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of the seas, Whilst there were nomadic groups the bedrock of these
civilizations was pastoral, The people followed a clear code of behaviour,
religious rituals, social taboos, obeyed a hierarchy of administration.

The Earth was treated as sacred, as the seed-ground for new life of
the spirit. There was also the general conviction that earth and heaven are
intermingled. This harmony with Nature was a preponderating factor in
preservation of global ecology and its sustainability. As to religious ethos
there was a pantheon of deities, associated with Nature and Life that
formed an integral part of the peoples' day life. Some of the practices were
conducive to their well being others proved detrimental to their future
survivaL For instance, the ritual of human and animal sacrifice that formed
the basis of ancient peoples' religious beliefs led to large-scale massacres,
orgies and futile blood baths. This is actually blind faith. Such blind faith
in certain elements of religion are even prevalent today' going by the
masses who are gullible enough to believe in toto the preaching and doings
of cult figures who hold sway.

In China, shamanism, an ancient religion, was practiced for many
thousands of years. Shamanism surrounded their existence. Through
charms, trances, sacrificial offerings, magic and prayers the spirits were
contacted for favours and for protection from disasters. Likewise, in India
a host of rituals exist even to this day to propitiate the gods and goddesses.

The year 2000 witnessed the convening of many millennial events
amongst which the three that were organized by the United Nations
namely the NGO Millennium Forum in May, the World Peace Summit of
religious and spiritual leaders in August and the Millennium General
Assembly in September will occupy a special place in current history.

"Religion is the greatest of all means for the establishment of order in
the world and peaceful contentment of all that dwell therein," proclaims
Baha'u'llah, founder- manifestation of the Baha'i Faith. What is happening
to our planet, India including, I believe, is way beyond what has been
called "paradigm shift." it is whole-system transition, a shift in reality itself
Whereas paradigm shift could be compared to turning a kaleidoscope and
watching the pieces assume a new pattern and relationship to each other,
whole-system transition would call for the addition of entirely new pieces
into the whole. The world itself is changing on a deep spiritual level,
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by addressing the spiritual conditions of communities can profound and
lasting social change occur.

Religion or dharma according to the Baha'is is understood to be the
package of divine guidance brought to humanity from time to time by
spiritual luminaries described variously as the avatara, the tathagatha, the
tirthankara, the messenger, and the messiah. It is a process whereby the
Cosmic Reality, the Supreme Unknowable Creator of the whole universe
discloses His will for the advancement of civilization, as we know it. In
the several thousand years of man's recorded history a number of spiritual
luminaries have appeared. They are the founders of world faiths. Like the
chapters of a weighty book, each Faith unfolds the spiritual genius of
humankind and paves the way for its continuing advancement. The Baha'i
Faith, Baha'is believe, is the latest chapter to this process of divine
unfoldment.

For most people in today's world religion or dharma is not
understood in such a straightforward manner. Religion for them is an
ancient legacy that has come down as a tradition mixed with spirituality
that has now become mixed up with dogma and superstition that is hard to
believe and therefore, best left to elders and the womenfolk in the
household. So much so that the positive qualities of this powerful
civilizing agent has been reduced to belief in cultic practices and blind
faith in charismatic god-men and god- women who have come to hold
sway on the belief systems of countless millions-from the illiterate masses
to the sophisticated and famous men and women in every country of the
world.

What are the reasons for religion to become a suspect in present-day
society? Do religious traditions promote or hinder community? Do they act
as forces that unite or as barriers that separate peoples? In fact, some
would claim that it is futile to look to religions to provide the resources for
addressing the challenges of the 21 SI century, To begin with, in a world
where many barriers are broken down or are being lowered to facilitate
greater communication and interaction between peoples and nations,
religious groups continue to remain communities of mutual isolation.
Religions seem to provide exclusivist identities and do not always
emphasize the mutual interdependence of the social milieu. Again,
precisely at a time when the world needs the forces or reconciliation,
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race, class, creed and nation are breaking down, which will, in time, give
birth to a universal civilization.

Baha'u'llah's writings seize upon a host of metaphors in their attempt
to express the paradox that lies at the heart of the phenomenon of the
cosmic purpose for humanity at this point of time in world history. And
they were addressed to all strata of the society including the kings, rulers
and religious leaders of his time addressing them both as individuals and
collectively. Among those he addressed individually were. Napoleon III,
Queen Victoria, Kaiser Wilhelm I and Czar Alexander II, Emperor Franz
Josef, Pius IX., Sultan Abdul Aziz and Nasiri'd-Din Shah. In these letters,
Baha'u'llah expounded his mission and the process he had set in motion
for the fulfillment of the divine promises. He warned the kings and leaders
of the turmoil and changes in the world's political and social order if the
teachings he had brought were not accepted and called for general efforts
at disarmament. He warned them also of the injustices against the poor and
urged them to work unitedly for creating a Commonwealth of Nations
stating that only by acting collectively to ban war could lasting peace be
established. God has "the desire of beholding the entire human race as one
soul and one body," wrote Baha'u'llah. "All men have been created to
carry forward an ever-advancing civilization.

The foremost challenge faced by followers of every religion in the
new century is the claim to be the sole possessors of truth, clinging rigidly
to their own narrow interpretation of the teachings of their religion. This
stubborn refusal to appreciate and accept other faiths can lead only to bitter
antagonism and futile division, as it has in the past. The interfaith
declaration entitled "Towards a Global Ethic, which was produced by an
assembly of religious and spiritual leaders from virtually every major
world religion and spiritual movement at the 1993 Centenary of the
Parliament of World Religions in Chicago, suggests that it is indeed
possible for the world's religions to find much common ground in this
regard. The declaration states: "We affirm that a common set of core
values is found in the teachings of the religions, and that these form the
basis of a global ethic. There already exist ancient guidelines for human
behaviour which are found in the teachings of religions of the world and
which are the conditions for a sustainable world order."
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Baha'is view the current phase of rapidly changing world conditions
in a hopeful way, aware of the anguish created by current chaotic social
dislocations but seeing them as part of a long-term process of adjustment,
the pain of which can best be alleviated if we become conscious of its
nature and directions The current period of human history is one of those
axial periods understood best perhaps in the phrase "the coming of age of
humanity." The period of relative isolation of various peoples of the world
has ended. We have now collectively entered a new world where
boundaries, if they exist at all anymore, are no longer impenetrable. The
interdependence of humanity with all its diversity of cultures, nations, and
peoples will continue to increase. Exclusive sovereignties are no longer
possible.

The culmination of this process will be some form of an integrated
world economy and political structure in which all of us will feel as much
a part of world society as we feet a part of our own community. This is not
a hope or a wish. It is a reality apparent in current trends.

The first principle of a new world civilization has been described as
the recognition of the spiritual nature of the human being. The second is to
become aware that a human society capable of solving its problems is no
mere causal or artificial grouping of a large number of human beings, but a
reflection and outworking a creative spirit. The Baha'i teachings tell us that
such a spirit is moving the minds and hearts today throughout the world.
Its necessary creation is a world society, and the path leading to that world
society is a living belief in the oneness of humankind.

We of today are passing through the final stage of a transitional age,
the "forty years of wilderness" that lie between the old world and the new
are over. The part that each person plays is determined by whether he or
she looks backward or forward, whether he responds to materialism or to
the higher law, whether he is a slave to the darkness or the servant of light.
In the words of Shoghi Effendi, Guardian of the Baha'i Faith: "Unification
of the whole of mankind is the hall-mark of the stage which human society
is now approaching. Unity of family, of tribe, of city-state, and nation have
been successively attempted and fully established. World unity is the goal
towards which a harassed humanity is striving. Nation building has come
to an end. The anarchy inherent in state sovereignty is moving towards a
climax. A world growing to maturity, must abandon this fetish, recognize
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between the sons of men should be strengthened; that diversity of religion
should cease, and differences of race be annulled - what harm is there in
this?.. Yet so it shall be; these fruitless strifes, these ruinous wars shall
pass away, and the Most Great Peace' shall come."

This then is the plea of the worldwide Baha'i Community at this
dawn of a new millennium: let the religions of the world and the various
spiritual movements that derive their ethical impetus from the fountain
head of religious belief take the initiative to achieve that promised vision
foretold and sung throughout the ages by prophets, seers, sages and poets,
and which is now actually dawning upon the harassed and desperate
children of men.


