
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Conference Programme 

Day 1 — Friday, 24 May 

5:00 pm Pōwhiri 
Prayers and devotional music 
Welcome by the National Spiritual Assembly 
Remarks from a member of the Continental Board of Counsellors 

6:00 pm Dinner 

7:00 pm Artistic expressions and introductions 

9:00 pm End of programme 

 
 

Day 2 — Saturday, 25 May 

9:00 am Plenary gathering 
Prayers & devotional music 
Remarks from a member of the Continental Board of Counsellors 

10:00 am Morning tea 

10:30 am Session 1: The Purpose of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation 
Page 3 

12:00 pm Lunch 

1:00 pm Session 2: Weaving Together Worship & Service 
Page 7 

2:30 pm Collective arts — Raranga 

4:00 pm Afternoon tea 

4:30 pm Session 3: Ensuring the Progress of All Communities 
Page 10 

6:00 pm Dinner 

7:00 pm Plenary gathering 
Remarks from members of the National Spiritual Assembly 
Participants sharing highlights from Day 2 
Children’s & Junior Youth presentations 
Other artistic presentations 

9:00 pm End of programme 
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Day 3 — Sunday, 26 May 

8:30 am Plenary gathering 
Prayers and devotional music 

9:00 am Session 4: Creating Spiritually Vibrant Neighbourhoods & Villages 
Page 13 

10:30 am Morning tea 

11:00 am Session 5: The Spiritual Empowerment of Youth & their Whānau 
Page 17 

12:00 pm Lunch 

1:00 pm Session 6: Our Spiritual Whakapapa and Destiny 
Page 20 

2:30 pm Poroporoaki 
Closing remarks from participant representatives 
Closing remarks from members of the National Spiritual Assembly 

3:30 pm Close of conference 
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1 
The Purpose of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation 

 

“The fundamental purpose animating the Faith of God and His Religion is to safeguard the 
interests and promote the unity of the human race, and to foster the spirit of love and 
fellowship amongst men. Suffer it not to become a source of dissension and discord, of hate 
and enmity. This is the straight Path, the fixed and immovable foundation. Whatsoever is 
raised on this foundation, the changes and chances of the world can never impair its strength, 
nor will the revolution of countless centuries undermine its structure.” — Bahá'u'lláh   1

 

Read the following statement in your large group 

The Bahá’í Faith is a world religion, the purpose of which is to unite all the races and 
peoples of the world and to establish a civilisation founded on justice, equality, and unity in 
diversity. Bahá’ís are the followers of Bahá’u’lláh, who we believe is the Promised One of 
all Ages and the great spiritual Educator of our time.  

Bahá’u’lláh teaches that God is unknowable in His essence and that we cannot understand 
the nature of God. However, God’s love touches our lives and our beings ceaselessly. 
According to the Eternal Covenant, God never leaves us alone and without guidance. “In 
every era of history, God has opened the gates of grace to the world by providing us with 
one of His Manifestations charged with providing the moral and spiritual stimulus that 
human beings need to cooperate and advance”.  Some of the past Manifestations of God are 2

Krishna, Buddha, Jesus and Muhammad. “These spiritual and social visionaries, stainless 
mirrors of virtue, set out teachings and truths that answered the urgent needs of the age. As 
the world now faces its most pressing challenges yet, we acclaim Bahá’u’lláh, born two 
hundred years ago, as such a Figure—indeed, as the One Whose teachings will bring the 
maturation of humanity, ushering in that long-promised time when all the peoples of the 
world will live side by side in peace and unity.”  3

Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation contains laws, principles and truths which make possible the 
unification of the human family and the construction of a world which is both materially and 
spiritually prosperous. The need for all of humanity to receive Bahá’u’lláh’s healing 
Message grows greater every day. In this turbulent stage of transition from childhood to 
maturity, humanity is gripped by intense crises and challenges. Growing extremes of wealth 
and poverty fuel instability in world affairs. Religious extremism is warping the character of 
communities and nations. Failure on the part of institutions and leaders has led to the decline 

1 Gleanings from the Writings of Bahá'u'lláh, CX 
2 Universal House of Justice, October 2017, to all who celebrate the Glory of God 
3 Ibid. 
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of public trust. Social consensus about right and wrong, truth and error, has been largely 
eroded. Amidst a growing crisis of identity, prejudices of all kinds rear their ugly heads. 
Under such circumstances, more and more suffer from the effects of disunity.  

Indeed, the course which humanity takes to achieve its noble destiny may very well be 
tortuous. Bahá’ís understand however that the suffering and crises afflicting all the peoples 
of the world are symptoms of an old world order falling apart. Amidst the forces of 
disintegration which tear at the fabric of society can also be seen forces of integration—of 
new ways of being and doing coming into existence. And it is the task of every individual 
who is alive to Bahá’u’lláh’s Vision to align themselves with these integrative processes. 
The Universal House of Justice explains: 

“A heart that has embraced love for the whole of humanity will certainly be 
pained when confronted by the suffering that so many endure because of disunity. 
But the friends of God cannot shut themselves off from the increasing turmoil of 
the society that surrounds them; they must guard themselves, too, from becoming 
enmeshed in its conflicts or falling into its adversarial methods. No matter how 
bleak conditions may appear at any given time, no matter how dismal the 
immediate prospects for bringing about unity, there is no cause for despair. The 
distressing state of the world can only spur us to redouble our commitment to 
constructive action. “These are not days of prosperity and triumph” cautions 
Bahá’u’lláh. “The whole of mankind is in the grip of manifold ills. Strive, 
therefore, to save its life through the wholesome medicine which the almighty 
hand of the unerring Physician hath prepared.”  4

Thus, in every corner of the globe, Bahá’ís and their like-minded friends strive to build unity 
by systematically applying Bahá’u’lláh’s Teachings to their daily lives. “From villages, 
neighbourhoods, towns and cities are arising institutions, communities, and individuals 
dedicated to labouring together for the emergence of a united and prospering world that 
might truly deserve to be called the kingdom of God on earth”.  The work of the Bahá’í 5

community is not accidental but is systematic and highly organised. All acts of service are 
undertaken within an evolving framework for action which is refined by the head of the 
Faith, the Universal House of Justice, in the light of growing experience. The essence of the 
current Five Year Plan is a process of community building set in motion by four core 
activities: gatherings for prayer and meditation on the Creative Word, programme for the 
spiritual education of children, groups for the spiritual empowerment of junior youth, and 
circles of study which enable youth and adults to acquire the knowledge, skills and attitudes 
needed to carry out specific acts of service. When these four core activities are sustained and 
grow in number to embrace an entire local population, the effect is profound. Through the 
systematic spiritual education which children, youth and adults receive, communities 

4 Universal House of Justice, 18 January 2019, to the Bahá’ís of the world 
5 Universal House of Justice, October 2017, to all who celebrate the Glory of God 
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become capable of addressing the challenges they face and of working in unity to build a 
better world. By applying the instruments of the current Plan, “under a wide diversity of 
conditions, in virtually any cluster, it is possible for an expanding nucleus of individuals to 
generate a movement towards the goal of a new World Order.”  The significance of Bahá’í 6

community building efforts was emphasised again recently by the Universal House of 
Justice: 

“Beloved friends: The devoted efforts that you and your like-minded 
collaborators are making to build communities founded on spiritual principles, to 
apply those principles for the betterment of your societies, and to offer the 
insights arising—these are the surest ways you can hasten the fulfilment of the 
promise of world peace.”  7

To those who are yet to become familiar with the Teachings of Bahá’u’lláh, a simple 
invitation is extended: seize this opportunity to find out who He was and what He represents. 
Put to the test the remedy He has prescribed. His coming offers sure proof that the human 
race, threatened by numerous perils, has not been forgotten. “When so many people of 
goodwill throughout the world have for so long beseeched God for an answer to the 
problems that beset them in their common homeland, is it so surprising that He should have 
answered their prayer?”   8

After briefly discussing the above statement in your large group, you are invited to 
view the introduction of the film ‘A Widening Embrace’.  

After briefly discussing the film, move into your small groups to explore the following 
questions.  

● What is the purpose of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation? What has Bahá’u’lláh given 
humanity that makes the establishment of true and enduring unity possible? 
What does it mean to build a world which is both materially and spiritually 
prosperous? 

● The building of a spiritually and materially prosperous world is not a task 
which some do on behalf of others. It requires the participation of all of 
humanity. How are more and more people being enabled to promote their 
own spiritual and material development?  

● What is the transformative effect of the institute process within our 
communities—a worldwide system of distance education founded upon the 
Creative Word revealed by Bahá’u’lláh? What is the impact of each of these 
four core activities?  

6 Universal House of Justice, 28 December 2010, to the Conference of the Continental Boards of Counsellors 
7 Universal House of Justice, 18 January 2019, to the Bahá’ís of the world 
8 Universal House of Justice, October 2017, to all who celebrate the Glory of God 
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2  
Weaving Together Worship and Service 

 

“Make thou every effort to render service unto God, that from thee may appear that which 
will immortalize thy memory in His glorious and exalted heaven.” — Bahá'u'lláh  9

 

Read the following statement in your large group 

The pivotal teaching of Bahá’u’lláh, the oneness of humanity, is one of the pearls contained 
within the vast ocean of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation. As we discover these pearls our souls are 
filled with the spirit of faith. What greater blessing is there than to guide other souls to the 
shores of the ocean of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation and to help them discover the pearls that are 
hidden therein? Is not such an opportunity precious beyond measure?  

In its Ridṿán 2019 message, the Universal House of Justice shared: 

“In every setting, there is pure joy in engaging other souls in meaningful and 
uplifting conversations that lead, whether quickly or gradually, to the stirring of 
spiritual susceptibilities. The brighter the flame kindled within the heart of the 
believer, the greater will be the force of attraction felt by those exposed to its 
warmth. And to a heart consumed with love for Bahá’u’lláh, what more fitting 
occupation can be imagined than to seek out kindred spirits, to encourage them as 
they enter the path of service, to accompany them as they gain experience and 
—perhaps the greatest joy of all—to see souls become confirmed in their faith, 
arise independently, and assist others on the same journey.”  10

A spirit of enkindlement, so essential to attracting souls to Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation, requires 
constant nurturing. Viewed from this perspective, the devotional character of a community 
takes on great importance. Through prayer, the fire of the love of God kindled in the heart 
grows in strength. The quality of prayer is pivotal. Upon it “depend the development of the 
limitless capacities of the soul and the attraction of the bounties of God”.  When prayer is 11

motivated by the love of God, its powers are manifested. “The sweetness of its melodies must 
gladden and uplift the heart and reinforce the penetrating power of the Word, transmuting 
earthly inclinations into heavenly attributes and inspiring selfless service to humankind”.  12

Ultimately, worship must lead to “deeds that give outward expression to that inner 
transformation”.  Indeed, the indispensable connection between worship and service is 13

9  Tablets of Bahá’u’lláh 
10 Universal House of Justice, Ridṿán 2019, to the Bahá’ís of the world 
11 Universal House of Justice, Ridṿán 2015, To the Bahá’ís of the world 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
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integral to the oneness of humankind, which “is at once the operating principle and ultimate 
goal”  of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation. It is no surprise, then, that we see a correlation between 14

the hosting of more and more devotional meetings in our communities and advances in 
culture that evoke emergence of a new social order.  

“A second theme is that of communal worship, which Bahá’ís and their friends 
around the world understand to be fundamental to the pattern of collective 
endeavour aimed at the spiritual and material betterment of society. Essential to 
this pattern, the House of Justice maintains, “is the devotional meeting—a 
communal aspect of the godly life and a dimension of the concept of the 
Mashriqu’l-Adhkár”. When “integrated into the core of community life”, such 
gatherings become “occasions where any soul may enter, inhale the heavenly 
fragrances, experience the sweetness of prayer, meditate upon the Creative Word, 
be transported on the wings of the spirit, and commune with the one Beloved”. 
The holding of such gatherings is “a further step in the implementation” of the 
law of the Mashriqu’l-Adhkár,  one that evokes the spirit of the House of Worship 
in any locality.” 

The National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of New Zealand has already tasked the 
Bahá’í community with establishing regular devotional gatherings in every Bahá’í home, no 
matter how humble. One aspect of Bahá’í communities rapidly growing in size and vibrancy 
is thinking beyond merely multiplying devotional meetings and to “approach this area of 
action from the perspective of capacity building, conscious that every devotional meeting, 
like any other core activity, is a potential portal for growth”.  Friends in these communities 15

are becoming “more outward oriented by inviting not only their own kin but also their 
neighbours, friends, colleagues, and even the entire neighbourhood”.  In addition, those 16

hosting devotional meetings must learn “not just to share prayers, but to foster profound 
conversations on Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings, introduce to the attendants the 
community-building efforts, and invite them to participate”.   17

A specific strategy is now being promoted that involves an experienced individual or 
family—often members of the Bahá’í community—identifying a handful of other 
families—often families which are connected to existing children’s classes, junior youth 
groups or other activities of the Bahá’í community—who can be invited to join a weekly 
devotional gathering that rotates between each family home. Thus, each household may be 
opened to welcome others for prayer and meaningful consultation every four to six weeks. In 
addition to the reading or singing of several prayers, brief selections from the Bahá’í 
Writings can provide the basis for uplifting and stimulating conversations on themes relevant 
to the spiritual progress and unity of the family. Over time, this leads not only to growth in 

14 Universal House of Justice, 27 December 2017, to an individual 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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other core activities, but also brings about positive change at the most profound level of 
culture.  

After briefly discussing the above statement, move into your small groups to explore 
the following questions. While your discussion will be conceptual at times, you will 
also wish to ensure your exploration leads to practical outcomes and concrete plans 
(space is provided at the back of this booklet for you to record your plans): 

● Consider the vast number of souls you come into contact with and what more 
can be done to share with them, wisely and courageously, Bahá’u’lláh’s 
vision for humanity. What particular approaches have you found effective in 
fostering meaningful and uplifting conversations with those around you? 

● Again, consider the reality of your own communities. What influence does 
opening your own homes for regular devotional gatherings have on your 
family and on the affairs of your life in general? What relationships already 
exist which can become the focus of efforts to strengthen the devotional 
character of your communities? 

● With any time remaining, use the arts to explore the important idea of the 
inseparability of worship and service.  
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3 

Ensuring the Progress of All Communities 
 

“That one indeed is a man who, today, dedicateth himself to the service of the entire 
human race. The Great Being saith: Blessed and happy is he that ariseth to promote the 
best interests of the peoples and kindreds of the earth.” — Bahá'u'lláh  18

Read the following statement in your large group 

The current Five Year Plan, which spans from Ridṿán 2016 to Ridṿán 2021, is the latest in a 
series of Plans which all seek to unlock the potential of humanity to reach its ultimate goal of 
universal peace and prosperity. One of the central objectives of the current Plan is for the 
Bahá’í world “to raise the numbers of clusters where a programme of growth has become 
intensive to 5,000 by Ridṿán 2021” . The Universal House of Justice explained that “we set 19

this objective conscious that it is truly formidable; that a herculean labour will be required; 
that many sacrifices will have to be made. But faced with the plight of a world that suffers 
more each day bereft of Bahá’u’lláh’s elixir, we cannot, in conscience, ask anything less of 
His devoted followers.”   20

In Aotearoa we are labouring to strengthen Bahá’í communities in every one of our 25 
clusters, including the Chatham Islands. At this point in time, an intensive program of 
growth has already been established in 12 clusters. The urgent task before the friends serving 
in these clusters is to intensify their teaching efforts, in particular by reaching out to 
receptive populations in neighbourhoods and towns, to involve many hundreds and 
eventually thousands in the activities of the Bahá’í community. In a further 11 clusters, the 
process of community building must be strengthened to the point where an intensive 
program of growth is being sustained.  

In brief, when a program of growth has become intensive, a steady multiplication of 
children's classes, junior youth groups and devotional gatherings is being sustained by a 
constant flow of new friends into the sequence of Ruhi courses and into the field of service. 
Such a flow is being supported by a team of local tutors who have been raised up, often from 
within a particular neighbourhood or town. In addition, from among the growing pool of 
friends facilitating core activities, a small handful with some experience have been appointed 
to form an Area Teaching Committee or to coordinate the activities of the training institute. 
At this stage of development, at least ten facilitators of core activities would be supporting 
the involvement of a hundred or so participants. “Given its centrality to fostering the 
movement of populations,”  such progress in a cluster is made possible only through the 21

effective implementation of the Institute Process. Indeed, those involved in the teaching 

18 Tablets of Bahá’u’lláh 
19 Universal House of Justice, 29 December 2015, to the Conference of the Continental Boards of Counsellors 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid.  
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work at all stages appreciate that “a vibrant training institute functions as the mainstay of the 
community’s efforts to advance the Plan”.   22

Experience around the world has made clear that in regions and countries where more and 
more programs of growth are becoming intensive, several factors have played a key role. 
Clusters have been arranged into groups, usually adjoining one stronger cluster which comes 
to serve as a reservoir of knowledge, material resources, and human resources. Within each 
group of adjoining clusters, a strong culture of shared mission and mutual support comes 
into being. This culture finds expression through the systematic and regular deployment of 
homefront pioneers, visiting teachers, and visiting tutors to clusters at an early stage of 
development. Indeed, the demands of the current Plan “require expanding the pool of such 
dedicated friends in every region and country at a scale never before experienced.”  In 23

addition, within each group of adjoining clusters, gatherings and activities are arranged 
which serve to strengthen the flow of learning and practical support between neighbouring 
clusters. Gatherings for youth, meetings for reflection and study, as well as residential 
institute campaigns have become a natural feature of each cycle of activity. Over time as 
capacity increases, such gatherings are decentralised to allow for greater and greater 
participation.  

With respect to home front pioneers, it is appreciated that their efforts will have the greatest 
effect if, guided by the institutions, their capabilities are directed towards specific areas in 
clusters “where the friends are labouring to intensify the growth process.”  Additionally, 24

while many friends who wish to serve as homefront pioneers can make commitments that 
span years, there are those who may only be able to offer shorter periods, sometimes as little 
as several months. Such friends can “kindle a spirit of selfless service and transmit valuable 
experience from stronger clusters to emerging ones”. Friends who serve in this way “return 
to their communities much inspired and enriched, able to contribute even more effectively to 
the advancement of their own clusters.”  25

Accomplishing the goals of the current plans requires “the application of proven strategies, 
systematic action, informed analysis, and keen insight. Yet above all, it is a spiritual 
enterprise, and its true character should never be obscured.”  Our commitment to learning 26

and our reliance on God’s unfailing confirmations and assistance are essential. We are 
assured by the beloved Master that “the triumphant hosts of the Celestial Concourse, 
arrayed and marshalled in the Realms above, stand ready and expectant to assist and assure 
victory to that valiant horseman who with confidence spurs on his charger into the arena of 
service.”  27

22 Universal House of Justice, Ridṿán 2013, to the Bahá’ís of the world 
23 International Teaching Centre, 3 May 2018, to all Continental Counsellors 
24 Universal House of Justice, 23 May 2016, to the Bahá’ís of the World 
25 Ibid. 
26 Universal House of Justice, 29 December 2015, To the Conference of the Continental Boards of Counsellors 
27 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections from the Writings of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 

11 



 

The National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of New Zealand is devoted to assisting, in 
any practical manner possible, sincere souls who wish to arise to contribute to the teaching 
work in our goal clusters, for example by pioneering to or regularly visiting a goal cluster. 

After briefly discussing the above statement in your large group, you are invited to view the 
film ‘Communities learning to advance together’. 

After briefly discussing the film, move into your small groups to explore the following 
questions. While your discussion will be conceptual at times, you will also wish to ensure 
your exploration leads to practical outcomes and concrete plans (space is provided at the 
back of this booklet for you to record your plans): 

● For sustained growth to occur, we need the capacity to develop human resources 
through the training institute. A Baha’i community that has gained that experience is 
well placed to attract growing contingents to the Cause of God, and able to rally a 
continually growing body of individuals dedicated to the transformation of society 
around them. 
For your area, what is the next step to move towards large scale growth? What are 
some steps you can take to help facilitate large scale growth, and how can the 
training institute support this? What are some steps you can take to develop your 
capacity to contribute to this process? 

● Consider the nation and region, as well as the group of adjoining clusters within 
which your community fits. With the assistance of your facilitator, do your best to 
describe the current systems and processes which are leading to the strengthening 
of all local Bahá’í communities in New Zealand. You may wish to draw various maps 
and diagrams. In addition, consider specifically what opportunities are open for each 
of you to serve the nation and the region, as well as the clusters adjoining your own. 

● With any time remaining, identify a concept from the statement that you can explore 
together artistically.  
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4 

Creating Spiritually Vibrant Neighbourhoods and Towns 
 

“Ye are the fruits of one tree, and the leaves of one branch. Deal ye one with another with 
the utmost love and harmony, with friendliness and fellowship. He Who is the Daystar of 
Truth beareth Me witness! So powerful is the light of unity that it can illuminate the whole 
earth.”— Bahá'u'lláh  28

 

Read the following statement in your large group 

In its message dated 29th December 2015 to the conference of the Continental Boards of 
Counsellors the Universal House of Justice explained: 

“Five years ago, most of the clusters where an intensive programme of growth 
had been established were those where a reasonable number of Bahá’ís already 
lived, often geographically spread out. Efforts on the part of those believers to 
advance the work by inviting the participation of friends, co-workers, extended 
family, and acquaintances did much to raise the level of activity throughout the 
cluster. Indeed, widening the circle of participation in this way has become a 
familiar aspect of Bahá’í life and remains essential. At the same time, experience 
indicates that, for growth to accelerate through a steady flow of new participants 
entering the institute process, more is required. The pattern of community life has 
to be developed in places where receptivity wells up, those small centres of 
population where intense activity can be sustained.” 

“...Therefore, a significant task facing you and your auxiliaries at the outset of 
the coming Plan will be to assist the friends everywhere to appreciate that, for 
existing programmes of growth to continue to gain strength, the strategy of 
initiating community-building activities in neighbourhoods and villages that show 
promise must be widely adopted and systematically followed.” 

Thus, since the beginning of the current Plan—and in many cases beforehand—communities 
everywhere have been dedicated to ensuring that at least a handful of friends, whose 
circumstances allow, are integrating into the life of a receptive neighbourhood and reaching 
out to people directly, with a vision towards engaging hundreds and thousands of local 
people in the process of their spiritual and social transformation. 

28  Gleanings from the Writings of Bahá'u'lláh, CXXXII 
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As friends serving at the grassroots gain more and more experience in this area of the work 
and settle into the pattern of long-term activity that is required, they develop an appreciation 
of the conditions which must be created and sustained if the organic process of large scale 
growth of the Faith is to advance. Among these conditions is that a spirit of discipline, 
intensity and scale characterise the expansion phase of every cycle. The friends’ “focus and 
investment of time endow this short but decisive phase of the cycle with the intensity it 
demands.”  To achieve the necessary unity of vision and action, the friends draw heavily on 29

the framework for teaching campaigns provided in Book 6 of the Ruhi courses. From the 
outset, the friends also give attention to holding regular neighbourhood youth gatherings, the 
purpose of which are to build capacity for teaching and to attract new friends.  

Once a rhythm of expansion, consolidation and reflection is being maintained, the friends 
give attention to improving the quality of Ruhi course delivery as well as the accompaniment 
of newly trained friends into the field of service. The friends in every cluster ensure there is a 
reasonable number of local youth who participate in residential institute campaigns every 
cycle. Institute campaigns are seen not just as a time of Ruhi course delivery, but also as a 
period in which participants are assisted to form core activities in their home communities. 
In this way, the separation of study from service is avoided. To enable such conditions in 
more and more clusters, the growing pool of tutors serving each group of adjoining clusters 
are attentive to decentralising institute campaigns once sufficient capacity is developed. 
Also, more and more of the believers are being mobilised to assist with the logistics of 
institute campaigns. The friends are also gaining experience in creating more openings into 
the institute process by arranging weekend intensives—often for distinct segments of the 
population, such as those working full-time. And always, the rhythm of institute campaigns 
and weekend intensives is complemented by ongoing study circles and evening classes.  

The friends who serve in small settings have their sights fixed on ever expanding the circle 
of friends working towards community building. Whether forming new core activities, 
reaching out to new friends during the expansion phase, or commemorating holy days in the 
neighbourhood, the friends serving in centres of intense activity are not satisfied with 
engaging ones and tens, but seek to realise the potential of the institute process to engage 
hundreds and eventually thousands in the process of their own spiritual and social 
transformation. The friends have found that an initial team of some two or three local tutors 
is often raised up following a period in which at least thirty or so youth and adults have been 
engaged in the study of Ruhi courses and in corresponding acts of service. To allow for a 
sufficient scale of activity, especially in the crucial periods of expansion, friends might rely 
on creative arrangements such as calling on visiting teams of teachers from neighbouring 
clusters.  

29 Universal House of Justice, letter dated 29 December 2015, to the Conference of the Continental Boards of Counsellors 
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While communities everywhere are uncompromising in ensuring systematic attention is 
given to generating at least one centre of intense activity in every cluster, the friends also 
“guard against the focus of the Bahá’í community as a whole being somehow reduced to 
what a relatively limited number of people are actually able to do.”  Such a pitfall “would 30

inadvertently result in the neglect of other dimensions of the framework for action and an 
underutilization of the wholehearted commitment of many New Zealand friends who are 
engaged in teaching, facilitating study circles, conducting children’s classes, devotional 
meetings and home visits, or who are contributing in myriad other ways to the process of 
community building within their clusters.”  Also, rather than confusing the focus of those 31

serving in small settings with exclusivity, the friends find joy in appreciating that all souls 
remain deeply united in purpose. Further, “as the pattern of action and the process of 
learning established in one neighbourhood are extended by the friends to other 
neighbourhoods, the entire cluster is thrust into a new stage of large-scale growth.”  32

 

After briefly discussing the above statement in your large group, you are invited to 
view and discuss a short film.  

After briefly discussing the film, move into your small groups to explore the following 
questions. While your discussion will be conceptual at times, you will also wish to 
ensure your consultation leads to practical outcomes and concrete plans (space is 
provided at the back of this booklet for you to record your plans): 

● Bahá’u’lláh states “Is not the object of every Revelation to effect a 
transformation in the whole character of mankind, a transformation that shall 
manifest itself both outwardly and inwardly, that shall affect both its inner life 
and external conditions?”  In this respect, what is the significance of the 33

teaching work in neighbourhoods and towns? Why is it “here that the process 
of collective transformation is most keenly felt—here that, in time, the 
society-building power inherent in the Faith becomes most visible?”   34

● The statement draws attention to the decisive importance of the expansion 
phase of every cycle. What does a community or teaching team need to do in 
order to ensure unity of vision and a shared commitment to action going into 
each expansion phase? How can you bring more intensity, discipline and 
scale to each expansion phase in your community?  

● The statement draws attention to the importance of establishing a rhythm of 
expansion, training and accompaniment in each community. While the pace 
and scale of this rhythm will differ from place to place, the underlying 

30 Universal House of Justice, letter dated 20 February 2013, to a National Spiritual Assembly 
31 Ibid. 
32 International Teaching Centre, letter dated 3 May 2018, to all Continental Counsellors 
33 Bahá'u'lláh, The Kitab-i-Iqan, p. 240 
34 Universal House of Justice, letter dated 29 December 2015, To the Conference of the Continental Boards of Counsellors 
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dynamics remain the same everywhere. In your reality, what does increased 
intensity during the expansion phase look like? How can you use the training 
institute to consolidate the efforts within your expansion phase? 

● Design and plan an approach to Ruhi course delivery for the coming cycles 
that coherently combines study circles, occasional weekend intensives, and 
cyclic institute campaigns. You may wish to collaborate with other small 
groups or neighbouring clusters when developing your plan. 

● With any time remaining, use the arts to explore the important idea of 
outward and inward transformation.  
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5 
The Spiritual Empowerment of Youth and their Whānau 

 

“Blessed is he who in the prime of his youth and the heyday of his life will arise to serve 
the Cause of the Lord of the beginning and of the end, and adorn his heart with His love. 
The manifestation of such a grace is greater than the creation of the heavens and of the 
earth. Blessed are the steadfast and well is it with those who are firm.” — Bahá'u'lláh 
 

At the beginning of this session you are invited to view a short film in your large 
group. The statement included below is offered as supplementary material only but 
will not be studied during the conference itself. 

After briefly discussing the film, move into your small groups to explore the following 
questions. While your discussion will be conceptual at times, you will also wish to 
ensure your consultation leads to practical outcomes and concrete plans (space is 
provided at the back of this booklet for you to record your plans): 

● Measures to encourage the full engagement of youth in the activities of the 
community constitute a major component of the current Plan. Luckily, youth 
make up a most responsive element of every population and there is no 
cluster, neighbourhood or village that is without youth. What has been 
learned about reaching out to young people and helping them become aware 
of the contribution they can make to the improvement of their society? Your 
own experience can be supplemented by the insights shared in the film. 

● Fostering the capacity of youth is clearly a responsibility of every institution of 
the Cause and of the Bahá’í community as a whole. How is your community 
increasing its capacity to find ways of systematically realising the potential of 
the youth? What practical steps can be taken to bring youth together 
regularly in environments conducive to their learning and spiritual 
empowerment?  

● An immobilising tendency which youth and their parents rightly guard against 
is to create false dichotomies between service to the Cause and one’s 
education, between service and the wellbeing of one’s family or between 
service and one’s professional development. Instead, youth and their parents 
come to see service to the Cause of God as the fixed centre of their earthly 
existence, as a lens through which all actions come into focus. Discuss this 
important matter, identifying together the practical ways in which sacrificial 
service to the Cause actually enriches all aspects of a coherent life. You may 
wish to express these ideas together artistically. 
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Supplementary material for individual study 

In its message dated 29 December 2015, the Universal House of Justice wrote: 

“The marvellous exploits of the youth in the field of service are one of the finest fruits of the present 
Plan... Measures to encourage the full engagement of these growing contingents in the activities of 
the community must constitute a major component of the new Plan. 

...they represent a most responsive element of every receptive population to which the friends have 
sought to reach out. What has been learned in this regard is how to help young people become aware 
of the contribution they can make to the improvement of their society. As consciousness is raised, 
they increasingly identify with the aims of the Bahá’í community and express eagerness to lend their 
energies to the work under way. Conversations along these lines kindle interest in how the physical 
and spiritual powers available to them at this time of life can be channelled towards providing for the 
needs of others, particularly for younger generations. Special gatherings for youth, now occurring 
more frequently at the level of the cluster and even the neighbourhood or village, have proved to be 
ideal occasions for bringing an intensity to this ongoing conversation, and they are an increasingly 
common feature of cycles of activity in many clusters. 

Experience suggests that a discussion about contributing to the betterment of society fails to tap the 
deepest springs of motivation if it excludes exploration of spiritual themes. The importance of 
“doing”, of arising to serve and to accompany fellow souls, must be harmonized with the notion of 
“being”, of increasing one’s understanding of the divine teachings and mirroring forth spiritual 
qualities in one’s life. And so it is that, having been introduced to the vision of the Faith for humanity 
and the exalted character of its mission, the youth naturally feel a desire to be of service, a desire to 
which training institutes swiftly respond. Indeed, releasing the capacity of the youth is, for each 
training institute, a sacred charge. Yet fostering that capacity as it develops is a responsibility of 
every institution of the Cause. The readiness youth demonstrate to take initiative, whatever lines of 

18 



 

action they choose, can obscure the fact that they need sustained support from institutions and 
agencies in the cluster beyond the early steps. 

Youth also support each other in this regard, coming together in groups to engage in further study 
and discuss their service, to reinforce one another’s efforts and build resolve, looking to ever extend 
the circle of friendship more widely. The encouragement offered in this way by a network of peers 
provides young people with a much-needed alternative to those siren voices that beckon towards the 
snares of consumerism and compulsive distractions, as well as a counter to the calls to demonize 
others. It is against this backdrop of enervating materialism and splintering societies that the junior 
youth programme reveals its particular value at this time. It offers the youth an ideal arena in which 
to assist those younger than themselves to withstand the corrosive forces that especially target them. 

As youth advance along the path of service, their endeavours are integrated seamlessly into the 
activities of the cluster, and as a consequence, the entire community thrives as a cohesive whole. 
Reaching out to the families of young people is a natural way of strengthening community building. 
Institutions and agencies are being challenged to increase their own capacity in order to find ways of 
systematically realizing the potential of the youth. With a greater awareness of this age group’s 
circumstances and dynamics, they are able to plan accordingly—for instance, providing 
opportunities for youth to study courses intensively, perhaps immediately upon the conclusion of a 
youth gathering. The infusion of energy from a vibrant band of youth allows the tempo of the work 
within the cluster to be accelerated. 

While it is right to expect great things from those who have so much to give in the path of service, the 
friends must guard against adopting a narrow outlook on what development to maturity entails. 
Freedom of movement and availability of time enable many youth to serve in ways that are directly 
related to the needs of the community, but as they advance further into their twenties, their horizons 
broaden. Other dimensions of a coherent life, equally demanding and highly meritorious, begin to 
make stronger claims on their attention. For many, an immediate priority will be further education, 
academic or vocational, according to the possibilities before them, and new spaces for interaction 
with society open up. Moreover, young women and men become acutely conscious of the exhortations 
of the Supreme Pen to “enter into wedlock” that they may “bring forth one who will make mention of 
Me amid My servants” and to “engage in crafts and professions”. Having taken up an occupation, 
youth naturally try to contribute to their field, or even to advance it in light of the insights they gain 
from their continued study of the Revelation, and they strive to be examples of integrity and 
excellence in their work. Bahá’u’lláh extols those “that earn a livelihood by their calling and spend 
upon themselves and upon their kindred for the love of God, the Lord of all worlds.” This generation 
of youth will form families that secure the foundations of flourishing communities. Through their 
growing love for Bahá’u’lláh and their personal commitment to the standard to which He summons 
them will their children imbibe the love of God, “commingled with their mother’s milk”, and always 
seek the shelter of His divine law. Clearly, then, the responsibility of a Bahá’í community towards 
young people does not end when they first start serving. The significant decisions they make about 
the direction of their adult lives will determine whether service to the Cause of God was only a brief 
and memorable chapter of their younger years, or a fixed centre of their earthly existence, a lens 
through which all actions come into focus.”   35

35 Universal House of Justice, 29 December 2015, to the Conference of the Continental Boards of Counsellors 
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6 

Our Spiritual Whakapapa and Destiny 
 

“Incline your hearts, O people of God, unto the counsels of your true, your incomparable 
Friend. The Word of God may be likened unto a sapling, whose roots have been implanted 
in the hearts of men. It is incumbent upon you to foster its growth through the living 
waters of wisdom, of sanctified and holy words, so that its root may become firmly fixed 
and its branches may spread out as high as the heavens and beyond.” — Bahá'u'lláh  36

 

Read the following statement in your large group 

Since its birth in the dungeon of Síyáh-Chál, the light of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation has spread 
to every corner of the globe. The seeds sown by the thousands who gave their earthly lives in 
the field of martyrdom now germinate in the hearts of countless souls around the world. 
These seeds have been lovingly and patiently cultivated by generations of Bahá’í teachers.  

Miss Margaret Stevenson was the first person to embrace the Faith in New Zealand in 1913. 
She learnt of the Faith through a publication she received from a sister in London, as well as 
through a visit from an American actress who spoke very highly of the Faith. In 1926, 
Shoghi Effendi wrote to Margaret Stevenson the following words of encouragement—words 
which speak to our hearts today: 

"You are destined to achieve great things for our beloved Cause and my constant 
prayer is that your vision may be clear, your purpose unshaken, your zeal 
undiminished, your hopes undimmed. Let not obstacles and disappointments, 
which are inevitable, dishearten you and whenever you are faced with trials recall 
our Beloved's innumerable sufferings."   37

Mr Albert Tikitu White, the first Bahá’í of Maori descent, embraced the Faith in 1948. The 
early Bahá’í community of New Zealand grew as a result of the courageous and sacrificial 
teaching efforts of its own members, as well as with support from heroic visiting teachers 
such as Clara and Hyde Dunn who arose with zeal in response to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s tablets of 
the Divine Plan.  In October 1958, a prominent Bahá’í from Uganda, Mr Enoch Olinga, met 38

36  Gleanings from the Writings of Bahá'u'lláh, XLII 
37 From a letter of Shoghi Effendi to the first New Zealand Bahá'í dated 12 August 1926.  
38 The Divine Plan shaped by the centre of the Covenant ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the son of Bahá’u’lláh is a sublime series of letters 
addressed by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá to the Bahá’ís of North America between 26 March 1916 and 8 March 1917 which is set forth 
in fourteen Tablets. Further, the Universal House of Justice explains “In the Tablets of the Divine Plan ‘Abdu’l-Bahá not 
only provided the broad vision necessary to carry out the responsibilities entrusted by Bahá’u’lláh to His loved ones, but 
He also outlined spiritual concepts and practical strategies necessary for success. Every effort made by the Bahá’í 
Community and friends to systematically propagate the unification of humanity traces its origins to the forces set in motion 
in the Divine Plan.” 

20 



 

with Māori chiefs at Mangatoatoa Pā during a six-day visit to New Zealand, the main 
purpose of which was to meet the Māori people. He went to Ngaruawahia where he met with 
King Koroki’s advisers, and to Rotorua where he was welcomed onto several marae and met 
Guide Rangi. During his visit Mr Olinga spoke to a gathering of two hundred Māori at 
Kihikihi.  

Today, each and every member of the New Zealand Bahá’í community draws inspiration and 
encouragement from the lives of the early heroes and heroines of the Faith. In a letter 
marking the centenary of the revelation of the Master’s Tablets of the Divine Plan, the 
Universal House of Justice described the accomplishment of the Bahá’í community during 
the first century of the unfoldment of the Divine Plan: 

“How is it possible to adequately convey our feelings of irrepressible love and 
unbounded admiration as we reflect on the exploits of the members of your 
communities, past and present, in pursuit of your sacred mission? The vision that 
unfolds before our eyes is of a grassroots stirring, an organic flowering, a 
resistless movement that has grown imperceptibly at times and at others in great 
surges to eventually embrace the entire world: God-intoxicated lovers exceeding 
their personal capacities, embryonic institutions learning to exercise their powers 
for the well-being of humanity, communities emerging as shelters and schools in 
which human potential is nourished. We pay homage to the humblest 
ministrations and ceaseless endeavours of the Faith’s devoted rank and file, as 
well as to the extraordinary accomplishments of its heroes, knights, and martyrs. 
On vast continents and scattered islands, from arctic regions to desert climes, 
atop mountain plateaus and across lowland plains, in crowded urban quarters 
and villages along rivers and jungle paths, you and your spiritual forebears 
brought the message of the Blessed Beauty to peoples and nations. You sacrificed 
rest and comfort and left your homes to journey to unfamiliar lands or homefront 
outposts. You set aside your own interests for the common good. Whatever your 
means, you sacrificially contributed your share of resources. You taught the Faith 
to multitudes, to groups in various settings, and to individuals in your homes. You 
quickened souls and helped them on their own paths of service, disseminated 
widely the Bahá’í writings and participated in deep study of the teachings, strove 
for excellence in all fields, engaged diverse peoples of all strata in conversations 
pertaining to the search for solutions to humanity’s ills, and initiated efforts for 
economic and social development. Though misunderstandings and problems 
sometimes arose, you forgave one another and marched together in serried lines. 
You raised the framework of the Administrative Order and clung steadfastly to the 
Covenant, protecting the Faith from every blow directed against it. In your 
ardour for the Beloved, you endured prejudice and estrangement, privation and 
loneliness, persecution and imprisonment. You welcomed and nurtured 
generations of children and youth upon whom the vitality of the Faith and future 
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of humanity depend, and as tested veterans, you heeded the Master’s admonition 
to serve until your last breath. You have written the story of the unfoldment of the 
Divine Plan on the scroll of its first century. Before you, beloved friends, lies 
stretched out the blank scroll of the future on which you and your spiritual 
descendants will inscribe fresh and lasting deeds of renunciation and heroism for 
the betterment of the world.”  39

In pausing to reflect on the grace of God which has enabled such progress in the past, our 
intention is to find the inspiration and clarity of vision needed to push forward in pursuit of 
the needs of the Faith at its current stage of development. While much has been achieved, 
there is much more yet to be done. Indeed, “time is fleeting, and a heroic response is 
urgently needed”.  The enormous thrust expected in this phase of the Five Year Plan 40

“requires all to spare no time, no effort, and no resources in accelerating the momentum 
and increasing the intensity of the capacity-building endeavour”.  41

In thinking of the bounties unique to this time, one stands out in particular: the great 
opportunity the bicentenary of the Birth of the Báb brings for connecting hearts to the central 
Figures of the Faith. “The locus of activity for the bicentenaries is to be at the local level.”  42

About this occasion, the Universal House of Justice wrote: 

“The prospects for advancing this spiritual enterprise are made the more thrilling 
by the approach of the bicentenary of the Birth of the Báb. Like the bicentenary 
that preceded it, this anniversary is a moment incalculably precious. It provides 
all Bahá’ís with marvellous opportunities for awakening those around them to the 
great Day of God, to the extraordinary effusion of heavenly grace signalled by the 
appearance of two Manifestations of the Divine Being, successive Luminaries 
Who brightened the horizon of the world. The measure of what might be possible 
in the coming two cycles is known to all from the experience of the bicentenary 
two years ago, and all that was learned on that occasion must be channelled into 
the plans for the Twin Holy Birthdays this year.”  43

After briefly discussing the above statement in your large group, move into your small 
groups to explore the following questions: 

● In practical terms, how can we draw inspiration from our spiritual forebears? As you 
reflect on this question, some of you may wish to share brief but inspiring stories 
from the past. What does it mean to embody heroism and sacrifice at this point in 
time?  

● Reflect together on what was accomplished during the festival marking the 
bicentenary of the Birth of Bahá’u’lláh. How did we achieve this? What did we learn 

39 Universal House of Justice, 26 March 2016, to the Bahá’ís of the world acting under the mandate of ‘Abdu’l-Baha 
40 International Teaching Centre, 3 May 2018, to all Continental Counsellors 
41 International Teaching Centre, 3 May 2018, to all Continental Counsellors 
42 Universal House of Justice, 18 May 2016 to all National Spiritual Assemblies. 
43 Universal House of Justice, Ridṿán 2019, to the Bahá’ís of the world 
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about reaching out to our family, friends, colleagues, neighbours, and 
acquaintances? What factors contributed to this reaching out? What has been learnt 
about ensuring all feel welcome and empowered to contribute? How have the 
outcomes of the festival been consolidated?  

● Look ahead to the Festival marking the bicentenary of the Birth of the Báb, which will 
take place in October of this year. What can be accomplished in your community by 
then? What growth in core activities and participation will you achieve by then? How 
can the next festival be celebrated in a way that lends impetus to your ongoing 
efforts to teach the Faith and to build community? How will we reach the widest 
possible cross section, possibly doubling or tripling the participation of the last 
bicentenary Festival? What will be the nature of our conversations with our family, 
friends, colleagues, neighbours, and acquaintances? 
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