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FOREWORD
Another Song, Another Season is the first selection of Roger White's
poetry to be published in book form, although single poems have
appeared before. The selection has been made with a view to
maintaining homogeneity, a difficult task when confronted with the
prolific and wide-ranging promptings of his muse.
The frequently observed dichotomy in individuals between outward
circumstance and inner spiritual truth is a valid poetical subject;
these poems, notably the 'Portrayals', go beyond exemplifying the
fact and disclose the reality of unity in diversity. The unifying
spirit is the response of widely varied individuals to the Revelation
of Bahá'u'lláh. The portraits are of real people, heroes and martyrs
and servants of the Bahá'í Faith, many of them our contemporaries,
which increases our interest a thousandfold. Keith, 'a looker', but
'brainy' too; Martha, dowdy and unimpressive outwardly, but able to
set aflame the hearts of men with that divine love which consumed
her; Fred Mortensen, the dropout boy who hoboed his way to see the
Master and achieved eternal fame. The theme fascinates our poet.
He has the remarkable gift of knowing how to present high
themes--nobility, dedication, the beauty of sacrifice, the eternal
battle of the soul--in modes of common speech and everyday concepts,
an ability rooted in his revulsion to the meretricious, the
sanctimonious and the pi. His poetry is spiritual and religious but
neither didactic nor obscure.
The inclusion of a few poems in lighter vein is felicitous, for it
leads us to hope that in further volumes his predilection for shying
tomatoes at top hats will be indulged--to our delight and his.
Haifa David Hofman 1978
PART ONE PORTRAYALS
O ye apostles of Baha'u'lIah! . . . Behold the portals which
Bahá'u'lláh hath opened before you! Consider how exalted and
lofty is the station you are destined to attain; how unique
the favours with which you have been endowed.... I fervently
hope that in the near future the whole earth may be stirred
and shaken by the results of your achievements.... Be not con-
cerned with the smallness of your numbers neither he oppressed
by the multitude of an unbelieving world ... Exert yourselves;
your mission is unspeakably glorious.
'Abdu'l-Bahá
MARTHA ROOT
1872--1939
A dowdy girl, was Martha, and a real gadabout . . .
(remark by a contemporary)
Have patience, Martha, we shall forget the hastily-hemmed
hand-me-downs the laddered hose the horrent hair shall
understand you yet, cease to care whether virtue be
photogenic, dare see in your eye's lens the apocalyptic
images ineffaceably etched there-- the poisoned air the
towers afire the maimed trees the human pyre--these which
sent you hurtling in exquisite arc across the blackening sky,
your life a solitary warning cry against engulfing dark and
ultimate night. Your eyes were dippers used against the fire,
purchased brief respite
that on the ramparts might arise -
the legioned guardians of light.
Be patient: we may yet ourselves become God's gadabouts,
meteoric, expire Martha-like, in conflagrant holy urgency.
A LETTER TO KEITH
Now Keith, she was a looker ...
(remark by a contemporary)
Why did you do it, Keith, And you a looker? Not your
usual religious dame in need of a good dentist and a
fitted bra. Not one of those skinny ones who make it
their painful duty to love mankind and purse their lips
a lot to let you know it isn't easy. Not one of those.
Sharp dresser, too. And brainy. Not every man's kind of
woman but a looker. And a real good talker, too. It
makes no sense, Keith. You could have put your passion
to another use.
We grow them odd here in Michigan, but you were an odd
one even for us-- why, just your name, for starters. And
all your mooning about the library, reading too much,
making notes in little books. And your preaching. I
suppose your life was full enough but your interest in
God--was that normal? We always said you could pray the
paint off a barn door at twenty paces, but we meant no
harm. It was as though you were always looking for
something you hadn't found.
And gallivanting around the world like you did, visiting
the Maoris and savages like that, which we had only ever
seen in National Geographic. In those days we thought we
were doing pretty good if we made a trip to Chicago.
Nobody faulted you for going to the Holy Land, you
always were the studious kind and they've got a helluva
lot of religion there.
We heard you were sent on a special mission to fight for
a good cause. Well, you'd be just the girl for that; but
why Persia, Keith? Life still isn't worth a nickel there
and what do they know about plumbing? With a tongue like
yours, I'll bet you told those folks a thing or two. And
when word got back that you had died there's some as
said you'd found what you wanted at last. I'm one who
thinks you did, Keith, who thinks you did.
All these years later standing at the marker they put up
for you here at home and reading those words and
listening to what these decent people are saying about
you being a glorious martyr and all-- I'm bawling, me a
grown man, three sons and wife in the grave and not what
you'd call sentimental.
Why did you do it, Keith, and you a looker?
LOUIS G. GREGORY
1874-1951
He is like pure gold; that is why he is acceptable in any
market, and is current in every country.
'Abdu'l-Bahá
Across the angry decades that separate
us from him may there still be found
true and stainless words unwarped by
the suppositions and suspicions of
these hurtful times to honour this
gentleman of colour?
We need the lesson of this lite; need
know that the alchemy of service and
obedience mints coin of purest gold.
In his modesty he almost eludes us but
we will know him yet.
Travel, the Master said, I want
them to see you; you are very
dear to me.
And dear to us, Louis, who see
you now and love, as He, O Louis,
love, even as the beauty of your
dusk, your gleam.
VISIT TO A VETERAN
I often thought that Horace Holley might have been a bit of a
rake when he was young, but he straightened up real good.
(remark by a contemporary)
Wilmette, 1953
You had a mandarin's tranquillity, A Jesuitical poise, but I
was keen to see If the legends of you held validity. You knew,
of course, but smiled and offered tea.
'The ego our sole, our deadliest foe . . .' I nibbled cake and
mused it might be so. 'This battle is the bravest act I know .
. .' I feigned agreement and arose to go.
Homage to homily! Cliche well spun! A wasted meeting--and this
our only one-- The gift then not seen (my struggle scarce
begun) Your face: archive of victory sorely won.
'ABDU'L-GHAFFAR OF ISFAHAN
What fish is this that struggles to the shore,
For whom this absence is a fiery death, And,
plunging, finds but anguish all the more, Each
scorching wave a torment to his breath?
What lure aland inspires this frantic flight? Toward whose
strong skein turns he his questing eye? The poet told this
knowing fish's plight: Here sea; here hapless, burning
lover, dry.
MASTER CRIMINAL
From every land Thou hearest the lamentations of
them that love Thee, and from every direction Thou
hearkenest unto the cries' of such as have
recognized Thy sovereignty . . Thou knowest full
well, O my God, that their only crime is to have
loved Thee.
Tell, Duarte Vieira, kindly tell, What crime won
you a prison cell?
Your testament, a biscuit tin-- What, Duarte
Vieira, was your sin?
What was the error of your ways That heaven's
Concourse sings your praise?
What offence did you commit? Tell, that we may
follow it.
Reveal your secret so that we May, too, gain
immortality.
Our skulking fears by you allayed, We seek a
crime so richly paid.
All Africa now vastly blessed: Baha's felon laid
to rest.
Tell, Duarte Vieira, kindly tell, What crime won
you a prison cell?
MARION JACK
1866--1954
Let them remember Marion Jack . . .
Shoghi Effendi
We are not menaced by this one in our
silent, steely rise to power. The
unseen worm sleeps blissfully in the
silver apple.
This is not a master. The world
justifiably ignores the conventional
inept daubs and we affirm that
charitable neglect. Our hand will not
tremble as we reach for our brush; no
standard born of her rebukes our
palette.
Not even as a woman does she
intimidate. The body is a
commonplace, the domestic bulk
foreshadowing varicose veins. We see
her as a cardiac. The face, an
artifact, looks homemade. If our
glance lingers it is to find
confirmation that fat people are
jovial. Observe the open grin that
cannot imagine refection or
destruction.
Let us pass her by, one of those useless
people drowsing on park benches who would
embarrass our friends. We need not dignify
her paintings by affording them critiques;
history in its mercy will dispose of them.
We deal in success, we understand these
things.
But what is this achievement looming
indestructibly from the acme of another
arc? Mourn loss immortal heroine . . .
greatly loved and deeply admired by Abdul-
Baha shining example pioneers present
future generations East West . . . The
worm stirs. Precipitately the apple
tumbles forward. Holding it in the mind's
blue light the teeth engage-- but this
shall taste of ashes. Envie not greatnesse
. . . Be not thine own worm How chill the
murk behind our opaque, earthbound eyes.
Regard the larger canvas: a masterwork.
Marion! Guide us as we seize the brush!
Teach us the colours of immortality!
E A G L E
Lua Getsinger
1871--1916
Mother-teacher of the American Bahá'í Community . . .
Shoghi Effendi
Studio of Juliet Thompson
New York
13 June 1912
Here at the giddy summit of our acute and secret need,
above desire's burning desert and ambition's
treacherous bog, in this perch gained painfully by the
heart's frail ladder and reason's faulty bridge-- all
means by which ~e sought approach-- we nestle in the
dappling light in His love's green and leafy warmth.
We who think we know Him, who found in Him more than
we could have known to want of the Good of goodness,
who see Him as Father, our Christ-need dream fleshed
out and fruit of every creche made real, Son of the
Eternal Sun, Perfection wrought ideal, whitest white
of White, the rosest Rose,
prismatic fire of diamond, honey's
amber inmost essence and flower's
unseen core-- now are given more.
Despite our pain and vertigo the
goal not gained ! Our understanding
sags and sighs beneath the blue and
reeling loft we must claim else die
on this flint and lonely precipice.
If eagle will know sky it must
trenchantly seize air in plumate
frenzy, pummel, conquer, rise,
soL~r -
he eagle.
In the throbbing hiatus
as we mutely cower He
reads one heart:
I am the Centre of God's Covenant He
said.
You must understand this. I am the
Centre of the Covenant in your midst.
Lua I appoint you the Herald of the
Covenant.
In tears the fledgeling lunges toward a
chaste and unknown splendour: 'O Master_
re-create me for this task!'
We see her earthfree in avian ascent sweep toward
heaven's arch; her receding joyous cries flake down
faint as echo's echo.
We would have this azure authority, ask strengthening,
wing and tendon, for this flight.
THE PURCHASE
Haji Ja'far-i-Tabrizi
Afflictive woe unbearable; they grieve. One uncalm
mourner cannot reconcile to this And through unreasoned
act buys their reprieve, Below his drooped mouth carves
a scarlet grin of bliss. Egregious deed attended by
reward, He lives and, exiled, gains reunion with his
Lord.
If madness purchase immortality
Grant compounded madness, love's full insanity
HOW TO SUCCESSFULLY
CONDUCT THE ROBBERY OF
A LITTLE OLD LADY
To ard the end of herlife, u*ileservingasaBaha'~'pioneer in
~he Canary Islands, Prudence Ceorge (189~1974) of the British
Baha'l' community had her handbag snatched b~ a young thief.
Upon her calling aloud the Greatest Name the boy dropped the
purse and ~!ed in confusion. Prudence uas left calling him
back in order to listen to the Message of Bahá'u'lláh.
I am the first to admit that William Carlos Williams is the
ultimate authority on how to conduct a funeral but I'm glad
you came to me about this matter.
Mine was the perfect crime, you see, I retired wealthy at an
early age and my victim and I have become the best of
friends. We sometimes sit around of an evening and reminisce
about the robbery. What could be nicer, more civilized? I'm
able to say with some little pride that I'm something of an
expert in my field. Williams couldn't help you here; you did
well to come to me.
I'm afraid you handled your little affair rather poorly, my
dear chap. Admittedly you chose your victim well. She was an
obvious mark, of course, conspicuously a foreigner moving
through the town with the curious innocence and vulnerability
of the stranger. Her age was in your favour-- older ladies
can rarely run very fast.
You never know about their lung power, of course. Some seem
to have waited all their lives for a chance to indulge in
some justified high-decibel screaming-- but that's a chance
you take.
Yes, she seemed a good choice, as victims go, but you bungled
it, young fellow. There was little excuse for it-- you slim
as a jack-knife, capable of moving fleetly and with stealth--
not that these were necessary qualifications for the job.
No, it was your mistaken judgement. That's how you muffed it,
my boy, in going after the handbag. No value there. If you'd
given her half a chance she'd have offered you a pearl beyond
price. If you'd handled it correctly it would have been a
piece of cake as we used to say in the trade.
Now next time, my lad, here's what you do. Forget about
handbags--they're usually filled with bus tokens, hairpins,
photographs of grandchildren, throat lozenges, theatre
programmes, shopping lists, shredding facial tissues, grubby
pencil stubs and astonishing quantities of lint-- rarely the
sleek travellers' cheques you imagine sprout there.
So forget the purse. Instead, approach the victim eagerly
wearing a friendly smile.
Extend your hand in a warm greeting and say:
Madam, have you anything to tell me? And the
pearl is yours! There, you see, as easy as taking
candy from a baby. Duck soup, as it were.
For heaven's sake, lad, take a little pride in
your work.
Go now, I think you are ready.
T H E D A N C E R
Catherine Rudyerd (Heward) Huxtable
Knight of Bahá'u'lláh (Gulf Islands, Canada
1932 1967
This Irailest seated girl who'd choose to dance,
Yet cheats ungracious nature's cumbering trial,
Gallops her mount without a backward glance,
Knows well she will be with us but a while And
undeterred by body's withering blight Achieves
the valorous victory of a Knight.
Wariest bird, the shadow ever near, Outpours her
song--we would not have it end-- Lavishes joy,
nor deigns to squander tears, So imminent reunion
with the Friend. Departing then, example left as
trust, To Africa consigns her fragrant dust.
She dances now, enthroned in love's fair keep. We
see her vacant chair and do not weep.
FUJITA WITH PILGRIMS
Dearly loved tireless steadfast Saichiro Fujita . . .His rank in van-
guard, first Japanese believers his labours World Centre his dedication
humility sincerity love will forever be remembered . . .
The Universal House of lustice
(Cablegram of 7 May 1976)
What was 'Abdu'l-Bahá really like? The Master was always very kind to
me. But what did you hear Him say? Everything He wanted to teach us is
in His Writings and His example. To think you had the bounty of serving
Him ! I never felt that I could do very much for 'Abdu'l-Bahá. One thing
I did was perhaps acceptable-- sometimes I made Him laugh. And what did
He say to you? He told me to be a good boy.
There is a rightness in our meeting here. He is proprietorial in the
garden, the dwarfing verdure seems to nuzzle him. Acquitted of
triviality by a pain and loneliness that might instruct us, rescued a
halo's-breadth from isolating sainthood by an exonerating intolerance
and his need for us but still a holy man he accepts our homage not in
full innocence yet more in his Master's right than his own, mikado of
mirth, the Servant's servant.
Impaled upon our need for validation, (Approve us, you by Him
approved!) above our pity or patronage, with a rare awareness of
his assured immortality, he offers for our Polaroid delight a
harlequinade, inattentive to the dignity he has unassailably
achieved. Against our expectation of dogmatic declamation or
prescription for joy his pantomimed haiku attests: There is no
mystery here; only fidelity and service. The children accept the
sage as secre~less, admit him to their world, converse in a
language we have lost. We chafe at the edge of their enchantment.
We are aspiring esoterics, giddy with statistics and formulae,
swooningly obsessed with apocrypha and eschatology; our questions
swarm through the mute garden like raucous insects. Sedated by
sunlight the geranium gape in crimson consternation. His certitude
is chivalrous, does not accuse; it is older than the garden.
Our anguish cannot hold him. Eluding our slender claim he
turns from our doubt to the flowers and silent concerns,
ambling away with a wink and a wave betokening our
affirmation. He courts annihilation; a fairer garden
calls. Beyond our view his comic stance is shed; he is
listener, suppliant, awaiter. His yearning towers with
the patience and solemnity of trees.
We had not thought the journey such a lonely one. In the backwash
of his inviolate renunciation we stand, waist-deep in the dumb
geranium disconsolately tracing our distance from the goal,
churning the weightless air with our questions and our words, our
endless words.
Someone asks: Did you take his picture?
Haifa
April 1975
A CUP OF TEA
Persian Muslims will tell you often that the Babis bewitch or
drug their guests so that these impelled by a fascination
which they cannot resist, become similarly affected with uhat
the aforesaid Muslims regard as a strange and
incomprehensible madness.
Neu York, 1912:
No more tea, Emma dear, you have been more than kind and the cake
was most delicious. The strawberries are extraordinary this year,
are they not . . . sweet and plump; like small red hearts.
But returning to your question, yes, I have been seeing dear Miss
Thompson and her friends; Juliet is a charming and talented girl and
her friends are kindly.Many of them are well placed--somehow one
doesn't quite dare hope for that among the religious, if I may say
so. I try to warn Miss Thompson to hold little hope for me--as you
know, I'm essentially pragmatic--but she does insist so sweetly that
sometimes I attend. She is always gracious at the meetings though
I understand little of what she says--since her visit to Palestine
she has seemed--how shall I say--not quite of this world; she lives
in a state of ecstasy. She talks of nothing but the one she calls
the Master---an occult-sounding term; I quite dislike it--but I
confess he does intrigue me; I mean, a prisoner for forty years and
now at an advanced age coming to America teaching a message of
brotherly love and peace--it's like a fable. The newspapers are full
of it, of course.
Miss Thompson has been beside herself since learning he would come
and I naughtily allowed her to persuade me to meet him, not giving
her false hope by permitting her to see how avidly curious I was.
You can picture it--my pretending indifference yet half fearing she
would cease insisting. and then my casting about for some means to
accomplish this without upsetting my husband. Wingate is an avowed
agnostic, as he eagerly informs anyone who will listen, and no doubt
would disown me. His conception of my social role outside the home,
I'm afraid, extends no further than my service on the Opera League
and my charities; and he has always been embarrassed by what he
calls my brother's Episcopalian delusions. Charles studied for the
ministry, you know, until he contracted tuberculosis. After he
regained his health Wingate rescued him and gave him a place in the
business.
But where was l? Oh yes, the Master--how queer that that name should
come so readily to my lips; 'Abdu'l-Bahá or ~Ahhas Fffendi would be
proper forms of address, I suppose. Despite my subterfuge, arranging
an appointment was not so eas11y accomplished; there were many
meetings but all were crowded--devotees pouring in from as far away
as California, I hear. But at last we succeeded in finding a
mutually agreeable time and I was Miss Thompson's guest at a
gathering at someone's home--a rather good address--though what
Juliet told the hostess I cannot think, and indeed I never met her,
so great the crush. A strange assortment--some orientals-- Persians,
I suppose--a coloured gentleman--Wingate would use another term bul,
you see, one can in the South without offence--two Chinese, and some
of what one might describe as the labouring class; a struggling
artist or two, and one who might have been a poet, from Miss
Thompson's seemingly endless circle of co-enthusiasts. Others, too,
of course, who appeared both charming and distinguished. but on the
whole one was struck both by the ordinariness of the people in the
group and fascinated by the idea of their being linked together
through curiosity or devotion. And the Master was present --'Abdu'l-
Baha--and he appeared--how shall I say--oh, noble, majestic, serene-
-it was rather as though a great light had entered the room---do you
find me sentimental? One felt an overpowering need to win his
approval--like a child with an adored teacher. And he spoke. Not at
length, but with extreme simplicity and power. His voice is gentle,
hypnotic, one might say irresistible. I scarcely remember the
words--it was rather his presence which compelled--but something of
his father's sufferings and his message, and a few words about his
own imprisonment--the words seemed the least part of it. One could
not resist feeling a sympathy, of course, but for me what he said
was not the central point. How can I say this and be sure I am
understood--as he spoke I asked myself: why is he here; what does
he want of us; he is not young--what can possibly come of this
journey in the West?
And it came to me that his being here represents an unvoiced
invitation--perhaps I should say command, for it is his presence which
expresses it rather than what he says--a command, then, that we make
an adjustment in our lives--am I making sense? I almost exclaimed
aloud: 'He wants us to be like him!' Not in an imitative way--not
that--but to step into his world, and to somehow transform this one.
And I wondered if the others knew this too--perhaps this is what Miss
Thompson has been telling me all along and I simply have not
understood. But it bore in on me there in his presence--profoundly
bore in--that he asks us to make an adjustment of the soul, if I may
use that term--to become spiritually renewed.
This all happened in a flash, as these things do, Emma, and there was
more. In that moment I knew I might--if I were free--what shall I
say--follow him, in the sense Miss Thompson uses that term. Oh, not
on my knees in the dust as she doubtless would--though perhaps that
too--but, in my own way, follow him; that I might become one of those
women who weep at his mention; that he might represent a standard to
which one could devote one's life--forgive me if I ramble, but I
scarcely know words to describe this and if I embarrass you I'll stop.
It's just that there is no one to whom I have been able to tell it
all. I'm inhibited in speaking to Miss Thompson--she's so hopeful of
my being won over and in fairness I must not encourage her. There I
was--in my mind--throwing myself at his feet, sobbing, and covering
them with kisses. It was most unsettling.
But in the same moment of realizing this truth about myself I felt a
sense of deep loss--a heart-piercing loss. I heard myself saying--not
aloud, of course, though I scarcely knew at that time what I might
have done--heard myself saying 'It's too late for me!' And tears stung
my eyes at that instant. Pictures of Wingate and the children flashed
into mind, and a picture of our house and myself presiding at one of
Wingate's functions. And I looked about the room and thought, how can
I open my home to all these people? How can I present them to
Wingate's mother? In following the Master, you see, you open your door
upon the world. My choices have been made, I realized. And in my
feeling of loss I saw the faces around me suddenly as alien,
hateful--in that moment I felt a loathing even for Miss Thompson who
has been the essence of kindness. The people appeared--how shall I put
it--smug and conspiratorial, a closed circle. I felt excluded and I
detested them. I saw them as Wingate might see them, as pitiable
objects of derision--as calf-eyed and fawning, mooning about like
biblical figures at the feet of Christ in a shabby tableau. They
seemed naive, even incredibly stupid. Of what use are any of these to
him, I thought? He is of a different world ! What can possibly come
of this journey he is making, these talks, this pathetic handful? How
can any of this matter?
All of this in a split second, as I said. And then I closed my eyes
against my tears. It is perhaps as well I had not met the hostess
because then, unforgivably--I blush to say it--I fainted. The room was
stifling and I had unwisely worn a velvet frock. I have never in my
life engaged in that deplorable female diversion--Wingate's mother
faints at every conceivable opportunity--I despise the practice,
always having supposed it to be an artifice. But there it was--picture
it, if you can, Emma. I must have blacked out for only a
moment--someone was fussing about and making well-meaning but clumsy
efforts to loosen my collar, and my eyes opened to see the Master
rising and coming towards me bearing the cup of tea someone had just
placed in his hand. He came to me urgently--and, yes, tenderly--and
handed me his cup. 'Drink! Drink!' he said, and his voice and eyes
were almost stern. Wherever he is the Master is the centre of
attention so of course all eyes were upon me as I took a timid sip.
No offence to you, dear, but never have I tasted such tea as from his
hand. And then he smiled dazzlingly and leaning down to me whisDered
in English--his
tone was so pitched that no one heard 'It is acceptable.' His eyes
appeared to lend a significance beyond what the words conveyed. And then
he turned and the others engaged him. I was happy no longer to be the
focal point of the room. Soon it was over and we all left. I have not
seen Miss Thompson since, nor answered her calls. And I will not discuss
this with her-- isn't it strange, but I feel this is private, in some
acutely intense way it is mine. Obviously I must extricate myself from
her group--gently, of course, for I have no wish to hurt her. However
laudable or desirable the objectives of her circle, it is too late for
me; perhaps it is even too late for all of us. How my husband and my
parents would scorn all my gushing--all the emotional tumult that
meeting hasunleashed--though perhaps I do not really know them at all,
and Wingate least of all. Do you ever feel that those you love are
strangers? I cannot imagine how I appear to my own husband and children
or explain the sense of remoteness from them I sometimes experience. It
is odd to feel divorced from one's own life's centre.
But, anyway, too late, you see, too late. As Wingate says, this is the
age of reason and enlightenment, the century of prosperity and progress
and peace, and the world struggles along well enough without its seers
and sages. He may well be right--he makes a study of these things. But,
Emma, the Master! If only you could see him!
Extraordinary, wasn't it, his saying what he did? I wonder whether I
shall ever understand it.
MARK TOBEY: A LETTER AND
TWO SNAPSHOTS
t is one thing to paint a picture and another to experience it.
Mark Tobey
24 April 1976
Haifa
I came along too la.e to know you well, Mark-- geography and our
ages against it, an ocean between-- so, learning of your death,
I sift for photographs and memory serves up only two. Others
must have many; I am content with mine. Both speak to me of
courage: you will not find that strange.
The Temple in Wilmette is background to the first. It was 1953,
in spring. I came, new to conferences and the House of Worship,
excited, claiming it all, drunk with seizure. You were on the
stairs looking curiously lonely in the bubbling crowd. I saw the
wistfulness. Someone whispered your name and I broke away,
rushing at you in adolescent ebullience, bristling to possess my
first celebrity. You were a Bahá'í--public--minc like the Temple
and the nine-pointed star. I saw your momentary wince, the flash
of what I knew to be a customary irritability, saw you as
victim, as target, as too often possessed and made, trivially,
an unwilling familiar. Meetings and martyrs are of many kinds.
In that moment I could have wept for your vulnerability.
What name do we give the process that translates private pain
into human service? We clutch the ready cliche 'he did the
Bahá'í thing' and hope we're understood. I do not know what need
you read in me but instantly you took that step. Ieaned towards
my abashment. I cannot measure your cost, saw only the warm
smile, the reaching out, the bestowal of the gift. You would
have me be your fellow-conspirator, pretended rescuer, playmate
for Peck s bad boy. 'Let's escape and have some tea', you said,
and led me away, appointing me your shield, feigning to be led.
The crowd would have held you but for the perfection of your
pantomime: two established friends hastening through the jostle
to the deserved privacy of a longstanding, self-promised tryst,
the venerable one acknowledging greetings on the fly, the
younger appearing the more eager to be off. Do not suggest it
was mere expediency-- we know when we are used.
The stratagem succeeded. Companionably seated in the cafe', in
snug anonymity, I was dizzy with expectation: what would be
revealed? Soon I knew. You spoke of the weather in Seattle, the
food in Switzerland, of arthritis, of growing old. And not a
word about painting or the Faith. I was not long puzzled. In
that pedestrian flow I was given access: Mark Tobey was
revealed. You are a painter--you paint: there, on canvas, your
words. You are a Bahá'í: befriending the young stranger,
offering tea, presenting the Faith in transaction. Even then I
was grateful to be spared discipleship and a gratuitous verbal
tour of those landmarks that trace the outermost fringes of the
stronghold of belief, or a recital of those polite bywords we
erect as barriers at the remotest courtyard of identity to
discourage rather than invite entry or homecoming.
We separated smoothly; 1, your debtor, not made to feel one. It
was as though we had spoken many times and grown secure in our
partings.
More than twenty years have passed; the picture does not fade. I
have my own Mark Tobey, unretouched, and often I consull it when
courage is the prize. I would not trade it and no, Mark, it is
not for sale.
London, 1963: spring again, the Jubilee, another picture, an
even larger crowd. I did not look for you among the thousands
but found myself seated again at tea with you in a random
gathering, you winking p1ayful recognition of a long-ago ruse.
When, by chance, we were alone you spoke of the weather in
London, the food in France, of arthritis of growing old, of
loneliness. Again I was not puzzled: By then had seen your
paintings, had trembled, had heard and seen you in the white
writing, knew your themes, your swoon.
'Martyrs are not popular subjects', you once remarked. I did
not ask why you painted martyrs, Mark, though I marveled at
your valour. Martyrs bear witness to belief; they are the
supreme lovers; they die for love. Who would paint martyrs
in an age that debases the word to a tag of parlour-game
psychology? Who would dare paint love in a world that has
forgotten it? Who. indeed, would frame and hang his soul?
AND ALL THE ANGELS LAUGHING
Bernard Le~ch
In Memori~m
7 Mcll 1979
Bernard beckoning shyly at the door. Mark beaming now and
Reg agog with glee, and all the angels laughing welcomingly.
Does Juliet excitedly scatter the rrisky cherubs, pour
equivalent Or tea, maternally attentive to the chatter Or
thc reunite(i ~hr ~
boyish, how incorrigibly boyish! even in their
immortality, speaking delightedly of palette,
glaze and brush, chuckling companionably, till
Juliet cries 'Hush! One at a time!' and Mark,
the wag, exclaims the tea's di~ ine, dear
Bernard, but Juliet's a nag!' and the air is
warm with laughter.
Does this amaze? Would we ask more of
celestial matter, or know that heaven peopled
by such folks can well accommodate their
jokes? Can love's Kingdom be less domestic
than the glimpses we are given? Need we strain
toward etheriality? Perhaps. Still,
domesticity even there must have its lot.
God's economy would will that it's the known
good we regain at first, and His surprises
after. which earth's grief but restrain. Leave
them to their laughter and discussion of the
circle and the dot. See! Bernard tells an
anecdote, describes a favourite pot. It is we
who speak Or pain.
TH E A PPO INTM ENT
In 19~7 Corinne True carried to ~kka a parchment scroll
containing the names of more than a thousand American
Baha is who asked permission to erect a House of Worship.
Hiding it behind her on the divan she first presented the
gifts sent by the friends. But the Master strode across
reached behind her and grasped the parchment and held it
aloft: This is what gives megreat joy. Go back and
workfor the Temple it is a great work. Deuote yoursey to
this project. Make a beginning and all will come right.
Pilgrim notes of Corinne True
Wilmette Illinois: I May 1912
There is another kind of clock
its cogwheels fixed in the
unknowable convolutions of
God's mind, perhaps our
galaxies its smallest jewels, a
clock that marks some celestial
piecing of eternity, one that
runs silently, invisibly,
forever, fluidly forward or
back, cancelling our time, its
tick perpetual, attuned to the
omniscient and eternal heart.
It is respectful of the
boundaries we erect
against the terror and the mystery;
humours our pasteboard timepieces; is
charitable to our insolent need to
feel, invulnerably, that our measures
are solid and docile to our will,
that real is real and then and now
stay put and our world does not slip
or warp or wobble.
Coincidence is the uneasy name we
give stark mom~nts when intervention
rises up to melt our mathematics or
intersect our schemes. Our departure
inexplicably delayed, we read of the
sunken ship, the crippled, flaming
plane, with congratulatory
satisfaction and a faint contempt for
others' luck and planning. The
fortuitous arrival of a letter we
glibly assign to impulse and hold
hope that horoscopes foretold the
sudden meeting that brought love
there on the ugly, accustomed street
under the stranger's shared parasol
in an unseasonable shower.
And so we are waiting inflexibly
correct under the canvas marquee for
the Master to take His part in our
rehearsed pattern, faint with
excitement, flush with historicity,
adjusting our impeccable neckties,
fingering our fashionable pearls,
stroking the gold watches that pulse
in the vest pocket or wilt, pendent
on slender chain, at the bosom,
their claim negated by another Time.
We long for authority to check the
uncontrollable lakeborn breeze that
chills the perspiration heading in
our palms.
Enthralled, loving Him, we see His
radiance approach, mirror to the
sun. His rreely vigorous stride sets
the shining robe twining and
swirling into eloquent motion. His
head is raised to drink the wind-fed
air. Unfaithful to our plan
He leaves the carriage, comes on
foot in perfect grace. Soundlessly
we gasp at humility and majesty in
peerless balance.
The pouer which has gathered you here
today notwithstanding the cold and
uindy ueather is indeed mighty and
uonderful. It is the pouer of God the
divinefavour of Baha u 11ah uhich has
drawn you together . . .
Appropriate to our expectations are
His simple words. Our souls drift
like somnolent fish in the warm tide
of His approval. We do not strain to
understand. Secure in our ritual we
may not see, as in His eye, the
Temple risen, long since risen,
lighted, a pulsating refuge, peopled
. . . and beyond that, and beyond.
He makes a gesture with the golden
trowel,
graciously accepts that emblem-toy as He
does our childlike love-- but service is
His Call. With axe and shovel, then, the
soil is turned, as unresisting to His hands
as our hearts to His words. Compliantly the
earth parts before that force; perhaps we
only imagine that it pulses with
expectancy. Under our heavy hats of felt or
feathers the brows throb: what seed does He
plant here?
VII
The Temple will have a spiritual influence
a tremendous effect upon civilization. From
this beginning thousands of Temples will
rise . . .
Again the schedule is sundered. Beckoned by
His smile the solemn, silent friends surge
towards His upraised hand, open the earth,
each a spadeful, in the name of all
mankind, for this Temple shall be Mother.
Our doubt dissolves in the calm assurance
of His words as we crane toward His vision.
VIII
We had politely grimaced
~~ ~hP wPll-known tale
of Nettie Tobin's uoices instructing her to
bring a stone; we pictured her squat,
bustling, inelegant, middle-aged and
panting, her red-faced frenzied scuttle,
weaving her course in shabby, tilting shoes
across uneven ground, trundling the child's
cart with a splintered rock rejected by a
builder, her contribution of a cornerstone.
New to love we smiled indulgently upon her
zeal and did not know our condescension.
'Now all is in readiness', she had said, as
a complacent housewife might remark
surveying her set table, but wondered, too,
at her impulsion as she stood alone at the
bleak and vacant site.
And now His hands are on the stone. He
turns to it as to an expected guest, His
eyes caressing the jagged shape as they
would a dear friend's face, this
appointment longingly awaited. He gently
nestles the rock to rest in the raw brown
loam where we yearn to take its place and
earn the light smile that
plays across His face. He turns and speaks:
The Temple i.~ already built!
We almost understand. 'What a wonderful
lesson! How kind and utterly sweet He is!'
we say, glancing at our watches, gathering
up our programmes and our rustling wraps,
edging irresistibly closer to His gleaming
form, loving Him and wondering--past reach
of names by which we know Him-- wondering
what clock or calendar keeps Him and Who He
is.
THE PIONEER
- for all the lovely ladies -
Ye are . . the soft-ftouing uaters upon which must depend the
17ery l.J~e of all men. . the breezes of spring that are uafted
over the world . . Through you the countenance of the u orid
hath been u reathed in smiles, and the brightness of His light
shoneforth.
Bahá'u'lláh
You will meet her anywhere,
the river, market, roadside, bus, in Carcross, Nairobi,
Liverpool, Duluth and the old girl will be smiling: she knows.
The sincere costume, the workworn hands, say little. Satin or
leather, the good, earnest face
belongs on a chocolate box, affirms,
could endorse nutritional causes on billboards or in glossy
magazines;
but she has far greater power than Westinghouse or General
Mills. I warn you, she is dangerous.
In her bag there is a weapon
more potent than a gun.
If her lips move noiselessly she is not litanizing her
grievances nor reading subway signs.
She carries more than recipes in her head.
It is fatal to speak to her, no comment so mundane she cannot
bend it to her own design. Chance a remark about the weather
and she may tell you of The Tempest,
leave you re-examining the roots of social unrest and
worrying about the fate of the House of Hapsburg. She is not
dismayed by headlines, calls them as her witness, carries
answers like neat balls of coloured yarn, familiarly handled,
spun of truth. The mysteries are few and she lives with them
companionably, sibyl or saint, mystic or madwoman, in ready-
made dress and sensible shoes.
She has faced it, reconciled it all, the whole human
struggle, the journey from the cave, the love and the ashes,
the song and the blood, the suffering, the stillborn, the
greed, ordered, forgiven, reconciled it all. Her compassion
spans eras and epochs, finds room for Luther King, Lenin,
Lao-tse, all our lost leaders, sorted, accommodated like the
memory of good or wayward children she has known; finds room
for the Aztec, Ibo, Tlingit, Vietnamese-- she might be one of
them. Fashions in indignation puzzle her. It did not come as
news that black is beautiful (may be herself black); - knows
Eskimos ~or is one); calls the Kalahari Bushmen brothers;
counts the Maoris as friends; would have shielded the hapless
of Nagasaki, Warsaw, Buchenwald, with her own body, if she
could. Long ago she wept and worked for causes
not then named, knows symptom from disease and is not
resigned to evil.
No, you do not imagine her authority; dynasties might
dissolve before it or her concern melt mountains. She is
dangerous; she cannot be dismissed. Your eloquent despair
does not dissuade her: 'The fu~ure is inestimably glorious,
and when one considers the life to come . . .' You will want
to hurt her, destroy her dream but her words hang like heavy
golden pears and she knows your hunger. Even as you strike
she heals you and in so doing heals herself. You may crush
her but she will not die-- she yields like grass and is as
indestructible. She knows what you defend; many times a
midwife, she understands rebirth. Your credentials don't
impress her; she tinkers with souls.
Do not accept the invitation to her home to meet her friend
from Adelaide, Tihran, Kaduna; they are conspirators and
drink from the same well. Her own certitude is baked into the
cakes she serves with tea tasting of her own contentment that
leaves you crazed, thirsting forever for assurance. Be
warned, she is dangerous.
The moment is selected. You will not see all
heaven's angels, all ancient good, the very
weight of history rush to her support as she
gathers breath (her smile never more gentle)--
~fal~e r ou heard the Message of Baha u llah?--
nor will you know that God Himself throughout
all worlds gives ear to your reply.
I tell you, she is dangerous!
GRAVEYARDS ARE NOT MY STYLE
Thornton Chase
1 847-l912
This rer~recl p~~r onage uas ~he fir.~l Bahá'í in Ameri~a ..
his .~erli(es 14~i/l el~er be remember ~ hroughou fulure ages
and ~y~les. For Ihe presen/ his uorlh is no l.noun hul in
Ihefulure il uill be ineslimably dear . . .
'Abdu'l-Bahá
L(J.~ Ange/e.~: Oetol~er 1912
That's a good woman you've got there. Paddy, a good
woman. I like the way she knows how to come and go, if you f
~ u ml~ Like her lettin~ you have me round for a good meal
every Thursday and then setting out the stout and cards and slipping off
to see her mother and leaving us to have a quiet game and talk. A man
needs that, he gets lonely on his own
I wish I weren't so clumsy with words, I'd like to tell your Rosie how
much it's meant to me, coming here so often. I know she can tell by the
way I dig into the food that I'm grateful and she probably thinks they
starve me at my lodgings --Mrs D'Arcy, bless her, would die of shame if
she thought Rosie believed that about her, and it isn't true because the
old woman runs a good place and is a generous soul.
But it's more than that--it's the friendship you and Rosie give me and I'd
like you to find a way of letting Rosie know I appreciate it. I know Rosie
and I joke together and I like to make her laugh, but you know how I am
with words when I try to be serious, they never come out the way I mean
them. So try to let her know.
Since I left the old country I haven't made many friends-- I'm not what
you'd call a mixer--and you people treating me like family has meant a
lot. Now with us, it's different; I can talk to another man, and a soul
needs that--at least I do. And the truth is, Paddy, if it's all the same
to you, I'd rather just sit a minute before we deal the cards because I
want to speak my mind.
You see--well, I might as well come right out with it, like-- I'm thinking
of getting married--I mean I am going to get married--to Lil. Not right
away, of course, but--well, I mean I asked her last week, on the
nineteenth, to be exact--and she's accepted and now we're betrothed. No
surprise to you, I guess, after all my talk about her. I knew the first
time I met her at the shop that she was all I ever dreamed of. But there
was the problem of religion--well, you must be sick of hearing about that,
and all the fights we had, and her trying to make me see the light and
crying at her failure. I guess I used hot words but you know how I stand.
I mean, what would my people say, me coming to the new world and getting
mixed up
in some queer religion--they might think of it as heathen. My poor old
mother couldn't hold her head up in the village and the priest wouldn't
take it lightly. As far as he's concerned the Church has a monopoly on
God and he isn't one to divide the spoils with the competition. You
should hear him go on about the Protestants--thinks they're the devil's
own. Not that I'm religious or care what other people think, you
understand, but it is a consideration, don't you see, and my mother in
frail health. She wouldn't understand if Lil and I got married and had
children and they weren't baptized. My mother's a simple good soul but
fierce in her faith. In every letter she asks me have I been to ~lass.
Well, I never miss at Easter, as you know. She makes novenas for me
too, God bless her.
And more than that, I'm jealous of Lil and I can't see why I'm not
enough for her. Religion shouldn't come between people, as I see it.
But my point is, why isn't it enough that we have each other? You know,
sometimes I've even called for her with a drop on my breath just to
have her take me as I am, to make her see it my way. A shameful thing
for me to torment the poor girl, but dammit what's a man to do, and me
half crazy with the love of her. And anyway religion is really a
woman's business in the end; she has to give the children a decent
start in life and some kind of training and see that they go to Church.
But with Lil, religion's such an important matter--she's always
trotting along to some meeting or other. Not that she doesn't invite
me, but I'm uncomfortable with crowds and a man should be careful in
choosing his friends. The truth of it being there are all kinds at
these meetings--even Japanese. Not that I've anything against them, but
what do you say to people like that? Words come hard with me at the
best of times. And some of Lit's friends are comfortably off, you know,
a little on the lace-curtain side, if you follow me. Not that they make
an issue of it, but I feel a proper fool sitting on their fancy chairs,
my fingers feeling like buttered sausaFs, balancinP a daintY teacuP and
little sandwiches you could park
in your cavity, and not having enough hands to hold it all, and
worrying am I going to spill something on the Turkey carpet. And not
a drop of spirits served, either, that might give a man courage. And
all the talking that goes on and me not understanding the half of it.
'Why can't they have Churches like everybody else?' I say to Lil and
she always answers 'Just try to understand'--as if I was working at not
understanding--and then we usually wind up with me yelling, hot-
tempered as I am, and her crying, and it'S the longest time before she
lets me hold her hand or peck her cheek and make our peace. And it
leaves us both feeling sad and kind of hopeless and strained in our
talk, like there was a sheet of glass between us.
Well, I've told you some of that before and maybe you've guessed that
it wasn't all roses between us--that's why I brought her here just the
once. She liked your Rosie a lot--I should tell Rosie that--and I saw
them talking between them with their eyes over the teacups the way
women do. But Lil would soon be dragging her off to meet her cut-glass-
andcrystal friends. Maybe Rose would like that for all I know because
they are good people, in truth, and they love my Lil and her being in
a shop and me in a factory isn't held against us or anything--at least
most of them really feel that way about us and the rest seem to be
honestly trying to feel there's no difference. But I still can't see
why Lil's friends don't just go to Church on Sunday like everybody else
and say their prayers when they remember to, like the rest of us.
So after all the times I've told you how impossible it seemed between
Lil and me--and sure there were some bad times-- you must be wondering
how we got it sorted out, our differences I mean; well, not really
settled, but more or less, anyway. And to tell the truth I don't really
know myself except that it began with Lil in tears--a change in pattern
because it usually ends that way--and ended with me in tears. I don't
mind admitting that to you, Paddy--I cried; blubbered like a baby I
did, at the end. I thought I'd forgotten how to cry--a man outgrows
that unless he's well into his cups and feeling homesick.
What happened was I picked Lil up at the shop to take her for a bit
Or an outing like we planned and she asked me to take her to the
graveside of one of her friends--a nice old fellow named Thornton
Chase I'd met and liked who died just the end Or last month and was
laid to rest all the way out in Inglewood. You know me, Paddy, I don't
mind a good wake but I don't like funerals, and graveyards are not my
style at all. Well, that was just a part of it. She wanted to be there
because of the Master--that one she's always talking about with the
name I can't pronounce. I find it easier to call him Master much as
I dislike the term--it jars, foreign like. And he is a foreigner. as
you know--you've heard me go on about him before and how he was in
prison all that long while, and now he's come lo America to see his
followers; and after being in the East a bit he's come all the way to
the West Coast and him an old man. Soon as she mentioned him I got a
bit feisty. I landed in New York from the old country and came west
too, I thought to myself, and I'll bet he didn't have to cross the
country hard-timing and hoboing it like I did on my way wcst thinking
to myself you know. So I was a little heated up beforc I even opened
my mouth and of course the words tripped me up and within minutes Lil
was crying. The fact is, Paddy. I was jealous and I felt tricked and
I knew there'd be a gathering with all Lil's friends, and speeches and
sermons and hymns. and we'd not have a minute alone; and she'd been
to Chase's funeral but a few weeks before. So I had good reason, in
a way, for flying off the handle.
It was a kind of grim journey I can tell you but I got through it hy
being quiet. Even when Lil wanted to stop and huy flowers I didn't
make a fuss. It wasn't the expense of them. you mind; it was the way
she took so long selecting them that mi~h~ havc bothered me. But it
didn't. It was watching the
careful way she chose them, like a bride picking out her bouquet you
might say, that made me see how important this meeting must be to her
and I saw it through her eyes so to speak. Meeting the Master must be
one of the joys of her life, says I to myself, and so I really tri~d
to make it up to her by speaking softly and telling her that I knew
it was a special thing for her to be seeing him for the first
time--why, I'm sure she'd follow him across the country if she had the
money--and I told her that I appreciated the fact that she would
honour me by allowing me to escort her to the meeting, and things like
that. And you know I meant it--it was all true--and she smiled and
her eyes took on that secret dreamy look they do and--well, I never
felt closer to her ever before.
Don't take offence if I don't drain my glass, Paddy,--you've a kind
heart and a generous hand--but I need my wits about me to tell the
next part and I swear I don't understand it myself; but it would in
truth seem a strange thing to be taking a drop and talking about this
at the same time, like cursing in Church, do you see.
The thing is, it wasn't as bad as I thought it might be. Of course,
I'm always more at ease out of doors to begin with but it was more
than that. I suppose I have to say it was the Master. What a fine old
gentleman he is. Oddly dressed to be sure, and looking like a bible
figure in the stations of the crossand yet so natural, as though you
always knew him. So I didn't feel so out of place. The old gentleman
walked to the grave with great dignity and laid some flowers on it and
took Lil's flowers and the others' and scattered them, too, and spoke
a few simple words. Not the least unusual in a sense, but it was the
way he leaned down to the ground with tenderness like a father bending
to his dearest child to pat and comfort it. And I thought to myself
~hat I would give my life to have him look at me that way. Well, says
I to myself, this should tell Lil's friends something--that this old
man would come all this way to do this simple thing at the grave and
say what he did, that
Mr Chase would never be forgotten. The old gentleman seems to expect
great things of Lil and her friends and no doubt they all well know
it. I cannot bear to think they might disappoint him. If they broke
his heart they'd hear from me about it, I swear it, Paddy, by all
that's holy.
Then the Master turned to the people and said a few words to each
so I hung back not wanting to spoil it for Lil. Her face was glowing
and she looked so beautiful it took my breath away. And the old
gentleman did the strangest thing--took her hand, as he had the
others' too, and then reached for mine, drawing me forward. And there
we were, him holding our hands in his, all three joined and touching,
and he looked at each of us slowly and deeply and he said in English
'Yes'. Just Yes. It was eerie, as though he were answering a question
--no, more than that--as though he were blessing us in marriage. I
felt as though Lil and me were the only people in the world at that
moment. And then he smiled a lovely smile and turned away.
We didn't speak on the way home--I guess we were both lost in thought;
I know I was. And then suddenly I was sobbing my heart out with Lil
patting my hand and saying 'It's all right, dearest, I know,'--like
I was a child; and that's just how I felt to be sure. But I had been
thinking of that look on the old gentleman's face when he was leaning
towa~d the grave and wondering if ever I would be loved in that way
by anyone. And I guess that's where the proposal came in because I
couldn't help myself--I asked Lil if she loved me. And she said that
she had always loved me, and that because she loved me through her
love for God, as well as loving me for myself, her love would last
through all this life and beyond it, too.
So I said to her--and it wasn't easy to say it and my eyes were still
running with tears and my voice was cracking: 'Mavourneen, I want this
for you if this is what you want. I want you to be his follower and
I want you to be a good one, the best you can. And I'd be proud if you
were. I don't know if I can be Part of what you and your friends are
doing, but I'll try to understand. All I can offer you is this: I know
that this is good; I know he is a Holy Soul.'
'Well, my dear,' says she with one of those smiles that would melt a
man's heart, 'that's a beginning, a very fine beginning.'
So you see, Paddy, that's how it was, the beginning, the real
beginning with Lil and me. And now we're getting married. What puzzles
me is that she's so calm about it all--goes about smil1ng and singing
to herself as though she always knew it would come right.
There's no understanding women, is there, Paddy?
SIEGFRIED SCHOPFLOCHER
1 877--I 953
'When Ifirsf heard of the Bahá'íFaith, I said to mysey
"Freddie, if you get involved with this, it will cost you a
fortune." Well, I did. And it did.'
(remark attributed to him)
Ach, Freddie, mein lieber Kerl, make light of it if you
will, malign your munificence, we are not taken in. But have
your little joke; assume the wry smile, the classic shrug,
ask: 'What's a nice Jewish boy doing in a Cause like thisr
Extend the jest, say: 'I surrendered profit and loss to
Prophet and Laws'-- still, we are not deceived.
Freddie, you walked in with eyes as open as your heart,
knew it to be the deal beyond compromise;
survived the imagery accommodated to
nightingales and roses endured our pious
vagaries and poor arithmetic loved the goyim
were loved made of heart and palm a purse and
emptied both and learned (or always knew) that
God does not strike bargains.
T.~* ! Freddie splendidly generous, your private
charities betrayed you; we only pretended to
accord the anonymity you sought. What man builds
a shelter for mankind? The Mother of Temples
casts no greater shadow than that of your
humility; how can you hide from us? Daring to
have loved us you must suffer now our love, and
having given all accept our gift, your modesty a
magnet to our admiration.
Ac~l Freddie mein lie~er Freund make light of it
if you will-- you, inspired.spendthrift, lavish
legator; we your grateful heirs left solvent in
the knowledge that we need fear only bankruptcy
of God. A c 11 Fr~ddie ! A~l~ nl~'i)1 liel~er
Freund!
VERDICT OF A HIGHER COURT
[also available in Microsoft Word format]
In the interest of posterity we are asked
to review the case. The dossier is before
us. Shall we get on with it then?
Transcript of Proceedings of the District
Court of the Fourth Judicial District State
of Minnesota, held on the 8th day of August
in the year of Our Lord one thousand nine
hundred and . . .
Well, so that's how it is. Not yet a decade
into the twentieth century and life is just
a bowl of cherries. Live on your wits and
cover all the exits.
The prisoner, Fred Mortensen, will rise
while the Court pronounces sentence.
Hot-shot, aren't you, Fred? All set to
highstep it into the years of the Greatest
War on Earth and then to go twentythree-
skidooing into the Jazz Age--if you live
that long--with a bottoms-upboys-for-
tomorrow-we-may-die and all that
razzmatazz.
In considering the evidence before it the
Court has given due weight to the extreme
youth of the Defendant . . .
About twenty-one or so, are you, Fred~ But
then, mugs must make an early start if they
are to amount to anything--with a down-the-
hatch-
fellows and a chug-a-lug-a-lug and don't
take any wooden nickels.
Before passing sentence the Court expresses
regret that one of such obvious potential
should have launched himself upon a course
of action that can only blight his future,
brand him an enemy of the public good and
break his mother's heart . . .
So you found yourself in prison with a gee-
there-ain't-nojustice and a blast-itI've-
been-framed? Well, Fred let's review the
facts.
Although he has taken the path of a common
ruffian the Court appeals to whatever
tender feelings may yet stir within the
Defendant's bosom . . .
Easy does it, Fred. Florid oratory is a
hazard to which most Judges display little
resistance. But we take it you will concede
that even tough guys have feelings?
Remember how you cried a little in the
darkened theatre during one of Mary
Pickford's films and had to quickly conceal
it from the gang with an improvised
coughing spasm? And how a lump came to your
throat each time you heard Eva Tanguay sing
'Mother'?
At an age when the Defendant's mother is
entitled to his comfort and assistance, she
faces the tragic and humiliating
consequences of her son's iniquitous
- conduct. The Court is satisfied on the
evidence that the Defendant's mother is an
upright, decent, God-fearing. . .
Patience, Fred, he's only doing his job.
Admittedly he does get a bit carried away.
But the docket is light today and his gout
is under control and perhaps he Is
pontificating out of boredom. But maybe the
old boy has a point there. We confront you
with your own testimony:
'My dear mother had done
everything in her power to make me a good
boy. I have but the deepest love for her
and my heart has often been sad when
thinking how she must have worried for my
safety as well as my future well-being.
Through it all and in a most wonderful way,
with godlike patience, she hoped and prayed
that her boy would find the road which
leads to righteousness and happiness. But
environment proved a great barrier to her
aspirations and every day in every way I
became tougher and tougher . . . '
Come now, Fred, is that how tough guys
talk?
The Court is charged with the
responsibility of protecting society from
those who wilfully disregard its laws.
Equally, the Court has the responsibility
of imposing sanctions which will afford the
maximum opportunity of moral rehabilitation
. . .
Relax, Fred, and don't let the hi~h-
flown language get you down. Look at it
this way--the judiciary has a vocabulary
just as specialized, though somewhat less
colourful, than that of budding thugs. But
on the subject of rehabilitation, that
came later through a man with gentle eyes.
Remember Bert Hall, Fred? One of the
finest lawyers in Minnesota, it was said,
and a remarkable human being. Do you
recall what the Hennepin County Bar
Association said of Albert Hall?
'He was essentially the poor man's lawyer;
no client was too mean, nor was his cause
too small, but that Bert Hall gave him his
untiring and unstinted effort.'
Well, you were a mean one, all right, and
whatever had been your cause you were
presented with a new one, a cause of
intimidating magnitude, as the Judge might
say. Let us read into the record your own
words:
'Albert Hall told me, hour after hour,
about the great love of 'Abdu'l-Bahá.
Honestly, I often wondered then what Mr.
Hall meant when he talked so much about
God's love, Bahá'u'lláh's love, 'Abdu'l-
Baha's love, love for the Covenant, and so
on. I was bewildered. Still, I kept
returning, and I wondered why. Later I
realized it was the power of the Holy
Spirit drawing one who wished to be
drawn.'
Fine talk for a tough guy, Fred! It is
lamentable that one of the Defendant's age
should have amassed shall we say, so
impressive a recvrd of criminal activity .
. .
Euphemism is the backbone of courtroom
wit, Fred. One gets used to it, though
developing an appreciation of verbosity is
another matter. For mstance, 'Learned
Judge' is sometimes a euphemism for old
windbag. But let us hear him out.
. . . disturbing the peace, using abusive
language, harassing members of oppressed
minority groups, being drunk and
disorderly, assault, theft, escaping from
custody, aiding the escape of a fellow
prisoner, violating parole, resisting
arrest .
Well, all that must have kept you pretty
busy, Fred. But one impulse you could
neither resist nor arrest, remember? Will
you disavow your own incriminating words:
'I felt urged by the Holy Spirit to go to
see 'Abdu'l-Bahá at Green Acre, Maine.
When I heard the rumour that He might not
come west, I immediately determined to go
and see Him. So I left Minneapolis for
Cleveland where I attended a convention of
printers for a few days. But I became so
restless I could not stay for adjournment.
As my finances were low, I of necessity
must
hobo my way to Green Acre . . . '
We note that euphemism is not the exclusive
indulgence of the Court. But to continue:
'I rode the rods . . . '
Now that's more like it:
' . . . to Buffalo, then to Boston, then to
Portsmouth. I was exceedingly happy. A boat
ride, a streetcar ride, and there I was, at
the gate of Paradise . . . '
An interesting destination for one of your
proclivities!
Do you remember first entering His presence
and His asking you whether you had a
pleasant journey? Let us examine your own
account of this: 'Question: "Did you have a
pleasant journey?" Of all the questions I
wished to avoid this was the one! I dropped
my gaze to the floor--and again He put the
question. I lifted my eyes to His eyes and
His were as two sparkling jewels which
seemed to look into my very depths. I knew
He knew and I must tell. I answered: "I did
not come as people generally do, who come to
see You." Question: "How did you come?"
Answer: "Riding under and on top of the
railway trains." Question: "Explain how?" '
And you explained while His eyes twinkled.
He gave you fruit, kissed both your cheeks
and touched to His lips the soiled hat you
had worn. And after that, at His invitation,
you spent a week in His presence at Malden.
What are we to make of that, Fred?
The Court invites the Defendant to consider
that in a land of limitless opportunity one
of his age might, by pursuing the proper
course, make his mark on its history . . .
Restrain yourself again, Fred. There might
be something in this. There has been entered
in the record, and marked Exhibit A, a
Tablet addressed to you from Ramleh, Egypt,
bearing date 12 September ~913. The
signature is that of 'Abdu'l-Bahá:
'That trip of thine from Minneapolis to
Green Acre will never be forgotten. Its
mention will be recorded eternally in books
and works of history . . . '
Annexed to Exhibit A is a copy of God Passes
By. We are asked to note the reference on
page 290. Let it be so noted.
The Prosecuting Attorney dwelt at
considerable length . . .
He means excruciating length, Fred.
. . . on the circumstances in which the
Defendant was apprehended at gunpoint, in a
barrage of police bullets, his capture being
accomplished a~ a
result of breaking both legs in scaling a
wall while attempting to elude the police,
and has repeatedly emphasized that for four
years the Defendant was a fugitive from
justice . . .
Easy, there, Fred. Why not relax and read
Exhibit A?
The Court cannot view lightly the
Defendant's contempt for the rules which
must govern a civilized society. It emerges
from the evidence before the Court that the
pattern of the Defendant's behaviour is
determinedly antisocial . . .
He does turn a vivid phrase, doesn't he?
Fulgurant, it might be said. We toss that
word in to see whether we still have the
knack--we abandoned grandilo4uent rhetoric
a long time ago; too time-consuming.
Actually it has never been determined
whether Judges are expected by lawyers to
talk like that or only think they are.
But speaking of patterns emerging from the
evidence which seems to be the point