
Backbiting
A Perspective of One Baha’i

DISCLAIMER: Anything not directly attributed to the Baha’i Writings is not authoritative, and is likely to be a personal interpretation. Many quotes found at: https://bahaiwritings.files.wordpress.com/2010/11/compilation-on-backbiting1.pdf
Opening Readings

Ye have been forbidden to commit murder or adultery, or to engage in backbiting or calumny; shun ye, then, what hath been prohibited in the holy Books and Tablets.

(Bahaʹuʹllah, The Kitab‐i‐Aqdas, p. 26)
That seeker should, also, regard backbiting as grievous error, and keep himself aloof from its dominion, inasmuch as backbiting quencheth the light of the heart, and extinguisheth the life of the soul. (Bahaʹuʹllah, Gleanings from the Writings of Bahaʹuʹllah, p. 265)
O SON OF BEING!

How couldst thou forget thine own faults and busy thyself with the faults of others? Whoso doeth this is accursed of Me.

(Bahaʹuʹllah, The Arabic Hidden Words no. 26)

O SON OF MAN!
Breathe not the sins of others so long as thou art thyself a sinner. Shouldst thou transgress this command, accursed wouldst thou be, and to this I bear witness.

(Bahaʹuʹllah, The Arabic Hidden Words no. 27)


"...When a difficulty is brought out into the daylight and freely discussed by a duly authorised and responsible group of people who are sincerely desirous of finding the best solution and are free from prejudice or personal motive, then there is a good chance of overcoming it, but discussion of the faults of others behind their backs by unauthorised people who have no authority to take action in the matter, is surely one of the most fertile causes--probably THE most fertile cause--of disunity, and the importance of putting an end to this practice should be impressed on all Bahá'ís."

(From a letter written on behalf of Shoghi Effendi to the NSA of the British Isles, followed by an extract from the Guardian's postscript, February 11, 1925)
So, what is backbiting?

ʺAs regards backbiting, i.e. discussing the faults of others in their

absence, the teachings are very emphatic. … Even if what is said against another person be true, the mentioning of his faults to others still comes under the category of backbiting, and is forbidden.ʺ (From a letter written on behalf of Shoghi Effendi to the National Spiritual Assembly of the British Isles, February 11, 1925 ‐ Lights of Guidance, p. 88)
ʺIt is obvious that if we listen to those who complain to us about the faults of others we are guilty of complicity in their backbiting.

(From a letter written on behalf of Shoghi Effendi to the National Spiritual Assembly of the British Isles, February 11, 1925)

So, what ISN’T backbiting?

There is a clear distinction between, on the one hand, the prohibition of backbiting, which would include adverse comments about individuals or institutions made to other individuals privately or publicly, and, on the other hand, the encouragement to unburden oneself of oneʹs concerns to a Spiritual Assembly, Local or National (or now, also, to confide in a Counsellor or Auxiliary Board member).

(The Universal House of Justice, 1992 Dec 10)
"...When a difficulty is brought out into the daylight and freely discussed by a duly authorised and responsible group of people who are sincerely desirous of finding the best solution and are free from prejudice or personal motive, then there is a good chance of overcoming it…."
(From a letter written on behalf of Shoghi Effendi to the NSA of the British Isles, followed by an extract from the Guardian's postscript, February 11, 1925)
So, it’s OK if we are protecting the Cause from people’s actions?

"Abdu'l-Bahá does not permit adverse criticism of individuals by name in discussion among the friends, even if the one criticizing believes that he is doing so to protect the interests of the Cause. If the situation is of such gravity as to endanger the interests of the Faith, the complaint, as your National Spiritual Assembly has indicated, should be submitted to the Local Spiritual Assembly, or as you state to a representative of the institution of the Counsellors, for consideration and action. In such cases, of course, the name of the person or persons involved will have to be mentioned.
(From a letter written on behalf of the Universal House of Justice to an individual believer, September 23, 1975)
Doesn’t ‘venting’ help you?

He should consider backbiting as error, and never step into that court, for backbiting extinguishes the brilliant light of the heart and numbs the life of the soul. (Compilations, Bahaʹi Scriptures, p. 49)
ʺYou … whether, in moments of anger or depression, the believer is permitted to turn to his friends to unburden his soul and discuss his problem in human relations. Normally, it is possible to describe the situation surrounding a problem and seek help and advice in resolving it, without necessarily mentioning names. (From a letter on behalf of UHJ to an individual believer, 9/23/1975 LoG, p. 90)

SO what is ‘The purpose of the tongue’?
O EMIGRANTS!

The tongue I have designed for the mention of Me, defile it not with detraction. If the fire of self overcome you, remember your own faults and not the faults of My creatures, inasmuch as every one of you knoweth his own self better than he knoweth others.

(Bahaʹuʹllah, The Persian Hidden Words no. 66)

O people of Baha! Ye are the dawning places of the love of God and the daysprings of His loving kindness. Defile not your tongues with the cursing and reviling of any soul, and guard your eyes against that which is not seemly. 

…. Verily I say, the tongue is for mentioning what is good, defile it not with unseemly talk. (Bahaʹuʹllah, TOB p. 219)

It’s just words. How bad could it be?

… For the tongue is a smoldering fire, and excess of speech a deadly poison. Material fire consumeth the body, whereas the fire of the tongue devoureth both heart and soul. The force of the former lasteth but for a time, whilst the effects of the latter endureth a century. (Bahaʹuʹllah, GWB, p. 264)
That seeker should, also, regard backbiting as grievous error, and keep himself aloof from its dominion, inasmuch as backbiting quencheth the light of the heart, and extinguisheth the life of the soul.(Bahaʹuʹllah, Tablets of Bahaʹuʹllah, p. 27)
I hope that the believers of God will shun completely backbiting, each one praising the other cordially and believe that backbiting is the cause of Divine Wrath, to such an extent that if a person backbites to the extent of one word, he may become dishonored among all the people, because the most hateful characteristic of man is fault finding. One must expose the praiseworthy qualities of the souls and not their evil attributes. (ʹAbduʹl‐Bahá: Tablet to Dr. M.G. Skinner, August 12, 1913: SoW, Vol. IV,No. 11, p. 192)
How can we progress if we don’t fight for what we believe in?

Strife and conflict befit the beasts of the wild. It was through the grace of God and with the aid of seemly words and praiseworthy deeds that the unsheathed swords of the Bábí community were returned to their scabbards. Indeed through the power of good words, the righteous have always succeeded in winning command over the meads of the hearts of men. (Bahaʹuʹllah, TOBp. 84)
What should we do when someone else backbites?  Can we complain about them?
ʺIt is obvious that if we listen to those who complain to us about the faults of others we are guilty of complicity in their backbiting. We should therefore, as tactfully as possible, but yet firmly, do our utmost to prevent others from making accusations or complaints against others in our presence. (From a letter on behalf of Shoghi Effendi to the NSA of the British Isles, 2/11/ 1925 LoG, p. 94)
ʺ… If any individual should speak ill of one who is absent, it is

incumbent on his hearers, in a spiritual and friendly manner, to stop him, and say in effect: would this detraction serve any useful purpose? Would it please the Blessed Beauty, contribute to the lasting honour of the friends, promote the holy Faith, support the covenant, or be of any possible benefit to any soul? No, never! On the contrary, it would make the dust to settle so thickly on the heart that the ears would hear no more, and the eyes would not longer behold the light of truth.ʺ  (ʹAbduʹl‐Bahá: SWAB, pp. 230‐231)
Aren’t we being helpful by pointing out people’s faults to them?
"For in the way you judge, you will be judged; and by your standard of measure, it will be measured to you. Why do you look at the speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? Or how can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' and behold, the log is in your own eye? Matthew 7:2-3

O ye Cohorts of God! Beware lest ye offend the feelings of anyone, or sadden the heart of any person, or move the tongue in reproach of and finding fault with anybody, whether he is friend or stranger, believer or enemy….Look ye not upon the ground, raise your eyes to the world illuminating Sun, which hath transformed every atom of the gloomy soil into bright and luminous substance.

(Abduʹl‐Baha, Tablets of Abduʹl‐Baha v1, p. 44)

It is my hope that you may consider this matter, that you may search out your own imperfections and not think of the imperfections of anybody else. Strive with all your power to be free from imperfections. Heedless souls are always seeking faults in others. What can the hypocrite know of othersʹ faults when he is blind to his own? …. As long as a man does not find his own faults, he can never become perfect. Nothing is more fruitful for man than the knowledge of his own shortcomings.

The Blessed Perfection says, ʺI wonder at the man who does not find his own imperfections.ʺ

(Abduʹl‐Baha, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 244)
Whenever you recognize the fault of another, think of yourself! What are my imperfections? and try to remove them. Do this whenever you are tried through the words or deeds of others. Thus you will grow, become more perfect. You will overcome self, you will not even have time to think of the faults of others... ʹ

(Abdul-Baha, From a letter on behalf of the UHJ 8/13/1980 ‐LoG, p. 89)

So, what can we say about people?

One must see in every human being only that which is worthy of praise. When this is done, one can be a friend to the whole human race. If, however, we look at people from the standpoint of their faults, then being a friend to them is a formidable task.

Thus is it incumbent upon us, when we direct our gaze toward other people, to see where they excel, not where they fail. Praise be to God, thy goal is to promote the well being of humankind and to help the souls to overcome their faults. This good intention will produce laudable results. (Abduʹl‐Baha, SWAB, p. 168)
OK, backbiting is bad, but we can still achieve the goals of the Baha’i Faith, right?

If we Baháʹís cannot attain to cordial unity among ourselves, then we fail to realize the main purpose for which the Báb, Baháʹuʹlláh and the Beloved Master lived and suffered.…Each of us is responsible for one life only, and that is our own. Each of us is immeasurably far from being ʺperfect as our heavenly father is perfectʺ and the task of perfecting our own life and character is one that requires all our attention, our will power and energy. … We are like ploughmen each of whom has his team to manage and his plough to direct, and in order to keep his furrow straight he must keep his eye on his goal and concentrate on his own task. ….

If we profess loyalty to Baháʹuʹlláh, to our Beloved Master and our dear Guardian, then we must show our love by obedience to these explicit teachings. Deeds not words are what they demand, and no amount of fervour in the use of expressions of loyalty and adulation will compensate for failure to live in the spirit of the teachings. (From a letter dated 12 May 1925 written on behalf of Shoghi Effendi to an individual believer ‐ CoC vol II, p. 3)
Well, OK, how about if we just keep quiet about the sins we se in others?
Know thou, moreover, that in this most hallowed and resplendent city thou shalt find the wayfarer to be lowly before all men and humble before all things. For naught doth he behold save that he perceiveth God therein. ….In this station the wayfarer must not claim the seat of honour in any gathering or walk before others in the desire to vaunt and exalt himself…. He must not wish for anyone that which he doth not wish for himself, nor speak that which he would not bear to hear spoken by another, nor yet desire for any soul that which he would not have desired for himself. (Bahaʹuʹllah, Gems of Divine Mysteries, p. 61)
Closing thoughts:

And now, added to all these tribulations, these miseries, these enemy attacks, there hath arisen a dust cloud of ill will amongst the believers themselves. This in spite of the fact that the Cause of the Ancient Beauty is the very essence of love, the very channel of oneness, existing only that all may become the waves of one sea, and bright stars of the same endless sky, and pearls within the shell of singleness, and gleaming jewels quarried from the mines of unity; that they may become servants one to another, adore one another, bless one another, praise one another; that each one may loose his tongue and extol the rest without exception, each one voice his gratitude to all the rest; that all should lift up their eyes to the horizon of glory, and remember that they are linked to the Holy

Threshold; that they should see nothing but good in one another, hear nothing but praise of one another, and speak no word of one another save only to praise.

(Abduʹl‐Baha, Selections from the Writings of Abduʹl‐Baha, p. 229)

O SON OF BEING!

Ascribe not to any soul that which thou wouldst not have ascribed to thee, and say not that which thou doest not. This is My command unto thee, do thou observe it.

(Bahaʹuʹllah, The Arabic Hidden Words no. 29)

O COMPANION OF MY THRONE!

Hear no evil, and see no evil, abase not thyself, neither sigh and weep. Speak no evil, that thou mayest not hear it spoken unto thee, and magnify not the faults of others that thine own faults may not appear great; and wish not the abasement of anyone, that thine own abasement be not exposed. Live then the days of thy life, that are less than a fleeting moment, with thy mind stainless, thy heart unsullied, thy thoughts pure, and thy nature sanctified, so that, free and content, thou mayest put away this mortal frame, and repair unto the mystic paradise and abide in the eternal kingdom for evermore. (Bahaʹuʹllah, The Persian Hidden Words no. 44)
Discussion on Backbiting

Is it ok …

1. Is it ok to say negative things about a person when he/she is not there?

2. Is it ok if the things said are true and can be verified by those present?

3. Is it ok to just listen when someone else is saying something negative about a person that is not present?

4. Is it ok to just listen but not liking it, feeling uncomfortable, when someone else is saying negative things about someone who is not there?

5. Is it ok to try not to listen when in a company where someone is saying negative things about someone who is not there?

6. If someone has hurt you, is it ok to talk about it with someone else?

7. If someone has hurt you, is it ok to talk about it with a very close friend that you trust will not say it to anyone?

8. Is it ok if I state a fact (e.g. a person did this) and it’s not meant as bad from my side but it then is interpreted as negative?

9. Is it ok to say negative things and comments about celebrities that we do not know personally?

10. Is it ok to listen to someone who is making negative comments about a celebrity?

11. Is it ok to watch a reality show where the participants are saying negative comments about each other?

12. If one is a member of an assembly and during a meeting is consulting about a certain person who is considered for an appointment or responsibility, is it ok to say things that are not favorable for the person in question?

13. Is it ok to think negative things about others in our own minds but not tell anyone about it?

14. Is it ok to excessively praise someone who is not present?

Advanced questions …

15. When one is in a company and someone starts to backbite, what should one do?

16. What are the consequences for the community when backbiting occurs?

17. What are the consequences for me when I backbite?

18. What are the consequences for me when I listen to backbiting?

19. How can I say what is on my heart during a consultation (at assembly meeting) without it being backbiting?

20. What kind of negative comments are considered backbiting (comments on character such as selfish, comments on his/her physical appearance such as tall, limping, factual comments such as he/she did this and that)?

21. Are we responsible for how our comments are perceived and

interpreted by others?

22. How can one overcome the habit of backbiting?

From backbiting to praises

1. When one backbites regularly and actively in a natural way

2. When one backbites but then becomes aware that this was backbiting

3. When one does not backbite but listens to other when they backbite

4. When one leaves the room when the others start backbiting

5. When one changes the subject when the others start backbiting

6. When one tries to, in a spiritual and loving way, make people aware of the necessity to discontinue backbiting

7. When one not even our own minds backbite or thing negative thoughts about others.

8. When one only focuses on and praises the good qualities of others.
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