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Abstract 
 
Bahá'u'lláh, Prophet-Founder of the Baha'i Faith, enjoined work upon all people of ability 
and encouraged them to find their calling. Work is exalted to the station of worship, the 
sacred Baha'i texts say, if it is undertaken for the service of humanity. In fact, Baha'is 
strive to “live in a state of prayer”, by which is meant approach every aspect of life with 
reverence and openness. Baha'is approach their work and the activities of their daily lives 
with the twofold purpose of bettering themselves and bettering the world around them. 
The panelist, Ms. Chloë Filson, will share brief selections that reflect these perspectives 
(from the Baha'i Writings), and will share a few of her own experiences of working and 
going to school in secular environments. 
 
 

Presentation Notes 
 
We were asked to address the question: how can spirituality be witnessed in the 
workplace and in everyday life? I am going to focus on spirituality in the workplace 
because I am a person who has experienced secular workplaces as well as faith-inspired 
(specifically Christian- and Baha’i-inspired workplaces)—and because I only have 15 
minutes! First I’ll introduce the Baha’i Faith—for many don’t know much about it—and 
then I’ll talk about Baha’i attitudes to work. Finally, I’ll share a couple of my own 
experiences and what I learned from them. 
 
 
Brief Intro to the Baha’i Faith: 
 
The Baha’i Faith began in the late 1800s in Persia (the part of it known, today, as Iran). It 
was founded by Baha’u’llah, whose title means “the glory of God”. It is a universal 
religion, meant for all the peoples of the world, and its key principles are the oneness of 
humanity, the oneness of God, and the oneness of religion.  

That is, Baha’is believe in progressive revelation: that all the prophet-founders of 
the world’s great religions—including Abraham, Krishna, Moses, Zoroaster, the Buddha, 
Jesus Christ, Muhammad, and others—came from the same God (or Allah, or the 
unknowable essence, or whatever you want to call the divine and creative force). God 
sent these messengers to humanity to reveal whatever humanity needed to know at that 
time in our development. They all revealed aspects of the same truth and are part of the 
same spiritual reality. Baha’is believe that Baha’u’llah is one of these messengers, and 
that His teachings are most relevant to today’s world, since He was the most recent in this 
line of divine Manifestations. He likens the prophet’s role to that of the doctor, in that His 



purpose is to assess the state of humanity and prescribe teachings that will uplift it and 
cause it to develop: “That which the Lord hath ordained as the sovereign remedy and 
the mightiest instrument for the healing of the world is the unification of its peoples 
into one universal cause, one common faith.” 

The Baha’i Faith has a twofold purpose in the world: to enrich the spiritual lives 
of individuals, and to better the world and encourage the advancement of civilization. 
Baha’u’llah has said that “the betterment of the world can be accomplished with pure 
and goodly deeds, with commendable and seemly conduct”. Bahai.org, the official 
website of the Baha’i Faith, puts it eloquently and concisely: “Baha’is believe the crucial 
need facing humanity is to find a unifying vision of the nature and purpose of life and of 
the future of society. Such a vision unfolds in the writings of Baha’u’llah”. 

Baha’is in every part of the world are engaged in a community-building process, 
which, writes the Universal House of Justice (the global administrative and spiritual 
guiding body of the world’s Baha’i community), 

 
seeks to raise capacity within a population to take charge of its own spiritual, 
social and intellectual development. The activities that drive this process, and in 
which newly found friends are invited to engage” are “meetings which strengthen 
the devotional character of the community; classes that nurture the tender hearts 
and minds of children; groups that channel the surging energies of junior youth; 
circles of study, open to all, that enable people of varied backgrounds to advance 
on equal footing and explore the application of the [Baha’i] teachings to their 
individual and collective lives…  
 
There are approximately 6 million Baha’is in the world (living in 100,000 

localities—about 250 countries). Baha’is come from nearly every nation, ethnic group, 
culture, profession, and socio-economic background. There are about 30,000 in Canada 
and 250 in Halifax Regional Municipality. 
 
 
Baha’i Attitudes Toward Work 
 
Baha’u’llah has written, in Tablets of Baha’u’llah Revealed After the Kitab-i-Aqdas, that: 
 

It is enjoined upon every one of you to engage in some form of occupation, such 
as crafts, trades, and the like. We have graciously exalted your engagement in 
such work to the rank of worship unto God, the True One. […] Waste not your 
time in idleness and sloth. Occupy yourselves with that which profiteth yourselves 
and others. Thus hath it been decreed in this Tablet from whose horizon the day-
star of wisdom and utterance shineth resplendent. 

 
Thus, Baha’is believe that: (1) all people are obligated to work (and all people are 
capable of some kind of work); (2) work can be seen as worship, if it is undertaken with 
appropriate attitude; (3) work should be undertaken with service in mind—that is, with 
the goal of bettering the world and the lives of individuals (including ourselves). 



 How should we work? From other Baha’i texts, we can gather that work should 
be undertaken in the spirit of worship and in the spirit of service, so: with joyfulness, with 
the desire to strive for excellence, with healthy detachment (from ego, say, or from 
possible outcomes), with contentment (about our material circumstances), and with the 
aim of contributing to society or meeting the needs of our fellow humans. We also learn 
in the Baha’i writings that everyone has a calling and should seek to find it. Yet, all kinds 
of work is valuable if it is performed in the right spirit, according to noble principles. 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the son and appointed interpreter of Baha’u’llah, said (in Paris Talks): 
 

Let your actions cry aloud to the world that you are indeed Bahá’ís, for it is 
actions that speak to the world and are the cause of the progress of humanity. […] 
Our actions will help on the world, will spread civilization, will help the progress 
of science, and cause the arts to develop. Without action nothing in the material 
world can be accomplished, neither can words unaided advance a man in the 
spiritual Kingdom. […] Therefore strive that your actions day by day may be 
beautiful prayers. Turn towards God, and seek always to do that which is right 
and noble. Enrich the poor, raise the fallen, comfort the sorrowful, bring healing 
to the sick, reassure the fearful, rescue the oppressed, bring hope to the hopeless, 
shelter the destitute! […] God, who sees all hearts, knows how far our lives are 
the fulfilment of our words.  

 
 
Two Experiences 
 
I have experienced both secular and faith-inspired work environments. I’d like to tell you 
about two experiences I had and why I think they’re significant to this discussion. 
 
1. Consultation 
 
Right now I work for a small, Toronto-based company that provides copyediting services 
to news blogs and online magazines. Our current clients are mostly web-design blogs. It 
has nothing to do with the Baha’i Faith. However, my boss (the founder and manager of 
the company) is a Baha’i, and so am I. Perhaps it is because of our shared beliefs that we 
have an employer-employee relationship unlike any I’ve experienced elsewhere. I respect 
his rank (and my own), yet we feel like equals; in meetings we are able to have frank, 
honest, encouraging discussions. Perhaps this is because we both practice the principles 
of what has come to be known as Baha’i consultation? 
 In Baha’i consultation, individuals approach all discussions with purity of motive, 
radiance of spirit, patience, humility, and detachment from all things except God’s 
qualities (see page 267 of Baha’u’llah and the New Era by J. E. Esslemont for verbatim 
quotation). For example, once you contribute an idea to the discussion, it is no longer 
yours; it’s the group’s, and the group is free to accept, change, or discard it. Baha’is are 
told by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá that truth comes out when differing opinions and understandings 
have the opportunity to commingle—and our opinions are to be expressed with 
frankness, but also with loving-kindness. Baha’is also believe that it’s better to be in 
agreement and take action together than to necessarily be “right”; in fact, the right thing 



to do will become apparent as the group goes through the process of action, learning and 
reflection. 
 This atmosphere is something I greatly value in my present work situation, and I 
have strongly felt its absence in other work experiences. 
 
2. Backbiting 
 
Gossip and backbiting is very common in society, and can be especially rampant within a 
workplace (or school or organization). Employees might backbite about an individual or 
even a whole department within their organization. I have experienced this kind of 
culture at work, and you likely have as well. Yet one of the cardinal admonitions in the 
writings of Baha’u’llah warns against gossip and backbiting: “backbiting quencheth the 
light of the heart and extinguisheth the life of the soul”. When Baha’is encounter 
backbiting, we may take any number of approaches to stop it, such as by highlighting the 
good qualities of the individual or group in question, by changing the subject if possible, 
or simply by removing ourselves from the conversation (if there seems to be no way to 
redirect it). 
 I worked with special needs children for about five years, full-time for one year 
and part-time while I was in university completing my Bachelor’s degree. During that 
time, I worked for a summer camp as the special needs counselor. 

At the beginning of the summer, the staff were in all-day training with one 
another for two weeks, and I met another staff member whose nickname was “Toro” (we 
all had official nicknames, which is another story…). After training, I hardly ever saw 
Toro; we worked with different age groups and spent our days on opposite sides of the 
large park where the day camp was held. 

About halfway through the summer, the camp staff began to complain about the 
lifeguard’s demeanor and policies (she was a “new” lifeguard and had made some 
changes that the previous year’s staff were not happy about, for one thing). On one 
occasion, I was preparing for the day with six or seven staff members, including Toro 
(unusually), and the topic came up. I was about to say something (though I didn’t know 
what, yet), when Toro spoke up; she said “Chloë doesn’t like it when people say negative 
things about others”. I was struck dumb for a few moments, having been completely 
flabbergasted; I had never stated that preference out loud, not least of all in Toro’s 
company.  

Yet she had gleaned this from my actions; I had inadvertently led by example. I 
don’t share this story to brag; I share it as a learning experience—I learned that actions 
really can speak louder than words. What’s more, the others in the group didn’t seem 
surprised at all; they, too, apparently knew this about me. Toro’s comment set a trend in 
motion: the tone of the workplace was immediately uplifted, and I never again heard a 
word against the lifeguard or anyone else. Whether they stopped backbiting entirely or 
whether they stopped when they were around me in particular is moot; I see both as 
valuable, and this was one of the most profound experiences I’ve ever had with regard to 
the intersection of work and religion, because when we translate belief into action, 
progress happens.  
 



Whether our actions are inadvertent (informed by our faith), such as in my story about 
backbiting, or our actions are conscientious and proactive, such as in my story about 
consultation, they are fruitful. What I mean to say is this: our actions should be both 
quietly informed by our faith and openly proactive. We can and we should, as people of 
faith, lead by example and by using direct but kind words.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
I’d like to leave you with a definition of scholarship that I find particularly interesting. It 
informs almost every endeavor in my life, in fact. It comes from Shoghi Effendi, one of 
the central figures in Baha’i history. Scholars are 
 

people who not only are devoted to [the Baha’i Cause] and believe in it and are 
anxious to tell others about it, but also who have a deep grasp of the Teachings 
and their significance, and who can correlate its beliefs with the current 
thoughts and problems of the people of the world. 

 
I believe this is what it means to be a person of faith: to always be trying our best to 
correlate our beliefs to the exigencies of our lives and to those of the world.  
 
Thank you. 


