ensures that material resources become
increasingly available to such efforts, and offers
general advice, based on insights gained around
the world, in response to questions that arise.
The Development Organization sees itself as a
learning entity dedicated to the systematization
of a growing worldwide experience made
possible by the participation of increasing
numbers of individuals, agencies, and communi-
ties in the development of their societies. The

approach to development that comes into focus,
then, defies categorization into either “top-
down” or “bottom-up”; it is one, rather, of
reciprocity and interconnectedness.

The following pages offer an overview of Bahd'i
efforts in the area of development. Not dis-
cussed in depth here, but no less significant, are
the contributions to the development field made
by thousands of Bah&'is who, in their profession-
al lives, are working within a host of agencies—in
the public sector and in civil society—to bring
about the betterment of humanity.

Top: Canary Islands. Bottom left and
right: United States.

13



An Overview of Bahai

DEVELOPMENT
INITIATIVES

aha’is live and work alongside others in
more than 100,000 localities spread
across almost every country and territory
of the globe. Viewed together, they can be
said to represent the diversity of the entire
human race.

Wherever they reside, Baha'i families and their
friends engage in efforts to draw insights from
the Bahd'i teachings and apply them to the
spiritual and material progress of their commu-
nities. In a mode characterized by a willingness
to learn, and without claiming exclusive under-
standing of truth, they work to contribute to a
process of community building in which all are
free to participate, regardless of religious
background, social standing, gender, race, or
ethnicity. They strive to cultivate hope for the
future of humanity, to foster purposeful effort,
and to celebrate the endeavors of all those in
the world who work to promote unity and
alleviate human suffering,

Among the efforts that Baha'is carry out, togeth-
er with collaborators from all walks of life, are
those aimed at the social and economic devel-
opment of the communities and nations of

which they are a part. Such activities fall along a
spectrum of complexity. They include fairly infor-
mal efforts of limited duration undertaken by
small groups of individuals, projects that have
become more sustained over time, and pro-
grams with a higher level of complexity and
sophistication implemented by Bah&'i-inspired
development organizations. Irrespective of
circumstances, the scope and complexity of
such social action at any given moment must be
commensurate with the number and capacities
of people in a community who can carry it
forward. As discussed in the previous section,
complexity emerges in an organic fashion.

Regardless of where along the spectrum it falls,
every instance of social action represents an
attempt to apply concepts and principles from
the Baha'i teachings to improve some aspect of
the material life of society. The next few sections
provide an illustration of development activities
at different points along the spectrum and
discuss how such endeavors emerge. The map
that follows provides an illustration of the scale
of these activities in countries around the world.

15
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Bahdi Development
Activities Worldwide
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“Irrespective of its
scope and scale, all
social action seeks
to apply the teachings
and principles of
the Faith to improve
some aspect of the
social or economic
life of a population,

however modestly.”

—THE UNIVERSAL
HOUSE OF JUSTICE
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First Stirrings

The first stirrings of social action can be viewed as an indication of a people

cultivating within themselves the capacity to apply spiritual principles to the

social and material betterment of society. Typically modest in scale, a vast

majority of such initiatives are, by nature, fairly informal and of a limited duration.

The pattern of community life that Baha'is
endeavor to create is one that weaves together
acts of worship with activities that promote the
common good. Learning is at the heart of these
efforts. Gathering with other members of their
local community, irrespective of belief and
background, groups of individuals explore,
through an ongoing process of study, action,
consultation, and reflection, how to translate
spiritual teachings to the life of the village or
neighborhood in which they reside. In an
environment that is free from any sense of
superiority, these small groups of friends study
materials that help them acquire the skills,
attitudes, qualities, and knowledge needed to
serve their communities. The energies of the
participants are channeled into action through
consultation, a process of collective decision-
making prescribed in the Baha'i writings.

In addition to providing a space within which
collective decisions can be taken, consultation
also serves as a means of harmonizing points
of view, promoting unity among diverse mem-
bers of a community, strengthening the bonds
of trust and love between individuals and
institutions, and allowing new insights into
complex issues to be brought forth and
examined dispassionately.

Study and consultation leads to well-informed
and purposeful action. Among the acts of service
carried out by individuals and groups are classes
that tend to the spiritual education of children, a
moral empowerment program that channels the
energies of young people at a critical transitional
age toward the betterment of society, circles of

study that enhance capabilities for service
among youth and adults, and gatherings for
collective worship that strengthen the devotion-
al character of the community. By arising to carry
out these and other acts of service, men and
women, young and old alike, come to recognize
that, through the power of pure and goodly
deeds, they have the ability to transform the
world around them.

Activities of fixed duration

Often, in a locality where such a process of
capacity building is in place and a pronounced
sense of community exists, the first stirrings of
heightened social awareness can be observed in
the emergence of small groups which, address-
ing a particular social or economic concern,
initiate a simple set of appropriate actions.

Most of the local initiatives of this kind are
informal in nature and of fixed duration, coming
to a close when their objectives have been met.
They may be related to any one of a variety of
concerns depending on the social conditions of
a place. The forms they can assume are diverse
and could include, for instance, efforts to
support children in their education, activities to
address an environmental issue, projects to
respond to a particular health concern or prevent
a particular disease, and initiatives to raise
consciousness of matters of import. It is estimat-
ed that over 100,000 activities of this type occur
annually in communities where Baha'is reside. A
few examples of such initiatives are presented
on the next page.

INSTANCES OF ACTIVITIES
OF FIXED DURATION

In order to provide a space for
meaningful conversations in the
community, a family in a neighbor-
hood in Stockholm, Sweden, arranged
an artistic workshop in a public space
open to all. Through this effort, a
number of volunteers, including a

few local artists, created a mural
together on the theme of spiritual

and material transformation.

Inspired by the important role that
young people play in serving society,

a group of youth in Makeni, Sierra
Leone, created a film to convey
information on effective health
measures at the start of the COVID-19
pandemic. The initiative assisted
doctors, village leaders, and the
broader community during a time

of great need.

In S3o Sebastido, Brazil, a group of
youth were consulting about the local
environment and decided to clean a
river which had been littered with
trash. The group also created a
newsletter to raise awareness around
protection of the environment and
share uplifting news. Over time, a
municipal official became aware of
the clean-up effort and provided
resources to reinforce the initiative.

In Durham, the United States, a
number of community gatherings
were held to consult about how
groups of families can share resources
and support one another. Several
initiatives emerged including a
vaccination pop-up clinic and
language classes for parents new

to the country.

A group of youth in Battambang,
Cambodia, planted trees along a road
to beautify the village and provide
shelter from heat. The group did not
anticipate that these efforts would
later protect that section of the road
from severe erosion at the onset of
flooding one year later.

Baha'i institutions and local officials
worked shoulder to shoulder with
communities in Dili, Timor Leste, to
provide relief after a cyclone struck
the island. The Bahad'i community
facilitated the distribution of packag-
es of food, mosquito nets, and other
essentials that have assisted more
than 7,000 people across 13 villages
and neighborhoods, regardless of
background or belief.

However modest such activities may
be, they represent a response of a
people to the particular challenges
facing their own communities through
the application of spiritual principles

Austria

such as oneness, generosity, and
trustworthiness. Viewed in isolation,
theirimpact might appear insignifi-
cant. Yet, the transformative power
of thousands upon thousands of such
actions by a steadily growing number
of people in diverse social realities,
bound together ina common
framework for learning, cannot be
underestimated. Furthermore, as
such activities multiply within a
community, they help to strengthen
the social fabric, encourage a culture
of participation and initiative, and
enhance capacity for consultation
and collective decision-making—
contributing overall to the creation
of an environment within which more
complex development efforts can
emerge. The following page offers

an illustration of this.
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IN DEPTH: A DIVERSITY OF
INITIATIVES IN A COMMUNITY

Mtandire is a densely populated neighborhood
in Lilongwe, Malawi, where several grassroots
initiatives have been under way in an area of
about 500 homes. A group of youth who had
participated in Baha'i educational programs
began taking steps to offer spiritual education
classes for children and to initiate junior youth
groups (see p. 52) around their homes. The
number of participants in these activities quickly
increased, as parents readily encouraged efforts
to contribute to the academic and moral
development of their children. Other youth also
expressed interest in receiving training to be
able to conduct their own voluntary classes.
Over time, a pattern of community life bringing
together acts of worship and service took root
and expanded to include many of the families
of the young people as well.

As this growing nucleus of individuals worked
together and consulted about the efforts they
were undertaking, the spirit of mutual support
and concern for the well-being of their commu-
nity naturally led to additional endeavors.
Arange of service projects sprang from the
initiative of groups of junior youth, including
visits to the sick and elderly to offer assistance
and the establishment of a vegetable garden
where harvested food could be shared with
those in need. Members of one such group
expressed, “It isimportant to show love to one
another, to come together and learn to live as
members of one family. We should develop the
habit of sharing with friends the things they
might not have and are in need of; whenever we
have something, we need to share with those
who don't have.”

The youth would also gather regularly to consult
about their academic education, as they strove
to overcome limitations they encountered in
their local schools. The conversations led to
several informal efforts to arrange tutorial
support. They would help one another by sharing
what they already knew, or request assistance
from individuals with more experience in a
subject matter. Such a spirit of sharing and draw-

ing on one another’s talents also extended to
the area of the arts. Some of the youth who had
particular interest in music production opened
up their homes to teach their skills to younger
youth. In these lessons, they also strove to create
songs with a positive message—ones that
reflected the highest aspirations of the
community. Through these efforts, this expand-
ing group of youth has been striving to learn how
the diverse talents existing in the community
can find expression in initiatives that contribute
to the well-being of others.

The emerging pattern of community life also
included regular visits to homes and conversa-
tions with parents of children involved, both
individually and in groups. In these conversations,
it became clear that the mothers who were
supporting the spiritual education of children
were eager to enhan