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A Few Thoughts for the Tutor

The number of localities in which Reflections on the Life of the Spirit, the first book of the main sequence
of courses offered by the Ruhi Institute, is studied throughout the world has been on the rise for many years.
In the vast majority of cases, the material is read and discussed by a group of friends, who may constitute
a study circle that meets regularly, may come together in a campaign arranged for intensive study, or may
gather in a camp during school holidays. Whatever the occasion, one member of the group acts as a tutor.
The relationship between the tutor and the other participants is not one of teacher-to-student; all are
consciously engaged in a process in which everyone is seeking to learn. But the tutor is not a detached and
passive facilitator of discussion either. Having completed a sufficient number of courses in the sequence
and undertaken the acts of service they encourage, he or she is able to assist every member of the group in
achieving the purpose of the material being studied. Those who act as a tutor of Book 1 may find it helpful
to review the ideas presented in this introduction from time to time.

Participants worldwide come to this first institute course from diverse backgrounds. Some are
already members of the Baha’i community who hope to enhance their capacity to serve the Cause they have
embraced. Others see the course as the beginning of their investigation of the Baha’i Faith as a religion.
Still others are attracted to Baha’i ideals and wish to acquaint themselves with the community’s aims and
endeavors. And there are an increasing number of young people in particular who, wanting to develop their
capacity to serve society, often through one or another program promoted by the Baha’i community, take
the course as an initial step.

From the outset, it should be clear to every participant that the courses of the Ruhi Institute trace a
path of service to humanity, upon which we each walk at our own pace, assisting and being assisted by
others. Treading this path implies the pursuit of a twofold moral purpose: to attend to one’s own spiritual
and intellectual growth and to contribute to the transformation of society. Progress on the path entails the
development of a number of capabilities that require understanding and knowledge, spiritual qualities and
praiseworthy attitudes, as well as a host of abilities and skills. The sources of knowledge upon which the
books of the Institute draw are, on the one hand, the teachings of the Baha’i Faith and, on the other, the
accumulating experience of the worldwide Bahd’i community in furthering material and spiritual
civilization. It is Baha’u’llah’s vision of the individual we can become and of the civilization we can build
that inspires the Institute. It is assumed that all participants, independent of background, are open to
embracing this vision, which is explicit in every unit of every book.

In a world where creeds and ideologies are willing to employ any means possible to win adherents,
someone unfamiliar with the Faith may have genuine questions about the intentions of the Ruhi Institute,
most notably, “Am I being asked to change my religion?” or “Am I being asked to join a religion?” Such
questions offer the tutor a chance to explain the purpose of the sequence of courses as outlined above. While
it is natural that Baha’is would be eager to see their friends join the community, their own teachings prohibit
them, a tutor may wish to add, from engaging in proselytization. Walking the path of service opened up by
the institute courses calls for an ever-deepening understanding of Baha’u’llah’s teachings, which the
materials endeavor to set forth unequivocally; acceptance and faith are matters to be contemplated by each
individual freely and without pressure.

Not surprisingly, then, it is with the question of understanding, so central to all the books in the
sequence, that this first one begins. To read from the Holy Writings is not the same as reading the many
thousands of pages that a person sees in a lifetime, and the unit, “Understanding the Baha’i Writings”, seeks
to foster the habit of reading passages from the Sacred Text every day and meditating on their meaning, a
habit that will greatly aid participants as they embark on the path of service. To guide them in its study, the
tutor must give a great deal of thought to the subject of understanding.



The Baha’i Writings contain profound spiritual truths, and even as we strive to advance in our
understanding of their infinite meaning, we know that we can never reach a definitive end. We generally
gain a basic comprehension of the immediate meaning of a passage when reading it for the first time, and
Section 1 of the unit takes this as a starting point. Thus, after reading the quotation, “The betterment of the
world can be accomplished through pure and goodly deeds, through commendable and seemly conduct”,
participants are simply asked, “How can the betterment of the world be accomplished?” At a glance, most
of the questions and exercises of this kind appear to be too simple. But years of experience seem to justify
the Institute’s decision to begin this way. We all need to be reminded that, in its haste to find the layers of
truth in a passage, the mind should not overlook its obvious meaning. Attention to this first level of
comprehension also proves vital to group consultation; it strengthens unity of thought, readily attainable
when personal opinions are allowed to be illumined by Divine wisdom.

It is important to note here that understanding the immediate meaning of most passages does not
benefit from a long discussion of single words out of context. That said, it may be necessary, on occasion,
for a group to look up a word in the dictionary. What may be more fruitful, however, is for the participants
to learn how to infer the meanings of words from whole sentences and paragraphs.

For understanding to expand beyond the realm of immediate meaning, examples that show how
ideas find concrete expression can be helpful. All that is called for in this respect are straightforward
exercises. In Section 2, for instance, participants are asked to determine, in light of a passage they have just
read, whether certain characteristics are commendable. In a similar exercise in Section 4, they are
encouraged to name five virtues and then decide whether it is possible to acquire any of them in the absence
of truthfulness—described in the Writings as “the foundation of all human virtues”.

To achieve its purpose, the unit demands a further advance in understanding by challenging
participants to think about some of the implications of the passages presented. In Section 2, they are
required to determine whether the statement “There are so few good people in the world that their actions
do not have any effect” is true. Here the intent is not to elicit mere opinion. The tutor must pause and query
the reason for the participants’ answers. That the statement must necessarily be false because it contradicts
the first quotation in the preceding section is the conclusion to which the group should come. The question
of whether Baha’is may confess their sins to others is also an example of this kind of exercise. It refers to
the prohibition in the teachings against confession as a means of absolving sin, which, not mentioned
expressly in any of the passages studied, can be drawn out by exploring the meaning of the verse, “Bring
thyself to account each day ere thou art summoned to a reckoning.”

By no means do the exercises in the unit attempt to encompass the range of meaning enshrined in
the passages under consideration. One question every tutor must contemplate is how much discussion
should go into any given exercise. Here it is important to bear in mind that prolonging deliberations by
introducing many related but peripheral concepts tends to diminish the effectiveness of the material. Every
group needs to establish a reasonable rhythm of progress; participants should feel a distinct sense that they
are advancing steadily according to their own possibilities. The tutor must, however, stay attentive, lest
sections are passed over quickly and superficially without the thoughtful analysis of exercises; groups that
have proceeded in this way, merely filling in answers, have never attained lasting results.

One final point deserves some mention: It falls on the tutor to ensure that every member of the
group remains engaged in the process of learning fostered by the material. To elicit participation without
pressuring any individual to speak is often the challenge. What should be realized from the start is that this
challenge is seldom met by asking questions such as, “What does this mean to you?”” Questions of this kind
tend to reduce knowledge and truth to the level of opinion. And it then proves difficult to create an
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atmosphere in which consultation among the members of the group actually gives rise to increased
understanding.

The second unit in the book is concerned, like the first, with a habit essential to spiritual life: praying
regularly. It makes explicit in the opening section the concept of “path of service”, suggesting that, to walk
this path, we must be imbued with a twofold purpose. Participants examine an initial set of quotations that
offer insight into the nature of this purpose, a theme that will be elaborated in future courses.

Against the backdrop of this theme the unit takes up its exploration of the significance of prayer. It
adopts an approach similar to the one described in the preceding paragraphs. Questions and exercises are
formulated so as to advance understanding of the meaning of passages from the Writings being studied. As
the group progresses through the unit, the tutor may be required to dissipate doubts by analyzing notions
rooted in interpretations and practices of the past. In some traditions, ritual and form have gradually
overshadowed the importance of inner state, and so many ignore the necessity of prayer, which, for the
human soul, is no less crucial than is food in nourishing the body.

Above all, then, the unit aspires to awaken in participants the desire to “converse with God” and to
draw near to Him. Among the ideas addressed are what it means to enter into a state of prayer, the posture
of our hearts and minds when we do so, and the conditions that should be created in our surroundings,
whether we are alone or in a gathering. Indeed, after giving some thought to the forces generated through
communal worship, participants are asked to consider hosting a gathering for prayer and devotions.

The study of the third unit of the book, “Life and Death”, will strengthen, it is hoped, commitment
to walking the path of service and endow it with more profound meaning. Service in this world is best
understood in the fullest context of life, which extends beyond our earthly existence and continues forever
as our souls progress throughout the worlds of God. In a process of education, as opposed to technical
training, participants should become increasingly conscious of the meaning and significance of what they
are doing. Only if such consciousness grows, experience indicates, will they come to see themselves as
active, responsible “owners” of their own learning.

Each section of the unit opens with one to three quotations from the Baha’i Writings, followed by
a few exercises. The language of the passages quoted in this unit is more demanding than in the previous
two. There is no need, of course, for the group to dwell on difficult words; the tutor will want to ensure that
everyone grasps the central idea addressed in each section, which is precisely what the exercises try to bring
out.

Given the nature of the subject, exercises involving concrete examples are few and far between.
Most tend to operate at a conceptual level. What should be noted is that some of the questions posed by the
exercises cannot be answered quickly or in a clear-cut way. They are introduced to raise awareness about
the subject; if participants merely think about such questions, the objective of learning will have been
fulfilled.

The first several sections focus on the relationship between the soul and the body, which, together,
constitute the human being in this plane of existence. The central idea presented in these sections is that the
soul is not a physical entity; its association with the body can be likened to the light that appears in a mirror.
Neither the dust covering its surface nor the eventual destruction of the mirror can affect the splendor of
the light itself. Death is just a change of condition, when the association between the body and soul is
broken; afterwards, the soul progresses eternally towards its Creator.
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The unit turns next to the question of the purpose of life—to know God and to attain His presence.
Discussion here revolves around two broad themes. The first is the purpose of our lives in this world, and
the second the journey of the soul after death. The soul is a sign of God and can reflect all of His names
and attributes. Yet the potential within the human being is latent; it can only be developed with the help of
the Manifestations of God, those sanctified Beings Who come from time to time to guide humanity.
Through the spiritual education They provide, the treasures hidden within us can be revealed.

As for the journey of the soul after death, a series of ideas are laid out for participants to
contemplate: that those faithful to God will attain unto true happiness; that none of us can ever know our
own end and, therefore, we should forgive one another and not feel superior to others; that in the next world,
as in this one, the soul will continue to progress and the spiritual faculties we developed here will aid and
assist us there; that we will recognize our loved ones in the realms beyond, will remember our lives in this
world, and will enjoy companionship with holy and sanctified souls.

The unit comes to a close with a passage from the Writings of Baha’u’llah in which we are assured
of the benefits of the next world and urged not to allow the changes and chances of this life to bring us
sorrow. Participants are asked to reflect, then, on the implications of what they have studied for their own
lives.
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