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Modern thought is inclined to consider any form of organization as detrimental to the spirit of true religion, and it bases its reasoning upon the belief that whereas religion requires a freedom of the spirit, laws and institutions force it into a groove and subject it to a definite and preconceived mould. How could the spirit soar and attain its stature if restrained by the dictates of an organization? To a Baha'i, such an issue is basic and vital, for the institutions of Guardianship, and of local, national and international Assemblies are inseparably bound with, and form an indispensable element of, the Faith of Baha'u'llah. Let us, therefore, confront the problem and find the reasoning upon which the structure of the administration of this divine Revelation rests.

We could undoubtedly face the issue with the unreasoned acceptance we term faith. The mere act that Baha'u'llah and 'Abdu'l-Baha have voiced these administrative principles is to Their followers sufficient reason. Having laid our trust in Their divine guidance, having recognized in Them the guiding light of God, we are fully justified in following Them to the end and being confident in Their leadership. But such an attitude gives us a private and subjective assurance; it does not help us to face the criticism of an unbelieving world.

To discover the rational justification for the institutions of the Faith, we have to start by obtaining a clear view as to what constitutes true religion, for our acceptance or refusal of the need of an administration or organization in religion depends upon which of the two conceptions we uphold, whether it is the mystic religion or the revelational.

There are two philosophies, two manners of approach to that all-important aspect of life we term religion. The first, which is at present the most prevalent, and has dominated thought ever since the beginning of the last century, is the mystical one which emphasizes the inner feeling of man. According to this conception religion is an inward experience which reveals itself at those moments of exaltation when we feel ourselves one with the divine.

The second philosophy of religion, which was peculiar to ancient Christianity and Islam, which discarded for a long interval by the educated classes, and is beginning again during these last years to awaken interest, is the revelational. According to this view religion is a spiritual impetus as well as a set of moral laws and principles that the prophets of God create at their advent into the world to regenerate society, educate man and develop him spiritually. It does not deny the efficacy nor minimize the value of the inner mystical experience. It cannot, for these moments of exaltation and inner communion with God, when not confused with the idea of deification of man, constitute the greatest impetus which we need for our moral and spiritual development.

But this revelational conception goes a step farther. This inner experience may be an element, an essential element, of our spiritual life, but it does not constitute the whole of that life. Besides it we need the element of belief that the prophets are the mouth-piece of God, and that is a strict obedience to their laws is indispensible for our spiritual growth. In the absence of these last two elements no form of inner experience will help to enhance our spiritual regeneration and development.

If religion be conceived as a mere inward feeling of essential unity with God, it becomes subjective and private. As the mystic says, there is no specially defined and prescribed path that every wayfarer has to tread. Every individual has his own peculiar mode of approach to that ecstatic condition which is the hall mark of spirituality. Prescribed laws, established institutions, and outward forms constitute a burden to the movement of the spirit, which can seek its true destiny only when it is free.

Such a conception was undoubtedly the keenest and most effective weapon wielded against institutionalism in religion. They have put into the mind of youth the idea that the church is an institution to be discarded, that the spiritual life of man cannot be cast into a mould or subjected to prescribed laws and principles.

According to the revelational conception of religion, however, laws and institutions are elements indispensable to our spiritual growth. According to this philosophy, the soul is not saved by merely breaking away from its material shell, by merely freeing itself from its earthly bond.  According to this view-point, the spirit has in store, in a potential form, all the attributes of God. Through gradual progress and constant development, by turning the heart to the light radiated by the prophet of God, by an inner urge and longing for what is divine, man develops his personality and makes it worthy of the blessings of the world to come. The soul, therefore, has to be educated and trained to reflect increasingly those divine attributes. Its goal is not freedom from material restraint. Its perfection is not already achieved and inherent. It has to acquire that perfection, it has to develop.

To evolve, therefore, the spirit needs the loving care of heavenly teacher, who with definite laws and institutions, devised for that specific work, rears the soul and helps it to mature. It needs stimulation, guidance, deterrents, love, devotion, hope of reward, fear of horrible consequences of evil acts. Without such forces progress cannot be insured. And these forces are embodied in the laws and institutions that revelational religion provides.

Revealed religion lays an emphasis on the social life that mysticism fails to do. While mystical movements have never been great factors in the social development of man, the former have proved to be the greatest socializing force the world has yet experienced. Consider the manner in which Christianity and Islam have welded into one whole, people of different race, nationality and class. The brother in the Faith was the closest of kin. Such a unifying and social force is bound to materialize itself in the form of an institution as the outward expression of that spiritual unity that prevails among the followers of the Faith.

So indispensable is organization to revelational religion that we find most of not all the prophets advocate it in some form or other. If in some cases, such as Christianity, the words of the prophet were not explicit enough, the logical and essential need of the Faith brought it about. In fact, every time a group arose that denounced the existing churches and advocated freedom from them, it ultimately achieved no other result than to institute a new organization to rival the ones already existing. This shows beyond any doubt that organization is essential to the very nature of religion and intricately bound up with it.

If we consider the mystical movements, however, whether they appeared in the East or the West, we observe that they achieved nothing more than a small community living under the guidance of a leader, every member trying to work out his own salvation by treading his own specific path to the Godhead. None of them created a working organization that shaped the lives of thousands of adherents with the power and magnitude that we find in the revealed religions.

That some form of organization is indispensable to, and arises out of, the very nature of revealed religion can be better grasped if we study the fundamental teachings of the Baha'i Revelation. As we shall explain, without an administrative body the ideals of the founder of the Faith will never be realized.

A fundamental teaching of Baha'u'llah is that religion is progressive, that its truths have to be constantly re-interpreted to conform to the existing needs of society, that new laws and principles have to be legislated as the need for them arises, that it has thus to keep abreast with progressive civilization. About once every thousand years, a prophet appears in the world who remoulds the laws and teachings of the previous prophet and makes them satisfy the needs of the day. But the spirit of a system of laws cannot be considered progressive if modified only once every thousand years; if during that long interval those basic laws proclaimed by the prophet cannot be re-interpreted and re-applied.

It is imperative, therefore, for a revealed religion like the Baha'i Faith to have a specific institution, as provided in the Guardianship, for interpreting the scriptures in the light of contemporary thought. Interpretation renders the teachings living issues. The interpretation of the scripture was in the past the center of contention among the different sects of every one of the religions. Whenever any person interpreted the scriptures another arose to denounce him and present instead a rival view. This led to conflicting sects and interminable disputes. To avoid such cause and source of dissension, Baha'u'llah gave the exclusive right of interpretation to 'Abdu'l-Baha. How could He have safeguarded His Faith from the disruptive influences that clove asunder the older Faiths if not through the institution of Guardianship, through an institution the distinguishing prerogative of which would be to interpret the scripture?

To maintain the progressive nature of civilization, Baha'u'llah, besides providing an authoritative interpreter, had to establish a legislative body to enact laws as time passes and the needs of the community change. Without such an institution to legislate whenever the Holy Scriptures lack explicit instruction, the Faith  would soon become a dead letter and cease to have a direct application to the needs of the day. It is thus evident that institutions are indispensable for maintaining the progressive nature of religion.

To denounce the administrative aspect of the Faith of Baha'u'llah, or in a general form, maintain that religion cannot and should not be organized, betrays a lack of understanding of the philosophy of the spiritual life. Only mystical movements can logically maintain that organization weighs down upon the spirit, that it retards its growth. The followers of the revealed religions, be they Christians, Moslems or Baha'is, on the other hand, cannot with any justification maintain such a theory. It is true that at times organization becomes a handicap to a spiritual movement, but that is only when its function is over-emphasized, when the organization becomes an end in itself rather than a mere means provided by God for the spiritual development of man.

Furthermore, the weakness of the administrative element of the religions of the past has been partly due to the fact that the founder of the Faith left no detailed and explicit provision for the form the administration was to assume after Him. Any institution that was formed was weak as to its legitimacy and therefore open to assault. It is only in the Baha'i Faith that we find specific provisions along this line. Baha'u'llah has laid down the principle which 'Abdu'l-Baha amplified in His will and testament. They had established institutions and delegated to them the power to carry on the task of human and social regeneration for which They laid down Their life. The legitimacy of these institutions, therefore, shall ever remain unassailable.

Whenever we study an institution or a form of human activity we should be on our guard and distinguish between the true nature of that institution and the evils that trough human frailties distorted its form. The institution may be beneficial and perhaps indispensable for the progress of man, but nevertheless become gradually so corrupted as to retard his progress. We can find a clear example of such a phenomenon in the political and economic organization of the state. No student of political theory can maintain that some form of government is not necessary for the life of a nation, but still consider, when corrupt, what havoc it can play with human life and property. Similarly organization in the field of religion: it is, in its pure form, indispensable for our spiritual life even though it has at times, in the past, fettered our activity and retarded our progress. Every organism is born, has a period of maturity, grows to its full stature, becomes old and then perishes giving way to a newer organism that has come to replace it. This is true of religion as a whole but more particularly of its administrative aspect.

The administration of the Faith of Baha'u'llah is still in its infancy, it has to grow and mature, to fulfill its mission in the world; but after ages of activity and useful service it will become subject to corruption. Then, we are promised by Baha'u'llah, a new prophet shall appear and a new religion replace our present Faith.

