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A. The Guarantee of the Infallibility of the Universal House of Justice
One of the essential features of Bahá'u'lláh's Covenant is the infallibility of the Universal House of Justice. Bahá'u'lláh and 'Abdu'l-Bahá have explicitly guaranteed divine inspiration and infallible guidance for the Universal House of Justice. In His Tablets, Bahá'u'lláh declared:
It is incumbent upon the Trustees of the House of Justice to take counsel together regarding those things which have not outwardly been revealed in the Book, and to enforce that which is agreeable to them. God will verily inspire them with whatsoever He willeth, and He, verily, is the Provider, the Omniscient.2
Inasmuch as for each day there is a new problem and for every problem an expedient solution, such affairs should be referred to the Ministers of the House of Justice that they may act according to the needs and requirements of the time. They that, for the sake of God, arise to serve His Cause, are the recipients of divine inspiration from the unseen Kingdom. It is incumbent upon all to be obedient unto them.3
The guarantee of divine guidance for the Universal House of Justice has been repeatedly confirmed by 'Abdu'l-Bahá. In His Will and Testament, 'Abdu'l-Bahá referred to the Universal House of Justice as the institution “which God hath ordained as the source of all good and freed from all error.”4 'Abdu'l-Bahá's Will and Testament further provided: “That which this body, whether unanimously or by a majority doth carry, that is verily the truth and the purpose of God Himself.”5 The Guardian and the Universal House of Justice are protected and unerringly guided by Bahá'u'lláh and the Báb: “The sacred and youthful branch, the Guardian of the Cause of God, as well as the Universal House of Justice . . ., are both under the care and protection of the Abhá Beauty, under the shelter and unerring guidance of the Exalted One . . . . Whatsoever they decide is of God.”6 'Abdu'l-Bahá likewise made evident that the House of Justice “is under the protecting power of Bahá'u'lláh Himself.”7 “A universal, or international, House of Justice shall . . . be organized. Its rulings shall be in accordance with the commands and teachings of Bahá'u'lláh . . . .”8
B. The Nature of the Infallibility of the Universal House of Justice
According to 'Abdu'l-Bahá, “infallibility is of two kinds: essential infallibility and acquired infallibility.”9 “Essential infallibility is peculiar to the supreme Manifestation, for it is His essential requirement, and an essential requirement cannot be separated from the thing itself. The rays are the essential necessity of the sun and are inseparable from it.”10 Whatever emanates from the Manifestations of God “is identical with the truth, and conformable to reality.”11 “Whatever They say is the word of God, and whatever They perform is an upright action.”12 Thus, Bahá'u'lláh, like all the Manifestations of God, possessed essential infallibility.
In contrast to essential infallibility, “acquired infallibility is not a natural necessity; on the contrary, it is a ray of the bounty of infallibility which shines from the Sun of Reality upon hearts, and grants a share and portion of itself to souls. Although these souls have not essential infallibility, still they are under the protection of God - that is to say, God preserves them from error.”13 'Abdu'l-Bahá affirmed that the Universal House of Justice possesses “acquired infallibility”:
For instance, the Universal House of Justice, if it be established under the necessary conditions - with members elected from all the people - that House of Justice will be under the protection and the unerring guidance of God. If that House of Justice shall decide unanimously, or by a majority, upon any question not mentioned in the Book, that decision and command will be guarded from mistake.14
Infallibility has been conferred on the body of the Universal House of Justice, not its individual members: “Now the members of the House of Justice have not, individually, essential infallibility; but the body of the House of Justice is under the protection and unerring guidance of God: this is called conferred infallibility.”15
It should be noted that there exists a difference between omniscience (possessing all knowledge) and infallibility (being guarded from mistake). The Manifestations of God are “omniscient at will.”16 The following excerpt from Bahá'u'lláh's Writings illustrates this truth: “[W]henever We desire to quote the sayings of the learned and of the wise, presently there will appear before the face of thy Lord in the form of a tablet all that which hath appeared in the world and is revealed in the Holy Books and Scriptures.”17 Unlike Bahá'u'lláh, “the Universal House of Justice is not omniscient . . . .”18 Like the Guardian, the House of Justice “wants to be provided with facts when called upon to render a decision, and like him it may well change its decision when new facts emerge.”19
C. The Scope of the Infallibility of the Universal House of Justice
Because, as human beings, we are limited by finite understandings and traditional knowledge,20 it may well be impossible for us to fully comprehend the character and scope of the Universal House of Justice's infallibility - a divine bounty that transcends human experience. In an analogous context, Shoghi Effendi stated that it is “not for individual believers to limit the sphere of the Guardian's authority.”21 Nevertheless, although a complete and exact understanding of the infallibility of the House of Justice may be beyond the reach of our minds, by examining the authoritative Writings of the Faith, it may still be possible to gain some sense of the general features of this infallibility.
The Bahá'í Writings addressing the issue of infallibility indicate that the Universal House of Justice is infallibly guided in any decision it makes in the discharge of its responsibilities. Referring to the Universal House of Justice (as well as the Guardian), 'Abdu'l-Bahá declared: “Whatsoever they decide is of God.”22 He further wrote: “Whatever will be its decision, by majority vote, shall be the real truth, inasmuch as that House is under the protection, unerring guidance and care of the one true Lord. He shall guard it from error and will protect it under the wing of His sanctity and infallibility.”23 Moreover, the House of Justice is “the source of all good and freed from all error.”24
'Abdu'l-Bahá specifically confirmed that the Universal House of Justice is divinely guided in legislating on matters not outwardly revealed in the Book: “Unto the Most Holy Book every one must turn, and all that is not expressly recorded therein must be referred to the Universal House of Justice. That which this body, whether unanimously or by a majority doth carry, that is verily the truth and the purpose of God Himself.”25 Likewise, “[i]f that House of Justice shall decide unanimously, or by a majority, upon any question not mentioned in the Book, that decision and command will be guarded from mistake.”26
Although the Writings at times refer to the infallibility of the Universal House of Justice in the context of its legislative function, the House of Justice's infallibility is not strictly limited to making laws. Several reasons suggest this. As noted above, 'Abdu'l-Bahá stated “[w]hatsoever” the House of Justice decides “is of God,”27 and “[w]hatever will be its decision . . . shall be the real truth.”28 In these passages, 'Abdu'l-Bahá placed no limitations on the types of decisions in which the House of Justice would be divinely guided.
Moreover, that the infallibility of the Universal House of Justice extends to the discharge of all of its responsibilities is confirmed by examination of the purposes of the Covenant. “The essence of the Covenant is the continuation of divine guidance after the Ascension of the Prophet through the presence in this world of an institution to which all the friends turn and which can indisputably state what is the Will of God. After 'Abdu'l-Bahá the Guardianship and the Universal House of Justice are such institutions.”29 The “continuation of divine guidance” through the Universal House of Justice and its expression of “the Will of God” are manifest, for example, as it acts to “administer” the Faith's “affairs, coordinate its activities, promote its interests, execute its laws and defend its subsidiary institutions.”30 The Universal House of Justice itself has explained, in a letter written on its behalf, that as one of the “infallible Institutions which lie at the heart of the Covenant,” it has the task of “applying the laws,” in addition to “making laws.”31 The House of Justice is “invested” with the “inspiration required to enable it to guide the Cause of God.”32 It receives “divine guidance” in formulating teaching plans33 and is conferred “unerring guidance” as it directs the development of the Administrative Order.34 In “The Dispensation of Bahá'u'lláh,” Shoghi Effendi clearly implied that the divine guidance received by the Universal House of Justice extends to “the conduct of the administrative affairs of the Faith.”35
Further, one of 'Abdu'l-Bahá's writings specifically refers to the infallibility of the House of Justice not only in establishing laws, but also in making decisions:
Let it not be imagined that the House of Justice will take any decision according to its own concepts and opinions. God forbid! The Supreme House of Justice will take decisions and establish laws through the inspiration and confirmation of the Holy Spirit, because it is in the safekeeping and under the shelter and protection of the Ancient Beauty . . . .36
One of the areas in which the Universal House of Justice may make decisions is in solving problems that have caused difference. 'Abdu'l-Bahá made clear that the House of Justice is unerringly guided in the discharge of this responsibility:
Beware, beware lest anyone create a rift or stir up sedition. Should there be differences of opinion, the Supreme House of Justice would immediately resolve the problems. Whatever will be its decision, by majority vote, shall be the real truth, inasmuch as that House is under the protection, unerring guidance and care of the one true Lord.37
The above references demonstrate that the infallibility of the Universal House of Justice extends to “any decision” it makes. The House of Justice has “found nothing in the writings of Shoghi Effendi which suggests that the House of Justice would on any occasion reach a 'wrong decision'.”38 Furthermore, “although National and Local Spiritual Assemblies can receive divine guidance if they consult in the manner and spirit described by 'Abdu'l-Bahá, they do not share in the explicit guarantees of infallibility conferred upon the Universal House of Justice.”39 As the House of Justice has observed, “'Abdu'l-Bahá in His Will and Shoghi Effendi in his 'Dispensation of Bahá'u'lláh' have both explicitly stated that the elected members of the Universal House of Justice in consultation are recipients of unfailing Divine Guidance.”40
D. Obedience to the Universal House of Justice
Bahá'u'lláh commanded His followers to obey “the Ministers of the House of Justice”: “It is incumbent upon all to be obedient unto them.”41 'Abdu'l-Bahá expanded upon the significance and dimensions of such obedience. He explained that obedience to the decisions of the Universal House of Justice “is a bounden and essential duty and an absolute obligation, and there is no escape for anyone.”42 God “has commanded the firm believers to obey that blessed, sanctified and all-subduing body, whose sovereignty is divinely ordained and of the Kingdom of Heaven and whose laws are inspired and spiritual.”43
In relation to both the Universal House of Justice and the Guardian, 'Abdu'l-Bahá's Will and Testament pronounced:
Whatsoever they decide is of God. Whoso obeyeth him not, neither obeyeth them, hath not obeyed God; whoso rebelleth against him and against them hath rebelled against God; whoso opposeth him hath opposed God; whoso contendeth with them hath contended with God; whoso disputeth with him hath disputed with God; whoso denieth him hath denied God; whoso disbelieveth in him hath disbelieved in God; whoso deviateth, separateth himself and turneth aside from him hath in truth deviated, separated himself and turned aside from God. May the wrath, the fierce indignation, the vengeance of God rest upon him!44
Not only must believers obey the Universal House of Justice, but they are also enjoined to seek its guidance: “All must seek guidance and turn unto . . . the House of Justice. And he that turneth unto whatsoever else is indeed in grievous error.”45 With regard to Bahá'u'lláh's new World Order, Shoghi Effendi wrote: “We must trust to time, and the guidance of God's Universal House of Justice, to obtain a clearer and fuller understanding of its provisions and implications.”46
“The unchallengeable authority and assurance of divine guidance conferred upon the Universal House of Justice in the sacred Scriptures make it, at this time, the supreme and central institution of the Faith to which all must turn, and also the one body invested with the authority and inspiration required to enable it to guide the Cause of God and maintain unbroken the Covenant of Bahá'u'lláh.”47 Bahá'ís “can have complete confidence in the ability of the Universal House of Justice to function 'under the care and protection of the Abhá Beauty, under the shelter and unerring guidance of His Holiness, the Exalted One.'”48
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