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Introduction

The Bahá’í Faith is a little- studied religious social movement that had its 
origins in nineteenth- century Shi‘ite Islam. Although initially labeled 
as a sect of Islam in its native Persia, the Bahá’í Faith has grown beyond 
its native Iran to become the second most geographically widespread 
religion in the world (Barrett 1982). It has a hundred and twenty- year 
history in the United States, although little has been written about 
American Bahá’í history since World War II.

Bahá’ís see religious history as unfolding through a series of divine 
messengers, each of whom was suited to the needs of their time. They ac-
cept Abraham, Krishna, Moses, Buddha, Jesus, and Muḥammad, as well 
as others, as prophets. They teach as a core belief the oneness of humanity, 
and they have a focus on service to all people, and on peace and justice. 
Bahá’ís are very diverse, particularly in the United States. They instituted 
efforts to promote racial unity in the deep South decades before the mod-
ern civil rights movement, and despite lip service to fostering multiracial 
congregations among Christian churches, 53 percent of American Bahá’í 
congregations today are multiracial, in comparison to just 5 to 7 percent 
of U.S. Christian churches. This level of diversity is unique among all reli-
gious groups in the United States (Emerson and Kim 2003).

This volume explores how Bahá’ís have achieved this high level of 
diversity in membership. Moreover, as the story of a new religious 
movement, the history of the Bahá’ís in the  twentieth/early twenty- first 
century offers a case study of institutional maturation, showcasing a new 
religion’s efforts to weather conflict and achieve steady growth. While 
much scholarly attention has been paid to extremist religious move-
ments, this book highlights a religious movement that promotes the idea 
of the unity of all religions, their common divine source, and the devel-
opment of a global society with religious harmony. The success, both in 
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the United States and worldwide, of this universalizing ethic makes the 
Bahá’ís an intriguing sociological case study.

On any given day of the week in the United States, Bahá’ís will gather 
in each others’ homes to study Bahá’í scripture, sing Bahá’í songs, and 
read Bahá’í prayers from especially designed curriculum workbooks. At 
the end of each workbook, some participants jointly develop a com-
munity service project, which can include collecting food for a food 
pantry, providing moral and spiritual education to children and youth, 
or fostering conversations about social issues across social boundaries. 
These Bahá’í participants have likely come from the plethora of ethnic 
groups that make up the American mosaic: Anglos, African Americans, 
Hispanics, or Asians. They have also likely converted to the Bahá’í Faith 
from Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist backgrounds, 
in many cases finding the Bahá’í message a fulfillment of their origi-
nal faith’s teachings. These groups of four to twelve people are part of a 
Bahá’í “study circle,” which for Bahá’ís is one of several “core activities” 
developed by the Universal House of Justice, the highest authority of 
their faith, to lay the foundation for building a new, spiritual, global civi-
lization. In addition to study circles, these core activities include inter-
faith devotional prayer meetings and classes for the spiritual education 
of children, all of which include both Bahá’ís and non- Bahá’ís who have 
been invited as guests. These core activities are aimed at developing the 
kinds of skills and expanded consciousness, through the study of the 
holy texts, prayer to God, and service to humanity, that Bahá’ís believe is 
necessary not only to help individuals mature spiritually, but ultimately 
to transform every society and give rise to a peaceful, global civilization.

These core activities at the grassroots level of Bahá’í community life 
are just part of the most recent Five Year Plan developed by the Uni-
versal House of Justice. Since 1964, the year after its first election by 
the Bahá’ís of the world, the Universal House of Justice has been issu-
ing Plans for the growth and development of the Bahá’í Faith and its 
Administrative Order. By tracing the development and deployment of 
these Plans— from the first Nine Year Plan through the following Seven 
Year Plan, and so on— we can track the expansion and maturation of 
the Bahá’í Faith in the United States and come to understand how an 
Iranian- born religion emerged from obscurity in the diverse religious 
marketplace of American religion to become the most racially diverse 
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faith community in the United States (see FACT research at http://faith-
communitiestoday.org).

The Bahá’í Faith began in the historical milieu of nineteenth- century 
Persia, growing out of a Shi‘ite Islamic context in the same way Christi-
anity grew out of the first century Jewish context. The prophet- founder, 
Mirza Husayn- ‘Alí, took the title “Bahá’u’lláh” (which in Arabic means 
“the Glory of God”) and wrote hundreds of documents (or “Tablets” or 
“Writings”) of what Bahá’ís consider holy, revealed scripture. In his Writ-
ings, Bahá’u’lláh revealed the laws and spiritual teachings, as well as the 
administrative infrastructure, which Bahá’ís believe to be the scaffolding 
for the future Kingdom of God as envisioned in Bahá’í scripture. These 
teachings and Administrative Order are slowly being put into practice 
and institutionalized by Bahá’ís around the world under the guidance of 
the Plans which have been formulated by the Universal House of Justice.

Bahá’ís believe that the person of Bahá’u’lláh not only fulfills the bib-
lical promises of the return of Christ, but also meets the requirements 
of all the prophesies revealed by the world’s major religions. When 
Bahá’u’lláh died in 1892, the leadership of the nascent global Bahá’í com-
munity was passed via written covenant to his son, ‘Abdu’l- Bahá, who 
visited the United States in 1912 as part of his ministry. Upon ‘Abdu’l- 
Bahá’s death in 1921, the mantle of authority was transferred through a 
written Will and Testament to ‘Abdu’l- Bahá’s grandson, Shoghi Effendi, 
who in 1937 began to formulate the Plans for Bahá’í growth based on 
the writings of both Bahá’u’lláh and ‘Abdu’l- Baha. This responsibility 
for the Plans has fallen to the Universal House of Justice since its initial 
election in 1963.

This book takes a unique sociological look at the growth of this global 
religious movement in the American context, offering a history of the 
evolution of American Bahá’í history over the last half century via the 
lens of the globally encompassing Plans established by the Universal 
House of Justice.

Theoretical Perspective of the Book

A foundational premise of this book is that Bahá’í institutions provide 
powerful motivations, direction, identity, and legitimacy for Bahá’í 
actions, values, and its globally unifying worldview. In this, Bahá’í 
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institutions act like all institutional structures as outlined in socio-
logical neoinstitutional theory (Powell and DiMaggio 1991). However, 
Bahá’ís themselves view their institutions as invested with special 
authority, since their origins can be found in the holy scripture revealed 
by Bahá’u’lláh, and fleshed out, as we will see, by subsequent divinely 
inspired successors. This volume employs a sociological theory of cul-
ture as a “tool kit” that helps actors develop strategies for action in the 
world (Swidler 1986).

This book contends that Bahá’í scripture establishes an institutional 
framework for what Bahá’ís believe to be the foundation for the future 
World Order, or what they would theologically call the Kingdom of God, 
based on Bahá’í scripture. The House of Justice uses rationalized,1 global 
Plans for growth, essentially an institution- building project that spans 
the globe. These Plans cultivate the ideological and institutional mech-
anisms employed by Bahá’ís to legitimate both the inwardly directed 
actions of building Bahá’í institutions (their “Administrative Order”) 
which they believe to be divinely inspired, as well as outwardly directed 
actions of spreading the message of their prophet- founder, Bahá’u’lláh.
The Plans thus socially construct (see Berger and Luckmann 1967) the 
identity of Bahá’ís as “situated universalists” (see McMullen 2000), peo-
ple with a global vision of world order who are situated in the local com-
munity and are helping build a global civilization at the local level.

To understand how Bahá’ís are engaging in this global institution 
building, this book utilizes Swidler’s (1986) groundbreaking work on 
culture, which consists of three theoretical aspects: 1) Swidler offers an 
image of culture as a “tool kit” of symbols, stories, practices, and world-
views which individuals use in varying arrangements to solve problems; 
2) she focuses on culture’s effects on society by emphasizing “strategies 
of action” or patterned schemes of action; and 3) she argues that culture 
does not define ultimate “ends” or “values,” but provides cultural com-
ponents used to develop strategies of action. This book argues that the 
Plans developed by the Universal House of Justice provide for Bahá’í 
adherents a faith- based program of action (or to use Swidler’s sociologi-
cal term, a “cultural tool kit”) that is explicitly and deliberately applied 
to developing their vision of the “Kingdom of God” or  Bahá’u’lláh’s 
World Order. This development is accomplished through participa-
tion in Bahá’í institutions and personal practices, but especially through 
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prayerful study, analysis, and application of ongoing guidance from the 
Universal House of Justice and the National Spiritual Assembly, which 
is the governing body of the Bahá’ís at the national level. The Seven- Year 
Plan, the Three- Year Plan, and the current Five- Year Plan all represent 
“tools” in the American Bahá’í repertoire for constructing strategies for 
spreading the Bahá’í message (what they call “Teaching the Bahá’í Faith” 
or “Teaching the Faith”), building Bahá’í institutions, and remaking what 
they consider to be a “lamentably defective” secular society into a global 
spiritual civilization.

Swidler (1986) also makes a distinction between “settled” and “un-
settled” cultural periods. In settled periods, culture functions much 
as neoinstitutional theory predicts: Our actions are based on routine, 
scripted institutional habits, and taken- for- granted rules that are un-
reflectively followed. However, in unsettled times, institutional values 
become important tools with which to create lines of action to reach 
desired ends. Cultural tools are not taken for granted, but rather instru-
mentally used to attain certain goals. Swidler (1986, p. 278) writes: “In 
such periods, ideologies— explicit, articulated, highly organized mean-
ing systems (both political and religious)— establish new styles or strate-
gies of action.” Bahá’ís live in perpetually “unsettled” times. They see the 
Old World Order of current society as falling apart, and their religious 
mandate as being not to fix this Old World Order,2 but rather to build a 
New World Order as described in Bahá’u’lláh’s scripture. This religious 
work takes the form of institution building, erecting what Bahá’ís call 
their Administrative Order as the framework for the Kingdom of God. 
This book focuses on macrolevel instiution building over the most re-
cent fifty- year period of American Bahá’í history. It does not focus on 
daily spiritual practices or community worship, nor on the functioning 
of a local community, as the aim is to showcase how the Plans have un-
folded to enable  Bahá’ís to flourish in the United States.

The concept of the “Bahá’í- Timeline perspective” is used throughout 
this book to describe the institutional and ideological tools developed by 
the Universal House of Justice for Bahá’ís to use to live out their beliefs. 
The Bahá’í- Timeline perspective is meant to imply something about 
how they see the world unfolding, their place in history, and how their 
individual lives fit into a larger theological drama. This worldview is 
shaped by the guidance of the Writings of Bahá’u’lláh and the messages 
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of the Universal House of Justice. The Bahá’í goal is to build their own 
institutions, and then to invite others to partner with them in their vi-
sion of a spiritual civilization. This book focuses on the period of 1964 to 
the present, covering the time during which the Bahá’í cultural tool kit 
was being supplemented by the newly elected Universal House of Justice 
to help Bahá’ís achieve their goals. The analysis emphasizes the ways in 
which the American Bahá’í community learned how to use these tools 
in their attempt to build a global civilization (a process which is envi-
sioned to be ongoing for at least the next several hundred years). While 
I will briefly describe the global enactment of the Plans promulgated by 
the Unviersal House of Justice, this book focuses on how the National 
Spiritual Assembly, the highest Bahá’í authority in the United States, has 
implemented the Plans (for further insight into the implementation of 
the Plans globally, see Universal House of Justice 2011a).

Research Methodology of the Book
Content Analysis
This book is the product of several years worth of work, primarily draw-
ing on content analysis of thousands of Bahá’í documents in archives, as 
well as those available on the web, to shed light on the institutional guid-
ance provided by both the Universal House of Justice and the National 
Spiritual Assembly to the American Bahá’í community between 1964 
and 2014. At a secondary level, it utilizes survey data collected from 
samples of all 1,100 Bahá’í communities in the United States over a ten- 
year period.

Qualitative content analysis is used for many different types of re-
search purposes, one of which is to “describe trends in communication 
content,” and especially changes in communication content over time 
(Weber 1985, p. 9). Much of the research for this book makes use of fifty 
years of annual messages from the Universal House of Justice released to 
the Bahá’í world every April 21, the first holy day of a twelve- day period 
of commemoration of Bahá’u’lláh’s public declaration of his mission to 
the world. This twelve- day festival, called Riḍván (which means “para-
dise” in Arabic), contains three holy days celebrated by Bahá’ís: the first 
day of Riḍván (April 21), the ninth day of Riḍván (April 29), and the 
twelfth day of Riḍván (May 2). The first day of Riḍván also marks the 
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beginning of the Bahá’í administrative year, when elections are held for 
the nine- member Local Spiritual Assembly. These Riḍván messages are 
important sources of data because they are the major vehicle by which 
the Universal House of Justice sets policy and directs the development of 
the global Bahá’í movement. They are also important for understanding 
a sociological history of the American Bahá’í community because of the 
authority with which these documents are invested by Bahá’ís.

To carry out this considerable analysis of official Bahá’í communi-
cation, my qualitative content analysis (see also Lindlof 1995) covered 
several sources of documents: 1) The fifty Riḍván messages written by 
the Universal House of Justice between 1964 and 2013. Not only are they 
considered infallible guidance from the highest authority of the Bahá’í 
Faith, but they outline the Plans for the growth and development of the 
global Bahá’í community. 2) Content analysis was also conducted using 
documents from the National Spiritual Assembly (NSA) of the Bahá’ís 
of the United States, as they translated the global directives of the Uni-
versal House of Justice (principally found in the Riḍván messages, but 
also through other communications) into national Bahá’í direction and 
goals. The NSA produced thousands of letters sent as general correspon-
dence to the local Bahá’í communities throughout the United States. I 
spent time over four summers in 2010, 2011, 2012, and 2013 searching 
through the National Bahá’í Archives in Wilmette, Illinois, looking for 
general correspondence between the National Spiritual Assembly and 
the Local Spiritual Assemblies. I also used the Annual Reports from 
the National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of the United States as a 
source of data. 3) I also drew on material found in the official periodical 
of the American Bahá’í community, The American Bahá’í (as well as the 
online version found at http://american.bahai.org); and 4) Other web 
sources such as The Bahá’í International Community at www.bic.org, 
www.bahai.org, The Bahá’í Library Online at http://bahai- library.com/, 
and http://american.bahai.org.

Data on Faith Communities Today

To supplement the analysis of these Bahá’í documents, I also selec-
tively used a unique data set on the American Bahá’í community. 
Since 1998, I have been the lead researcher for Bahá’í data collection 
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for Faith Communities Today (FACT), a research project studying most 
major religious groups in America. This consortium of forty different 
denominations and faith traditions was initially funded through a Lily 
Foundation grant, and is headquartered at Hartford Seminary’s Insti-
tute for Religious Research in Connecticut. FACT surveyed over 40,000 
American congregations (over 12 percent of all religious congregations 
in the United States). It is the longest- running, most comprehensive 
survey of religious groups in the United States, and the participating 
religious groups represent 90 percent of all worshipers in America (see 
http://faithcommunitiestoday.org/). Questionnaires were fielded in 
surveys in 2000, 2005, 2008, and 2010. The result is a one- of- a- kind 
longitudinal Bahá’í dataset describing its members, growth, and com-
munity characteristics, from which selected empirical data for this book 
were drawn.

The FACT surveys used the methodology of a “key informant” sur-
vey (Babbie 2007). For most religious groups, this meant that the lead 
clergy of the congregation would receive the survey. However, because 
the Bahá’í Faith has no clergy, it was decided to send the questionnaire 
to the secretary of the Local Spiritual Assembly for each community. 
With the help of the Research Office of the Bahá’í National Center in 
Wilmette, Illinois, all 1,100 secretaries of the LSAs were sent question-
naires in 2000, 2005, 2008, and 2010, giving repondents the option of 
filling out a paper copy of the survey or providing a link to complete it 
online. The response rate for the 2000 FACT survey was 52 percent, and 
the 2010 FACT survey had a response rate of 36 percent (with the 2005 
and 2008 surveys each having about a one- third response rate).

Chapter Summaries

Chapter 1, Bahá’í History, Beliefs, Outreach, and Administration, offers 
a brief overview of the origins of the Bahá’í Faith in Iran and its roots 
in Shi‘ite Islam before it came to identify itself as an independent world 
religion. It reviews the global worldview and the personal practices 
that constitute a “Bahá’í way of life,” and reviews the functioning of the 
Administrative Order that connects local, national, and international 
assemblies in a unique system of governance, as well as the importance 
for Bahá’ís to “teach the Faith.”

McMullen_i_279.indd   8 9/10/15   12:56 PM



Introduction | 9

In order to understand the growth of the Bahá’í Faith in America, we 
first need to understand the role that the teaching Plans have in Bahá’í 
history and shaping Bahá’í culture. Chapter 2, Riḍván Messages from the 
Universal House of Justice, outlines the Plans developed by the Univer-
sal House of Justice: the Nine- Year Plan (1964– 1973), the Five- Year Plan 
(1974– 1979), the Seven- Year Plan (1979– 1986), the Six- Year Plan (1986– 
1992), the Holy Year (1992– 1993), the Three- Year Plan (1993– 1996), the 
Four- Year Plan (1996– 2000), the Twelve- Month Plan (2000– 2001), and 
three Five- Year Plans (2001– 2006, 2006– 2011, and 2011– 2016).

Chapter 3, Institution Building, Mass Growth, and Racial Unity, fo-
cuses on how the Nine- Year Plan (1964– 1973) and the Five- Year Plan 
(1974– 1979) got translated into specific policy guidance from the Ameri-
can National Spiritual Assembly. This period saw the growth of “mass 
teaching” programs in the United States, as Bahá’ís “travel taught” in the 
deep South in African American communities. Bahá’ís also tried to take 
their message to public intellectuals and politicians, not only to gain 
converts but also to establish the Bahá’í Faith as a “legitimate” world 
religion in their eyes. This chapter examines the tremendous effort 
Bahá’ís went through to establish their institutions in cities and towns 
throughout the United States. This period was one of increasing racial 
and ethnic diversity in the American Bahá’í community, with the influx, 
especially, of African Americans. This diversity would become one of 
the hallmarks of this religious community in the United States.

Chapter 4, Persian Immigrants and Emergence from Obscurity, fo-
cuses on the period in American Bahá’í history of the Seven- Year Plan 
(1979– 1986), the Six- Year Plan (1986– 1992), the Holy Year (1992– 1993), 
and the Three- Year Plan (1993– 1996). Much of American Bahá’í activity 
during this time dealt with struggles to address the persecution of Ira-
nian Bahá’ís. Efforts to pass resolutions in the U.S. Congress and United 
Nations to end this persecution were effective ways for the Bahá’í mes-
sage of peace, world unity, and global governance to become public, 
helping the Bahá’í Faith to “emerge from obscurity.” The influx of Ira-
nian immigrants again fostered diversity in the American Bahá’í com-
munity as members of their faith from its country of origin reinforced 
the global identity of the U.S. Bahá’í community.

Chapter 5, New Directions and Bahá’í Community Development, ex-
plores the two most recent decades of American Bahá’í history through 
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the lens of the Universal House of Justice’s guidance found in the Four- 
Year Plan (1996– 2000), the Twelve- Month Plan (2000– 2001), and three 
Five- Year Plans (2001– 2006, 2006– 2011, and 2011– 2016). This period 
saw slow, incremental growth in Bahá’í membership, but not the mass 
growth witnessed in earlier periods. It also brought restructuring of 
American Bahá’í institutions and a dramatic shift in Bahá’í culture as the 
National Spiritual Assembly implemented the guidance of the Five- Year 
Plan (2001– 2006). Part of the cultural change in this period was the 
result of a fourfold focus on developing interfaith devotional programs, 
community children’s classes, junior youth empowerment groups, and 
“study circles” that deepen Bahá’ís’ knowledge about their faith’s history 
and theology and gives them skills to better teach their faith. As the 
American Bahá’í community continued to slowly grow and diversify, 
this cultural change resulted in over half of local communities being 
multiracial, making it the most ethnically diverse religious community 
in the United States.

The Conclusion reviews the sweep of American Bahá’í history since 
1964, illuminating how this originally small, foreign- born religious 
movement has succeeded in implementing racial unity, achieving in-
stitutional maturation, managing tensions, and realizing steady growth. 
The volume concludes with some speculation on the direction of the 
next half century of American Bahá’í history and considers what we can 
learn from the development of this faith in America.
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