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First as a sort of preface, | should say that | am one of those Baha?is that
come from an American, male, rational-brain perspective. | am reluctant to
begin my prayers, but then discover that they are very refreshing. That is, |
could easily lapse into a state of not doing my daily prayers and forgetting my
devotions. So the recent letter from the Universal House of Justice
"enforcing”; al the provisions of daily prayer has particular significance for
me personally, and is amazingly timely & wise. Perhaps alot of our problems
with people leaving the Faith are because we don't have enough "education” for
new believers about daily prayer; certainly those people that leave the Faith
have lost that relationship that is so precious and is so potent and real when
on pilgrimage.

Next, | should acknowledge that | am aware that the Writings suggest that there
is adifference between the emotions and what we might call spiritual. | do not
profess to completely understand the word or the meaning of "spiritual." My
personal experience confirms that the more we can get rid of the rational and
emotional garbage in our heads, the more we can experience spiritual. | also
can confirm that being in the Holy Land, specifically at our Shrines, has a
major impact on our spirit. Thereisareality there that is removed from our
day-to-day livesin a strange and subtle way.

One of the Persian friends and | had several conversions about our approach to
the different Shrines. She and | agreed that for the Bab and Abdu'l-Bah4, we
had sort of afriendly conversation & relationship. They feel approachable and
like we can "talk™ with them about insignificant things. The Shrine of
Bah4u'lldh istoo powerful for that, and she and | both felt a sort of

reverent silence while there. Thereis afeeling that you are in the presence

of the Central figures when you visit their Shrines. The Guardian said that the
primary purpose of pilgrimageisto pray at the Shrines. | can only vaguely
imagine what it must have been like for the early believersto visit the real
people while they were alive on this earth. There are many anecdotes about how
overwhelming the experience was, and how people became unable to speak, or
involuntarily bowed down. | do understand that now because the same thing



happens at their Shrines.

The general public visits the Shrines during certain times of the day. Pilgrims
are welcometo visit then, too, but are warned that it is a very different
experience. | never went while the public was there, athough several times saw
people trying to get to the Shrines when they were not open to the public but
the gardens were. Literally busloads of people visit Mt. Carmel and go to the
Shrine of the Bab. | can only imagine people wandering around the Shrines and
talking about trivial things and being atourist in the Holy Places. | did not
want to seeit. Theissue, though, is a matter of preparation and attitude.

This must have a so been true of the Central Figuresin life. You either
recognize them and it is very powerful, or they appear as ordinary people. Or
asaprisoner in chains. Or some displaced Persian guy. It isagreat gift and
bounty to have gone there as a pilgrim and to have a good understanding of the
history of our Faith.

Shrine of the Bab. This place you visit on your first day, aformal visit. We
went in as a group and one person after a bit reads aloud the Tablet of
Visitation. There are two side entrances into the Shrine, and | mostly used the
onethat | entered on thisfirst visit. | went to this Shrine often. For my

first two daysin the Holy Land, | cried alot on this Threshold. It was a
cleansing sort of blubbering. | usually went in when | could be by myself and
found myself overwhelmed with emotion. One thing that brought my tears was the
image of Abdu'l-Baha laying the remains of the Bab into the Sepulcher and then
sobbing aloud. The other aspect was my own inadequacy and the feeling that |
didn't deserve to be there. It is difficult to explain this without leaning too

much on the Christian concepts of sin and forgiveness of sins, but that is sort

of what came out. | felt that all my inadequacies were first experienced a-new
and then forgiven. It was like being released of them. Washed of them! After
about two days, | stopped crying and then appeared as reasonably composed as
any other person. So although this part of my experience could be considered
largely emotional, it strikes me as deeply spiritual in away that | do not
comprehend.

During one of the evening talks, the speaker mentioned that our teaching of the
Faith is hampered by our inability to overlook our own inadequacies. We should
not look at our own imperfections. They get in our way. "We seem to say to
ourselvesthat if | were God, | would never forgive me. God has a sort of
contract that if we offer our shortcomings, He will forgive them." (Cf. The
Hidden Words.) "Bahau'llah seems to like to take afallen soul and bring

them up as an example to other Baha'is." --Hooper Dunbar. Another speaker
mentioned that the only experience that reproduces the pilgrimage in our hearts

iswhen we are teaching the Faith.

The Shrine of Abdu'l-Baha. Thiswas like arest period for me, a place to be
peaceful for amoment. | found it very handy to have memorized alot of
Abdu'l-Bahdswords & prayersto recite in my head while | was there.

The Shrine of Bahdu'llah. | did not have the emotional component of the



experience while here. Or at least not the sobbing aloud version. It is more of
an empty-head feeling, in a positive sense, and a place of immense beauty and
reverence. After entering the door, you walk into the portico, an area covered
by glass with a garden in the middle. At one corner is the room with the Shrine
itself, or the Threshold, and when with the whole group, we sort of take turns
approaching this Threshold and then exiting. It is amazing that this process
works so beautifully. No one sits there and says, "OK, your turn, next." But it
works out that way. A whole book could be written about what component of our
Writings creates this in us, makes us have the sense of when it istime to

allow the next person access to a certain spot. In fact, the Shrines are silent
except for the birds outside singing, occasional snuffling and throat clearing,
movement of clothing sounds, and joints creaking.

I will forever remember a small orange tree in this area, under the portico,

that had fruit on it. The sun came through and illuminated the oranges and was
so beautiful. They glowed with alife that was ethereal, aimost like the
proverbial aura. Also in this garden was some kind of small fern-like plant

that grew upwards onto atrellis and onto the lamps that were hanging from the
ceiling, so that they formed an imperfect shape that was delicate and
delightful. This as contrast to the perfectly manicured gardens on the exterior
and in the other gardens. (Our gardens are becoming famous among the I sragli
people and are very popular tourist destinations.) | love it that on the

interior of the Shrine, well, in the portico, is this fern-thing growing rather
haphazardly. Pilgrims do not enter over the Threshold of the Shrines. | suppose
no one does except custodians. (Each holy place has a custodian; the term is
more inclusive than just someone that cleans up.)

Sigh. | find that my diatribe here is deteriorating into just description. It
isindeed difficult to convey the spiritual aspects of the pilgrimage. | am

certain that it has a spiritual effect that is unlike anything | have ever

known or imagined. Part of that effect is along the lines of "forgiveness of
sins," so to speak. Another is about renewal. Another is about a sublime
happiness that invades my being to the very core, and isasreal and tangible

as anything. Another isthe physical beauty of the Shrines and holy places, and
the wonder of Akka. Another is the rational-thought component, the new
understanding of where the Central Figures lived and moved and breathed. The
volume of consistent words that flowed from those Pensis proof enough of their
Redlity. | have a new understanding of the phenomena of Revelation, how
knowledge flows from our Creator to the creatures, little o' me.

Dr. Varga [other figures not identified]
'Ali Akbar Furutan [other figures not identified]
| suppose nothing really compares to the experience of meeting the Hands.

| asked... most sheepishly and embarrassed | was, too... Mr. Furutan why Shoghi
Effendi did not have any children. He looked at me very carefully and intensely
for amoment, then said,



"I was secretary of the NSA for 24 years and | know personally several people
that went to the Guardian and said '‘Beloved Guardian, | can't have children.’

and the Guardian would pray for them and...." [Mr. Furutan lifted his handsin
agentle fashion and smiled sweetly] "They became fathers. Now | know that the
Guardian was capable of doing for himself what he was able to do for others.
This means that it was not wise for the him to have children.”

So, my most burning question WAS answered while | was on pilgrimage. It wasn't
the answer that | expected, but it satisfies me completely. | still can't

beleive that | had the nerve to ask Mr. Furutan! What was | thinking! Gad! What
abirdbrain.... | was drinking tea later, and recovering from my red face, when

| told another pilgrim about this question. This other pilgrim said he had been

at a conference when Ruhiyyih Khanum spoke, and somebody asked from the
audience why they didn't have children, and she answered humorously, "I can
assure you it was not for lack of trying!"

Shoghi Effendi, who died of Asiatic Flu on Nov 4, 1957 in London, married Mary
Maxwell in 1937. She was surnamed '‘Amatu’l-Baha Ruhiyyih Khanum, and passed
away herself in 2000.
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