SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT pages 30-33

Beginning With the Covenant

Today, looking within the Bahá'í Revelation still gives us unique and far-reaching solutions to the critical social problems caused by racial divisions. Let's imagine a Bahá'í community in a highly industrialized urban area. The city is divided - there are neighbourhoods where everyone is well-off and white, neighbourhoods where everyone is well-off and black, and ghetto neighbourhoods where almost everyone is black and poor. The Bahá'ís consider several things they could do in the inner city: they could tutor youth whose education has been inadequate; they could work in job counselling and job placement; they could be involved in drugs rehabilitation. All of these are valuable activities and when the friends offer their assistance to agencies which are addressing these problems, they feel they are making a contribution.

But when these Bahá'ís read Shoghi Effendi's statements on race relations in America, they realize they are not addressing the whole problem. The Guardian gave the Bahá'í community criteria for racial unity:

“In their relations amongst themselves as fellow-believers, let them not be content with the mere exchange of cold and empty formalities often connected with the organiz​ing of banquets, receptions, consultative assemblies, and lecture-halls. Let them rather, as equal co-sharers in the spiritual benefits conferred upon them by Bahá’u’lláh, arise and . . . supplement these official functions with those opportunities which only a close and inti​mate social intercourse can adequately provide. In their homes, in their hours of relaxation and leisure, in the daily contact of business transactions, in the association of their children, whether in their study-classes, their playgrounds, and clubrooms, in short under all possible circumstances, however insignificant they appear, the community of the followers of Bahá’u’lláh should satisfy themselves that in the eyes of the world at large and in the sight of their vigilant Master they are the living witnesses of those truths which He fondly cherished and tirelessly championed .”

Through consultation at Feasts and at Assembly meetings, the city community and a few suburban Assemblies decide adopt this prescription as their contribution to the welfare of the city. Every meeting, every party and every children's event is going to be integrated.

In order to integrate their living rooms the Bahá'ís start visiting each other to their homes. In order to integrate their meetings they start holding meetings across com​munity borders. In order to integrate their workplaces Asian, Hispanic, Black and white Bahá'ís introduce each other to their non-Bahá'í colleagues at work. In order to open up communication a small group starts a regular meeting to discuss fiction written by minority women. In order to integrate their children's play mothers of toddlers start an inter-community playgroup.

Doing something new and different is not easy: no one really knows how unity creates well-being. There are loud objections that Bahá’u’lláh has already united us, and some claim that Bahá'ís should not even talk about colour. Distance is a problem: the races are separated geographi​cally as well as culturally and people have to drive forever to meet together. Fear is a problem: suburbanites are afraid of unfamiliar parts of the city and people are afraid that they will be hurt if they get too close or that they will do something that is hurtful without realizing it. However, their connection to the Covenant gives them an assurance that they can do something that is frightening and has never been done before.

The Covenant also gives them courage. It seems almost impossible to change their society's pattern that black people and white people can be polite to each other but not really intimate. But the Bahá'ís feel a power in what they are doing and they persist. Through their determination and commitment, their aspiration to love and support each other becomes a reality. Gradually, concrete effects emerge. Because people know each other, they know how to help each other. They find each other apartments and child care and doctors and jobs. The suburban businessman finds ways to create more employment in his business. Bahá'ís who are teachers conduct successful student exchanges between their schools, which creates a sensation in the city and generates a lot of publicity. Some of the wealthier friends re-evaluate their lifestyles. The interracial families feel supported and there are more interracial marriages. The traditional social service activities of the friends become more refined and effective, as their sensitivity increases.

How could the Bahá'ís in a racially divided urban area change their city by demonstrating absolute unity and love? Their actions would challenge the culture: they would provide a model that other people could follow. The achievement of racial unity is a dynamic process the consequences of which we cannot even conceive. This Bahá'í community we have imagined could help people learn to read and help them apply for jobs, but using the power and perception of social problems they find in the Bahá'í Revelation, they could also set a new course in social evolution.

In thinking about how development begins with the Covenant, we see that social and economic development is part of the essence of our Faith. Our motivation to improve our lives, our confidence that we have the capa​city to do it and our vision of how we should change 'ourselves and our society all come from our connection to Bahá’u’lláh.
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