
B S R  8.2.1

1
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B a h á’u ’lláh  a s  Z oroa s t ria n  s a viou r

C H R IST O P H ER  B U CK

A bst ra ct
T h is pa pe r 1  e x plores th e or e tica l te n sion s be twe e n  m ode r n  sch ola rsh ip a n d
m ode r n  m essia h sh ip. M essia h s, typica lly, a dv a n ce  tr u th  cla im s a n d a ddu ce
proof te x ts. P roph ecies for e te ll; m essia h s f u lfil. B u t wh a t if  th e  proof  te x ts
a r e  oth e r th a n  wh a t th ey pu rport to be ? W h a t if  a  proph ecy tu r n s ou t n ot to
be  ge n u in e ? H ow m igh t th is a f f e ct th e  tr u th  cla im ? A n  ide a l ca se-stu dy is
th a t of B a h á’u ’lláh  wh ose  cla im  to m u ltiple  m essia h sh ip is u n u su a l in  th e
h istory of r e ligion s, pa r a lle lle d on ly by th e  secon d-ce n tu ry world-proph e t,
M [n \ (d. 276). B a h á’u ’lláh ’s tr u th  cla im s we re  a n ch or e d in  se v e r a l a poca lyp-
tic tr a dition s, in te rpr e te d a s con v e rge n t. B a h á’u ’lláh ’s cla im  to be  Sh [h
B a h r[m  Va rj[v a n d, th e  Zoroa stria n  m essia h , is a  ca se  in  poin t. A th e or e tica l
proble m  a rises on ce  it is sh own  th a t Zoroa stria n  a poca lypses th a t for e te ll th e
a dv e n t of  S h [h  B a h r[m  a r e  prim a rily m e die v a l te x ts, la m e n tin g th e
B yza n tin e, A ra b a n d T u rkish  in v a sion s of  Ir a n . T h ese  te x ts a r e  h a rdly
proph ecies, bu t a r e  ca st in  th e  form  of proph ecies, th rou gh  u se  of a  lite r a ry
de v ice  kn own  a s “v a ticin a tio e x  e v e n tu ” (proph ecy a f te r th e  e v e n t).2 T h ese
proph ecies a r e  a  type  of in v e rse  h istory, wh e r e  r e ce n t h istory (th e  ca la m ity of
con q u est) is r ecou n te d, followe d by a  sce n a rio e x pr esse d in  th e  f u tu r e  pe r f e ct
te n se  (proph ecies), wh ich  m ore  or less n a rra tes wh a t sh ou ld h a v e  be e n , in  th e
n a m e  of wh a t sh a ll be. It will be  sh own  th a t B a h á’u ’lláh ’s a ppe a l to th e  Sh [h
B a h r[m  tr a dition  circu m v e n ts th is proble m  by ra dica lly r e in te rpr e tin g th e
Zoroa stria n  proph ecies th e m se lv es, th e r e by r e in v e n tin g th e  figu r e  of  S h [h
B a h r[m .

In t rodu ct ion
In 1 9th -ce ntury Ira n, th e  founde r of th e  B a h á’í Fa ith , B a h á’u’lláh , w a s
a ccla im e d by a  significa nt numbe r of Zoroa stria n conv e rts, m a inly from
Ya zd a nd K e rm a n, a s th e  p romise d S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd, a  Zoroa stria n
m e ssia nic king fore told in se v e ra l P a h la vi a nd Ne w  P e rsia n te xts. La te r,
still oth e r Zoroa stria ns, p rim a rily from th e  |r[ n\ Zoroa stria n community in
India , w e re  w on ov e r to th e  na sce nt fa ith . (T h e re  w e re  a ctua lly  fe w  conv e rts
from a mong th e  P a rsis.) Inde e d, Zoroa stria ns w e re  a m ong th e  first non-
M uslim conv e rts to th e  B a h á’í Fa ith  in its form a tiv e  e ra .

R e cognition of th e  a dv e nt of th is p romise d sa viour de p e nde d gre a tly on
one ’s p e rce p tion a nd a cce p ta nce  of B a h á’u’lláh ’s fulfilm e nt of Zoroa stria n
p rop h e cie s. T h is fulfilm e nt w a s not lite ra l a t th e  le v e l of te xt, w h ich
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re q uire d ce rta in p rodigie s to e sta blish  p rop h e tic w a rra nt, a nd h a d la id out
a  sce na rio w h e re in th e  Zoroa stria n re ligion a nd th e  v a nq uish e d S a sa nia n
e m p ire  w ould be  re store d a nd th e  golde n a ge  of Zoroa stria nism re ign
trium p h a nt. S h [ h  B a h r[ m w a s sup p ose d to be  a  Zoroa stria n w a rlord, w h o
w ould figh t a n a p oca ly p tic ba ttle  of cosmic p rop ortions. B ut B a h á’u’lláh  w a s
a  p risone r a nd e xile  during h is forty-y e a r ministry (1 852–92). H e  did not
re store  S a sa nia n Ira n, nor did h e  re -e sta blish  th e  Zoroa stria n re ligion. Nor
did h e  re inv e st Zoroa stria n h igh  p rie sts w ith  th e ir form e r a uth ority, nor h a s
th e  golde n a ge  of Zoroa stria n Ira n be e n re viv e d a s th e  m e ssia nic e ra , th e
R e nov a tion. A  m e ssia h  is sup p ose d to be  a  victor, not a  victim . In Juda ism,
for e xa m p le , th e  notion of a  crucifie d m e ssia h  w a s a bsurd, incre dible . (S t.
P a ul ca lls th e  ide a  of a  crucifie d m e ssia h  a  “sca nda l” a mong Je w s.) In
tra ditiona l Zoroa stria n te rms, a n im p risone d m e ssia h  w a s no m e ssia h  a t a ll.
D ra w ing from th e  Je w ish  ide a l of th e  th re e  h igh e st office s (tria  m u n e r a ),
w h ich  ga v e  rise  to a n e xp e cta tion of th re e  m e ssia h s a t th e  tim e  of Joh n th e
B a p tist (note  th e  th re e  q ue stions a ddre sse d to th e  B a p tist in th e  first
ch a p te r of th e  gosp e l of Joh n), B a h á’u’lláh  w a s ne ith e r a  “roy a l” m e ssia h ,
nor w a s h e  a  “p rie stly” m e ssia h . B ut w a s h e  a  “p rop h e tic” m e ssia h ?  

W h ile  B a h á’u’lláh ’s cla im, on th e  fa ce  of it, fa ile d to fulfil Zoroa stria n
a p oca ly p se s lite ra lly, h e  did succe e d in m a king a  ca se  for fulfilm e nt
symbolica lly . A s sta te d, P e rsia n Zoroa stria ns w h o a cce p te d B a h á’u’lláh
re cov e re d ne ith e r th e ir form e r mona rch y nor th e ir lost e m p ire . B ut th e y did
ge t a  ne w  w orld re ligion, th e  B a h á’í Fa ith , w h ich , like  Zoroa stria nism, w a s
P e rsia n in origin, a nd h a d a  numbe r of re sona nce s w ith , if not e le m e nts of,
Zoroa stria nism itse lf. In th is ligh t, th e  B a h á’í Fa ith  w a s e mbra ce d by
Zoroa stria n conv e rts a s Zoroa stria nism re born. B ut, for oth e r Zoroa stria ns,
th e  B a h á’í re ligion w a s sim p ly Zoroa stria nism a ba ndone d.

T oge th e r w ith  oth e r signs of p rop h e tic w a rra nt – ch a rism a , mira cle s,
a nd th e  like  – p rop h e cy is a dduce d a s sp e cia l e vide nce  of p rop h e tic
cre de ntia ls. In oth e r w ords, th e  m e ssia h  is w h o h e  sa ys h e  is be ca use
p rop h e cie s a re  inte rp re te d a s fore te lling h is a dv e nt. C onse q ue ntly, th e re
e xists a  dyna mic re la tionsh ip  be tw e e n th e  truth  cla im a nd th e  p roof te xt.
W e re  th e  p roof te xt cle a r e nough , it w ould re q uire  little  inte rp re ta tion. T h e
truth  cla im w ould sim p ly be  v a lida te d by th e  p roof te xt, a nd th e  m e ssia h
w ould th e n h a v e  a n e a sy tim e  a ttra cting conv e rts. B ut le t us conside r th e
ca se  of B a h á’u’lláh , in w h ich  th e  re la tionsh ip  be tw e e n truth  cla im a nd p roof
te xt is not only n ot a p p a re nt, but, w orse  still, a p p e a rs to be  contra dictory .
T h is p a p e r w ill a lso e xa mine  h ow  it ca m e  to be  th a t B a h á’u’lláh  could h a v e
be e n a cce p te d, in Zoroa stria n te rms, a s a  m e ssia nic king w ith out a  kingdom,
a nd h ow  th is cognitiv e  dissona nce  w a s ra tiona lise d a nd ov e rcom e .

M oses  a n d Z oroa s t er 
M ose s a nd Zoroa ste r a re  univ e rsa lly  re ga rde d a s th e  fa th e rs of (univ e rsa l)
monoth e ism . Zoroa ste r (th e  Gre e k na m e  for Za ra th uštra ), w a s p roba bly th e
y ounge r conte m p ora ry of M ose s. (S ch ola rsh ip  h a s re a ch e d a  ne a r conse nsus
in re je cting th e  tra ditiona l da te  of Zoroa ste r in fa vour of a  da te  be tw e e n
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7
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M a ry B oyce , e d. a nd tra ns., T e x tu a l Sou rces for th e  Stu dy of Zoroa stria n ism  (M a nch e ste r:
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1 200 a nd 1 000 B CE.) Zoroa ste r, th e  a ncie nt P e rsia n p rop h e t, w a s by
p rofe ssion a  p rie st, a nd by ca lling a  p rop h e t, w h o ta ugh t monoth e ism
a longside  e th ica l dua lism . W h ile  M ose s p rocla im e d th e  uniq ue ne ss a nd
tra nsce nde nce  of th e  one , true  God, Zoroa ste r, in th e  fe w  a uth e ntic h ym ns
of h is th a t h a v e  surviv e d, vivifie d th e  a ttribute s of God by p e rsonifying
th e m . “Zoroa ste r,” w rite s Ja cq ue s D uch e sne -Guille min, “is, in fa ct, in th e
full se nse  of th e  w ord, th e  first th eologia n .”3 H a ving tra nsform e d th e  a rch a ic
vie w  of tim e  from a  circle  into a  sp ira l, a nd h a ving inv e ste d h istory w ith  a
te le ologica l dim e nsion, it is h a rd not to a gre e  w ith  D uch e sne -Guille m in
w h e n h e  furth e r sta te s th a t: “Zoroa ste r is th e  first a p oca ly p t.”4 M a ry B oyce
concurs: “Zoroa ste r w a s th us th e  first to te a ch  th e  doctrine s of a n individua l
judgm e nt, H e a v e n a nd H e ll, th e  future  re surre ction of th e  body, th e  ge ne ra l
La st Judgm e nt, a nd life  e v e rla sting for th e  re unite d soul a nd body . T h e se
doctrine s w e re  to be com e  fa milia r a rticle s of fa ith  to m uch  of m a nkind,
th rough  borrow ings by Juda ism, C h ristia nity a nd Isla m ; y e t it is in
Zoroa stria nism itse lf th a t th e y h a v e  th e ir fulle st logica l coh e re nce .”5 A  1 997
re fe re nce  w ork goe s so fa r a s to cla im th a t Zoroa ste r “is th e  first of th e
w orld’s re ligious p rop h e ts.”6

Zoroa ste r p rocla im e d th a t m a n h a s ch oice , a nd th a t h is ch oice  for good
ov e r e vil is th e  voice  of h is ow n de stiny, in a ccorda nce  w ith  th e  w ill of God.
A  good ch oice  is a  ch oice  for th e  good, w h ich  a ssure s one ’s de stiny in th e
a fte rlife . Follow ing th e  Zoroa stria n ide a l of “good th ough ts, good w ords,
good de e ds,” th e  e th ica l a nd re ligious life  be com e s a  mora l a nd socia l force .
In th is w a y, h um a nity p a rticip a te s in, ra th e r th a n imita te s, h istory .
Zoroa ste r insp ire d confide nce  th a t th e  re ign of righ te ousne ss w ould
ultim a te ly  trium p h  ov e r e vil a t th e  e nd of tim e . One  sch ola r ca lls th e
introduction of such  ide a s into so a rch a ic a  se tting “a n a stonish ing fa ct of
h istory .”7

In th e  Zoroa stria n sch e m e  of sa lv a tion-h istory, w h ich  sp a ns a  “w orld-
y e a r” of 1 2,000 y e a rs (e vide ntly inh e rite d from B a by lonia n cosmology),
Zoroa ste r a p p e a rs in th e  cosmic y e a r 9000. In good Indo-Europ e a n tra dition,
Zoroa ste r, a ccording to th e  Younge r A v e sta  a nd p a ssa ge s in M iddle  P e rsia n
te xts, fore te lls th e  coming of th re e  sa viours, w h o a p p e a r in succe ssiv e
mille nnia  a fte r h im .8 T h e re  is, a p p a re ntly, a  symm e try be tw e e n th e se  th re e
future  sa viours a nd Zoroa ste r’s th re e  h istorica l sons. T h e  la st of th e se
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M a ry B oyce , “Zoroa stria nism,” in Joh n H inne lls, e d., A N ew H a n dbook of Liv in g R e ligion s
(Oxford: B la ckw e ll, 1 997) 236–60 Œ237œ.

sa viours is A stv a t-e re ta , th e  true  S a osh y a nt, w h om  la te r Zoroa stria n
tra dition h a s a ssocia te d w ith  th e  a dv e nt of S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd. A s
M a ry B oyce  sta te s: “th e  future  h op e  of ordina ry p e op le  se e ms to h a v e  be e n
fixe d on th e  coming of th e  one  S øšy a nt, w h o w ill be  migh tily h e lp e d, it is
be lie v e d, by Va h r[ m, th e  ya za d of Victory… a t th e  e nd of th e  1 0th  mille n-
nium (i.e . th e  p re se nt one ).”9 It is now  a round 3,000 y e a rs a fte r Zoroa ste r,
a ccording to th e  be st e stim a te s of w h e n Zoroa ste r liv e d. A s B oyce  im p lie s,
th e  a p p e a ra nce  of S h [ h  B a h r[ m is e ith e r immine nt, or ov e rdue .

A poca lypt ic t ext s
A fte r th e  fa ll of th e  S a sa nia n dyna sty unde r inv a sions by A ra b M uslims in
th e  7th -ce ntury, a nd w ith  furth e r op p re ssion unde r S e ljuk T urks in th e
1 1 th -ce ntury a nd M ongols in th e  1 3th –1 4th  ce nturie s, w h a t Zoroa stria n Ira n
longe d for w a s not sim p ly th e  re stora tion of its e xp ire d sta te  re ligion, but of
its v a nq uish e d sta te  a s w e ll. “T h e  S a sa nia n e ra ,” a ccording to one  a uth ority,
“w a s p e rh a p s th e  tim e  of th e  gre a te st courtly sp le ndour in Ira n, w ith  la vish
roy a l p a trona ge  of gre a t te m p le s, w ith  m a gnifice nt p a la ce s de cora te d w ith
mosa ics, furnish e d w ith  sup e rb ute nsils, m a ny of w h ich  h a v e  surviv e d th e
ra v a ge s of h istory a nd e na ble  sch ola rs to re construct much  of S a sa nia n
m a gnifice nce . T h e  mona rch s th re w  th e ir conside ra ble  p ow e r be h ind th e
officia l p rie sth ood (m a gi), so ch urch  a nd sta te  w e re  sp oke n of a s ‘broth e rs,
born of one  w omb a nd ne v e r to be  divide d’.”1 0 In orth odox Zoroa stria nism,
re ligion a nd roy a lty a re  inse p a ra ble .

S uch  m a la ise , such  com p e nsa tory longing for re viv a l of re ligion a nd
e m p ire , im bue d Zoroa stria n a p oca ly p se s w ith  bitte rsw e e t nosta lgia .
Zoroa stria nism, a fte r a ll, h a d h a d a  long h istory of be ing th e  sta te  re ligion
of P e rsia n a nd Ira nia n e m p ire s. Zoroa stria nism w a s th e  sta te  re ligion of th e
first P e rsia n e m p ire  (550–330 B CE), e sta blish e d by C yrus th e  Gre a t.
A noth e r Ira nia n e m p ire  w a s th a t of th e  P a rth ia ns (c. 238 B CE–224 CE), a
p e op le  of north e a ste rn Ira nia n up la nds, w h e re  Zoroa stria nism continue d to
flourish  a s th e  sta te  re ligion.1 1  T h e  P a rth ia n e m p ire  w a s succe e de d by th e
se cond P e rsia n e m p ire , th a t of th e  S a sa nia ns (224–642 CE), w h ich
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constitute d th e  golde n a ge  of Zoroa stria nism .1 2

A  study of com p a ra tiv e  a p oca ly p tic lite ra ture  disclose s th a t la st e v e nts
a re  ofte n mode lle d on p a st e v e nts, a nd th a t utop ia n visions a re  ty p ica lly
p roje ctions of som e  nosta lgic golde n a ge  th a t e m bodie s th e  ide a ls th a t
re ligions h old de a r. S uch  a  w ish -im a ge  w a s e xp re sse d in Zoroa stria n
a p oca ly p tic te xts of th e  ty p e  cla ssifie d by Joh n J. C ollins a s “h istorica l”
a p oca ly p se s a s distinct from oth e rw orldly journe ys.1 3 T h e se  te xts p re dicte d
th a t a  m e ssia nic king w ould, one  da y, com e  from India , to de fe a t th e
A ra bsÆT urks a nd re -e sta blish  th e  P e rsia n e m p ire . T h e  na m e  of th is roy a l
m e ssia h , in Ne w  P e rsia n, w a s S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd (M iddle  P e rsia n:
W a h r[ m \ W a rŠ[ w a nd), w h o is m e ntione d in th e  Za n d \ Va h m a n  Y a sn
(‡ B a h m a n  Y a št, VII. 4–5; VIII.1  ŒIII.1 4; III.39œ) a nd B u n da h išn  (X X XIII.27),
a nd oth e r te xts.

A p oca ly p se s ty p ica lly  p rovide  th e  re a de r w ith  both  re trosp e ct a nd
p rosp e ct. T h e  la tte r ta ke s th e  form of p rop h e cy . P rop h e cy is p op ula rly
th ough t of a s a  kind of lite ra ry crysta l ba ll, a  te le scop ic glim p se  into th e
fina l p h a se  of h istory, w h e re  both  h e a v e n a nd h e ll a re  h istoricise d in th e
te le ologica l inte rse ction of sa cre d a nd line a r tim e . W h ile  som e  p rop h e cie s
m a y be  tra nsp a re nt in m e a ning, oth e rs m a y be  e xp re sse d in code d na rra -
tiv e s. Em p loying th e  future  a s te nse  m e ta p h or, rh e torica lly  re inforce d by
h orta tiv e  a nd op ta tiv e  moods, th e  fa ith ful a re  a ske d to e ndure  until th e
clock of h istory strike s its fina l h our, w h e n th e  p ious a re  vindica te d a nd th e
im p ious a re  v a nq uish e d, w h e n th e  bygone  righ te ous, th e  “sp e cia l de a d,”
re join th e  living, w h e n th e  longe d-for m e ssia h  a p p e a rs on th e  h istorica l
h orizon in th e  tw iligh t of tim e , to e xe cute  justice  a nd re store  righ te ousne ss.
Visions of th e  e nd a re  re -visions of h istory . 

A s crisis lite ra ture , a n a p oca ly p se  is ty p ica lly  a  re giste r of socia l
m a la ise , de scribe d in cosmic te rms. Esch a tologica l te nsion is susta ine d a s
th e  fa ith -community p a rticip a te s vica riously in th e  a p oca ly p tic dra m a . In
Zoroa stria n a p oca ly p se s, th is dra m a  re a ch e s its clim a x in th e  a dv e nt of th e
m e ssia nic king, w h o figh ts a  cosmic ba ttle  of w orld-h istorica l p rop ortions,
a nd w h o, a fte r h is glorious victory, re turns Zoroa stria nism to its righ tful
p la ce  a s th e  domina nt tra dition of P e rsia . One  of th e  te xts in w h ich  S h [ h
B a h r[ m  Va rj[ v a nd a p p e a rs is a s follow s:

W h e n m a y it be  th a t a  courie r com e s from India  (h in d]k[n ),
(A nd sa ys) th a t: “T h e  S h [ h  Va h r[ m from th e  fa mily of th e  K a ys h a s
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1 4
P a h la vi te xt in J. M . Ja m a sp -A sa na , e d., T h e  P a h la v i T e x ts con ta in e d in  th e  Code x  M K
(B omba y, 1 91 3) II, 1 60–61 . Four English  tra nsla tions m a y be  com p a re d: (1 ) H e rbe rt W .
B a ile y, Zoroa stria n  P roblem s in  th e  N in th -C e n tu ry B ooks (Oxford: C la re ndon P re ss, 1 971
Œre p rint of 1 943œ); (2) J. C . T a v a dia , “A  R h ym e d B a lla d in P a h la vi,” Jou rn a l of th e  R oya l
Asia tic Socie ty 1 955) 29–36; (3) Na ib D a stur M inoch e r Ja m a sp i Ja m a sp  A sa , “M a da m
M a ta n -i Sh [h  Va h a r a m -i Va rj[v a n d: On th e  A dv e nt of K ing B e h ra m  Va rja v a nd,” in
Jiva ngi Ja msh e dji M odi, e d., Sir Ja m se tje e  T eje ebh a y M a dressa  Ju bile e  Volu m e (B omba y,
1 91 4); (4) B e h ra mgore  T e h m ura s A nkle sa ria , in Ja m a sp -A sa na , 52 (p a rtia l tra ns.).

com e ,
T h a t th e re  a re  a  th ousa nd (h a z[r) e le p h a nts, up on th e ir h e a ds a re
e le p h a nt ke e p e rs,
T h a t h e  h olds th e  ra ise d sta nda rd in th e  m a nne r of th e  H usra vs,
T h a t th e  a dv a nce -gua rd is le d by th e  a rm y ch ie fs!”
A n inte llige nt m a n (m a rt \ ba s\r) sh ould be  m a de  (our) cle v e r inte r-
p re te r,
W h o m a y go a nd sp e a k to th e  India ns:
Na m e ly, “W h a t h a v e  w e  se e n from th e  h a nd of th e  A ra bs (da st \
t[Š\k[n )!
For th e  uniq ue  p e op le  th e y  ruine d th e  R e ligion (d\n ) a nd kille d th e  kings
(š[h [n ).
W e  a re  from th e  A ry a n (stock), th e y a re  like  th e  D \vs;
A nd th e y h old th e  R e ligion Œa s noth ing (?)œ, e a t th e  bre a d like  dogs.
T h e y  h a v e  ta ke n a w a y th e  sov e re ignty from th e  H usra vs,
Not by skill, nor by m a nline ss, but by…
T h e y  h a v e  ta ke n it a w a y (a nd) m a de  mocke ry a nd scorn…
T h e y h a v e  ta ke n a w a y by force  from m e n
(T h e ir) w iv e s a nd w e a lth , sw e e t p la ce s, p a rks a nd ga rde ns.
C a p ita tion-ta x th e y h a v e  im p ose d, th e y h a v e  be stow e d it up on (th e ir
ow n) ch ie fta ins;
… , th e y h a v e  de m a nde d a  h e a v y tribute .
C onside r h ow  much  e vil th a t D ruß h a s ca st up on th is w orld,
S o th a t noth ing w orse  th a n th a t — ?— w orld!”
“From us sh a ll com e  th a t S h [ h  Va h r[ m,
T h e  Glorious ([n  Š [h  Va h r[m  \ Va r Š[v a n d), from th e  fa mily of th e
K a ys.
W e  w ill bring v e nge a nce  on th e  A ra bs (t[Š\k[n ),
A s R øta sta h m brough t v e nge a nce  — ?— on th e  (w h ole ) w orld.
T h e ir mosq ue s w ill w e  ca st dow n, w e  w ill se t up  fire s,
(T h e ir) idol-te m p le s w e  w ill dig dow n a nd blot th e m  out from th e  w orld,
S o th a t ‘nih il’ sh a ll be  th e  miscre a tions of th e  D ruß 
From th is w orld (h a Š ÷n  g÷h [n ).”

(T a v a dia   1 955, 31 –2)
1 4

T h is a nd simila r v a ticina tions of th e  a dv e nt of S h [ h  B a h r[ m ca nnot be
re ga rde d a s ge nuine  p rop h e cie s w ith out q ua lifica tion. T h e  te xts w e re
com p ose d a fte r m a ny of th e  e v e nts h a d tra nsp ire d. T h e se  re ca p itula tions of
re ce nt h istory a re  na rra te d a s h a ving be e n fore se e n by Zoroa ste r h imse lf.
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T ord Olsson, “T h e  A p oca ly p tic A ctivity: T h e  C a se  of th e  J[m [sp N [m a g,” in D . H e llh olm,
e d., Apoca lypticism  in  th e  M e dite r r a n e a n  W orld a n d th e  N e a r Ea st. P roce e dings of th e
Inte rna tiona l C olloq uium on A p oca ly p ticism h e ld in U p p sa la , A ugust 1 2–1 7, 1 979
(T übinge n, 1 983) 21 –49 Œ34œ.

1 6
K . Cze glédy, “B a h r[ m  � øb\n a nd th e  P e rsia n A p oca ly p tic Lite ra ture ,” Acta  O rie n ta lia
Aca de m ia e  Scie n ta r u m  H u n ga rica e 8.1  (1 958): 21 –43 Œ32–3œ. Cf. A . H . S h a h ba zi, “B a h r[ m
� øb\n,” En cyclopa e dia  Ira n ica  III, 59; A nne -M a rie  D e strée , “Q ue lq ue s re fle xion sur le
h éros de s récits a p oca ly p tiq ue s p e rsa n e t sur m yth e  de  la  ville  de  cuivre ,” in La  P e rsia  n e l
M e dioe v o (R om e : 1 971 ) 639–52.

1 7
T ra ns. E. W . W e st, B a h m a n  Y a št, Sa cre d B ooks of th e  E a st, vol. 5, p a rt 1  (Oxford
U niv e rsity P re ss, 1 897) 229–30 (C h a p . 3, vv. 8, 9, a nd 1 3).

(Zoroa ste r’s p re dictions, of course , turn out to be  true .) S om e  Zoroa stria n
a p oca ly p se s th a t fore te ll S h [ h  B a h r[ m  w e re  com p ose d in th e  9th –1 0th
ce nturie s, p oste rior to th e  A ra b conq ue st of Ira n. T h e se  te xts, if one  w e re  to
re duce  th e m  to th e ir ba re  e sse ntia ls, a re  la m e nta tions ov e r th e  fa ll of th e
S a sa nia n e m p ire  to th e  A ra bs, a nd th e  fa ll from p ow e r of th e  Zoroa stria n
sa ce rdota l orde r a s w e ll. H e re  w e  se e  a  lite ra ry form w h ich  T ord Olsson
cla sse s a s a  descriptio m u n di in v e rsi, or th e  inv e rsion of ide a l socia l v a lue s,1 5

a ssocia te d w ith  th e  A ra b conq ue rors w h ose  conq ue st p rov e d ca ta strop h ic to
both  Zoroa stria n ch urch  a nd sta te . It sh ould be  no surp rise , th e re fore , to
find th a t th e  de scrip tions of S h [ h  B a h r[ m a re  be llicose , p e rv a de d by a n
una ba sh e d re v e nge  motif. S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd le a ds into P e rsia  a  la rge
a rm y from India  – a  force  both  formida ble  a nd frigh te ning, conside ring th e
im p a ct th a t one  th ousa nd e le p h a nts w ould like ly  h a v e  h a d on P e rsia ns w h o
h a d sca rce ly se e n such  cre a ture s. 

Cze glédy note s th a t: “A mong th e  P e rsia n a p oca ly p tic w ritings w h ich , in
th e  form of a  v a ticin a tio e x  e v e n tu , re la te  S a sa nia n h istory, th e  colla p se  of
th e  S a sa nia n e m p ire , th e  A ra b rule  a nd th e n, in th e  form of a  ge nuine
p rop h e cy, de scribe  th e  e v e nts of th e  la st da ys, most im p orta nt a re  th e  Za n d-
i-Va h u m a n  Y a sn  (B a h m a n  Y a št) a nd th e  •[m [sp N [m a k… T h e  •[m [sp
N [m a k re fra ins from na ming th e  victorious P rince  of th e  La st D a ys; th e
Za n d-i-Va h u m a n  Y a sn  ca lls h im  Va h r[m .”1 6 T h e  p a ssa ge  re fe rre d to
e xp licitly na m e s “th e  le a th e r-be lte d T urk” a nd “th e  th re e , T urk, A ra b, a nd
R om a n” a s op p re ssors of Zoroa stria ns, one  of th e  sa viours of w h om A h ura
M a zd[  a nnounce s, in th e  form of a  p rop h e cy: “’O Za rtosh t th e  S p ita m a n
ŒZoroa ste rœ! W h e n th e  de m on w ith  dish e v e lle d h a ir of th e  ra ce  of W ra th
com e s into notice  in th e  e a ste rn q ua rte r,… in th e  dire ction of C h inista n
ŒC h ina œ, it is sa id – som e  h a v e  sa id a mong th e  H indus – ‘is born a  p rince
(ka i); it is h is fa th e r, a  p rince  of th e  K a y a nia n ra ce , a p p roa ch e s th e  w om e n,
a nd a  re ligious p rince  is born to h im ; h e  ca lls h is na m e  W a rh a ra n ŒB a h r[ m œ
th e  Va rja v [ nd,’ som e  h a v e  sa id S h a h p ur.”1 7 In th is p a ssa ge , S h [ h  B a h r[ m
Va rj[ v a nd is sa id to be  “S h a h p ur” – oste nsibly a  re fe re nce  to one  of th e  gre a t
S a sa nia n kings (or e lse  to one  of th e  h istorica l sons of B a h r[ m C h ] b\n,
a ccording to Julie  M e isa mi of th e  Oxford Orie nta l Institute  Œse e  note  56œ).
T h e  w ish -im a ge  of a  re store d P e rsia n e m p ire  is im p licit. T h e  close  re la tion-
sh ip  be tw e e n roy a lty a nd re ligion is e vide nt furth e r in th e  te xt: ‘A nd
re ga rding th a t W a rh a ra n th e  Va rja v [ nd it is de cla re d th a t h e  com e s forth
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Ibid., v e rse  39.

1 9
B e h ra mgore  T e h m ura s A nkle sa ria , tra ns., Za n d-i Voh u m a n  Y a sn  a n d T wo P a h la v i
F r a gm e n ts. W ith  T e x t, T r a n slite r a tion  a n d T r a n sla tion  in  En glish  (B omba y, 1 957) iii–iv.
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S a m ue l K . Eddy, T h e  Kin g Is De a d: Stu dies in  th e  N e a r-Ea ste rn  R esista n ce  to H e lle n ism ,
214 –311 B C . (U niv e rsity of Ne bra ska  P re ss, 1 961 ) 343–49 (A p p e ndix: T h e  B a h m a n
Ya sh t).
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C a rlo C e re ti, “On th e  D a te  of th e  Za nd \ W a h m a n Ya sn,” in ide m, e d., K. R. C a m a
O rie n ta l In stitu te . Secon d In te r n a tion a l Con gress P roce e din gs (B omba y: K . R . C a m a
Orie nta l Institute , 1 996) 243–58 Œ244œ. Cf. ide m, T h e  Za n d \ W a h m a n  Y a sn , A
Zoroa stria n  Apoca lypse (R om e : 1 995); a nd ide m, “C e ntra l A sia n a nd Ea ste rn Ira nia n
P e op le  in Zoroa stria n A p oca ly p tic T e xts,” in Kon ta kte  zwisch e n  Ira n , B yza n z u n d de r
Steppe (P roce e dings of th e  C onfe re nce  h e ld in R om e  1 993). Ed. C . B a lint (B uda p e st: Va ria
A rch a e ologica , forth coming).
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Eddy, op . cit.

in full glory,… a nd h a ving e ntruste d h im w ith  th e  se a t of moba dsh ip  of th e
m oba ds, a nd th e  se a t of true  e xp la na tion of th e  re ligion, h e  re store s a ga in
th e se  countrie s of Ira n w h ich  I, Oh rm a zd, cre a te d’.”1 8 Note  th a t th e  lite ra ry
figure  of A h ura  M a zd[  is ne ith e r fore te lling B a h á’u’lláh , nor th e  B a h á’í
re ligion, but ra th e r th e  re stora tion of Zoroa stria n sce p tre  a nd mitre .    

T h e  Za n d \ Va h m a n  Y a sn  (a lso know n, a s Cze glédy  sta te s, a s th e
B a h m a n  Y a št) is p roba bly th e  most im p orta nt of Zoroa stria n a p oca ly p se s.
It is a lso th e  most te xtua lly  p roble m a tic due  to its re da ction h istory . B y its
ve ry title , th is P a h la vi (M iddle  P e rsia n) w ork p urp orts to be  a  “comm e nta ry”
or “inte rp re ta tion” of a  lost book of th e  A v e sta , th e  Va h m a n  Y a sn . T h e  Za n d
\ Va h m a n  Y a sn  is e xta nt a lso in P a za nd a nd P e rsia n v e rsions. A mong
re ligious-minde d P a rsis, th e  ch a nting of th is a p oca ly p se  ov e r a  p e riod of
forty da ys w a s be lie v e d to be  m e ritorious a nd w ould conduce  to th e
fulfilm e nt of p ra y e rs.1 9 S ignifica nt p ortions of th is w ork ca n be  da te d to th e
H e lle nistic a ge . One  e ffort h a s be e n m a de  to re store  th e  origina l v e rsion by
strip p ing a w a y  stra ta  of la te  origin, le a ving only th e  a ncie nt source  a s it
p roba bly stood.20

R evision s  of  proph ecy
T h e  Za n d \ Va h m a n  Y a sn  unde rw e nt e xte nsiv e  a lte ra tions ov e r tim e .
Inte rna l e vide nce  sugge sts th a t th e  origina l a p oca ly p se  h a d be e n a
com p osite  of se v e ra l oth e r source s. T h e  te xt itse lf ide ntifie s th re e  comm e n-
ta rie s on th e  A v e sta  – th e  Va h m a n , H ord[d, a nd Ašt[d Y a šts – from w h ich
it is sa id to h a v e  de riv e d.21  S ince  th e  first v e rse  of th e  Za n d \ Va h m a n  Y a sn
is a  p a ra p h ra se  of th e  S]dga r N a sk, th e re  must h a v e  e xiste d a t le a st four
distinct docum e nts be h ind th e  e xta nt te xt. A p a rt from th e se  source s, much
oth e r m a te ria l w a s a dde d. T h is is sh ow n by th e  e xte nsiv e  glosse s of
succe ssiv e  e ditors. Eddy p oints out th a t se v e n se p a ra te  h om e la nds for th e
a rm y of th e  a v e nging sa viour w h o re store s Ira n a re  giv e n. Furth e rmore , fiv e
p la ce s a re  na m e d a s loca tions for th e  fina l a p oca ly p tic ba ttle . T h e  a cq uisi-
tiv e  na ture  of such  ge ogra p h ica l da ta  sh ow s h ow  th e  p rop h e cie s w e re
continua lly re vise d to ke e p  a bre a st of th e  fluctua ting p olitica l situa tion ov e r
th e  course  of tim e .22
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In th e  Za n d \ Va h m a n  Y a sn , fiv e  distinct sa viours a p p e a r. T h re e  a re
m yth ica l figure s: H ush e da r, P e sh yota nu, a nd S a osh y a ns. T h e  oth e r tw o a re
S a sa nia n kings: S h a p ur a nd B a h r[ m V (Va rj[ v a nd), p roviding inte rna l
e vide nce  of p e riodic  re da ctions. T h e  e vide nce  sugge sts th a t, in its origina l
form, th is a p oca ly p se  w a s a  four-mona rch  p rop h e cy, unde rgoing furth e r
re vision during th e  S a sa nia n p e riod a nd w a s e v e ntua lly  tra nsform e d into
se v e n-mona rch  p rop h e cy in th e  p roce ss. R e -e diting w a s ne e de d in orde r to
a da p t th e  te xt to ch a nging h istorica l circumsta nce s. R e vision continue d until
a round th e  th irte e nth  ce ntury, a s th e  obvious re fe re nce s in th e  te xt to th e
A ra b a nd T urkish  inv a sions of P e rsia  a tte st.

Za ra th uštra , in th e  first ch a p te r of th e  Za n d \ Va h m a n  Y a sn , p ra ys for
immorta lity . God (A h ura  M a zd[ , th e  “W ise  Lord” or, p e rh a p s, “T h e  Lord
W isdom”)23 gra nts to th e  p rop h e t “th e  w isdom of a ll-know le dge ” inste a d.
Za ra th uštra  th e n be h olds a  vision of a  tre e  w ith  four bra nch e s: gold, silv e r,
ste e l a nd mixe d iron, th e  la tte r re p re se nting th e  “dominion of th e  h e re tics.”24

In th e  longe r a ccount found in th e  th ird ch a p te r, th e  bra nch e s be com e  se v e n
in numbe r.  A ll of th e se  a re  inte rp re te d a s kingdoms, “a nd so p rovide  a n e x
e v e n tu  p rop h e cy of th e  p e riods of w orld h istory .”25 C h a p te rs Four th rough
S ix p ortra y a  se rie s of p olitica l a nd cosmic disa ste rs. Va rj[ v a nd a p p e a rs in
th e  e igh th  ch a p te r. B oyce  de scribe s th e  close  of th e  te xt so: “T h e  longe st
se ction of th e  Za nd is de vote d to th e  A ge  of Iron, told w ith  bitte r fe e l-
ings… T h e  te xt e nds w ith  a  p rop h e cy of th e  coming of W a h r[ m-i-W a rŠ[ w a nd,
God of Victory, to re store  Ira n a nd th e  Good R e ligion, a nd to ush e r in th e
la st mille nnium .”26 T h is p rop h e cy re a ds a s follow s: “A s re ga rds Va h ra m-i
Va rja v a nd, it is m a nife st th a t h e  w ill com e  forth  w ith  full ra dia nce ,… a nd
h a ving se ttle d th e  a djudge d a nd true  p osition of R e ligion, h e  w ill re store
th e se  Ira nia n villa ge s w h ich  I, A h ura  M a zd[ , cre a te d. A v a rice , indige nce ,
re v e nge , a nge r, lust, e nv y, a nd w icke dne ss w ill w a ne  from th e  w orld. T h e
w olf a ge  w ill p a ss a w a y a nd th e  la mb a ge  w ill e nte r.”27 D uch e sne -Guille min
obse rv e s th a t th e  “ca re e r” of Va rj[ v a nd “is re counte d a ll th rough  th e
B a h m a n Ya sh t, in w h ich  h e  e clip se s not only th e  oth e r p re cursors, but th e
S a viours th e mse lv e s (Za ra th uštra ’s th re e  sons). H e  re store s Ira n’s inde p e nd-
e nce , a nd unite s th e  th rone  to th e  a lta r.”28

A  close ly-re la te d a p oca ly p se  w a s •[m [sp N [m a k, or J[m a sp\ (h e re ina f-
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te r re fe rre d to a s th e  •[m [sp), a lso com p ose d in P a h la vi.29 Of a ll th e  e xta nt
P a h la vi te xts, none  h a s be e n so w e ll-know n a mong th e  P a rsis in India  a s th e
•[m [sp. For som e  tim e , it w a s h e ld in gre a t v e ne ra tion by th e  orth odox
Zoroa stria ns, e sp e cia lly  by th e  fe m a le  m e mbe rs of th e  community. Now  a nd
th e n th e  book w a s consulte d for fore te lling som e  e v e nts. T h is e xe rcise  of
divina tion is consiste nt w ith  th e  p e rce iv e d p rop h e tic na ture  of th e  a p oca -
ly p se . B e a ring th is in mind, it ca n be  se e n w h y Va rj[ v a nd re m a ine d such  a
p op ula r e sch a tologica l figure  a m ong p ious P a rsis.

T h e  •[m [sp N [m a k occurs a lso in P a za nd a nd P e rsia n v e rsions a s
C h a p te r S ixte e n of th e  p oorly-p re se rv e d w ork know n a s th e  Ay[tk[r-i
J[m a sp. It is th e  untra nsla te d P e rsia n v e rsion th a t sp e cifica lly  m e ntions
Va rj[ v a nd. W h y  th e  P a h la vi a nd P a za nd v e rsions fa il to giv e  Va rj[ v a nd’s
na m e , w h ile  th e  P e rsia n v e rsion doe s, is a  unsolv e d p roble m . Inste a d, in th e
P a h la vi a nd P a za nd v e rsions, Va rj[ v a nd is re fe rre d to a s th e  K ing of
P a ta sv a rga r, w h ich  is T a p ura sta n or T a ba rista n. T h is a re a , first conq ue re d
by th e  A ra bs in 758 CE, is a  som e w h a t ina cce ssible  mounta inous re gion. It
runs a long th e  south e rn sh ore s of th e  C a sp ia n S e a . T h e  a re a  h a d only be e n
sup e rficia lly  conv e rte d to Isla m a t th e  tim e  of conq ue st, a nd p ocke ts of
Zoroa stria nism p e rsiste d h e re  e v e n in th e  ninth  ce ntury .30 Of th e  •[m [sp
in th e  P e rsia n v e rna cula r, M odi sta te s: “T h e  P e rsia n Ja m a sp i tre a ts of six
p rincip a l subje cts… T h e  sixth  ch a p te r tre a ts of diffe re nt p rognostica tions,
th a t w ill ush e r in th e  a ge  of a  coming a p ostle  (B e h e ra m) Va rja v a nd. It
corre sp onds to Fra gm e nt No. one  of th e  P a h la vi Ja m a sp i a nd to th e  ninth
ch a p te r of th e  P a ze nd Ja m a sp i. T h e  P e rsia n Ja m a sp i h a s cle a r re fe re nce s
to th e  rule  of th e  T urks in th e  be ginning of th e  te nth  ce ntury .”31

T h e  p rop h e cie s of th e  P e rsia n m e ssia h , S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd, a re
cle a rly mode lle d on th e  le ge nda ry P e rsia n w a rlord B a h r[ m �øb\n, w h ose
stunning victory ov e r th e  T urks in 589 CE sa v e d th e  P e rsia n e m p ire  from
e xtinction.32 A nde rs H ultgå rd concurs: “T h e  e xp e cta tions of a  re de m p tion
coming from th e  e a st, from India , w h ich  a p p e a r in p a ssa ge s conce rning
Va h r[ m \ Va rŠ[ v a nd (B a h m a n Ya št, VII. 4–5; VIII.1  ŒIII.1 4; III.39œ a nd
B unda h išn X X XIII.27), m a y corre sp ond to re a l a tte m p ts to re store  th e
na tiona l inde p e nde nce  of Ira n a fte r its subjuga tion by th e  A ra bs.”33 C e re ti
offe rs th e  nov e l th e ory th a t S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd is to be  ide ntifie d w ith
A -luo-h a n, th e  C h ine se  na m e  of Ya zde ga rd III's son W a h r[ m Œd. 71 0 CEœ,
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w h o fle d, a long w ith  oth e r m e mbe rs of S a sa nia n roy a lty a fte r th e  A ra b
conq ue st in 642 CE, to th e  C h ine se  ca p ita l, w h e re  h e  se rv e d in th e  im p e ria l
court of C h ina . W ov e n into th e  Va rj[ v a nd p rop h e cie s w e re  tra its a nd motifs
of h is le ge nda ry na m e sa ke s, B a h r[ m �øb\n a nd B a h r[ m Gør.34 R ich a rd Fry e
e xp la ins th is p romotion of B a h r[ m  �øb\n to P e rsia n m e ssia h  by a p p e a ling
to som e  ch a ra cte ristic fe a ture s of P e rsia n h a giogra p h y: “T h us, to re fe r to th e
S a sa nia n p e riod of Ira n’s h istory, Va h ra m-i Va rja v a nd, se e ms to m e  to be  a
gre a tly h e roise d e xa m p le  of th e  mille na ry tra dition, for h e  is a  truly
m e ssia nic p e rsona lity, e v e n th ough  p roba bly a  gre a tly h e roise d form of th e
h istoric B a h r[ m C h obin. A s I h a v e  fre q ue ntly sta te d, in th e  p a st of Ira n, for
th e  p e op le , h istory w a s not w h a t re a lly h a p p e ne d, or e v e n w h a t th e y th ough t
h a d h a p p e ne d, but w h a t th e y th ough t sh ould h a v e  h a p p e ne d. T h is is a
funda m e nta l ch a ra cte ristic of th e  vie w  of th e  p a st a mong a  p e op le  w h o h a v e
a  strong e p ic tra dition a nd a  m e ssia nic tra dition of tim e  sp e cula tion.”35

P roviding insigh ts a t both  e nds of th e  h istorica l sp e ctrum, from th e
p rop h e ts w h o fore te ll to th e  p rop h e ts w h o fulfil, sch ola rsh ip  h a s la rge ly
dise nch a nte d th e  p rop h e tic a uth e nticity of th e  a p oca ly p tic ge nre  in ge ne ra l.
T h e  e sch a tologica l p romotion of a  ce le bra te d h e ro into a  future  sa viour is by
no m e a ns a n isola te d re ligious p h e nom e non. One  h a s only to look to th e
H indu m e ssia nic lore  surrounding th e  te nth  a v a ta r, K a lki Vis.n.uy a Ña s, w h o
e sch a tologica lly e ch oe s Ya sodh a rm a n, a  w a rlord rough ly conte m p ora ry w ith
B a h r[ m �øb\n, but w h o re p ulse d H uns ra th e r th a n T urks.36 A  furth e r
e xa m p le  is to be  se e n in th e  figure  of K ing Ge se r of Ling, w h o in la te r
v e rsions of th e  C e ntra l A sia n e p ic re turns to e a rth  during th e  la st da ys,
w h e n h is sup e rh um a n p row e ss a s a  w a rrior p re p a re s th e  w orld for th e
a dv e nt of th e  future  B uddh a , M a itre y a .37 

W e  m a y th us conclude  th e  follow ing re ga rding S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd,
a  ce ntra l figure  in P a h la vi a p oca ly p tic lite ra ture : (1 ) W h ile  e tymologica lly
de riv e d from Ve re th ra gna  (th e  P e rsia n M a rs), th is B a h r[ m is not, a ccording
to C e re ti, th e  God of Victory, e v e n th ough  th is ya za d ca n be  ide ntifie d w ith
a noth e r a p oca ly p tic figure , W a h r[m  \ Am [wa n d (Za n d \ W a h m a n  Y a sn
7.28); (2) S h [ h  B a h r[ m e xh ibits e p ic tra its p e culia r to th e  e xp loits of
B a h r[ m  � øb\n, S a sa nia n usurp e r a nd scourge  of th e  T urks (589 CE),
p op ula rize d in th e  R om a nce  of B a h r[ m �øb\n (B a h r[ m-C h ] b\n-N[ m a ); (3)
S h [ h  B a h r[ m furth e r combine s fe a ture s of a noth e r p op ula r na m e sa ke ,
B a h r[ m Gør (son a nd succe ssor of Ya zde ga rd I); (4) A  fina l la y e r in th e
construction of S h [ h  B a h r[ m a s a  com p osite  figure  m a y be  h is p ossible
ide ntity a s a  son of Ya zde ga rd III, W a h r[ m (d. 71 0 CE), w h om C h ine se
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h istory know s a s th e  P e rsia n noble , A -luo-h a n. P e rsia n Zoroa stria ns h op e d
th a t S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd w a s to re turn from C h ina , by w a y of India ,
w ith  a n a rm y a sse mble d by th e  Em p e ror of C h ina , to re ca p ture  P e rsia .
T h us, S a sa nia n p olitica l p rop a ga nda  w a s tra nsform e d into a n a p oca ly p tic
w ish -im a ge .  H e re in lie s th e  de construction of a p oca ly p tic lite ra ture  by
m ode rn sch ola rsh ip  w h ich , a s sugge ste d in th e  introduction, sta nds in
te nsion w ith  th e  cla ims of mode rn m e ssia h sh ip , of w h ich  th e  figure  of
B a h á’u’lláh  is a n e xa m p le  pa r e xce lle n ce .

B a h á’u ’lláh  a s  Sh [ h  B a h r[ m
Edw a rd Gra nville  B row ne  corrobora te s th e  vita lity of th e  e xp e cta tion of
S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd a mong P e rsia n Zoroa stria ns in th e  nine te e nth -
ce ntury. In 1 887, B row ne  w rote : “I found th a t th e  D a stur… w a s a lso v e ry full
of a  ra re  old book ca lle d th e  Ja m a sp -Na m e … T h is book h e  de scribe d a s
conta ining a  se rie s of p rop h e cie s, a mongst w h ich  w a s include d th e  a n-
nounce m e nt of th e  re turn of S h [ h  B a h r[ m, th e  Zoroa stria n M e ssia h , to re -
e sta blish  ‘th e  Good R e ligion.’ T h is S h [ h  B a h r[ m… is be lie v e d to be  a
de sce nda nt of H urmuz th e  son of Ye zdigird (th e  la st S a sa nia n king), w h o
fle d from be fore  th e  A ra b inv a de rs, w ith  P e sh uta n a nd oth e r fire -p rie sts, to
C h ina ; w h e nce  h e  w ill re turn to Fa rs by w a y of India  in th e  fulne ss of tim e .
A m ongst th e  signs h e ra lding h is coming w ill be  a  gre a t fa mine , a nd th e
de struction of th e  city of S h ush ta n.”38 D uring h is 1 887–88 tra v e ls in P e rsia ,
B row ne  a lso re p orts:

M ore ov e r, th e  B a bis re cognize  Zoroa ste r a s a  p rop h e t, th ough
w ith out much  e nth usia sm, a nd a re  a t som e  p a ins to concilia te  a nd
w in ov e r h is follow e rs to th e ir w a y of th inking, a s insta nce d by th e
e p istle s a ddre sse d by B e h a  from A cre  to ce rta in of th e ir numbe r;
w h ile  som e  fe w  a t le a st of th e  Zoroa stria ns a re  not indisp ose d to
re cognize  in B e h a  th e ir e xp e cte d de liv e re r, S h [ h  B a h r[ m, w h o, a s
D a stur T ir-a nda z inform e d m e , must a p p e a r soon if th e y w e re  to be
re scue d from th e ir a ba se m e nt, a nd “th e  Good R e ligion” re -e sta b-
lish e d. T h e  D a stur h imse lf, inde e d, w ould not a dmit th a t B e h a  could
be  th is p romise d sa viour, w h o, h e  sa id, must com e  be fore  th e  ne xt
Na w -R uz if h e  w e re  to com e  a t a ll…I found th a t th e  D a stur… w a s
a lso v e ry full of a  ra re  old book ca lle d th e  Ja m a sp-N a m a , of w h ich
h e  sa id only one  cop y, stole n by a  M usulm a n na m e d H use yn from
th e  h ouse  of a  Zoroa stria n in Ye zd, e xiste d in K irm a n, th ough  h e
h a d inform a tion of a noth e r cop y in th e  libra ry of th e  M osq ue  a t
M a sh h a d. T h is book h e  de scribe d a s conta ining a  continuous se rie s
of p rop h e cie s, a mongst w h ich  w a s include d th e  a nnounce m e nt of th e
re turn of S h a h  B a h ra m, th e  Zoroa stria n M e ssia h .39

 
S ignifica nt numbe rs of Zoroa stria ns, including Zoroa stria ns of
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significa nce , found th e  p romise d S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd in th e  p e rson of
B a h á’u’lláh . La te r, tra cts w e re  w ritte n to stre ngth e n th e  B a h á’í mission to
Zoroa stria ns, w h ose  strongh olds w e re  in th e  Ira nia n citie s of K e rm a n a nd
Ya zd. One  of th e se  tra cts w a s w ritte n by th e  gre a te st of th e  e a rly B a h á’í
sa v a nts, M írzá A bu’l-Fa d. l Gulp a ygání. In orde r to de m onstra te  th e  truth  of
B a h á’u’lláh ’s truth  cla ims, A bu’l-Fa d. l a dduce d p a ssa ge s from a  te xt know n
a s th e  Desa t\r, a  la te  p ious fra ud w h ich  th e  C a m bridge  Orie nta list la be lle d
a  “forge ry .” In a ny e v e nt, th e  m a rsh a lling of p roof te xts in sup p ort of
B a h á’u’lláh ’s m e ssia nic cla ims se rv e d th e ir p urp ose  v e ry w e ll, be ca use  of th e
curre ncy a nd p op ula rity of th e  Desa t\r a mong th e  Zoroa stria ns of Ira n, w h o
a cce p te d th e  a uth ority of th is te xt. One  m a y sp e a k of th e  ina uth e nticity of
a  te xt, but th e  m e ssia nic h op e  of Zoroa stria ns w a s a s ge nuine  a s it w a s long-
sta nding.

Ne v e rth e le ss, B a h á’u’lláh ’s cla im of p rop h e cy-fulfilm e nt is p roble m a tic
for tw o re a sons, a s m e ntione d in th e  introduction: first, B a h á’u’lláh
a ccom p lish e d none  of th e  p rodigie s th a t Zoroa stria n te xts re q uire d, nor did
B a h á’u’lláh  ov e rth row  th e  op p re ssors. Inste a d of re storing S a sa nia n
Zoroa stria nism, h e  brough t a  ne w  re ligion, soon to be  know n a s th e  B a h á’í
Fa ith , w h ich , in a ll fa irne ss, did re p re se nt itse lf a s th e  re ne w a l of th e  old
Zoroa stria n re ligion. B a h á’u’lláh  w a s a  p risone r of th e  Ottom a n e m p ire , not
a  milita ry h e ro, a nd sim p ly did not fulfil th e  Zoroa stria n p rop h e cie s a s
p op ula rly e xp e cte d. 

W orse  still, som e  of th e  te a ch ings B a h á’u’lláh  p romulga te d a p p e a re d to
be  a t odds w ith  tra ditiona l Zoroa stria n te a ch ings. For e xa m p le , th e  B a h á’í
Fa ith , a s a  univ e rsa l, globa l re ligion, a ttra cts conv e rts from virtua lly  a ll
re ligions a nd culture s, w h ile  th e  p olicy th a t p re v a ils a mong Zoroa stria ns
toda y is insula rity . Like  Juda ism during th e  S e cond T e m p le  p e riod, th e re
migh t h a v e  be e n a  tim e  during w h ich  Zoroa stria nism h a d be e n a  missiona ry
re ligion. Now  it is strictly a n e th nic re ligion, a ntith e tica l to conv e rsions, a nd
th us is a  dying re ligion. P re se nt-da y Zoroa stria nism strongly discoura ge s
inte rm a rria ge  outside  one ’s re ligious a nd e th nic community, w h e re a s th e
B a h á’í Fa ith  e ncoura ge s inte rra cia l a nd cross-cultura l m a rria ge s. 

T h e  se cond re a son is th a t th e  Zoroa stria n p rop h e cie s th e mse lv e s w e re
not ge nuine  p rop h e cie s. T h e y  w e re  ce rta inly w ish -im a ge s, a nd a uth e ntic
docum e nts re giste ring de sp a ir, w ith  la m e nta tion follow e d by v a ticina tion.
If w e  a cce p t th e  p osition th a t a p oca ly p tic is a  form of crisis lite ra ture , th e n
th e  h istorica l v a lue  of th e se  te xts is be yond re p roa ch  in te rms of h a ving
ca p ture d th e  mood a nd e sp e cia lly  th e  m a la ise  th a t p re v a ile d a m ong
Zoroa stria ns of th a t tim e . In th e  inte re st of re cla iming a  lost P e rsia n glory
a nd of re storing th e  Zoroa stria n cle rgy to p ow e r, th e se  p rop h e tic te xts
e m p loy, a s m e ntione d a bov e , a  lite ra ry de vice  know n a s v a ticin a tio e x
e v e n tu , or p rop h e cy a fte r th e  e v e nt, w h e re  p a st e v e nts be com e  la st e v e nts,
in w h ich  a  nosta lgic golde n a ge  is p roje cte d into th e  future .

Con vert in g Z oroa s t ria n s
R e turning to our initia l focus on Zoroa stria nism, if B a h á’ís a p p e a le d to
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ca n cle a rly se e  th a t Zoroa stria n a p oca ly p se s a re , th e mse lv e s, e sch a tologica l dra m a s.
C onv e rsion to th e  B a h á’í Fa ith  re q uire d p a rticip a tion in th is re ligious “fiction.” In th e
a ca de mic study of re ligion, such  ide ntifica tion a nd vica rious p a rticip a tion in a p oca ly p tic
sce na rios is te rm e d “re a lize d e sch a tology .”

42
T ra ns. S h ogh i Effe ndi, T h e  W orld O rde r of B a h á’u ’lláh  (W ilm e tte : B a h á’í P ublish ing
T rust, 1 969) 1 01 –1 02.

43
M a ne ckji Nusse rv a nji D h a lla , Zoroa stria n  T h e ology (A M S  re p rint, 1 972 ŒNe w  York,
1 91 4œ) 285–87.

44
J[m [sp N [m a , cite d in Erva n D h a bh a r, e d. a nd tra ns., P e rsia n  Riv [ya ts of H orm a zv a r
F ra m a rz a n d O th e rs (B omba y: K . R . C a m a  Orie nta l Institute , 1 932) 492.

45
Ota ka r K lím a , “T h e  D a te  of Zoroa ste r,” A rch iv  O rie n ta ln i 27 (1 959): 562–63.

Zoroa stria n p rop h e cie s th a t w e re  th e mse lv e s susp e ct, th is w a s done  e ith e r
out of critica l innoce nce , or missiona ry ze a l, or both . T h e  motiv e , obviously,
w a s missiona ry . B a h á’ís sim p ly w a nte d to p e rsua de  Zoroa stria ns th a t
B a h á’u’lláh  w a s th e  p romise d S h [ h  B a h r[ m . B ut th ings w e re  n ot th a t
sim p le . Outw a rdly , no p rop h e cy-fulfilm e nt h a d e vide ntly ta ke n p la ce .
B a h á’u’lláh  did not m a ke  th e  sun sta nd still, for e xa m p le . T h is w a s one  of
th e  e sch a tologica l e v e nts th a t w a s to ta ke  p la ce  a t th e  e sch a ton, a ccording
to th e  Za n d \ Va h m a n  Y a sn .40 If B a h á’u’lláh  did not fulfil w h a t th e
p rop h e cie s h a d lite ra lly  re q uire d, w e  m a y le gitim a te ly  a sk h ow  th e  B a h á’ís
succe e de d in cre a ting a mong th e ir Zoroa stria n conv e rts th e  re q uisite
susp e nsion of disbe lie f41  in orde r to a cce p t th e  p ossibility th a t B a h á’u’lláh
w a s th e  e xp e cte d de liv e re r.

‘A bdu’l-B a h á w a s a ske d a bout one  of th e  p rodigie s th a t S h [ h  B a h r[ m
w a s to h a v e  p e rform e d: “T h ou h a dst w ritte n th a t in th e  sa cre d books of th e
follow e rs of Zoroa ste r it is w ritte n th a t in th e  la tte r da ys, in th re e  se p a ra te
D isp e nsa tions, th e  sun m ust ne e ds be  brough t to a  sta ndstill. In th e  first
D isp e nsa tion, it is p re dicte d, th e  sun w ill re m a in motionle ss for te n da ys; in
th e  se cond for tw ice  th a t tim e ; in th e  th ird for no le ss th a n one  w h ole
m onth .”42 H e re  ‘A bdu’l-B a h á re sta te s th e  q ue stion p ose d by a  Zoroa stria n
B a h á’í. W h a t is re p re se nte d a s Zoroa stria n p rop h e cy is q uite  a ccura te . T h e
P a rsi sch ola r M a ne ckji Nusse rv a nji D h a lla  giv e s th e  most a cce ssible
source s.43 W h ile  th e re  a re  se v e ra l Zoroa stria n te xts th a t m a y be  cite d in
sup p ort of th is sta te m e nt, th e  most concise  m a y be  th e  follow ing: “It is sa id
th a t th e  sun w ill sta nd in th e  midst of th e  sky in th e  tim e  of Osh e da r B a mi
ŒH ush ÷da r B [ m \œ for 1 0 da ys a nd in th e  tim e  of Osh e da r M a h  ŒH ush ÷da r
M [ h œ for 20 da ys a nd in th e  tim e  of S osh yosh  Œth e  fina l S osh y a nt or sa viourœ
for 30 da ys.”44

T h is e sch a tologica l p rodigy h a d such  im p orta nce  for e sta blish ing th e
le gitim a cy of a ny p rop h e t-cla im a nt th a t th e  la te  Cze ch  sch ola r Ota ka r
K lím a , ga v e  a n inte re sting notice  of it. K lím a  sugge ste d th a t th e  fe a t of
a rre sting th e  sun in its ze nith  w a s a  re q uire m e nt fa brica te d by da sturs
(Zoroa stria n p rie sts), a long w ith  th e  cre a tion of oth e r mira cle -te sts, “w ith
th e  inte ntion of p re v e nting se lf-a p p ointe d p rop h e ts from p re te nding.”45
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46
T ra ns. S h ogh i Effe ndi, T h e  W orld O rde r of B a h á’u ’lláh  1 02. Evide ntly, som e  B a h á’ís w e re
p uzzle d ov e r th e  diffe ring va lua tions w h ich  ‘A bdu’l-B a h á a ssigne d to e a ch  of th e  da ys,
finding th e  a p p a re nt inconsiste ncy in inte rp re ta tion p roble m a tic. T o th e  na tiona l
sp iritua l a sse mbly of th e  B a h á’ís of th e  U nite d S ta te s, in a  le tte r w ritte n on be h a lf of th e
Gua rdia n in re p ly to q ue stions se nt to h im, ca m e  th e se  e xp la na tions: 

Conce rning th e  p a ssa ge  in “T h e  D isp e nsa tion of B a h á’u’lláh ” in w h ich  th e  Gua rdia n
q uote s ‘A bdu’l-B a h á’s inte rp re ta tion of th e  p rop h e cy re fe rring to th e  tim e s w h e n th e
sun w ould sta nd still in th e  h e a v e ns, h e  w ish e s m e  to e xp la in th a t th e  da ys re fe rre d
to in th is p rop h e cy h a v e  to be  re ckone d diffe re ntly . In th e  S a cre d S crip ture s of
va rious re ligions th e re  a re  to be  found fre q ue nt re fe re nce s to da ys, but th e se  h a v e
to be  conside re d a s indica ting diffe re nt p e riods of tim e , a s for insta nce  in th e  Q ur’án
a  da y is re ckone d a s one  h undre d y e a rs. T h e  first te n da ys in th e  a bov e  m e ntione d
p rop h e cy re p re se nt e a ch  a  ce ntury, m a king th us a  tota l of one  th ousa nd luna r y e a rs.
A s to th e  tw e nty da ys re fe rring to th e  B ábí D isp e nsa tion, e a ch  of th e m  re p re se nt
only one  luna r y e a r, th e  tota l of tw e nty y e a rs m a rking th e  dura tion of th e
R e v e la tion of th e  B áb. T h e  th irty da ys in th e  la st D isp e nsa tion sh ould not be
re ckone d num e rica lly, but sh ould be  conside re d a s sym bolizing th e  incom p a ra ble
gre a tne ss of th e  B a h á’í R e v e la tion w h ich , th ough  not th e  fina l, is none th e le ss by fa r
th e  fulle st re v e la tion of God to m a n. From  a  p h ysica l p oint of vie w , th e  th irty by
da ys re p re se nt th e  m a ximum tim e  ta ke n by th e  sun to p a ss th rough  a  sign of th e
Zodia c. T h e y th us re p re se nt a  culmina ting p oint in th e  e volution of th is sta r (i.e ., th e
e a rth ). S o a lso from a  sp iritua l sta ndp oint th e se  th irty da ys sh ould be  vie w e d a s
indica ting th e  h igh e st, th ough  not th e  fina l, sta ge  in th e  sp iritua l e volution of
m a nkind. (D a te d A ugust 7, 1 934; p ublish e d in B a h á’í N ews No. 87 ŒS e p t. 1 934œ: 1 .)

‘A bdu’l-B a h á’s e xp la na tion of th is p rop h e cy is a s follow s: 

T h e  inte rp re ta tion of th is p rop h e cy is th is: th e  first D isp e nsa tion to
w h ich  it re fe rs is th e  M uh a mm a da n D isp e nsa tion during w h ich  th e
S un of T ruth  stood still for te n da ys. Ea ch  da y is re ckone d a s one
ce ntury . T h e  M uh. a mm a da n D isp e nsa tion must h a v e , th e re fore ,
la ste d no le ss th a n one  th ousa nd y e a rs, w h ich  is p re cise ly th e  p e riod
th a t h a s e la p se d from th e  se tting of th e  S ta r of th e  Im a m a te  to th e
a dv e nt of th e  D isp e nsa tion p rocla im e d by th e  B áb. T h e  se cond
D isp e nsa tion re fe rre d to in th is p rop h e cy is th e  one  ina ugura te d by
th e  B áb H imse lf, w h ich  be ga n in th e  y e a r 1 260 A H  a nd w a s brough t
to a  close  in th e  y e a r 1 280 A H  A s to th e  th ird D isp e nsa tion – th e
R e v e la tion p rocla im e d by B a h á’u’lláh  – ina smuch  a s th e  S un of
T ruth  w h e n a tta ining th a t sta tion sh ine th  in th e  p le nitude  of its
m e ridia n sp le ndour, its dura tion h a th  be e n fixe d for a  p e riod of one
w h ole  month , w h ich  is th e  m a ximum tim e  ta ke n by th e  sun to p a ss
th rough  a  sign of th e  Zodia c. From th is th ou ca nst im a gine  th e
m a gnitude  of th e  B a h á’í cycle  – a  cycle  th a t must e xte nd ov e r a
p e riod of a t le a st fiv e  h undre d th ousa nd y e a rs.46

T h is inte rp re ta tion is com p lica te d by th e  issue  of re ligious a lle gia nce s
a nd na tiona listic a sp ira tions. A s m e ntione d, S h [ h  B a h r[ m w a s to le a d a
w a r, to v a nq uish  Isla mic ov e rlords, a nd to re -e sta blish  th e  p rim a cy of th e
Zoroa stria n re ligion. In tra ditiona l Zoroa stria n p e rsp e ctiv e , ‘A bdu’l-B a h á’s
e xp la na tion involv e s a  difficult p a ra dox: w h ile  th e  Zoroa stria n p rop h e cie s
ca lle d for w a r, B a h á’u’lláh  a dvoca te d p e a ce . W h e n th e  re ligion of Isla m – a
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47
T ra ns. S h ogh i Effe ndi, T h e  P rom ise d Da y Is Com e (W ilm e tte : B a h á’í P ublish ing T rust,
1 980 Œ1 941 œ) 77. S e e  a lte rna tiv e , p rovisiona l tra nsla tion by Jua n C ole , online : “T oda y is
not th e  da y of roy a l de cre e s or th e  re gula tions of th e  Zoroa stria n p rie sts. In your book
Œth e  A v e sta œ is a  sa ying to th is e ffe ct: ‘T h e  Zoroa stria n p rie sts in th a t da y sh a ll ke e p  th e
p e op le  dista nt a nd p re v e nt th e m from dra w ing ne a r.” A  true  da stur p rie st is som e one  w h o
h a s se e n th e  ligh t a nd h urrie s to th e  court of th e  frie nd. S uch  a  one  is a  be ne fice nt p rie st,
a n d  is th e  e sse n ce  of il l u m in a tion  in  th is e ra ” (< h ttp :ÆÆb a h a i-
libra ry .orgÆp rovisiona lsÆzoroa ste r.h tm l>).

B a h á’u’lláh  furth e r sta te s: “S a y, O h igh  p rie sts! T h e  H a nd of Omnip ote nce  is
stre tch e d forth  from be h ind th e  clouds; be h old y e  it w ith  ne w  e y e s. T h e  toke ns of H is
m a je sty a nd gre a tne ss a re  unv e ile d; ga ze  y e  on th e m  w ith  p ure  e y e s… .S a y, O h igh
p rie sts! Ye  a re  h e ld in re v e re nce  be ca use  of M y Na m e , a nd y e t y e  fle e  M e ! Ye  a re  th e  h igh
p rie sts of th e  T e m p le . H a d y e  be e n th e  h igh  p rie sts of th e  Omnip ote nt One , y e  w ould
h a v e  be e n unite d w ith  H im, a nd w ould h a v e  re cognize d H im… .S a y, O h igh  p rie sts! No
m a n’s a cts sh a ll be  a cce p ta ble , in th is D a y, unle ss h e  forsa ke th  m a nkind a nd a ll th a t
m e n p osse ss, a nd se tte th  h is fa ce  tow a rds th e  Omnip ote nt One ” (P rom ise d Da y, 77–8).
Cf. C ole ’s tra nsla tion: “O se rv a nt of God: S a y, ‘O p rie sts of th e  Zoroa stria n fa ith , ga ze
w ith  fre sh  e y e s a t h ow  th e  h a nd of p ow e r h a s a p p e a re d from be h ind th e  cloud, a nd look
w ith  p ure  e y e s a t h ow  th e  signs of gra nde ur a nd gre a tne ss h a v e  be e n unv e ile d a nd
be com e  m a nife st.’ O se rv a nt of God: T h e  sun of th e  e te rna l w orld is sh ining from th e
orie nt of God’s w ill, a nd th e  oce a n of divine  ge ne rosity is billow ing. T h ose  w h o h a v e  not
se e n it a re  be re ft, a nd a ll w h o h a v e  not a tta ine d it a re  de a d. C lose  your e y e s to th is w orld,
a nd op e n th e m  up on th e  visa ge  of th e  p e e rle ss frie nd, a nd unite  w ith  h im” (Cole , op . cit.).

fa lse  re ligion from th e  Zoroa stria n p oint of vie w  – w a s sup p ose d to h a v e
be e n e xtirp a te d from Ira n, B a h á’u’lláh  confirm e d th e  truth  of both  re ligions.
A nd w h ile  th e  Zoroa stria n h igh  p rie sts w e re  to h a v e  re cla im e d th e ir
a uth ority, B a h á’u’lláh  p rocla im e d: “T h is is not th e  da y w h e re on th e  h igh
p rie sts ca n comm a nd a nd e xe rcise  th e ir a uth ority . In your B ook it is sta te d
th a t th e  h igh  p rie sts w ill, on th a t D a y, le a d m e n fa r a stra y, a nd w ill p re v e nt
th e m from dra w ing nigh  unto H im . H e  inde e d is a  h igh  p rie st w h o h a th  se e n
th e  ligh t a nd h a ste ne d unto th e  w a y le a ding to th e  B e lov e d.”47 T o a cce p t, in
B a h á’í te rms, p rop h e cy-fulfilm e nt is to ne ga te  such  fulfilm e nt in Zoroa s-
tria n te rms. 

It w a s symbolic e xe ge sis th a t succe e de d in inducing a  susp e nsion of
disbe lie f in th e  re a lisa tion of, or vica rious p a rticip a tion in, th e  a p oca ly p tic
dra m a . T h e  Zoroa stria n te xts w e re  fulfille d th rough  a  ne ga tion of th e  lite ra l
te xt, in fa vour of a n a lle gorising te ch niq ue  th a t p rov e d to be  a  p roce ss of
re w riting p rop h e cy th rough  re inte rp re ta tion. W h ile  th e  p rop h e cie s w e re
inv e ste d w ith  tra ditiona l a uth ority, B a h á’í inte rp re ta tions e ffe ctiv e ly
cre a te d a  ne w  locus of a uth ority . It is a s th ough  th e  p rop h e cie s th e mse lv e s
w e re  ov e rrule d, th rough  a  curious a p p e a l to th e ir a uth ority – th e  a uth ority
of scrip ture  – combine d w ith  a  ra dica l re a ding th a t a ll but de constructe d th e
lite ra l m e a ning.

B a h á’u’lláh ’s fulfilm e nt of Zoroa stria n p rop h e cy w a s ne v e r m e a nt to
be a r th e  te st of te xtua l a nd h e rm e ne utica l scrutiny. T h e  ne w  re v e la tion w a s
th e  ne w  divine  sta nda rd, th e  fre sh  locus of a uth ority, th e  touch stone  of
truth , p a st a nd p re se nt. T h e  fulfilm e nt motif p rovide d th e  e sch a tologica l
clim a x a t th e  cre sce ndo of sa lv a tion-h istory . T h e  old p rop h e cie s se rv e d a s
bridge s into th e  B a h á’í e ra , th e  da w n of a  ne w  ch ilia sm or e sch a tologica l
mille nnium . T h e  old, m a ntic a nd v a tic te xts h a d se rv e d th e ir p urp ose  in th e
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S usa n S tile s M a ne ck, “T h e  C onv e rsion of R e ligious M inoritie s to th e  B a h á’í Fa ith  in Ira n:
S om e  P re limina ry Obse rv a tions,” Jou rn a l of B a h á’í Stu dies 3.3 (1 990–91 ): 35–48. S e e
a lso S usa n S tile s ŒM a ne ckœ, “Ea rly Zoroa stria n C onv e rsions to th e  B a h á’í Fa ith  in Ya zd,
Ira n,” in F rom  Ira n  Ea st a n d Ea st: S tudie s in th e  B ábí a nd B a h á’í H istory, vol. 2. Jua n
C ole  a nd M ooja n M om e n, e ds. (Los A nge le s: K a limát P re ss, 1 984).

49
S h a h ria r R a za vi, “T h e  T a ble t of th e  S e v e n Q ue stions of B a h á’u’lláh  (La w=-i h a f t pu rsish )
A n Introductory Note  a nd P rovisiona l T ra nsla tion,” B a h á’í Stu dies B u lle tin  7.3–4 (June
1 993): 48–59 ŒP e rsia n te xt, 53–59œ. Cf. S te p h e n La m bde n, “A p p e ndix One : A  Fe w

e y e s of th e  Zoroa stria n B a h á’ís. P rop h e cie s, in th e  p ost-conv e rsion e xp e ri-
e nce , w e re  only re fe re ntia lly m e a ningful. A t first, B a h á’u’lláh  w a s va lida te d
by th e  p rop h e cie s, w h e n Zoroa stria ns e mbra ce d B a h á’u’lláh  a s th e  p romise d
S h [ h  B a h r[ m . A fte r be coming B a h á’ís, th e  re v e rse  w a s true : It w a s
B a h á’u’lláh  w h o v a lida te d th e  p rop h e cie s conce rning S h [ h  B a h r[ m . In
e ffe ct, B a h á’u’lláh  re de fine d th e  role  of S h [ h  B a h r[ m .

In fa irne ss to th e  Zoroa stria n conv e rts, w h ile  th e  B a h á’í re ligion did not
re store  S a sa nia n Zoroa stria nism by ov e rth row ing Isla m, it most de finite ly
sup e rse de d Isla m a nd re cla im e d th e  p osition of Zoroa ste r in th e  B a h á’í
roste r of p rop h e ts. A nd th e  tra nsition w a s not a s gre a t a s, sa y, conv e rsion to
th e  B a h á’í Fa ith  from a  B uddh ist ba ckground. W h ile  th e  B a h á’í Fa ith  is not,
strictly sp e a king, a  P e rsia n re ligion, Zoroa stria n conv e rts could, cultura lly
a s w e ll a s re ligiously, fe e l som e w h a t a t h om e  in th e  ne w  re ligion. For
e xa m p le , th e  B a h á’í (or B a dí‘) ca le nda r re se mble d th e  Zoroa stria n ca le nda r
in som e  striking w a ys, most nota bly in p re se rving th e  a ncie nt Ira nia n ne w
y e a r, Na w  R ] z, ce le bra te d a t th e  v e rna l e q uinox, or first da y of sp ring, a nd
in using divine  a ttribute s to na m e  a ll da ys, month s a nd so on. T h a t
B a h á’u’lláh  w a s P e rsia n, a nd, more ov e r, h a d both  roy a l a nd p rop h e tic
line a ge s, w a s a noth e r fa ctor in h is a cce p ta nce  by P e rsia n Zoroa stria ns. T h e
e sse ntia lly  e th ica l ch a ra cte r of th e  B a h á’í re ligion re sona te d strongly w ith
th e  Zoroa stria n e th ic of “good th ough ts, good w ords, good de e ds,” in m a rke d
contra st to th e  p e rce iv e d misde e ds of th e  A ra b, T urk, a nd M ongol ov e rlords
during th e  conq ue st of Ira n, from w h ich  th e  Zoroa stria ns ne v e r fully
re cov e re d. T h e  B a h á’í socia l syste m w a s sup e rior in its e ga lita ria nism,
h a ving a bolish e d th e  Isla mic dh im m \ syste m w h ich  e ffe ctiv e ly  re le ga te d
Zoroa stria ns to a n infe rior socia l sta tus, w ith  a bbre via te d righ ts a nd
be nigh te d p rosp e cts for m e a ningful a m e liora tion unde r th e  S h \‘\ le ga l
syste m . W h ile  th e  B a h á’í Fa ith  did not fulfil Zoroa stria n na tiona l a sp ira -
tions, th e  conv e rsion of Zoroa stria ns to th e  B a h á’í re ligion significa ntly
contribute d to th e  a m e liora tion of th e  Zoroa stria ns of Ira n, a s S usa n S tile s
M a ne ck h a s sh ow n.48

B a h á’u ’lláh ’s writ in gs  t o Z oroa s t ria n s
T h e re  a re  a  numbe r of ta ble ts th a t B a h á’u’lláh  re v e a le d to Zoroa stria ns – a
fe w  re v e a le d in p ure  P e rsia n w ith out th e  p re se nce  of A ra bic loa nw ords –
a dde d to w h ich  a re  a  numbe r of ta ble ts by ‘A bdu’l-B a h á a s w e ll. One  of th e
m ost w e ll know n of th e se  w ritings is B a h á’u’lláh ’s T a ble t of S e v e n Q ue stions
(La w=-i h a f t pu rsish ), for w h ich  a  p rovisiona l tra nsla tion w a s unde rta ke n
se v e ra l y e a rs a go.49 T h e  fourth  q ue stion e xp licitly a ske d if th e  a dv e nt of
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Exp ository Note s on th e  La w=-i h a f t pu rsish ,” B a h á’í Stu dies B u lle tin  7.3–4 (June  1 993):
48–59.

50
S e e  P e rsia n te xt of La w=-i H a f t P u rsish , in B a h á’u’lláh , M a jm ]’a -yi a lv [h. -i m u b[ra ka
h. a d. r a t-i B a h á’u ’lláh  (W ilm e tte : B a h á’í P ublish ing T rust, 1 978 ŒC a iro: 1 920œ) 240–48
Œ243œ.  In a  re ce nt book conta ining 735 T a ble ts from B a h á'u'lláh  a nd ̀A bdu'l-B a h á,
M a jm ] ’a -yi a lv [ =  bi iftikh [ r-i y [ r[ n-i P [ rs\ Œ"C olle ction of T a ble ts in H onour of
Zoroa stria n B a h a'is"œ (Ge rm a ny: B a h a'i Ve rla g, 1 999), S h [ h  B a h r[ m  is m e ntione d on
p a ge s 228, 250, 330, 388, a nd 446. P e rsona l communica tion, P rof. Fe re y dun Va h m a n
(U niv e rsity of C op e nh a ge n).

51
T ra ns. S h ogh i Effe ndi, T h e  P rom ise d Da y Is Com e 77.

52
Ibid.

53
C e re ti, “On th e  D a te  of th e  Za nd \ W a h m a n Ya sn,” 248. T h e  p re se nt w rite r h a s not
y e t a cce sse d D r C . C e re ti’s confe re nce  p a p e r: “A ga in on W a h r[ m  \ w a rz[ w a nd,”
P roce e dings of th e  C onfe re nce , “La  P e rsia  e  l'A sia  C e ntra le  da  A le ssa ndro a l X  se colo,”
(Fe brua ry 1 997).

54
Ibid.

55
Ibid.

S h [ h  B a h r[ m h a d tra nsp ire d,50 to w h ich  B a h á’u’lláh  p oe tica lly  a nsw e re d in
th e  a ffirm a tiv e . B a h á’u’lláh  a sse rts a  ge ne ra l fulfilm e nt of Zoroa stria n
p rop h e cie s in p rocla iming: “W h a tsoe v e r h a th  be e n a nnounce d in th e  B ooks
h a th  be e n re v e a le d a nd m a de  cle a r. From e v e ry  dire ction th e  signs h a v e
be e n m a nife ste d. T h e  Omnip ote nt One  (ya zd[n ) is ca lling, in th is D a y, a nd
a nnouncing th e  a p p e a ra nce  of th e  S up re m e  H e a v e n (m \n ]-yi a ’za m ).”51  A nd
furth e r, in th e  T a ble t of S e v e n Q ue stions: “O h igh  p rie sts (da st]r[n )! Ea rs
h a v e  be e n giv e n you th a t th e y m a y h e a rke n unto th e  m yste ry of H im W h o
is th e  S e lf-D e p e nde nt, a nd e y e s th a t th e y m a y be h old H im . W h e re fore  fle e
y e ? T h e  Incom p a ra ble  Frie nd (d]st-i yik-t[) is m a nife st. H e  sp e a ke th  th a t
w h e re in lie th  sa lv a tion. W e re  y e , O h igh  p rie sts, to discov e r th e  p e rfum e  of
th e  rose  ga rde n of unde rsta nding, y e  w ould se e k none  oth e r but H im, a nd
w ould re cognize , in H is ne w  v e sture , th e  A ll-W ise  a nd P e e rle ss One , a nd
w ould turn your e y e s from th e  w orld a nd a ll w h o se e k it, a nd w ould a rise  to
h e lp  H im .”52

T h is is a  ca ll to Zoroa stria n h igh  p rie sts, a nd, by e xte nsion, a ll Zoroa stri-
a ns, to e ffe ctiv e ly  fulfil th e ir re ligion’s h igh e st ide a ls by a ba ndoning it. In
so doing, th e  ne w  re ligion, th e  B a h á’í Fa ith , w h ich  p urp orts to be  a  re ne w a l
of th e  e sse ntia l te a ch ings of th e  Zoroa stria n re ligion a nd of a ll oth e r w orld
re ligions, w ould com p e nsa te  th is volunta ry loss of th e  form e r re ligion by
immorta lizing Zoroa ste r w ith in th e  B a h á’í ca non of “M a nife sta tions of God.”
Ironica lly, w h ile  Zoroa stria nism h a s tra ditiona lly  not a llow e d conv e rts,
e v e ry B a h á’í doctrina lly  be com e s a  Zoroa stria n to th e  e xte nt th a t h e  or sh e
a cce p ts th e  a uth e nticity of th e  a ncie nt P e rsia n p rop h e t.

A ccording to C e re ti, “th e  a p oca ly p tic p rop h e cy re ga rding th e  a rriv a l of
W a h r[m  sh ould be  inte rp re te d a s a  p olitica l ora cle  h e ra lding th e  re turn of
a  scion of th e  S a sa nid h ouse .”53 A s such , th e  figure  of S h [ h  B a h r[ m
Va rj[ v a nd “be longs to v e ry e a rly Isla mic tim e s.”54 M ore ov e r, “h is lite ra ry
ch a ra cte r w a s cre a te d from S a sa nia n e p ic m a te ria l.”55 T h e  origina l inte nt of
th e  p rop h e cie s re ga rding Va rj[ v a nd w a s na tiona list a nd m a nife stly p olitica l,



B S R  8.2.1

B a h á’u ’lláh  a s Zoroa stria n  sa v iou r 33

56
Julie  S . M e isa mi, “T h e  K ing from th e  Ea st a nd th e  End of D a ys: M yth , H istory, a nd
P olitics in th e  S a m a nid M ilie u” (Oxford: Orie nta l Institute : unp ublish e d Œ1 997œ).

not to m e ntion a nti-Isla mic or a t le a st a nti-A ra b. Zoroa stria n a p oca ly p se s
e xp re ss th e  longing for th e  re stora tion of roy a lty a nd re ligion. T h is is a n
h istorica l-conte m p ora ry inte rp re ta tion of Zoroa stria n a p oca ly p tic m a te ria l.
In a n unp ublish e d p a p e r, Julie  M e isa mi of th e  Orie nta l Institute  a t Oxford
h a s de monstra te d h ow  th e  p rop h e cie s conce rning th e  Zoroa stria n “K ing from
th e  Ea st” w e re  e ffe ctiv e ly  tra nsform e d into Isla mic p rop h e cie s, w ith  th e ir
ow n distinct tra je ctorie s.56

A s such , w e  ca n p roba bly conclude  th a t th e  p re diction re ga rding th e
a dv e nt of S h [ h  B a h r[ m is a  fa ile d p rop h e cy . It is not susce p tible  of
fulfilm e nt in lite ra l te rms. Conside ring th a t Zoroa stria nism is a  dying
re ligion, due  to its a da m a ntine  non-conv e rsion p olicy w h ich , sa dly, p roba bly
dooms th e  fa ith -community to ine xora ble  a ttrition, one  must conclude  th a t
such  p rop h e cie s ca n only be  dismisse d, unle ss th e y a re  ra dica lly  re inte r-
p re te d. T h ose  Zoroa stria ns w h o ch ose  to do so, w h o e le cte d, by fa ith , to
e m bra ce  B a h á’u’lláh  a s S h [ h  B a h r[ m Va rj[ v a nd, w e re  oblige d to a ba ndon
p a rticula r a sp ira tions for univ e rsa l one s, th us tra nsforming Zoroa stria n
ide ntity, a nd a ctua lising p rop h e cy  by  de m ilita rising a nd ultim a te ly
univ e rsa lising it.

T h is p a p e r h a s e xp lore d som e  th e ore tica l te nsions be tw e e n mode rn
sch ola rsh ip  a nd mode rn m e ssia h sh ip , a s p e rsonifie d by th e  nine te e nth -
ce ntury w orld-p rop h e t, B a h á’u’lláh . On com p a ra tiv e  grounds, a p oca ly p tic
sce na rios e xh ibit som e  univ e rsa l fe a ture s, such  a s la m e nta tion, nosta lgia ,
w ish -im a ge , e th noce ntrism , a nd v e nge a nce  or vindica tion. Eq ua l ly
significa nt is h ow  a p oca ly p tic sce na rios a re  fulfille d. W h e n a  truth  cla im is
a dv a nce d by a  m e ssia nic cla im a nt, to sugge st sua siv e ly  th a t th e  tim e  of th e
e nd is up on us, a p oca ly p tic p rop h e cie s a re  a p p e a le d to a s p roof te xts. T h is
p a p e r h a s a rgue d th a t, a t le a st in one  ca se , th e  ne t e ffe ct of such  a  cla im is
to ov e rrule  th e  a p oca ly p se  itse lf, in w h ich  th e  a p oca ly p tic sce na rio is
e ffe ctiv e ly  ne ga te d in th e  p roce ss of its be ing fulfille d. 


