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Volume 2 in this major study towards developing a Bahá'í moral theology.Udo Schaefer’s Bahá’í
Ethics in Light of Scripture attempts to analyse the underlying structures and detect the interior
architecture of the Bahá’í moral system and is a step towards developing a Bahá’í moral
theology.Finely argued and meticulously researched and annotated, Virtues and Divine
Commandments, the second of two volumes, considers the structures of the moral order and its
concrete values – the virtues, divine commandments and principles of social ethics, including
justice, from a Bahá’í perspective.Includes an appendix on art and morality and correspondence
with the Universal House of Justice on issues considered in the book.A flyer for this title is
available by clicking on 'downloads'.
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Schaefer 2009All Rights ReservedA catalogue record for this book is availablefrom the British
LibraryCover design: Steiner GraphicsPREFACE TO VOLUME 2Volume 1 considered
fundamental philosophical issues relating to ethics from the perspective of Bahá’í theological



thought. The present volume deals with the core moral values – the virtues – rooted in the
Revelation of Bahá’u’lláh. These are the basic attitudes that express human moral perfection.
Bahá’u’lláh’s specific commandments and prohibitions are examined in context, along with his
advice, admonitions and warnings designed to guide the believers along the ‘straight
path’.Bahá’u’lláh’s scripture is not self-evidently systematic.[1] The propensity of the human
mind to order everything systematically for the sake of better understanding soon encounters its
limitations when faced with Bahá’u’lláh’s moral teachings because it is impossible to fit the
immense diversity of the virtues and all his commandments, moral exhortations and warnings
into the Procrustean bed of a coherent systematic order. The realm of the virtues cannot be
confined in a closed system; as Bollnow emphasizes, it is ‘fundamentally incalculable and
impossible to systematize’.[2][1] On this subject see Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol.1, pp. 123f.[2]
Bollnow, Tugendon, p. 24.There are nevertheless ways and means of presenting the material in
a more or less ordered fashion. Some structuring – for example the teaching of the four cardinal
virtues, which was taken up in the writings of Plato, Aristotle, St Augustine and Thomas Aquinas
and which has profoundly influenced western thinking[1]– is implicitly present in the writings of
Bahá’u’lláh as well. The categories of duties and associated virtues which I have proposed are
nothing other than an attempt to sketch the outlines of a certain order; in the final analysis,
however, any such proposed order scheme is bound to be subjective. Others may view things
differently and take different approaches.[1] The Church Father Ambrose (340–397 ce)
interpreted the four rivers of Paradise (cf. Gen. 2:10) allegorically as the virtues of prudence
(practical wisdom), moderation, fortitude and justice, for which he coined the term ‘cardinal
virtues’. In the writings of the Church Father Jerome (347–419 ce) the cardinal virtues are
described as a ‘team of four horses’ with Christ as the driver.In general, Bahá’u’lláh does not
define the virtues but rather assumes them to be already known; internal structure is depicted
only in the case of the concept of justice. The present work attempts to analyse virtues that are
encountered in the scripture and to point out their contours and contents, demonstrate
connections, specify the moral demands and occasionally contrast them with contemporary
thinking, not only for the purpose of religious edification but also in order to subject them to
rational scrutiny. In pursuing this objective, I have been helped enormously by what the great
thinkers over the millennia have contributed to the clarification of ethical issues, all of which is
part of the eternal spiritual legacy of mankind. I cannot imagine how anyone could even begin to
sketch the outlines of a revelational ethics at all without drawing on the contributions to ethical
thinking made by Plato, Aristotle, St Augustine, Thomas Aquinas and Kant.The present work, for
which there was little in the way of previous work to fall back on, is inevitably fragmentary, if only
for the simple reason that I was with few exceptions dependent on source material that has been
translated into the English language. Even then, the amount of material available is very large.
With such an abundance of textual sources, it is inevitable that here and there a scriptural
statement will have been overlooked or certain aspects not adequately identified. Any claim to
completeness would be presumptuous.This work’s primary purpose is to discuss the central



principles of Bahá’u’lláh’s ethics. For this reason, certain ethical topics which are more
peripheral, such as, for example, the so-called bio-ethics, will be touched on only briefly,
considering that the scripture by and large avoids addressing concrete problems (necessarily
including those which arose in the wake of modern science) and that the Universal House of
Justice, whose infallible guidance is necessary and binding where the holy writ is silent, has not
yet established the necessary legal parameters in the form of supplementary legislation –
parameters which would inevitably be of moral and theological relevance.[1][1] The reader is
referred to Leyla R. Milani and Kavian S. Milani’s noteworthy contribution ‘Bahá’í fundamentals
for bioethics’, in The Journal of Baha’i Studies, vol. 8, no. 2 (December 1997–March 1998), pp.
48–74. See also my keyword ‘Bahá’í’ in Jürgen Wallner (ed.), Kirchen, Religionen, Bioethik,
Darstellung der Position der oesterreichischen Kirchen und Religionsgemeinschaften zu bio-
und medizin-ethischen Fragen, published by the ‘Institut für Ethik und Recht in der Medizin’,
University of Vienna, 2002. An English translation of this keyword can be found on my website
www.udoschaefer.com. German readers are referred to Stephan Towfigh’s thesis Das Bahá’ítum
und die Medizin (2006), in which issues of bioethics are discussed.
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however, any such proposed order scheme is bound to be subjective. Others may view things
differently and take different approaches.[1] The Church Father Ambrose (340–397 ce)
interpreted the four rivers of Paradise (cf. Gen. 2:10) allegorically as the virtues of prudence
(practical wisdom), moderation, fortitude and justice, for which he coined the term ‘cardinal
virtues’. In the writings of the Church Father Jerome (347–419 ce) the cardinal virtues are
described as a ‘team of four horses’ with Christ as the driver.In general, Bahá’u’lláh does not
define the virtues but rather assumes them to be already known; internal structure is depicted
only in the case of the concept of justice. The present work attempts to analyse virtues that are
encountered in the scripture and to point out their contours and contents, demonstrate
connections, specify the moral demands and occasionally contrast them with contemporary
thinking, not only for the purpose of religious edification but also in order to subject them to
rational scrutiny. In pursuing this objective, I have been helped enormously by what the great
thinkers over the millennia have contributed to the clarification of ethical issues, all of which is
part of the eternal spiritual legacy of mankind. I cannot imagine how anyone could even begin to
sketch the outlines of a revelational ethics at all without drawing on the contributions to ethical
thinking made by Plato, Aristotle, St Augustine, Thomas Aquinas and Kant.The present work, for
which there was little in the way of previous work to fall back on, is inevitably fragmentary, if only
for the simple reason that I was with few exceptions dependent on source material that has been
translated into the English language. Even then, the amount of material available is very large.
With such an abundance of textual sources, it is inevitable that here and there a scriptural
statement will have been overlooked or certain aspects not adequately identified. Any claim to
completeness would be presumptuous.This work’s primary purpose is to discuss the central
principles of Bahá’u’lláh’s ethics. For this reason, certain ethical topics which are more
peripheral, such as, for example, the so-called bio-ethics, will be touched on only briefly,
considering that the scripture by and large avoids addressing concrete problems (necessarily
including those which arose in the wake of modern science) and that the Universal House of
Justice, whose infallible guidance is necessary and binding where the holy writ is silent, has not
yet established the necessary legal parameters in the form of supplementary legislation –
parameters which would inevitably be of moral and theological relevance.[1][1] The reader is
referred to Leyla R. Milani and Kavian S. Milani’s noteworthy contribution ‘Bahá’í fundamentals
for bioethics’, in The Journal of Baha’i Studies, vol. 8, no. 2 (December 1997–March 1998), pp.
48–74. See also my keyword ‘Bahá’í’ in Jürgen Wallner (ed.), Kirchen, Religionen, Bioethik,
Darstellung der Position der oesterreichischen Kirchen und Religionsgemeinschaften zu bio-
und medizin-ethischen Fragen, published by the ‘Institut für Ethik und Recht in der Medizin’,
University of Vienna, 2002. An English translation of this keyword can be found on my website
www.udoschaefer.com. German readers are referred to Stephan Towfigh’s thesis Das Bahá’ítum
und die Medizin (2006), in which issues of bioethics are discussed.The study presented here
will show that Bahá’u’lláh’s theonomous ethics essentially constitute a return to the virtues
rooted in all the major religions. The predominantly apodictic commandments and prohibitions in



the scripture – which, far from being mere casuistry, constitute universal ethical principles –
complement the virtues. These are by no means novel. Indeed, they could not possibly be,
since, as reflections of the names and attributes of God, they are as unchanging as God himself.
They differ only in their historical form, in their respective emphasis and position in the hierarchy
of values, and in terminology. Bahá’u’lláh does not claim originality with respect to the values he
has revealed but refers instead to the ‘holy books and scriptures’ of the past[1] and to what ‘has
been revealed unto the Prophets of old’[2][1] cf. Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 75:2 (p. 144); 131:4 (p.
287); 134:2 (p. 290); Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 11:2 (p. 161); 8:31 (pp. 114ff).[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden
Words, Preamble.I felt it advisable to include relevant sacred texts from other religions,
particularly those of the Judaeo–Christian–Islamic tradition, since there is no better way of
demonstrating the unity of the religions than to point out the astonishing similarities in their
traditions. For a reader from outside the Bahá’í community who is attempting to understand a set
of beliefs foreign to his own, it should prove helpful to encounter references to concepts and
writings with which he is familiar. It is also edifying for Bahá’ís to look at other sacred texts
because in this way they come to realize just how much the respective religions have in common
and to recognize the degree of continuity that exists, and thus gain a deeper understanding of
one of the tenets of their own faith, the essential unity of religion. In addition, knowledge of other
religious traditions may also help them to develop a deeper understanding of their own
Faith.Writing a book about a complex issue in a foreign language entails particular problems,
especially when one’s proficiency in that language is limited. One has to rely on translators and
editors to produce the linguistic elegance that one normally seeks to achieve in one’s native
language, and one has to manage without some of the subtleties that are available in German
because they apparently lack stylistic equivalents in English. What is more, translations of
sacred texts sometimes diverge considerably. I occasionally found that I could not include an
important passage from the Bible or the Qur’án because the particular word or turn of phrase
that I wished to discuss was quite simply absent in the English version. There is also
incongruence in the ethical terms used in different languages. Since a German-language version
of this book is not planned in the near future, I have occasionally included the German term in a
footnote for the benefit of German readers.For these reasons, I have kept to the terms used in
the original Arabic–Persian texts. Without the kind support of Dr Armin Eschraghi in discussing
these terms and their contexts with me, this work would be built on sand. I should like to take this
opportunity to express my sincere gratitude for his assistance.Glancing at the table of contents,
the reader might be astonished to discover that the chapters vary considerably in length.
Chapter 14 [This Kindle version of the book does not include Chapter 14, which is published as
a separate Kindle e-book.] on its own is far more voluminous than all the other chapters put
together, and the discussions of the individual virtues range from a few pages to 150. I am well
aware of this inconsistency but I do not know how it could have been avoided. It is simply the
case that there is a great variance in scope between the categories of virtues covered
respectively by chapters 12 to 14, let alone between the individual virtues themselves: whereas



in a work such as this the salient features of virtues such as piety or magnanimity can be dealt
with in but a few pages, those of the highly complex topic of justice cannot be treated in this
fashion.Moreover, extensive commentary has been relegated to footnotes to relieve the text flow
of material which is superfluous to the main line of discourse but which nevertheless provides
the interested reader with important ancillary or complementary information. For this reason I am
indebted to George Ronald, Publisher for complying with my request not to relegate the notes to
the end of the book, as is the style of modern scholarly work in English-speaking countries, but
rather to place the notes at the end of each page. This format greatly increases the chances that
the additional information contained in the notes will actually be read.I also owe a debt of thanks
to Dr Geraldine Schuckelt, who corrected and improved the parts of the manuscript that I had
written in English and translated the rest. Thanks are due also to Gerald Keil for his final critical
revision of the entire text. He not only polished the manuscript linguistically but also frequently
discussed matters of content with me, enabling me to reconsider and improve various points.I
wish to express my deepest gratitude to Peter Scheffel, without whose generous sponsorship
this book would never have seen the light of day; to the proofreaders for their unbounded
patience and diligence; and to the staff of George Ronald, Publisher for their incredible mastery
of the task they undertook with this book – in particular to my editor, Dr Wendi Momen, for her
highly practical and ever competent suggestions.I also wish to thank the Universal House of
Justice for its approval of the provisional translations of Bahá’í scripture included in this volume
and for its permission to reproduce its letter on homosexuality, found in Appendix II.Last but not
least, I must also express my sincere gratitude to my dear wife, Sigrun, who typed the texts I
dictated – along with their endless corrections – into the computer and who relieved me of the
onerous task of library research. Searching out the huge number of quotations in English
editions of philosophical and theological works was itself a mammoth task – both difficult and
extremely time-consuming. Occasionally it was a truly Sisyphean labour, since for reasons that I
cannot fathom some philosophical works are arranged differently in the English edition than in
the original, so that some quotations only came to light after a very long search.Know ye from
what heights your Lord, the All-Glorious, is calling? Think ye that ye have recognized the Pen
wherewith your Lord, the Lord of all names, commandeth you? Nay, by My life! Did ye but know
it, ye would renounce the world, and would hasten with your whole hearts to the presence of the
Well-Beloved.[1][1] 1. Bahá’u’lláh, Kitáb-i-Aqdas 55.Translators’ ForewordThe bulk of Dr
Schaefer’s manuscript was first sent to Geraldine Schuckelt, who translated the German
sections and tidied up the English ones; there-after, each manuscript portion was closely vetted
by Dr Schaefer before being forwarded to Gerald Keil, who proceeded to polish the text and
enhance its overall English ‘flavour’.Dr Schaefer’s prose style is at once typically German and
highly individual. Typically German, for example, is the use of long sentences containing
numerous subordinate clauses. When translating these into English it was often necessary to
divide them up into shorter sentences whilst taking care to preserve the fluidity of the original.
Typically German is also the copious use of inferential adverbials such as thus, moreover,



therefore, nevertheless, hence, it follows, whereas modern English style tends to rely more on
discursive context. We tampered only when absolutely necessary: given the intricate
interrelationships which exist between the individual concepts, the reader will be thankful that
the structure is so well explicated.The tendency characteristic of English prose to pepper the
discourse with often, somewhat, relatively, sort of, perhaps, rather and the like is notably lacking.
Time and again we were sorely tempted to soften Dr Schaefer’s statements on that score – not
to alter their meaning but to make them sound less Teutonic – but in the end usually managed to
leave the text as it was. If ever there was a work in which clear, unequivocal language is an
indispensable virtue, then this is it.Udo Schaefer is a difficult author to translate into English – in
part because of the syntactical and expository complexity of his writing style but principally
because of his masterful exploitation of the word-building capacity of the German language: the
hapless translator is often left with no other option but to paraphrase heavily at the expense of
stylistic economy. Dr Schaefer’s works are characterized by both elegance and erudition; his
overall command of language is extraordinary and preserving the quality of the original is a
constant challenge for the translator. Where – despite our best efforts – the text occasionally
seems to labour uphill, it may be justifiably suspected that both translators were at their wits’
end. In German one would say they had ‘used up their Latin’ – something which incidentally
never happens to Dr Schaefer.Geraldine Schuckelt and Gerald KeilJanuary 2008CHAPTER
11STRUCTURES OF THE MORAL ORDER. . . we are inquiring not in order to know what virtue
is, but in order to become good, since otherwise our inquiry would have been of no use.[1][1]
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103b (25).1. Deontological and Teleological Structures of Bahá’í
EthicsSimilarly to the Qur’án,[1] ethical injunctions are liberally scattered throughout the Bahá’í
sacred scripture, with commandments, praise of the virtues, exhortations and warnings richly
woven into the tapestry of the whole. An examination of the holy texts reveals that moral
guidance is made of two fundamentally different structures: virtues and commandments. On the
one hand, the scripture of Bahá’u’lláh abounds in the praise of virtues, or references to them, in
admonitions to live a life of virtue and in warnings against a life of sin and vice. On the other
hand, we find concrete moral prescriptions and specific, categorical commandments, enjoining
or forbidding concrete action.[1] The Qur’án frequently presents individual virtues and vices as
aspects of human behaviour, each being characterized as pleasing or repellent to God. Thus we
encounter expressions such as:God loves: ‘the good-doers’ (2:195; 3:134, 148; 5:13, 93), ‘the
godfearing’ (3:76; 9:4), ‘the patient’ (3:146), ‘the just’ (5:42; 49:9; 60:8), ‘those who put their trust
in God’ (3:153), ‘those who love to cleanse themselves’ (2:222; 9:108), ‘those who fight in his
way’ (61:4), ‘those who repent’ (2:222), ‘deeds of righteousness’ (3:57).God loveth not: ‘the
unbelievers’ (3:32; 30:45), ‘the evildoers’ (3:35, 134; 42:40), ‘the aggressors’ (2:190), ‘the
transgressors’ (5:87; 7:55), ‘corruption’ (2:205), ‘the workers of corruption’ (5:64; 28:77), ‘those
who wax proud’ (16:23), ‘the proud and boastful’ (4:36; 31:18; 57:23), ‘the treacherous’ (8:58),
‘the guilty traitor’ (4:107), ‘the ungrateful trader’ (22:38), ‘the shouting of evil words’ (4:148), ‘the
prodigal’ (6:141), ‘those who love indecency’ (24:19), ‘those who exult’ (28:70). God loveth no



infidel, or evil person (2:276).Since the virtues are supreme values, ‘a conditioning prius of all
phenomena of the moral life’,[1] according to which we should shape our lives, the first category
– by far the predominant – is a kind of value ethics (wertethik). Since these values are identical to
the attributes of God, they have an objective character;[2] they are ‘absolute, as regards the
subject who appraises them’.[3] Their validity is unconditional and the guarantor of this validity is
the Creator of the realm of values, God, who, in manifesting himself, summons all mankind to
these values.[4][1] Hartmann, Ethics, vol. 1, p. 217.[2] See Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, pp.
157ff.[3] Hartmann, Ethics, vol. 1, p. 217.[4] See Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 137:4 (p. 299).Virtues
do not prescribe concrete action; rather, they are directed towards basic attitudes and
dispositions, towards a mode of existence, towards right being, from which the right action
results[1] or, as Pieper put it: ‘The doctrine of virtue is the doctrine that man’s being is the source
of his doings.’[2] Therefore, Bahá’u’lláh’s normative anthropology, i.e. his teachings about man’s
true nature, is inseparably linked to the virtues, since man’s being (his ‘goodly character’) is the
source of his doing, his actions (his ‘goodly deeds’). Insofar as the virtues have a télos, or
purpose, that of right being, Bahá’í ethics may be called teleological.[1] Agere sequitur esse:
‘Acting follows being’ – a principle of scholastic philosophy.[2] Pieper, Viergespann, p. 227.The
second category consists of those concrete moral commandments and prohibitions[1] which
constitute obligations that are to be observed because they emanate from the will of God. In this
sense, Bahá’í ethics are normative, functioning according to the criteria ‘permitted’,
‘commanded’ or ‘prohibited’. In philosophy, such ethics are referred to as deontology.[2][1] Even
when it is not formulated as such, as for example in the verse, ‘We shrink, for very shame, from
treating of the subject of boys’ (Bahá’u’lláh, Kitáb-i-Aqdas 107). Here Bahá’u’lláh refers to a form
of pederasty (ghilmán) practised in Iran and some other oriental countries and in ancient
Greece. This formulation expresses the shamefulness of such conduct much more clearly than
an explicit prohibition.[2] From Greek to déon, that which is binding, the theory of duty, of moral
obligation. The term was introduced by Bentham, Deontology or the Science of Morality,
1834Both categories, deontological and teleological, constitute the moral duties according to
which man is to act. Hence, moral good and moral evil are defined either by virtues and vices or
by following commandments and prohibitions. The two forms, which can be found in the
scriptures of most religions, are not contradictory but merely different, i.e. complementary ethical
structures,[1] directed towards the same end: the achievement of human perfection, the winning
of God’s good pleasure and the attainment of celestial bliss. Thus the Law of God, as expressed
in the terms hudúd Alláh,[2] ahkám,[3] awámir[4] and sharí‘ah,[5] consists of this moral
guidance, together with the legal prescriptions (ius divinum) and the ritual regulations (‘ibádát) –
the latter two not being part of the subject currently under discussion.[1] Thomas Aquinas refers
to these structures after having stated that the essence of virtue is to do the good and to shun
the evil: ‘Sed ad faciendum bonum inducimur per praescripta affirmativa, ad declinandum a
malo per praescripta negativa’ (Now we are led by the positive precepts to do good, and by the
negative precepts to avoid evil) (Summa theologiae II-II, q. 44, a3).[2] plural of hadd = divine



ordinance, divine statute; legal punishment.[3] plural of hukm = judgement; decision; verdict;
sentence; condemnation, conviction; administration of justice; jurisdiction; legal consequence of
the fact of a case; judiciousness, wisdom; command; power; government.[4] plural of amr =
order, instruction, command; ordinance, decree; power, authority.[5] holy law; see ‘Abdu’l-Bahá,
Will and Testament 1:3 (p. 3); 2:8, 15 (pp. 19, 22); 3:10 (p. 25).2. Categories of Duties and
VirtuesWe may gain a fuller understanding of the moral norms by first classifying the moral
duties. Such a classification can be made with reference to the object of the duty. There are two
clearly different duties: our duty to God – here in the narrower sense of the word, the theocentric
duties, for in the final analysis all moral duties are duties of the covenant and thus owed to God –
and our duty to other human beings. However, the question might well arise whether, in addition,
there might be yet a third category: duties man has towards himself.At first glance the concept of
duty to oneself might seem contradictory. Does a duty not presuppose at least two subjects?
Immanuel Kant dealt with this apparent contradiction in his Metaphysics of Morals,[1] in which
he explains why it makes sense to acknowledge a duty to oneself ‘without falling into self-
contradiction’, as when one says, ‘I owe it to myself’.[2] To achieve moral excellence by walking
the path of self-perfection is a duty which the individual has towards himself:[1] He writes as
follows: ‘This contradiction can also be brought to life by pointing out that the one who binds
(auctor obligationis [“the author of the obligation”]) could always release the one bound
(subiectum obligationis [“the subject of the obligation”]) from the obligation (terminus obligationis
[“the terms of the obligation”]). Therefore, if both are one and the same subject then he would
not be bound at all by a duty he imposes on himself, and this involves a contradiction’ (Kant,
‘First Part of the Elements of Ethics, Concerning Duties to Oneself, Generally Considered’,
section 1, in Ethical Philosophy, marg. no. 417 [p. 77]; German edition Metaphysik der Sitten, p.
549 [A63]).[2] Ethical Philosophy, no. 418 (p. 78). According to Kant, ‘the first principle of one’s
duty to himself lies in the saying “Live in accordance with nature”, i.e. keep yourself in the
perfection of your nature. The second principle is contained in the proposition, “Make yourself
even more perfect than nature created you” (perfice te ut finem)’ (ibid. no. 419, p. 80).It is a duty
of man to himself to cultivate his natural powers (of the spirit, of the mind and of the body) as
means to all kinds of possible ends. Man owes it to himself not to let his natural predispositions
and capacities . . . remain unused, and not to leave them, as it were, rust.[1][1] Ethical
Philosophy, no. 418 (p. 78). According to Kant, ‘the first principle of one’s duty to himself lies in
the saying “Live in accordance with nature”, i.e. keep yourself in the perfection of your nature.
The second principle is contained in the proposition, “Make yourself even more perfect than
nature created you” (perfice te ut finem)’ (ibid. no. 419, p. 80). section 19, marg. no. 444 (p. 108);
German edition Metaphysik der Sitten, p. 580 (A110, 111).Furthermore, we have already
become acquainted with the Qur’ánic formula of one ‘injuring oneself’ (zulm an-nafs)[1] by
committing a sin,[2] from which it can be concluded that the individual’s duty to himself consists
in refraining from injuring himself. The same can be concluded from ‘Alí ibn Abí Tálib’s definition
of the three kinds of injustice, according to which it is an injustice towards oneself when an



individual harms himself by committing a sin.[3] According to the teachings of Bahá’u’lláh, God
placed the human self into man’s hands as a divine ‘trust’ (amána).[4] Man’s body is the ‘throne
of the inner temple’;[5] his heart is God’s ‘throne’,[6] God’s ‘home’[7] and ‘treasury’.[8] Man’s eye
is God’s ‘trust’, his ear ‘a sign’ of God’s ‘bounty’, his hand ‘a symbol’ of God’s ‘loving-kindness’.[9]
[1] From zalama: to wrong, to oppress, to be unjust. For example, ‘Whoever does harm
himself’ (zalama nafsahu [Qur’án 2:231]). On zulm see Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, p. 251, fn.
300.[2] Cf. Qur’án 4:110; 3:117; 10:44, etc.; ‘Ye, indeed, have wronged your own selves and
others’ (Bahá’u’lláh, ‘Súratu’l-Mulúk’ [Summons 5:29]). Aristotle discussed the problem of
whether one can treat oneself unjustly or not (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1138ff).[3] The
reader is referred to Vol. 3. ch. 14, section 41, part 2.[4] Cf. Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words,
Preamble; Arabic no. 8; Persian no. 54; ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Secret, p. 116. As to amána cf. Talbi,
‘Religionsfreiheit’, p. 252.[5] The Báb, Selections 3:23:1 (p. 95).[6] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 93:5
(p. 186).[7] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words, Arabic no. 59.[8] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 152 (p. 322).[9]
Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 152 (p. 322)Hence man is not his own property, or as Kant put it,Since he
is not an object, he stands not at his own disposal.[1][1] Kant, Vorlesung über Ethik¸ p. 207.This
is why it is man’s duty to preserve his health,[1] why self-mutilation[2] and suicide[3] are grievous
sins.[1] See below, ch. 13, section 21, part 5.[2] See below, ch. 13, section 21 part 6.[3] See
below, ch. 13, section 21 part 6. See also ibid. part 5.The three categories of duties[1]
correspond to three classes of virtue:[1] It should be noted that these correspond to the
classifications in Halacha and Sharí‘ah.a) The duties towards God result from what I call the
‘theocentric virtues’; God is their object; having been made known by his self-revelation, their
purpose is to relate man directly to God. They are not to be found in philosophical ethics.b) The
duties the individual has towards his own self might be called the ‘virtues of the path’, namely,
the ‘path of detachment’[1] or the ‘path of self-perfection’.[1] Cf. Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words,
Envoi.c) Man’s duties towards other human beings might be called – as they are in Catholic
doctrine[1] – the ‘worldly virtues’. However, such a strict classification is not entirely feasible, as
a considerable number of individual virtues belong to more than one category.[1] Traditional
Catholic doctrine distinguished between the ‘theological virtues’ and the ‘worldly virtues’. The
latter comprise the intellectual (dianoëtic) and the ‘moral virtues’. The Catechism of the Catholic
Church distinguishes between the ‘theological virtues’ and the ‘human virtues’ (cf. nos. 1803–
45).Why is such a categorization necessary? In my view, it is not a frivolous academic exercise,
for without a hierarchy of virtues, some apparently glaring contradictions among Bahá’u’lláh’s
utterances defy explanation. It is evident that such a hierarchy exists in the scripture.[1] For
example, next to recognition of the Manifestation of God, steadfastness is declared to be ‘the
first and foremost duty prescribed unto men’: ‘It is the king of all acts.’[2][1] Cf. Bahá’u’lláh,
Gleanings 134:2 (p. 290).[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 134:1 (p. 290).At the same time, in other
passages, justice (insáf) is declared to be the ‘best beloved of all things’,[1] ‘the most
fundamental among human virtues’,[2] ‘the essence of all that We have revealed for thee’.[3]
However, when viewed from the perspective of different categories, there is no contradiction.



Steadfastness has its elevated rank among those virtues that fall into the category of ‘theological
virtues’, whereas justice – in accordance with the philosophical tradition (Plato, Aristotle,
Thomas Aquinas) – has its unique position among the ‘worldly virtues’.[1] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden
Words, Arabic no. 2.[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 100:6 (p. 203).[3] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 10:23 (p.
157).3. On the Notion of Virtue1. What is Virtue?Virtue[1] is a central concept of all revelatory
ethical systems. The term is found in Jewish, Christian and Islamic ethics and also in the holy
texts of Buddhism:[1] As outlined elsewhere (Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, p. 102), the term
‘virtue’ is regarded as outdated. Friedrich Nietzsche called it ‘an honourable form of
stupidity’ (Nietzsche, Will to Power, no. 320). The word is gradually disappearing from general
usage – it is already virtually obsolete except when employed ironically. Nowadays ‘we prefer
feelings to virtues’ (Comte-Sponville, Great Virtues, p. 104).Follow the law of virtue, do not follow
that of sin. The virtuous rests in bliss in this world and in the next.[1][1] Dhammapada 168, 169.
Dhamma (Sanskrit: dharma) comprises a broad spectrum of meanings, such as law, justice,
righteousness and gua = virtue (cf. Gerlitz, ‘Die Ethik des Buddha’, p. 235).In Bahá’í scripture
this term is encountered frequently. The faithful are called upon to live a ‘virtuous life’,[1] to
become ‘true reminders of the virtues of God amidst men’,[2] luminaries ‘above the horizon of
virtue’.[3] Indeed, it is said that ‘naught but absolute virtue and deeds of stainless purity’ will be
accepted in the divine presence:[4][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 7:11 (p. 86).[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets
9:4 (p. 138).[3] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 130 (p. 285).[4] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words, Persian no.
69.Honesty, virtue, wisdom and a saintly character redound to the exaltation of man, while
dishonesty, imposture, ignorance and hypocrisy lead to his abasement. By My life! Man’s
distinction lieth not in ornaments or wealth, but rather in virtuous behaviour and true
understanding.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 6:4 (p. 57).Be . . . a luminary above the horizon of
virtue . . .[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 130 (p. 285).But what precisely is meant by virtue (fadíla)
[1] is not defined in Bahá’í scripture. Virtues are enumerated and extolled in varying contexts but,
with few exceptions, they are not explained in detail. Rather, this knowledge seems to be taken
for granted. As to the ‘virtues and attributes pertaining to God’, Bahá’u’lláh refers explicitly to the
‘Holy Scriptures and Tablets’,[2] to the ‘heavenly books’ where they have been ‘mentioned and
described’.[3][1] From fadl = bounty, favour, grace.[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:20 (p. 143).[3]
Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 134:2 (p. 290).Of particular significance is the idea that human virtues
are reflections of ‘the attributes and names of God’.[1] These attributes ‘shall be resplendent in
the mirror of the reality of man’, so that ‘the holy verse “We will make man in Our image and
likeness”[2] shall be realized’:[3][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Kitáb-i-Íqán 107 (p. 100). As to the attributes of
God, the reader may refer to the elucidations in Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, p. 41. The
question arises whether all virtues correspond to divine attributes. With reference to virtues such
as justice, mercy and faithfulness it is clear that God, the personification of perfection, is just,
merciful and faithful. However, one finds it difficult to regard secondary virtues such as diligence,
economy, courtesy, courage or even righteousness (Rechtschaffenheit) as attributes of God. It
follows that God’s attributes are not statements describing the essence of God but are rather



human ascriptions. In any event, if these attributes are only intended to describe the
Manifestation of God, i.e. in their historical human form, the question becomes irrelevant. In
Judaism the virtues are likewise seen as reflections of the divine attributes. Cohen puts it thus:
‘God’s holiness is identical with God’s uniqueness. His attributes, however, become the
concepts of virtue for man’ (Cohen, Religion of Reason, p. 403).[2] Gen. 1:26.[3] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá,
Some Answered Questions 3:10 (p. 9).Upon the reality of man . . . He hath focused the radiance
of all His names and attributes, and made it a mirror of His own Self.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh,
Gleanings 27:2 (p. 65).Man’s ‘likeness unto God’ manifests itself in the degree to which these
attributes are mirrored in all his thoughts and actions:[1][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered
Questions 3:10 (p. 9).The greater the effort exerted for the refinement of this sublime and noble
mirror, the more faithfully will it be made to reflect the glory of the names and attributes of God . . .
[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 124:2 (p. 262); cf. also Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:4 (p. 138); ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá, Secret, pp. 55–6.The divine names and attributes, which have been continuously revealed
to mankind by the prophets of the past, are identical in all dispensations, since God is not
subject to change. All else is in continuous flux: ‘. . . nothing which exists remains in a state of
repose’.[1] God alone ‘is, and hath from everlasting been . . . unchangeable’.[2][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá,
Some Answered Questions 63:1 (p. 233).[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 94:1 (p. 192). ‘[Thou] wilt
remain as Thou hast been for ever and ever’ (Bahá’u’lláh, Prayers and Meditations 132:1 [p.
220]); ‘We testify that . . . He shall be unto everlasting what He hath ever been’ (Bahá’u’lláh,
‘Súratu’l-Haykal’ [Summons 1:197]). ‘That which alone is exempt from all change, is His own
Self . . .’ (ibid. 1:70). See also Ps. 102:27–8; James 1:17; Rom. 1:23; I Tim. 1:17.Praise be to God, 
the Eternal that perisheth not, the Everlasting that declineth not, the Self-Subsisting that altereth
not.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Epistle 2 (p. 1).. . . wert thou to witness any transformation in the realm of
the divine unity, no greater sin could be conceived in all creation . . .[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gems 87
(p. 63).Hence his attributes are likewise unchangeable across the ages. Virtues, which
correspond to the divine attributes,[1] are consequently identical in all religions, even if some of
them may not have been disclosed in one or the other of them. This implies that the virtues of
individual ethics are timeless: they neither ‘change nor alter’.[2] The originality of the
Manifestations in the sphere of ethics consists each time in purifying these eternal values from
the human encrustations, deformations, misinterpretations and shifts in emphasis which have
been imposed upon them and in giving them new expression while reconfirming their original
meaning and focus and, above all, vesting them with renewed spiritual power. This purification
and adaptation to mankind’s spiritual development is part of the renewal,[3] of the ‘divine
reformation’[4] of religion. Notwithstanding the fact that the values of individual ethics remain
essentially the same, each moral system has its own particular feature. The specific
accentuation of the individual values within the hierarchy of values gives each ethical system its
special character.[1] This is also Jewish doctrine, cf. Cohen, Religion of Reason, p. 403.[2]
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions 11:9 (p. 47). However, ritual ordinances and social
norms, such as marriage, family, inheritance, criminal or trade law, etc., ‘are changed and



transformed according to the requirements of the time’ (Bahá’u’lláh, in Bahai Scriptures 524 [p.
249]). On the ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ dimensions of revelation cf. Schaefer, Beyond the Clash
of Religions, pp. 137ff).[3] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections 23:3–5 (p. 52); see Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics,
vol. 1, p. 31, fn. 237.[4] Cf. Schaefer, Beyond the Clash of Religions, pp. 139ff.Hence,
Bahá’u’lláh does not claim originality for the moral values he proclaims. His scripture leaves no
doubt that the path of perfection he has revealed is not a new path but rather the ancient path,
the same proclaimed by the messengers of the past. The moral goals and virtues he enjoins are
the ‘inner essence’ of that which was ‘revealed unto the Prophets of old’.[1] These eternal values
belong to the core of the ‘one and indivisible religion of God’[2] as revealed by the prophets, of
the ‘changeless Faith of God, eternal in the past, eternal in the future’.[3][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden
Words, Preamble.[2] The Báb, Selections 2:24:2 (p. 56).[3] Bahá’u’lláh, Kitáb-i-Aqdas 182.Thus
it is not surprising that basic concepts, together with doctrines of virtue and character, are more
or less the same in philosophy and in theology. Judaism,[1] Christianity and Islam have adopted
and confirmed ethical principles and concepts developed by Greek philosophers such as
Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics.[2] We even see reference to them by the author of an
introduction to Buddhist ethics.[3] Aristotle’s ethical treatises[4] had a far-reaching impact on
Christian moral doctrine (in particular on that of Thomas Aquinas[5]), as well as on Islamic ethics
(‘ilm al-akhláq).[6] Moreover, whilst maintaining that the ‘essence and the fundamentals of
philosophy have emanated from the Prophets’,[7] Bahá’u’lláh explicitly praises Socrates, Plato
and Aristotle as luminaries ‘of knowledge’.[8][1] As to Judaism cf. Cohen, Religion of Reason,
ch. 18; as to Buddhism cf. Saddhatissa, Buddhist Ethics, pp. 15ff.[2] MacIntyre points to the fact
that ‘the New Testament’s account of the virtues, even if it differs, does have the same logical
and conceptual structure as Aristotle’s account’ (MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 184). As to Greek
influences on Islamic ethics cf. George Hourani, Reason and Tradition, pp. 15ff, 67ff, 109ff.[3]
Saddhatissa, Buddhist Ethics, pp. 16f.[4] The Nicomachean Ethics, the Eudemian Ethics and
Magna Moralia.[5] Thomas Aquinas adopted, expanded and refined Aristotle’s moral
philosophy from the perspective of Christian theology. The synthesis of Christian theology and
antique philosophy finds its highest expression in his work. As one commentator puts it, he is
‘the architect of a doctrine of virtue (Tugendlehre) which is as unequalled in its sophistication as
it is in its internal consistency’ (Heinrich Christmann, in his introduction to vol. 17A of the
German/Latin bilingual edition of the Summa theologiae, p. 14).[6] Cf. ‘Al-Naráqí, ‘Jámi‘ al-
Sa‘ádát’, in Al Tawhíd, vol. 1, nos. 1–4, Muharram 1404.[7] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:26 (p. 145).[8]
Cf. Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:38 (pp. 149–50), 28–9 (pp. 146–7); ‘Abdu’l-Bahá also praised Socrates,
Plato and Aristotle highly for their ‘praiseworthy service to mankind’ (‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Promulgation,
pp. 327, 348, 356).Such an endorsement would in itself be sufficient justification for copious
reference to Aristotle’s universally accepted conceptualization of virtue in a work dedicated to
Bahá’í ethics. But beyond that, the Bahá’í scripture and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s writings clearly possess
an Aristotelian substratum, as Ian Kluge[1] has cogently demonstrated. In his perspicacious
analysis he demonstrates ‘that the Writings analyse and present reality in Aristotelian terms’,



that they make ‘pervasive use of the Aristotelian terminology’[2] such as ‘substance’, ‘attributes’
and ‘essence’. Kluge points out the striking ‘similarities between Aristotle and the Bahá’í writings
which extend beyond the theoretical wisdom of philosophical knowledge to the practical
knowledge of ethics’.[3] Both systems share, as he observes, ‘fundamental premises’; they are
‘essentially compatible because they are built on the same foundation’,[4] and both ‘espouse a
teleological ethics’.[5] I wholeheartedly endorse Kluge’s summary:[1] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4.[2] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 5.[3] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 65.[4] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 65.[5] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 68.One might say that Bahá’u’lláh
and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá regarded Aristotle with enough esteem to adopt his philosophy as the best
philosophical vehicle for expressing the new revelation.[1][1] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 6.Moreover, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá points to
the advantage of the present: that we can take over and adapt as a model many things which
have been tried and tested in the past.[1][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Secret, p. 114.Let us now turn to the
term ‘virtue’. According to Aristotle, ‘one element in the soul is irrational and one has a rational
principle’[1] and it is the purpose of morals to submit the non-rational part[2] of the soul to the
government of reason by virtue; and, in accordance with this, Kant stresses that ‘unless reason
takes the reins of government in its own hands, feelings and inclinations play the master over
man’.[3] Virtue requires one, first of all, ‘to be master of oneself’.[4] Similarly, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá says,
‘Moral life consists in the government of one’s self.’[5][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1102a
(25); cf. also 1139a (5).[2] That part of the soul which is accessible to reason, not the vegetative
power of nutrition and growth.[3] Kant, Metaphysics of Morals (‘The Metaphysical Principles of
Virtue’, Introduction XVI (Ethical Philosophy, marg. no. 408 [p. 68]; German edition p. 539 [A 51,
52]).[4] Ethical Philosophy, marg. no. 407 (p. 67). (German edition p. 540). A human being who is
not controlled by reason and virtue but rather is driven by such emotions and affects (German:
Affekte) as anger, fear, envy, joy, hatred, zeal, etc. is on the way to sin, as sin results from a
perversion of the God-given order of the soul, which is potentially good.[5] Attributed to ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá, in Grundy, Ten Days, p. 5.Through Aristotle we know that virtues are neither passions
(appetite, anger, fear, hatred, envy, etc.) nor natural faculties but rather ‘states of character’:[1]
[1]  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1106a (10, 15).

1. What is Virtue?Virtue[1] is a central concept of all revelatory ethical systems. The term is
found in Jewish, Christian and Islamic ethics and also in the holy texts of Buddhism:[1] As
outlined elsewhere (Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, p. 102), the term ‘virtue’ is regarded as
outdated. Friedrich Nietzsche called it ‘an honourable form of stupidity’ (Nietzsche, Will to
Power, no. 320). The word is gradually disappearing from general usage – it is already virtually
obsolete except when employed ironically. Nowadays ‘we prefer feelings to virtues’ (Comte-



Sponville, Great Virtues, p. 104).Follow the law of virtue, do not follow that of sin. The virtuous
rests in bliss in this world and in the next.[1][1] Dhammapada 168, 169. Dhamma (Sanskrit:
dharma) comprises a broad spectrum of meanings, such as law, justice, righteousness and gua
= virtue (cf. Gerlitz, ‘Die Ethik des Buddha’, p. 235).In Bahá’í scripture this term is encountered
frequently. The faithful are called upon to live a ‘virtuous life’,[1] to become ‘true reminders of the
virtues of God amidst men’,[2] luminaries ‘above the horizon of virtue’.[3] Indeed, it is said that
‘naught but absolute virtue and deeds of stainless purity’ will be accepted in the divine presence:
[4][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 7:11 (p. 86).[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:4 (p. 138).[3] Bahá’u’lláh,
Gleanings 130 (p. 285).[4] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words, Persian no. 69.Honesty, virtue, wisdom
and a saintly character redound to the exaltation of man, while dishonesty, imposture, ignorance
and hypocrisy lead to his abasement. By My life! Man’s distinction lieth not in ornaments or
wealth, but rather in virtuous behaviour and true understanding.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 6:4 (p.
57).Be . . . a luminary above the horizon of virtue . . .[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 130 (p.
285).But what precisely is meant by virtue (fadíla)[1] is not defined in Bahá’í scripture. Virtues
are enumerated and extolled in varying contexts but, with few exceptions, they are not explained
in detail. Rather, this knowledge seems to be taken for granted. As to the ‘virtues and attributes
pertaining to God’, Bahá’u’lláh refers explicitly to the ‘Holy Scriptures and Tablets’,[2] to the
‘heavenly books’ where they have been ‘mentioned and described’.[3][1] From fadl = bounty,
favour, grace.[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:20 (p. 143).[3] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 134:2 (p. 290).Of
particular significance is the idea that human virtues are reflections of ‘the attributes and names
of God’.[1] These attributes ‘shall be resplendent in the mirror of the reality of man’, so that ‘the
holy verse “We will make man in Our image and likeness”[2] shall be realized’:[3][1] Bahá’u’lláh,
Kitáb-i-Íqán 107 (p. 100). As to the attributes of God, the reader may refer to the elucidations in
Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, p. 41. The question arises whether all virtues correspond to
divine attributes. With reference to virtues such as justice, mercy and faithfulness it is clear that
God, the personification of perfection, is just, merciful and faithful. However, one finds it difficult
to regard secondary virtues such as diligence, economy, courtesy, courage or even
righteousness (Rechtschaffenheit) as attributes of God. It follows that God’s attributes are not
statements describing the essence of God but are rather human ascriptions. In any event, if
these attributes are only intended to describe the Manifestation of God, i.e. in their historical
human form, the question becomes irrelevant. In Judaism the virtues are likewise seen as
reflections of the divine attributes. Cohen puts it thus: ‘God’s holiness is identical with God’s
uniqueness. His attributes, however, become the concepts of virtue for man’ (Cohen, Religion of
Reason, p. 403).[2] Gen. 1:26.[3] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions 3:10 (p. 9).Upon the
reality of man . . . He hath focused the radiance of all His names and attributes, and made it a
mirror of His own Self.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 27:2 (p. 65).Man’s ‘likeness unto God’
manifests itself in the degree to which these attributes are mirrored in all his thoughts and
actions:[1][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions 3:10 (p. 9).The greater the effort exerted
for the refinement of this sublime and noble mirror, the more faithfully will it be made to reflect the



glory of the names and attributes of God . . .[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 124:2 (p. 262); cf. also
Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:4 (p. 138); ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Secret, pp. 55–6.The divine names and attributes,
which have been continuously revealed to mankind by the prophets of the past, are identical in
all dispensations, since God is not subject to change. All else is in continuous flux: ‘. . . nothing
which exists remains in a state of repose’.[1] God alone ‘is, and hath from everlasting been . . .
unchangeable’.[2][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions 63:1 (p. 233).[2] Bahá’u’lláh,
Gleanings 94:1 (p. 192). ‘[Thou] wilt remain as Thou hast been for ever and ever’ (Bahá’u’lláh,
Prayers and Meditations 132:1 [p. 220]); ‘We testify that . . . He shall be unto everlasting what He
hath ever been’ (Bahá’u’lláh, ‘Súratu’l-Haykal’ [Summons 1:197]). ‘That which alone is exempt
from all change, is His own Self . . .’ (ibid. 1:70). See also Ps. 102:27–8; James 1:17; Rom. 1:23; I
Tim. 1:17.Praise be to God, the Eternal that perisheth not, the Everlasting that declineth not, the
Self-Subsisting that altereth not.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Epistle 2 (p. 1).. . . wert thou to witness any
transformation in the realm of the divine unity, no greater sin could be conceived in all creation . . .
[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gems 87 (p. 63).Hence his attributes are likewise unchangeable across the
ages. Virtues, which correspond to the divine attributes,[1] are consequently identical in all
religions, even if some of them may not have been disclosed in one or the other of them. This
implies that the virtues of individual ethics are timeless: they neither ‘change nor alter’.[2] The
originality of the Manifestations in the sphere of ethics consists each time in purifying these
eternal values from the human encrustations, deformations, misinterpretations and shifts in
emphasis which have been imposed upon them and in giving them new expression while
reconfirming their original meaning and focus and, above all, vesting them with renewed spiritual
power. This purification and adaptation to mankind’s spiritual development is part of the renewal,
[3] of the ‘divine reformation’[4] of religion. Notwithstanding the fact that the values of individual
ethics remain essentially the same, each moral system has its own particular feature. The
specific accentuation of the individual values within the hierarchy of values gives each ethical
system its special character.[1] This is also Jewish doctrine, cf. Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.
403.[2] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions 11:9 (p. 47). However, ritual ordinances and
social norms, such as marriage, family, inheritance, criminal or trade law, etc., ‘are changed and
transformed according to the requirements of the time’ (Bahá’u’lláh, in Bahai Scriptures 524 [p.
249]). On the ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ dimensions of revelation cf. Schaefer, Beyond the Clash
of Religions, pp. 137ff).[3] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections 23:3–5 (p. 52); see Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics,
vol. 1, p. 31, fn. 237.[4] Cf. Schaefer, Beyond the Clash of Religions, pp. 139ff.Hence,
Bahá’u’lláh does not claim originality for the moral values he proclaims. His scripture leaves no
doubt that the path of perfection he has revealed is not a new path but rather the ancient path,
the same proclaimed by the messengers of the past. The moral goals and virtues he enjoins are
the ‘inner essence’ of that which was ‘revealed unto the Prophets of old’.[1] These eternal values
belong to the core of the ‘one and indivisible religion of God’[2] as revealed by the prophets, of
the ‘changeless Faith of God, eternal in the past, eternal in the future’.[3][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden
Words, Preamble.[2] The Báb, Selections 2:24:2 (p. 56).[3] Bahá’u’lláh, Kitáb-i-Aqdas 182.Thus



it is not surprising that basic concepts, together with doctrines of virtue and character, are more
or less the same in philosophy and in theology. Judaism,[1] Christianity and Islam have adopted
and confirmed ethical principles and concepts developed by Greek philosophers such as
Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics.[2] We even see reference to them by the author of an
introduction to Buddhist ethics.[3] Aristotle’s ethical treatises[4] had a far-reaching impact on
Christian moral doctrine (in particular on that of Thomas Aquinas[5]), as well as on Islamic ethics
(‘ilm al-akhláq).[6] Moreover, whilst maintaining that the ‘essence and the fundamentals of
philosophy have emanated from the Prophets’,[7] Bahá’u’lláh explicitly praises Socrates, Plato
and Aristotle as luminaries ‘of knowledge’.[8][1] As to Judaism cf. Cohen, Religion of Reason,
ch. 18; as to Buddhism cf. Saddhatissa, Buddhist Ethics, pp. 15ff.[2] MacIntyre points to the fact
that ‘the New Testament’s account of the virtues, even if it differs, does have the same logical
and conceptual structure as Aristotle’s account’ (MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 184). As to Greek
influences on Islamic ethics cf. George Hourani, Reason and Tradition, pp. 15ff, 67ff, 109ff.[3]
Saddhatissa, Buddhist Ethics, pp. 16f.[4] The Nicomachean Ethics, the Eudemian Ethics and
Magna Moralia.[5] Thomas Aquinas adopted, expanded and refined Aristotle’s moral
philosophy from the perspective of Christian theology. The synthesis of Christian theology and
antique philosophy finds its highest expression in his work. As one commentator puts it, he is
‘the architect of a doctrine of virtue (Tugendlehre) which is as unequalled in its sophistication as
it is in its internal consistency’ (Heinrich Christmann, in his introduction to vol. 17A of the
German/Latin bilingual edition of the Summa theologiae, p. 14).[6] Cf. ‘Al-Naráqí, ‘Jámi‘ al-
Sa‘ádát’, in Al Tawhíd, vol. 1, nos. 1–4, Muharram 1404.[7] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:26 (p. 145).[8]
Cf. Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:38 (pp. 149–50), 28–9 (pp. 146–7); ‘Abdu’l-Bahá also praised Socrates,
Plato and Aristotle highly for their ‘praiseworthy service to mankind’ (‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Promulgation,
pp. 327, 348, 356).Such an endorsement would in itself be sufficient justification for copious
reference to Aristotle’s universally accepted conceptualization of virtue in a work dedicated to
Bahá’í ethics. But beyond that, the Bahá’í scripture and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s writings clearly possess
an Aristotelian substratum, as Ian Kluge[1] has cogently demonstrated. In his perspicacious
analysis he demonstrates ‘that the Writings analyse and present reality in Aristotelian terms’,
that they make ‘pervasive use of the Aristotelian terminology’[2] such as ‘substance’, ‘attributes’
and ‘essence’. Kluge points out the striking ‘similarities between Aristotle and the Bahá’í writings
which extend beyond the theoretical wisdom of philosophical knowledge to the practical
knowledge of ethics’.[3] Both systems share, as he observes, ‘fundamental premises’; they are
‘essentially compatible because they are built on the same foundation’,[4] and both ‘espouse a
teleological ethics’.[5] I wholeheartedly endorse Kluge’s summary:[1] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4.[2] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 5.[3] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 65.[4] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 65.[5] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 68.One might say that Bahá’u’lláh



and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá regarded Aristotle with enough esteem to adopt his philosophy as the best
philosophical vehicle for expressing the new revelation.[1][1] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 6.Moreover, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá points to
the advantage of the present: that we can take over and adapt as a model many things which
have been tried and tested in the past.[1][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Secret, p. 114.Let us now turn to the
term ‘virtue’. According to Aristotle, ‘one element in the soul is irrational and one has a rational
principle’[1] and it is the purpose of morals to submit the non-rational part[2] of the soul to the
government of reason by virtue; and, in accordance with this, Kant stresses that ‘unless reason
takes the reins of government in its own hands, feelings and inclinations play the master over
man’.[3] Virtue requires one, first of all, ‘to be master of oneself’.[4] Similarly, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá says,
‘Moral life consists in the government of one’s self.’[5][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1102a
(25); cf. also 1139a (5).[2] That part of the soul which is accessible to reason, not the vegetative
power of nutrition and growth.[3] Kant, Metaphysics of Morals (‘The Metaphysical Principles of
Virtue’, Introduction XVI (Ethical Philosophy, marg. no. 408 [p. 68]; German edition p. 539 [A 51,
52]).[4] Ethical Philosophy, marg. no. 407 (p. 67). (German edition p. 540). A human being who is
not controlled by reason and virtue but rather is driven by such emotions and affects (German:
Affekte) as anger, fear, envy, joy, hatred, zeal, etc. is on the way to sin, as sin results from a
perversion of the God-given order of the soul, which is potentially good.[5] Attributed to ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá, in Grundy, Ten Days, p. 5.Through Aristotle we know that virtues are neither passions
(appetite, anger, fear, hatred, envy, etc.) nor natural faculties but rather ‘states of character’:[1]
[1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1106a (10, 15).. . . and of states of mind we call those which
merit praise virtues.[1][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103a (10).Thus virtue is defined as a
quality of the soul, as an internal and permanent disposition[1] extending beyond single actions.
It is an ever-guiding rule for moral action, a basic attitude, with which ‘a person can do the right
things, correctly, easily and with pleasure’.[2] This includes also those unforeseen actions with
which man responds to unexpected situations spontaneously and without deliberation.[3] Virtue
enables man to do what is good and to shun evil, as Thomas Aquinas states:[1] Greek hexis;
Latin habitus, dispositio; cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103a (5); Aquinas, Summa
theologiae I-II, q. 49, a2, ad1. The Arabic term is hay’a (cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam, CD-Rom
edition, ‘Hay’a’).[2] Henle (ed.), Treatise on Law, no. 325.[3] Aristotle: ‘It is thought the mark of a
braver man to be fearless and undisturbed in sudden alarms than be so in those that are
foreseen; for it must have proceeded more from a state of character, because less from
preparation; acts that are foreseen may be chosen by calculation and rule, but sudden actions
must be in accordance with one’s state of character’ (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1117a
(15-20).Virtues consist in doing the good, as well as in shunning the evil.[1][1] ‘Sicut ad virtutem
pertinet facere bonum, ita et declinare a malo’ (Aquinas, Summa theologiae II-II, q. 44, a3).This
formula expresses the purpose of virtue, of ethics in general. It can be found in the holy
scriptures of the past[1] and in Bahá’í scripture as well:[1] For instance in Ps. 34:14: ‘Depart
from evil, and do good’; in Amos 5:14: ‘Seek good, and not evil’; Rom. 12:9: ‘Abhor that which is



evil; cleave to that which is good’; I Pet. 3:11: ‘Let him eschew evil, and do good’. A frequently
occurring formula of the Qur’án is: ‘al-amr bi’l-ma‘rúf wa’n-nahy ‘ani’l-munkar: ‘. . . enjoin the right
and shun the evil’ (31:17; cf. also 3:104, 110, 114; 7:154; 9:112; 16:92, etc.). Islamic theologians
have developed from this concept a legal institution called Hisba (see Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics,
vol. 1, p. 141).

1. What is Virtue?Virtue[1] is a central concept of all revelatory ethical systems. The term is
found in Jewish, Christian and Islamic ethics and also in the holy texts of Buddhism:[1] As
outlined elsewhere (Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, p. 102), the term ‘virtue’ is regarded as
outdated. Friedrich Nietzsche called it ‘an honourable form of stupidity’ (Nietzsche, Will to
Power, no. 320). The word is gradually disappearing from general usage – it is already virtually
obsolete except when employed ironically. Nowadays ‘we prefer feelings to virtues’ (Comte-
Sponville, Great Virtues, p. 104).Follow the law of virtue, do not follow that of sin. The virtuous
rests in bliss in this world and in the next.[1][1] Dhammapada 168, 169. Dhamma (Sanskrit:
dharma) comprises a broad spectrum of meanings, such as law, justice, righteousness and gua
= virtue (cf. Gerlitz, ‘Die Ethik des Buddha’, p. 235).In Bahá’í scripture this term is encountered
frequently. The faithful are called upon to live a ‘virtuous life’,[1] to become ‘true reminders of the
virtues of God amidst men’,[2] luminaries ‘above the horizon of virtue’.[3] Indeed, it is said that
‘naught but absolute virtue and deeds of stainless purity’ will be accepted in the divine presence:
[4][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 7:11 (p. 86).[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:4 (p. 138).[3] Bahá’u’lláh,
Gleanings 130 (p. 285).[4] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words, Persian no. 69.Honesty, virtue, wisdom
and a saintly character redound to the exaltation of man, while dishonesty, imposture, ignorance
and hypocrisy lead to his abasement. By My life! Man’s distinction lieth not in ornaments or
wealth, but rather in virtuous behaviour and true understanding.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 6:4 (p.
57).Be . . . a luminary above the horizon of virtue . . .[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 130 (p.
285).But what precisely is meant by virtue (fadíla)[1] is not defined in Bahá’í scripture. Virtues
are enumerated and extolled in varying contexts but, with few exceptions, they are not explained
in detail. Rather, this knowledge seems to be taken for granted. As to the ‘virtues and attributes
pertaining to God’, Bahá’u’lláh refers explicitly to the ‘Holy Scriptures and Tablets’,[2] to the
‘heavenly books’ where they have been ‘mentioned and described’.[3][1] From fadl = bounty,
favour, grace.[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:20 (p. 143).[3] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 134:2 (p. 290).Of
particular significance is the idea that human virtues are reflections of ‘the attributes and names
of God’.[1] These attributes ‘shall be resplendent in the mirror of the reality of man’, so that ‘the
holy verse “We will make man in Our image and likeness”[2] shall be realized’:[3][1] Bahá’u’lláh,
Kitáb-i-Íqán 107 (p. 100). As to the attributes of God, the reader may refer to the elucidations in
Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, p. 41. The question arises whether all virtues correspond to
divine attributes. With reference to virtues such as justice, mercy and faithfulness it is clear that
God, the personification of perfection, is just, merciful and faithful. However, one finds it difficult
to regard secondary virtues such as diligence, economy, courtesy, courage or even



righteousness (Rechtschaffenheit) as attributes of God. It follows that God’s attributes are not
statements describing the essence of God but are rather human ascriptions. In any event, if
these attributes are only intended to describe the Manifestation of God, i.e. in their historical
human form, the question becomes irrelevant. In Judaism the virtues are likewise seen as
reflections of the divine attributes. Cohen puts it thus: ‘God’s holiness is identical with God’s
uniqueness. His attributes, however, become the concepts of virtue for man’ (Cohen, Religion of
Reason, p. 403).[2] Gen. 1:26.[3] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions 3:10 (p. 9).Upon the
reality of man . . . He hath focused the radiance of all His names and attributes, and made it a
mirror of His own Self.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 27:2 (p. 65).Man’s ‘likeness unto God’
manifests itself in the degree to which these attributes are mirrored in all his thoughts and
actions:[1][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions 3:10 (p. 9).The greater the effort exerted
for the refinement of this sublime and noble mirror, the more faithfully will it be made to reflect the
glory of the names and attributes of God . . .[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 124:2 (p. 262); cf. also
Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:4 (p. 138); ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Secret, pp. 55–6.The divine names and attributes,
which have been continuously revealed to mankind by the prophets of the past, are identical in
all dispensations, since God is not subject to change. All else is in continuous flux: ‘. . . nothing
which exists remains in a state of repose’.[1] God alone ‘is, and hath from everlasting been . . .
unchangeable’.[2][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions 63:1 (p. 233).[2] Bahá’u’lláh,
Gleanings 94:1 (p. 192). ‘[Thou] wilt remain as Thou hast been for ever and ever’ (Bahá’u’lláh,
Prayers and Meditations 132:1 [p. 220]); ‘We testify that . . . He shall be unto everlasting what He
hath ever been’ (Bahá’u’lláh, ‘Súratu’l-Haykal’ [Summons 1:197]). ‘That which alone is exempt
from all change, is His own Self . . .’ (ibid. 1:70). See also Ps. 102:27–8; James 1:17; Rom. 1:23; I
Tim. 1:17.Praise be to God, the Eternal that perisheth not, the Everlasting that declineth not, the
Self-Subsisting that altereth not.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Epistle 2 (p. 1).. . . wert thou to witness any
transformation in the realm of the divine unity, no greater sin could be conceived in all creation . . .
[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gems 87 (p. 63).Hence his attributes are likewise unchangeable across the
ages. Virtues, which correspond to the divine attributes,[1] are consequently identical in all
religions, even if some of them may not have been disclosed in one or the other of them. This
implies that the virtues of individual ethics are timeless: they neither ‘change nor alter’.[2] The
originality of the Manifestations in the sphere of ethics consists each time in purifying these
eternal values from the human encrustations, deformations, misinterpretations and shifts in
emphasis which have been imposed upon them and in giving them new expression while
reconfirming their original meaning and focus and, above all, vesting them with renewed spiritual
power. This purification and adaptation to mankind’s spiritual development is part of the renewal,
[3] of the ‘divine reformation’[4] of religion. Notwithstanding the fact that the values of individual
ethics remain essentially the same, each moral system has its own particular feature. The
specific accentuation of the individual values within the hierarchy of values gives each ethical
system its special character.[1] This is also Jewish doctrine, cf. Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.
403.[2] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions 11:9 (p. 47). However, ritual ordinances and



social norms, such as marriage, family, inheritance, criminal or trade law, etc., ‘are changed and
transformed according to the requirements of the time’ (Bahá’u’lláh, in Bahai Scriptures 524 [p.
249]). On the ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ dimensions of revelation cf. Schaefer, Beyond the Clash
of Religions, pp. 137ff).[3] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections 23:3–5 (p. 52); see Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics,
vol. 1, p. 31, fn. 237.[4] Cf. Schaefer, Beyond the Clash of Religions, pp. 139ff.Hence,
Bahá’u’lláh does not claim originality for the moral values he proclaims. His scripture leaves no
doubt that the path of perfection he has revealed is not a new path but rather the ancient path,
the same proclaimed by the messengers of the past. The moral goals and virtues he enjoins are
the ‘inner essence’ of that which was ‘revealed unto the Prophets of old’.[1] These eternal values
belong to the core of the ‘one and indivisible religion of God’[2] as revealed by the prophets, of
the ‘changeless Faith of God, eternal in the past, eternal in the future’.[3][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden
Words, Preamble.[2] The Báb, Selections 2:24:2 (p. 56).[3] Bahá’u’lláh, Kitáb-i-Aqdas 182.Thus
it is not surprising that basic concepts, together with doctrines of virtue and character, are more
or less the same in philosophy and in theology. Judaism,[1] Christianity and Islam have adopted
and confirmed ethical principles and concepts developed by Greek philosophers such as
Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics.[2] We even see reference to them by the author of an
introduction to Buddhist ethics.[3] Aristotle’s ethical treatises[4] had a far-reaching impact on
Christian moral doctrine (in particular on that of Thomas Aquinas[5]), as well as on Islamic ethics
(‘ilm al-akhláq).[6] Moreover, whilst maintaining that the ‘essence and the fundamentals of
philosophy have emanated from the Prophets’,[7] Bahá’u’lláh explicitly praises Socrates, Plato
and Aristotle as luminaries ‘of knowledge’.[8][1] As to Judaism cf. Cohen, Religion of Reason,
ch. 18; as to Buddhism cf. Saddhatissa, Buddhist Ethics, pp. 15ff.[2] MacIntyre points to the fact
that ‘the New Testament’s account of the virtues, even if it differs, does have the same logical
and conceptual structure as Aristotle’s account’ (MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 184). As to Greek
influences on Islamic ethics cf. George Hourani, Reason and Tradition, pp. 15ff, 67ff, 109ff.[3]
Saddhatissa, Buddhist Ethics, pp. 16f.[4] The Nicomachean Ethics, the Eudemian Ethics and
Magna Moralia.[5] Thomas Aquinas adopted, expanded and refined Aristotle’s moral
philosophy from the perspective of Christian theology. The synthesis of Christian theology and
antique philosophy finds its highest expression in his work. As one commentator puts it, he is
‘the architect of a doctrine of virtue (Tugendlehre) which is as unequalled in its sophistication as
it is in its internal consistency’ (Heinrich Christmann, in his introduction to vol. 17A of the
German/Latin bilingual edition of the Summa theologiae, p. 14).[6] Cf. ‘Al-Naráqí, ‘Jámi‘ al-
Sa‘ádát’, in Al Tawhíd, vol. 1, nos. 1–4, Muharram 1404.[7] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:26 (p. 145).[8]
Cf. Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 9:38 (pp. 149–50), 28–9 (pp. 146–7); ‘Abdu’l-Bahá also praised Socrates,
Plato and Aristotle highly for their ‘praiseworthy service to mankind’ (‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Promulgation,
pp. 327, 348, 356).Such an endorsement would in itself be sufficient justification for copious
reference to Aristotle’s universally accepted conceptualization of virtue in a work dedicated to
Bahá’í ethics. But beyond that, the Bahá’í scripture and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s writings clearly possess
an Aristotelian substratum, as Ian Kluge[1] has cogently demonstrated. In his perspicacious



analysis he demonstrates ‘that the Writings analyse and present reality in Aristotelian terms’,
that they make ‘pervasive use of the Aristotelian terminology’[2] such as ‘substance’, ‘attributes’
and ‘essence’. Kluge points out the striking ‘similarities between Aristotle and the Bahá’í writings
which extend beyond the theoretical wisdom of philosophical knowledge to the practical
knowledge of ethics’.[3] Both systems share, as he observes, ‘fundamental premises’; they are
‘essentially compatible because they are built on the same foundation’,[4] and both ‘espouse a
teleological ethics’.[5] I wholeheartedly endorse Kluge’s summary:[1] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4.[2] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 5.[3] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 65.[4] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 65.[5] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 68.One might say that Bahá’u’lláh
and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá regarded Aristotle with enough esteem to adopt his philosophy as the best
philosophical vehicle for expressing the new revelation.[1][1] Kluge, ‘The Aristotelian
Substratum of the Bahá’í Writings’, in Lights of Irfán, bk. 4. p. 6.Moreover, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá points to
the advantage of the present: that we can take over and adapt as a model many things which
have been tried and tested in the past.[1][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Secret, p. 114.Let us now turn to the
term ‘virtue’. According to Aristotle, ‘one element in the soul is irrational and one has a rational
principle’[1] and it is the purpose of morals to submit the non-rational part[2] of the soul to the
government of reason by virtue; and, in accordance with this, Kant stresses that ‘unless reason
takes the reins of government in its own hands, feelings and inclinations play the master over
man’.[3] Virtue requires one, first of all, ‘to be master of oneself’.[4] Similarly, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá says,
‘Moral life consists in the government of one’s self.’[5][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1102a
(25); cf. also 1139a (5).[2] That part of the soul which is accessible to reason, not the vegetative
power of nutrition and growth.[3] Kant, Metaphysics of Morals (‘The Metaphysical Principles of
Virtue’, Introduction XVI (Ethical Philosophy, marg. no. 408 [p. 68]; German edition p. 539 [A 51,
52]).[4] Ethical Philosophy, marg. no. 407 (p. 67). (German edition p. 540). A human being who is
not controlled by reason and virtue but rather is driven by such emotions and affects (German:
Affekte) as anger, fear, envy, joy, hatred, zeal, etc. is on the way to sin, as sin results from a
perversion of the God-given order of the soul, which is potentially good.[5] Attributed to ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá, in Grundy, Ten Days, p. 5.Through Aristotle we know that virtues are neither passions
(appetite, anger, fear, hatred, envy, etc.) nor natural faculties but rather ‘states of character’:[1]
[1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1106a (10, 15).. . . and of states of mind we call those which
merit praise virtues.[1][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103a (10).Thus virtue is defined as a
quality of the soul, as an internal and permanent disposition[1] extending beyond single actions.
It is an ever-guiding rule for moral action, a basic attitude, with which ‘a person can do the right
things, correctly, easily and with pleasure’.[2] This includes also those unforeseen actions with
which man responds to unexpected situations spontaneously and without deliberation.[3] Virtue
enables man to do what is good and to shun evil, as Thomas Aquinas states:[1] Greek hexis;



Latin habitus, dispositio; cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103a (5); Aquinas, Summa
theologiae I-II, q. 49, a2, ad1. The Arabic term is hay’a (cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam, CD-Rom
edition, ‘Hay’a’).[2] Henle (ed.), Treatise on Law, no. 325.[3] Aristotle: ‘It is thought the mark of a
braver man to be fearless and undisturbed in sudden alarms than be so in those that are
foreseen; for it must have proceeded more from a state of character, because less from
preparation; acts that are foreseen may be chosen by calculation and rule, but sudden actions
must be in accordance with one’s state of character’ (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1117a
(15-20).Virtues consist in doing the good, as well as in shunning the evil.[1][1] ‘Sicut ad virtutem
pertinet facere bonum, ita et declinare a malo’ (Aquinas, Summa theologiae II-II, q. 44, a3).This
formula expresses the purpose of virtue, of ethics in general. It can be found in the holy
scriptures of the past[1] and in Bahá’í scripture as well:[1] For instance in Ps. 34:14: ‘Depart
from evil, and do good’; in Amos 5:14: ‘Seek good, and not evil’; Rom. 12:9: ‘Abhor that which is
evil; cleave to that which is good’; I Pet. 3:11: ‘Let him eschew evil, and do good’. A frequently
occurring formula of the Qur’án is: ‘al-amr bi’l-ma‘rúf wa’n-nahy ‘ani’l-munkar: ‘. . . enjoin the right
and shun the evil’ (31:17; cf. also 3:104, 110, 114; 7:154; 9:112; 16:92, etc.). Islamic theologians
have developed from this concept a legal institution called Hisba (see Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics,
vol. 1, p. 141).. . . for the fear of God impelleth man to hold fast to that which is good, and shun all
evil.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 8:53 (p. 125).He, verily, enjoineth upon all men what is right, and
forbiddeth whatsoever degrades their station.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 92:3 (p. 184). See
also ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Secret, p. 95.This is why Aristotle calls virtues the dispositions ‘which merit
praise’.[1] In the Catechism of the Catholic Church they are defined as ‘firm attitudes, stable
dispositions, habitual perfections of intellect and will that govern our actions, order our passions
and guide our conduct according to reason and faith’.[2][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
1103a (10).[2] Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1804.2. How Does Virtue Come into
Existence?Man, whom God has ‘created . . . rich’,[1] and within whom God has ‘placed the
Essence of [His] light’,[2] has a natural predisposition to virtue. But virtues are not a gift of
nature; rather, they must be acquired by human effort, by ‘first exercising them, as also happens
in the case of the arts as well’.[3] The virtues are dependent on discipline[4] and constant self-
control. Each emerges in different ways, according to the different kinds of virtue. Among those
designated as ‘worldly virtues’, we can perceive two kinds:[1] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words,
Arabic no. 11.[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words,Arabic no. 12.[3] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
1103a (30).[4] These ideas have also been expressed by Thomas Aquinas: ‘Homini naturaliter
inest quaedam aptitudo ad virtutem; sed ipsa virtutis perfectio necesse est quod homini
adveniat per aliquam disciplinam’ (Man has a natural aptitude for virtue; but the perfection of
virtue must be acquired by the individual through constant practice and discipline) (Aquinas,
Summa theologiae II-II, q. 95, a1) (German: Zucht).a) Virtues related to reason, the dianoëtical
or intellectual virtues (areté dianoethiké), such as wisdom, intelligence and prudence; such
intellectual virtue ‘grows to teaching (for which reason it requires experience and time)’.[1][1]
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103a (15)–1104b.b) The moral virtues (aretaí ethikaí)[1] are ‘a



result of habit’;[2] practice and conscious effort eventually lead to the formation of an acquired
disposition. Aristotle elucidates this point, using the example of temperance and courage:[1]
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103a (15)–1104b.[2] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103a (15)–
1104b.By abstaining from pleasures we become temperate, and it is when we have become so
that we are most able to abstain from them; and similarly too in the case of courage; for by being
habituated to despise things that are terrible and to stand our ground against them we become
brave, and it is when we have become so that we shall be most able to stand our ground against
them.[1][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1104a (30).We owe also to Aristotle the insight that
moral excellence is ‘concerned with pleasures and pains’:It is on account of the pleasure that we
do bad things, and on account of the pain that we abstain from noble ones. Hence we ought to
have been brought up in a particular way from our very youth, as Plato says, so as both to delight
in and to be pained by the things that we ought; for this is right education.[1][1] Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics 1104b (10).The idea that virtue should be practised and cultivated from
early childhood,[1] so that it becomes a confirmed attitude, a part of one’s ‘character’, is in full
accord with Bahá’í scripture. Bahá’u’lláh has commanded that[1] The German poet Wilhelm
Busch put it thus: Tugend will ermuntert sein, Bosheit kann man schon allein (Virtue needs
encouragement, Malice is a natural bent).Schools must first train the children in the principles of
religion, so that the Promise and the Threat recorded in the Books of God may prevent them
from the things forbidden and adorn them with the mantle of the commandments . . .[1][1]
Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 6:28 (p. 68).‘Abdu’l-Bahá stresses that the moral education of children
should begin ‘from their earliest days’,[1] for ‘when the bough is green and tender it will grow in
whatever way ye train it’,[2] whereas it is ‘extremely difficult to teach the individual and refine his
character once puberty is passed’.[3][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections 95:1 (p. 124).[2] ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá, Selections 95:2 (p. 125); cf. also 109:3 (p. 135), 110:1 (p. 135).[3] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá,
Selections 111:7 (p. 137).Only to a limited extent can human beings, once they have reached
adulthood, become virtuous through persuasion and rational argument. As to those who are
leading ‘a life of passion’ in pursuit of pleasure and ‘have not even a conception of what is noble
and truly pleasant, since they have never tasted it’, Aristotle remarks:[1][1] Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics 1179b (15).What argument would remould such people? It is hard, if not
impossible, to remove by argument traits that have long since been incorporated in the character.
[1][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1179b (15). For example, experience shows that only very
seldom can a habitual smoker be persuaded by rational arguments to stop smoking. All
reference to the numerous health risks, to the unambiguous results of medical research, to the
annual toll of nicotine-related deaths is usually ignored. According to The Lancet, 4.83 million
people worldwide died from smoking in the year 2000 (‘Smoking Global Death Toll’, October
2003). The World Health Organization (WHO) has issued a stark warning about smoking, saying
that unless urgent action is taken, by the year 2100 tobacco could kill 1 billion people. Regarding
the moral aspects of smoking, cf. Schaefer, In a Blue Haze.This is why the soul of the listener
should be. . . like earth which is to nourish the seed. For he who lives as passion directs will not



hear argument that dissuades him, nor understand it if he does; and how can we persuade one
in such a state to change his ways? And in general passion seems to yield not to argument but
to force. The character, then, must somehow be there already within a kinship to virtue, loving
what is noble and hating what is base.[1][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1179b
(20-30).However, even after virtue – that ‘moral strength of the will of a human being in obeying
his duty’[1] – has been attained, it is still fragile and in danger of weakening, and it must be
reinforced continuously. As Kant put it:[1] Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, ‘The Metaphysical
Principles of Virtue’, XIV, marg. no. 405 (p. 64); German edition, p. 537 (A 46, 47).Virtue is always
in progress and yet always begins at the beginning. The first follows from the fact that,
objectively considered, virtue is an ideal and unattainable; but yet constantly to approximate it is
nevertheless a duty. The second is founded subjectively upon the nature of man, which is
affected by inclinations. Under the influence of these inclinations virtue, with its maxims adopted
once for all, can never settle into a state of rest and inactivity; if it is not rising, it inevitably
declines.[1][1] Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, ‘The Metaphysical Principles of Virtue’, XIV, marg.
no. 409 (p. 69); German edition, p. 541 (A53).Hence continuous and conscious effort to put
virtue into practice is required.[1][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1105b (5).The nature of
ethical virtue has been analysed by Aristotle. The virtues and the vices are neither passions nor
faculties, but rather dispositions, ‘states of character’.[1] Moral virtue ‘is concerned with
passions and actions, and in these there is excess, defect, and the intermediate’.[2] Excess and
defect are ‘a form of failure’, ‘while the intermediate is praised and is a form of success . . .
Therefore virtue is a kind of mean, since . . . it aims at the intermediate’.[3] In other words, the
mean lies ‘between two vices,[4] that which depends on excess and that which depends on
defect’ and is ‘determined by reason’.[5] Thus for every virtue there are at least two vices, for[1]
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. 1105b (30) – 1106a (10).[2] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics.
1106b (15).[3] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1106b (25). The so-called mesotes-doctrine.
Mesotes (Greek) = the Golden Mean.[4] vice: Latin vitium; German Laster: an acquired,
persistent and culpable disposition towards evil. Vice is the antonym of virtue: ‘Optimo opponitur
pessimum’ (The best is opposed to the worst), as Thomas Aquinas, referring to Aristotle
(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1107a) says (Summa theologiae II-II, q. 34, a2).[5] Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics 1107a. An example: The virtue of generosity is the mean between the vices
of prodigality and stinginess. For more on this theme, in the context of the virtue of moderation,
see below, ch. 13, section 22.it is possible to fail in many ways . . . while to succeed is possible
only in one way . . . For men are good in but one way, but bad in many.[1][1] Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics 1106b (35).This means, as Thomas Aquinas put it, ‘the good is simplex,
while evil is multifarious’.[1][1] ‘“Bonum” enim “contingit uno modo, malum vero
multicipliter”’ (Aquinas, Summa theologiae II-II, q. 10, a5, quoting Dionysius and referring to
Aristotle).3. Virtue: A Mean and an Arduous GoodAristotle leaves no doubt that virtue, defined
as a mean,[1] should not be equated with mediocrity:[1] There is a long and honourable
tradition of sayings in which authors of antiquity, both known and unknown, have expressed the



truth: ‘Virtus constitit in medio’ (Virtue consists in the mean); ‘Medium tenuere beati’ (Happy are
those who hold to the mean); ‘Omne nimium vertitur in vitium’ (All excess becomes vice); ‘medio
tutissimum ibis’ (You will be safest in the mean) (Ovid, Metamorphoses 2, 137); ‘Virtus est
medium vitiorum et utrinque reductum’ (Virtue is a mean between vices and equidistant from
both extremes) (Horace, Epistles I, 18, 9). And finally the well-known hexameter of Horace
(Sermones I,1,106): ‘Ést modus ín rebús, súnt certi dénique fínes, quos últra citráque néquit
consístere réctum’ (There is a measure in all things, there are definite limits this side of which, or
beyond which, the good cannot lie). Kant criticized these classical formulae of ethics, as they
‘contain a poor sort of wisdom which has no definite principles at all’ (Metaphysics of Morals,
marg. no. 404 [fn. 20]). Others followed. Nicolai Hartmann analyses such criticism in his Ethics,
vol. 2, pp. 253–7. On this subject, cf. also R. J. Sullivan, ‘The Kantian Critic of Aristotle’s Moral
Philosophy: An appraisal’, in Review of Metaphysics 28 (1974/75), pp. 24–53.In respect of its
substance and the definition which states its essence virtue is a mean, with regard to what is
best and right an extreme.[1][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1107a (5).He emphasizes that it
is no easy task to be good. For in everything it is no easy task to find the middle.Echoing this
thought, Kant calls virtue ‘ideal and unattainable’.[1] The mean is a hard target to aim at, and
easy to miss, as Aristotle put it:[1] See above, section 3, part 2.To find the middle of a circle is
not for every one but for him who knows; so, too, any one can get angry – that is easy – or give or
spend money; but to do this to the right person, to the right extent, at the right time, with the right
motive, and in the right way, that is not for every one, nor is it easy; wherefore goodness is both
rare and laudable and noble.[1][1] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1109a (20-30).Virtue has
been called a bonum arduum (an arduous good, one requiring effort), an ultimum potentiae,[1]
‘wherefore goodness is both rare and laudable and noble’.[2] The path to virtue is steep: Nulla
nisi ardua virtus (There is no virtue that is not arduous)[3] – a recurring idea in literature of
classical antiquity, as for instance Hesiod’s (born 700 bce) verse:[1] ‘Virtus est ultimum
potentiae (Virtue is the ultimate of power) (Aristotle)’ (Aquinas, Summa theologiae II–II, q. 23,
a3) .[2] Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1109a (25).[3] Ovid, Ars amatoria 2:537.But between us
and Goodness the gods have placed the sweat of our brows: long and steep is the path that
leads to her.[1][1] Hesiod, Works and Days, 11, 286–92.4. On the Serenity of the HeartThe
struggle for self-control and self-discipline is never won. Many dangers lurk along the way.
Therefore, as Kant put it, a ‘hardy spirit and a cheerful one (animus strenuus et hilaris)’ are
required ‘in obeying virtue’s duties’.[1] The divine commandments should not be observed
doggedly but with a serene, yet joyful heart, as it is said in the Gospel:[1] Kant, Metaphysics of
Morals (‘The Metaphysical Principle of Virtue’, section 53, marg. no. 484 [p. 154]; German
edition, p. 625 [A 176]).. . . when ye fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance . . .[1]
[1] Matt. 6:16.As experience shows, the ‘hardy spirit’ may turn into a drudge, into a tyranny of
virtue, so that the observance of one’s duties takes on the character of ‘compulsory service’.
This is a perversion of virtue. As Kant emphasized, the moral duties should be obeyed not
joylessly, ‘with a spirit gloomy and sullen’,[1] but with an ‘ever joyful heart’:[2][1] Kant,



Metaphysics of Morals (‘The Metaphysical Principle of Virtue’, section 53, marg. no. 485 [p. 154];
German edition, p. 626 [A 177,178]. Kant’s criticism of ‘monkish ascetics’ has already been cited
in Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, p. 284, fn. 236.[2] Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, marg. no. 485
(p. 154).For who should have more reason to be happy in spirit even without finding it a duty to
put himself in a cheerful state of mind and make it habitual, than he who is conscious of no
intentional transgression and is secure against lapsing into it? . . . And what is done not with
pleasure but as mere compulsory service has no inner worth for him who so responds to his
duty. Such action is not loved; on the contrary, one thus involved avoids, as much as possible,
occasions for practising virtue . . . [It] makes virtue itself hateful and drives away its adherents.
The discipline which man practises on himself can therefore become meritorious and exemplary
only through the cheer which accompanies it.[1][1] Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, marg. no. 485
(p. 154). Elsewhere Kant emphasizes that ‘a heart which is happy in the performance of its duty
(not merely complacent in the recognition thereof) is a mark of genuineness in the virtuous
disposition – of genuineness even in piety’ (Kant, Religion within the Limits of Pure Reason,
Book One, ‘General Observations’, fn. 18; German edition ‘Von der Einwöhnung des bösen
Prinzips’, p. 670).Kant’s judgement is well founded. Religious history bears ample evidence that
in all religions there has been a tendency towards a gnostic rejection of the world, towards
excessive asceticism,[1] a joyless life on earth,[2] and towards bigoted Puritanism, aimed at the
mortification of the flesh.[3] Over the course of time, under the influence of neo-platonic
speculations, a joyless asceticism with contempt for all earthly things emerged even in Islam.[4]
[1] Riyádát sháqqa. See Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, pp. 196ff.[2] For example, Basilius (330–
79 ce), a father of the Church, forbade the faithful to laugh; the tenth rule of the Regulae
Benedicti, which is still valid, reads: ‘The tenth degree of humility is that he [the monk] be not
ready and quick to laugh, for it is written “the fool lifts up his voice in laughter”’ (Sir. 21:20).
Thomas Aquinas did not share such tendencies. Referring to Gal. 5:22, he counts joy among the
fruits of the Spirit (Summa theologiae II–II, q. 28, a4). Pieper, referring to him (Summa theologiae
II–II, 155, a4; Quaestio disputata de virtutibus cardinalibus 1 ad 6) writes:[3] See Schaefer,
Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, pp. 193.[4] The ban on music by all four Sunni law schools must be seen in
this context. This is the more astonishing as the Qur’án criticizes the monasticism of the
Christians: ‘We put into the hearts of those who followed him (Jesus) kindness and compassion;
but as to monasticism (rahbániyya), they invented it themselves’ (57:27; cf. also 9:30). The
strenuous efforts expended in self-control, which for us countrymen of Kant is inseparably
associated and bound up with any concept of discipline and moderation, indeed with the very
concept of virtue, is – according to the express opinion of St Thomas – a concomitant of the less
welcome, amateurish preliminary stages, whereas true, perfected virtue – by its very definition –
bears the happy, radiant seal of informality, effortlessness and natural inclination . . . Serenity of
the heart, however, is the seal of selflessness . . . the unmistakable characteristic whereby the
inner authenticity of discipline as selfless self-preservation is made manifest (Pieper,
Viergespann, pp. 227, 257).Such distortions result from a fundamental misunderstanding of the



divine message, which has always been a ‘glad tiding’,[1] as is abundantly clear in the Bible and
the Qur’án:[1] Mark 1:1. This is the literal meaning of the Greek word underlying ‘Gospel’,
euangelion (Latin evangelium).. . . the joy of the Lord is your strength.[1][1] Neh. 8:10.. . . unto
God my exceeding joy: yea, upon the harp will I praise thee, O God, my God.[1][1] Ps. 43:4.Light
is sown for the righteous, and gladness for the upright in heart.[1][1] Ps. 97:11.Serve the Lord
with gladness: come before his presence with singing.[1][1] Ps. 100:2.And the ransom of the
Lord shall return, and come to Zion with songs and everlasting joy upon their heads: they shall
obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.[1][1] Isa. 35:10.. . . and thy
word was unto me the joy and rejoicing of mine heart . . .[1][1] Jer. 15:16.And thou shalt have joy
and gladness . . .[1][1] Luke 1:14.And ye now therefore have sorrow: but I will see you again,
and your heart shall rejoice, and your joy no man taketh from you.[1][1] John 16:22.We have
sent the truth bearing glad tidings (bashír).[1][1] Qur’án 2:119; cf. also 5:19; 7:188; 11:2;
34:28.God wrought this not, save as a glad tiding (bushrá) and that your hearts might be at rest.
[1][1] Qur’án 8:10.According to St Paul, joy is a ‘fruit of the Spirit’.[1] Thomas Aquinas has
dedicated an entire quaestio to the ‘spiritual joy which results from the love of God’.[2][1] Gal.
5:22.[2] ‘. . . gaudium spirituale ex caritate causatur . . .’ (Aquinas, Summa theologiae II–II, q. 28,
a2).Those who may labour under the impression that Bahá’í ethics is nothing but strict fulfilment
of one’s duty under the ‘yoke of the law’, an ethos of joylessness,[1] that the Bahá’í life is one of
‘sackcloth and ashes’,[2] will be happy to learn that Bahá’u’lláh speaks often about the
importance of joy. Man has been created for joy and eternal bliss:[1] Cf. Matt. 11:30.[2] Cf. Is.
58:5; Matt. 11:21.Rejoice in the gladness of thine heart . . .[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words,
Arabic no. 36.With the joyful tidings of light I hail thee: rejoice![1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words,
Arabic no. 33.The spirit of holiness beareth unto thee the joyful tidings of reunion; wherefore dost
thou grieve?[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Hidden Words, Arabic no. 34.Bahá’u’lláh called his revelation
‘Glad-Tidings’ (Bishárát),[1] the ‘most great, the most joyful tidings’[2] to mankind. To those who
have submitted themselves unto God and who follow the path of his commandments,
Bahá’u’lláh assures:[1] Cf. Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 3 (pp. 21ff).[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 7:6 (p. 84) (=
Gleanings 43:2 [p. 93]).This is the Day of great rejoicing. It behoveth everyone to hasten towards
the court of His nearness with exceeding joy, gladness, exultation and delight and to deliver
himself from the fire of remoteness.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 6:57 (pp. 78–9).Sorrow not if, in
these days and on this earthly plane, things contrary to your wishes have been ordained and
manifested by God, for days of blissful joy, of heavenly delight, are assuredly in store for you.
Worlds, holy and spiritually glorious, will be unveiled to your eyes. You are destined by Him, in
this world and hereafter, to partake of their benefits, to share in their joys, and to obtain a portion
of their sustaining grace.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 153:9 (p. 329) (emphasis mine: not only in
the hereafter!).And the world to come is categorically a world of ‘joy and gladness’ for the
followers of the ‘one true God’. They shall, ‘the moment they depart out of this life, experience
such joy and gladness as would be impossible to describe’.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings, 86:4
(p. 171).Joy is not only a divine promise for those who have surrendered themselves to the will



of God; rather, joy should be expressed in all their daily conduct. The believers are called upon
to associate with the followers of all religions ‘with joy and radiance’ (rawh wa rayhán).[1] A man
should not wear a morose and sullen expression but rather look upon his neighbour with a
‘bright and friendly face’:[2][1] Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 3:6 (p. 22).[2] Bahá’u’lláh, Epistle 149 (p.
93).‘. . . and with faces joyous and beaming with light, associate with your neighbour’.[1][1]
Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 147:1 (p. 316).Cheerfulness and serenity should radiate from the
believers who, in the words of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá:. . . must show their belief in their daily lives, so that
the world might see the light shining in their faces. A bright and happy face cheers people on
their way.[1][1] Attributed to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, in ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in London, p. 124.With hearts set
aglow by the fire of the love of God and spirits refreshed by the food of the heavenly spirit you
must go forth as the disciples nineteen hundred years ago, quickening the hearts of men by the
call of glad tidings, the light of God in your faces, severed from everything save God . . . Let the
love and light of the Kingdom radiate through you until all who look upon you shall be illumined
by its reflection.[1][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Promulgation, p. 8; compare also Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 8:31
(pp. 114–16).I want you to be happy . . . to laugh, smile and rejoice in order that others may be
made happy by you.[1][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Promulgation, p. 218.The significance of joy and
happiness is also seen in ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s statement about our attitude when sharing the
message of God. Among the prime requisites of those who teach is ‘the happiness reflected
from the face of that one who is expounding the Teachings’.[1][1] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections
146:12 (p. 175).The Bahá’í scripture contains a recurring admonition to carry out moral and ritual
duties ‘with joy and radiance’ (rawh wa rayhán):Such are the laws (hudúd) which God hath
enjoined upon you, such His commandments (awámir) prescribed unto you in His Holy Tablet;
obey them with joy and gladness, for this is best for you, did ye but know.[1][1] Cf. Kitáb-i-Aqdas
148; see also Question 68 (pp. 126–7); Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 3:6; 6:37 (pp. 22, 71).Indeed, divine
acceptance itself is wholly dependent upon the ‘spirit of joy, fellowship and contentment’,[1] of
‘utmost joy and pleasure’[2] with which the offering of Huqúqu’lláh (the ‘Right of God’) is made
by the believer.[3] Even the command to recite the ‘verses of God every morn and eventide’[4] is
accompanied by the encouragement to carry out this important duty with moderation:[5][1]
Bahá’u’lláh, in Huqúqu’lláh, no. 4.[2] Bahá’u’lláh, in Huqúqu’lláh, no. 32.[3] This is the obligatory
offering of 19 per cent of one’s personal increase in wealth (after deduction of living expenses)
during any given period (see Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, pp. 139f, 190).[4] Bahá’u’lláh, Kitáb-
i-Aqdas 149.[5] This virtue is discussed in ch.13, section 21.Pride not yourselves on much
reading of the verses or on a multitude of pious acts by night and day; for were a man to read a
single verse with joy and radiance (rawh wa rayhán) it would be better for him than to read with
lassitude all the Holy Books of God, the Help in Peril, the Self-Subsisting. Read ye the sacred
verses in such measure that ye be not overcome by languor and despondency. Lay not upon
your souls that which will weary them and weigh them down, but rather what will lighten and
uplift them, so that they may soar on the wings of the Divine verses towards the Dawning-place
of His manifest signs; this will draw you nearer to God, did ye but comprehend.[1][1] Bahá’u’lláh,



Kitáb-i-Aqdas 149.Thus it is evident that the source and the object of joy is God. The kingdom of
God is ‘righteousness and peace, and joy in the holy Ghost’.[1] Joy of the heart sets in by and
by, along with love, the nature of whose growth is well captured in a remark of St Paul:[1] Rom.
14:17.. . . He which soweth sparingly shall reap also sparingly; and he which soweth bountifully
shall reap also bountifully.[1][1] II Cor. 9:6.What shall we call joy? If, as it is said, we are living in
a world of ‘joyless pleasures’,[1] joy cannot be the sort of ‘fun’ that derives from ‘faded delights’,
[2] nor the exuberant cheering or the collective outburst of excessive enthusiasm that erupts
when a goal has been scored or the group ecstasy that seizes audiences at rap and rave
concerts.[1] Fromm, To Have or to Be?, p. 116.[2] ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, in Bahá’í Prayers (London
1951), no. 46.5. On Humour and LaughterJoy, which includes humour, laughter and the capacity
for self-irony,[1] is a spiritual state, a kind of inner peace on the part of those who have
surrendered to the will of God. Since it has its origin in faith and the love of God, joy releases
man’s creative powers in all spheres of activity. This is especially evident in art; it is difficult to
imagine more joyful or rapturous music than that which was composed ‘for the glory of God and
the uplift of the soul’ (ad gloriam Dei et recreationem animae), as Johann Sebastian Bach
defined the very purpose of music.[2] If the goal of all ethics is felicity, then the path of virtue
must be walked in a spirit of joy and serenity; or, as Kant says, with a ‘hardy and cheerful spirit’.
[3][1] As comedian-writer team Omid Djalili and Annabel Knight aptly stated: ‘Real quality of life
is dependent on the capacity for humour, the ability to laugh at oneself and at one’s place in the
world. Lack of it implies a disability of the very worst kind: a dullness of the soul – the very
demon religion purports to exorcise’ (Djalili and Knight, ‘Humour and Laughter’, in Bahá’í
Studies Review, vol. 7, p. 153). The same issue contains also a compilation of Bahá’í writings,
put together by the Research Department of the Universal House of Justice, on ‘Humour and
Laughter’, to which the reader is referred.[2] As in the masses of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and
Bruckner, and in Handel’s Messiah or Messiaen’s Quatuor pour la Fin du Temps.[3] Kant,
Metaphysics of Morals (‘The Metaphysical Principle of Virtue, section 53, marg. no. 484 [p. 154];
German edition, p. 625 [A 176]).Another dimension of humour is one’s capacity to remain
cheerful when life gets serious. The philosopher André Comte-Sponville treats humour as one of
the virtues and he even dedicates an entire intriguing chapter to it.[1] We may question whether
humour is a genuine virtue but there is no doubt, as he emphasizes, that a sense of humour that
expresses a love of life, an understanding of life’s intricacies (plus acceptance of the fact that
these can sometimes be annoying),[2] is undoubtedly ‘a great and precious quality’.[3] For, in
Comte-Sponville’s words, humour demonstrates a person’s ability to take a detached view of
himself and to keep things in perspective:[1] Comte-Sponville, Great Virtues, pp. 247–259.
Rattner does the same in Charakterstudien, pp. 171–95.[2] Guardini, Ethik, p. 92.[3] Comte-
Sponville, Great Virtues, p. 212.A decent man can lack it certainly but not without losing
something of our esteem, even our moral esteem. A humourless saint is a sad saint. A
humourless sage is something other than wise . . . What good is love without joy? What good is
joy without humour?[1][1] Comte-Sponville, Great Virtues, p. 212.To lack humour is to lack



humility, lucidity, and lightness; the humourless person is too full of himself, too self-deceived,
too severe, or too aggressive and thus lacks generosity, gentleness, and mercy . . . Too much
seriousness, even about virtue, is somehow suspect and disturbing: scratch the surface and you
expect to find illusions or fanaticism beneath it. Humourless virtue thinks much of itself and is
thereby deficient in virtue.[1][1] Comte-Sponville, Great Virtues, p. 211.And he aptly states that
‘when true to itself, humour leads rather to humility’.[1] For he who can judge himself with
humour does so from the outside, as it were, and thus has a clearer view of his strengths and
weaknesses. In a noteworthy section on ‘The Laughing Saint’ in his book Under the Divine Lote
Tree, Jack McLean writes:[1] Comte-Sponville, Great Virtues, p. 215.Real saints have learned to
laugh at themselves and this ability is, I think, one of the deepest roots in the psychology of
humour. These saints are happy because they have learned to laugh at the very things that in
other circumstances gave them embarrassment or pain. It takes a secure and liberated person
to laugh at himself. The insecure person is always offended by the joke that pokes fun at his own
self or others, for he wrongly imagines that deprecatory laughter is humiliation . . . The laughing
saint knows, as William Sears wrote all those years ago, that ‘God loves laughter’[1]. . . The
laughing saint recognizes in these three words just another door to self-transcendence and
liberation.[2][1] Sears, God Loves Laughter.[2] McLean, Under the Divine Lote Tree, p.
86.‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the true exemplar of all Bahá’í qualities, was well known for his ‘keen sense of
humour’,[1] even during years of prison and at times of tribulation:[1] Balyuzi, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, p.
155.Joy was not, He told them [his guests], a by-product of material comfort and affluence. Were
it so, dejection would have ruled every hour of their lives in those days, whereas their souls were
joyful.[1][1] Balyuzi, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, p. 32.He called laughter ‘a spiritual relaxation’:[1][1] Quoted
in Balyuzi, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, p. 31.My home is the home of laughter and mirth.[1][1] Quoted in
Balyuzi, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, p. 442.Thus the virtues in man’s character are his emotional and cognitive
capacities and powers to attain the moral good. To have virtue means that one is not the
plaything of one’s emotions and passions but their master.4. On the Notion of ‘Character’The
word character (the English translation of akhláq, a term which appears quite frequently in the
scripture) is derived from the Greek ‘charássein’, to engrave, to incise. Character is a person’s
consistent moral make-up, the totality of the dispositions engraved in his soul (nafs al-natiqa).
Intelligence, temperament and talents are, to a large extent, determined by his genetic
inheritance and the manner of his socialization. The ethical concept of character is determined
by the habitual direction of the will, either in conformity or in conflict with norms.The ideal
character is not a product of nature; it is, like virtue, not innate but acquired. Its development is
the ultimate goal of all education and self-education: it is a constant challenge throughout an
individual’s life. The formation of character is oriented on the ideal image of the human being – in
Bahá’í ethics, on the normative image of man presented by Bahá’u’lláh.[1] Character is realized
primarily through the development of conscience, will and basic attitudes. The formation of
character is more than the cultivation of specific good qualities; it is the shaping of the
personality as a whole, just as Bahá’í ethics is ultimately aimed not merely at performing single



outstanding deeds, ‘good works’, but at methodically living a good life. Character formation is
grounded in the control of emotions and affects, drives and passions, and in the development of
steadfastness of will and perseverance in doing what is right. It is the sum of an individual’s
psychological profile.[1] I refer to Schaefer, Bahá’í Ethics, vol. 1, pp. 119ff.Virtues enable a
person to resist the corresponding vices, which spoil and destroy human nature. To acquire the
virtues is, in fact, to develop a strong moral character. Character is the sum of those particular
virtues or vices that are engraved in the human soul. Praise of a saintly, praiseworthy and upright
character is a recurring subject in the scripture:[1][1] Cf. Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets 6:3 (p. 57); 6:27 (p.
68); 8:56 (p. 126); 15:11 (p. 222); 17:91 (p. 256); Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 147:2 (pp. 316–17); 158
(p. 335); 137:4 (p. 299).. . . adorn yourselves with the ornament of a goodly and praiseworthy
character.[1][1]  Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings 147:2 (p. 316).
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