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The Western world brags about gender equality and what a long way we have come, for-
getting that “voting rights” was not enjoyed by American women until 1920. History of world

religions has demonstrated that women have been second class citizens “at best” in most ¥

full equal rights. He even seems closer to his youngest daughter Porouchista than his sons.
| dedicate this issue to all the courageous Women of the world who raised, nourished and X
supported so many great men of history. For all the sacrifices they have made for their fami- &

lies and communities | wish them radiant happiness with the upcoming Sepandarmazdgan
(celebration of women) in February.
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ChehreNama is adopting a new approach of having a guest
editor for each issue of the journal. The guest editor and their
invited writers will produce three or more articles focused on
a topic of importance in the context of the 21st century and
present the Zoroastrian perspective on it.

Our editorial board was delighted that Dr. Parmis Khatibi
agreed be the first guest editor of ChehreNama in our previ-
ous issue and apologizes for omitting her recognition in the
last issue. Her theme along with her guest writers was Human
Rights. We are grateful to her for piloting this program for us,
all sourced articles were insightful, and we thank them for the
same.

In this issue we are pleased to introduce Dr Nikan Khatibi as
our guest editor with his theme “Contributing to the North

I

American Home base

Did You Vote In the Last
Election?
Engaging Civic Participa-
tion Amongst Zoroastri-

an-Americans
By: Dr. Nikan H. Khatibi

It always amazes me when I come in contact with
people who fail to exercise their right to vote. Sure I
can partly justify some of the fundamental concerns
a handful of individuals may have about specific
political candidates. Nonetheless though, I never
could come close to runderstanding why people
chose to completely ignore the concept of voting
because of apathy or disenchantment.

If there is anything I know about Zoroastrians, we
are a community that is neither apathetic nor disen-
chanted about politics, especially when it comes to
issues domestically such as education reform, fund-
ing for public safety, the growth of our economy to
more international concerns such as foreign policy
with the Middle East, immigration legislation, and
international trade regulations. All of these issues
not only affect Americans, but more so, we Zoroas-
trian-Americans, many of us who have immigrated
to this extraordinary nation because our previous
countries failed to either address or meet our expec-
tations regarding these very same issues.

Despite our small numbers, the new generations of

Zoroastrian-Americans need to become more active
on the civic front in order to help shape policies and
direction in this country. But how do we do so? I
would argue that in order to build a civically engaged
and active adult electorate, the first step starts with
setting the right example. As parents, we must lead
through action - and that means, discussing politi-
cal issues at home and then taking your children to
the polling stations to watch you vote. It also means
engaging in political rallies, organizing field trips to
the local city hall or state capitol, and allowing your
children/teens to get involved with local campaigns
or charities. Only through these types of measures
and philosophical mindsets will the next generation
of Zoroastrian-Americans realize their role in civic
society and become a voice of good for our com-
munity. But that’s just the beginning. The following
three articles -- written by Mr. Jimmy Antia from
Washington DC, Mr. Adil Minocherhomjee from
San Diego, California, and Mr. Jim Engineer from
Chicago, Illinois -- will address the issues of civic
engagement in the Zoroastrian-American commu-
nity, discussing ways to build leadership, igniting
one’s faith, and civic engagement.

The Ethics Based

Community
By: Mr. Jimmy Antia

For too long, Zoroastrians in North America have
defined themselves in terms of ethnic identity, ig-
noring their relationships with the communities
they have immigrated to, and ways to contribute
10 their wellbeing. As a new generation moves for-
ward in a new century, integrating good works into
our communal spiritual practice will not just be a
good idea, but essential to our survival.

“If you come to a fork in the road, take it.”
-Yogi Berra

For most people, Yogi Berra doesn’t come to mind
when thinking about religion. For most Zoroastri-
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ans, even those born in North America, the former
New York Yankees catcher, famous for malaprop-
isms and pithy sayings, is more likely to draw blank
stares than adulation, or even recognition. Howev-
er, his advice for approaching intractable situations
is all the more appropriate, especially for the North
American Zoroastrian community. For too long our
temples across North America have focused on the
needs of individuals and certain parts of our reli-
gious community. To survive in the 21st century,
we need to move to a broader model of religious
practice, one where prayers and good deeds work
together in unison to mold a cohesive community.
It 1s the good deeds, the final fulfillment of good
thoughts and good words, that have been conspicu-
ously absent from our communal practice. We are
a religion of action. Without actively pressing for
good deeds as a community, we risk leaving a fun-
damental concept of our religion void.

Pioneers and Homesteaders

North America is a unique region for Zoroastrian-
ism to take root. A new world only brought into
contact with the East only in the last two centuries,
it was not a traditional trading partner of India or
Iran, and our ties with the United States and Canada
were marginal at best. However, the freedom and
opportunity these countries offered, brought waves
of immigrants the past half century. In many ways
our parents’ generation is much like the pioneers of
yore, settling in a new land, putting down roots and
building a community. We have much to be thankful
for. The temples and organizations they have built
through foresight, dedication, hard work and sheer
will have tethered a loose group or coreligionists
into new religions communities across new coun-
tries.

Through the years these communities have ma-
tured, and the seeds that were planted decades ago
have produced a new generation of Zarathushtis
with a distinctly North American identity. What
will happen once this generation of pioneers moves
on and a new one takes its place? A new genera-
tion of homesteaders must take their place. Secure
in their identity in new countries and spirituality
thirty to contribute to their own religious and local
community, this generation of Zoroastrians born in
North America will need to find new ways to not
only continue the legacy of the pioneers, but foster
a vibrant and spiritually satisfied congregation.
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Today’s generation of homesteaders faces a discon-
nect between knowledge of our religion and how
to interpret our identity. Centralizing our religious
practice on performing good works gives every Zo-
roastrian a tangible definition of what it means to be
Zoroastrian while also performing the core mission
of our religion.

A Legacy Worth Fighting For

From the founding of the religion, Zoroastrians have
expressed their religious identity not only through
prayer and ritual, but through improving their com-
munity as well. Their legacy is left in the numerous
hospitals, libraries orphanages and Parsi colonies
that dot Bombay. Their example is felt in the mar-
kets of Yazd and Kerman where locals flock to Zo-
roastrian vendors because Zoroastrians do not steal,
and in the classified sections of Bombay newspa-
pers assuring readers Parsi owner. What they built
was a community based on ethics, a community
devoted to not only preserving its religion, but im-
proving the community and environment they lived
in. In the past those in India could survive on the
trusts and funding from their successors. But if we
are to survive - in India, in Iran, in Europe or North
America, we must learn from the example of those
who choose to practice their religion as an ethics
based community. We must build from within our
religious community, and the greater community we
live in. We must shape our identity as Zoroastrians,
not solely through prayer and ritual, but use prayer
and ritual as the tools to bring about the renovation
of the world. It is this concept - Frashokerati - or the
renovation of the world that is the touchstone for all
Zoroastrian values, and our greater human identity.
It is the reason we say our prayers - to remind us
of our commitment to do good. The constant mile-
stones in our history, from Cyrus freeing the Jews
to Dadaboi Navroji proclaiming the need for home
rule in India have echoed this concept.

How do we get there?

Perhaps the greatest blessing our community has
been given is the deep reservoir of human capital
in our congregation. What we lack in numbers, we
more than make up for in talent, drive and achieve-
ment. Yet harnessing these resources specifically to
address our future challenges has not been the focus
of our efforts. Building temples, organizing con-
gresses, leading Sunday classes have all been done
through voluntary efforts. To ensure that our con-



gregation and future generations continue the faith,
it is vital that we create communities were each in-
dividual shares their talent and organizes with like-
minded friends to improve their community. What
is remarkable is the number of initiatives that have
sprouted without a dedicated strategy by all of our
temples. Charities to help Parsi farmers in India and
charity drives to provide shoes to the less fortunate
are just a few of the many examples of Zarathushtis
finding ways to address critical needs.

Engaging a younger generation to practice good
works by improving not only their religious com-
munity, but the community in which they live in is
the first step in connecting knowledge of our reli-
gion with its practice. Through time and repetition
these factors will reinforce each other, building
stronger bonds within or Zoroastrian community,
and slowly awaken North Americans to our contri-
butions, history and religion.

So how do we begin? The most successful commu-
nities draw from the gifts and talents of all of their
members. A creative Zoroastrian community is one
that is aware of these gifts and provides opportu-
nities for them to be given. Mountains don’t have
to be moved. Small steps can be taken to begin a
community of action, one where our spiritual vital-
ity is manifested through a tangible improvement in
people’s lives.

How do we use the talent and resources already
present in our communities? First by taking a
simple inventory of the skills our members have,
temple by temple, region by region. When I used
this technique working in low income neighbor-
hoods in East St. Louis, IL I was surprised to find
that even in the most neglected of areas, people had
a wide variety of talent they could contribute to
their communities. The best part of this step is that
it switches our mindset from listing problems to se-
riously thinking how we can use the tools at our
disposal to address one part of them. Finding ways
of combining the needs and talents of two or more
groups in our community accelerates the process.
For example, tapping the tech savvy of our younger
generation to maintain and update the digital activi-
ties of our temples is a great way to reduce burdens
of our temple board members while creating own-
ership and leadership development for youth. Oral
history projects, where our older generation shares
their stories of growing up in India, Iran or immi-
grating to North America, are another opportunity

for youth to engage with another group and provide
a valuable service — capturing the stories and tradi-
tions that we are slowly losing over time.

Linking efforts across our Zoroastrian communities
is the next step we should take. Whether it’s see-
ing which temple can plant the most trees or share
stories from its older generation, linking projects
across communities engages more people, pro-
motes an atmosphere of friendly competition, and
provides a place to learn and share new ideas. Fi-
nally, focusing on a time frame — one good work
a month — allows for the opportunity to plan for
projects big and small, tap into the talents of the
community to solve problems, and tweak projects
to improve their performance.

Conclusion

Perhaps the most critical transition the Zoroastrian
community in North America faces will happen in
the next handful of years — as one generation recedes
and another rises to take its place. For Zoroastrian-
ism to flourish with this new generation, and sub-
sequent generations in the New World, good works
will need to augment religious knowledge and ritu-
als in order to create a thriving community. When
Zoroastrian communities across North America be-
gin to realize that they have the talent and resources
within themselves to excel in the years to come, the
initial seeds will be planted to ensure for a sustain-
ing and vibrant North American Zoroastrian com-
munity.

Jimmy Antia is an international security and development
analyst with experience in Latin America and Southeast Asia.
His previous work experience includes consulting with the
Department of Defense, creating new programs with the En-
vironmental Protection Agency, and working on transporta-
tion issues post 9/11 with the U.S. House of Representatives
Transportation Committee. He holds a BA in Urban Planning
from the University of Illinois, and was a 2003 Fulbright
scholar to Costa Rica, where he examined sustainable devel-
opment issues.
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Follow, The Leader
By: Mr. Adil Minocherhomjee

Leadership is not easy. Each individual has different prior-
ities and backgrounds. Dealing with each separate person-
ality is a very difficult task since the community member’s
requests are often conflicting. The issue with conflicting re-
quirements is consistent across organizations. In business,
a leader has to moderate his peers to change their opin-
ions, motivate them to take action, and drive large amounts
of change. In the community, leaders have to figure out
how to inspire the youth and their parents to share common
threads with regards to religious and social objectives.

So, with the seemingly impossible task of dealing with con-
flicting requirements, why do people still want to be lead-
ers? Well, leadership has its perks. Leading in the office
often imparts a better career, higher pay, and a nicer work
area. Being a community leader typically leads to greater
respect amongst peers and deeper friendships. But many
times, these perks are not what drive a successful leader to
take action. The best leaders are intrinsically interested in
developing their communities and helping their followers
become as successful as they can be.

Given the conflicting requirements a leader has to deal
with, he needs to be able to lead while concurrently main-
taining a loyal following and thinking independently. So,
the best leaders usually have deep skills in two other ar-
eas aside from leadership: following their community’s
thoughts and thinking independently.

Lead

Good leaders know that they do not know a lot about many
topics. In a complicated, rapidly-changing environment,
there is usually someone who has a much deeper knowl-
edge about a particular topic that a leader may have to
make a decision about. So, good leaders feel comfortable
asking others for advice about these topics and following
the advice of their community’s members. By asking his
community about their perceptions of the issues facing the
organization, he can gain deep insights that he would not
be able to conceive on his own. At the same time, a good
leader needs to be able to inspire himself outside of his
community. In order to lead, he must be well-rounded and
be able to convince others to begin thinking differently.
By reading various journals and listening to the insights of
many specialists, a good leader can build an independent
opinion of where his community is right now.

More importantly, the leader can build a framework to
decide where he wants his community to be in the future.
By iterating the simple process of leading, following, and

Banls
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thinking, a leader can ask, answer, and resolve many is-
sues. An example of a leader’s thought process in the Zo-
roastrian community could be an attempt to drive a suc-
cessful merger between the Parsi and Iranian community
in Southern California. The first question a leader would
ask would be, “How can I consolidate the Parsi and Iranian
Zoroastrian communities into one cohesive organization?”
This is not an easy task even though the groups share the
same religion. Language barriers, geographic distance, and
cultural differences are a few of the issues one faces when
attempting such a cultural integration task.

However, inspired leaders are not deterred by barriers. In-
stead, they attempt to quantify the barriers and ask addi-
tional questions, such as, “Can I understand how the other
group perceives my community?” By asking relevant
questions and building trust-based relationships, a leader’s
ability to influence a community increases significantly.
Next, the leader can think about his original objective, what
insights he gained from following the community, and de-
velop a better hypothesis about how to lead going forward.
A good leader will continue to execute and iterate the lead,
follow, and think process. If his decisions are successful,
the leader will continue have an increased following size
and will be able to change the way his community operates.
Inspiring youth to actionably follow a leadership frame-
work requires some changes to the culture of the com-
munity. The leaders of the Zoroastrian community need
to communicate their objectives to the youth in order for
everyone to have a deeper understanding of how they are
critical in the community’s continuity and growth. A good
way for the leaders to facilitate a leadership culture in-
cludes investing time in mentoring the youth to develop
their understanding of the way the community functions.
Finally, giving the youth responsibility to execute activi-
ties is crucial since they are able to coordinate tasks in a
safe area. If the community’s leaders continue to prioritize
youth leadership, follow the youth and understand their
changing requirements, and think about ways to make them
better leaders, the Californian Zoroastrian community will
become a strong and integrated community in no time.

Adil Minocherhomjee is a consultant at Accenture where he
has aided Fortune 500 companies with expansion and growth
in Eastern Europe. In his spare time, Adil volunteers as a men-
tor for underprivileged children through the Big Brothers Big
Sisters Program while also volunteering with Habit for Hu-
manity to build homes in the south after the Katrina hurricane

disaster.



Rekindling the Flame of

Faith
By: Mr. Jim Engineer

Empowering today’s Zarathushti youth to accept
the roles of tomorrow’s leaders in Zarathushti and
non-Zarathushti communities

“We choose to go to the moon in this decade and
do the other things, not because they are easy, but
because they are hard, because that goal will serve
to organize and measure the best of our energies
and skills, because that challenge is one that we
are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to post-
pone, and one which we intend to win . . .”
President John F. Kennedy, September 12, 1962,
Rice University, Houston, Texas

Just imagine how profound the those words were,
spoken by President Kennedy just a year before his
assassination, at a time of domestic uncertainty in
the United States with cold-war tensions and the
conflict in Vietnam intensifying. Yet Kennedy and
the Americans achieved their objective of landing
a human on the moon seven years later and setting
an example for the world in human courage and

achievement.

To me, perhaps the most relevant words to Zara-
thushtis in Kennedy’s moon speech were: we go to
the moonbecause it’s hard, because that goal will
serve to organize and measure the best of our ener-
gies and skills . . .

For the past 50 years in particular, the Zarathushti
community in North America has peacefully co-
existed and integrated into North American society
and on the surface we are on cruise control. Despite
dwindling numbers and an uncertain long-term fu-
ture, the community has endured and thrived, but
are we doing enough to build a more certain future?
Are we doing enough to equip and energize a new
generation of Zarathushtis to lead us through our
own uncertain times?

North American Zarathushtis differentiate by be-
ing inclusive rather than exclusive, by extending an
open hand rather and not a closed fist when wel-
coming and embracing non-Zarathushti spouses
and their children into our fold. Acceptance and in-
clusion is no longer a question in the western hemi-
sphere. Rather, we are focused on advancing the
collective Zarathushti community forward, sharing
the beauty and poetry of the Gatha’s and practice
the principles of our religion that make us unique
to the world.

To fundamentally advance it is incumbent on cur-
rent generations to begin thinking 50 to 100 years
ahead on how to empower future generations. No
matter how large or small, our communities must
act on building and implementing religious educa-
tion programs for our children, fostering leadership
at an early age by encouraging and not muzzling
discourse and debate, and to adapt to changing
times with grace and agility.

In 2013, a noble and concerted effort was made to
provide a new generation of Zarathushtis with a re-
al-world channel for learning about and celebrating
their ancestry: Return to Roots. The initiative, spon-
sored by Unesco’s Parzor Foundation, describes its
program as: born out of the increasing disconnect
between those Zoroastrians in the diaspora with
their ancestral communities in Iran and India. It is
a unique means of fostering community links and
identity by taking small groups of youth on trips to
explore their religious, social and cultural heritage.
Unfortunately, the reality on the ground in both Iran
and India prevent a true return to roots. A senior
North American Zarathushti community leader in-
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formed me recently, when asked about Return to
Roots, that the program is having trouble sorting
through some important hurdles. Specifically, on
allowing entry into revered Zarathushti places of
worship to participating youth who are born from
mixed marriages; so the program is stymied in es-
sence by the Bombay Parsi community’s own rigid-
ity and exclusionary practices.

The Return to Roots program lists Iran as a future
planned trip, and while a number of Iranian state-
sanctioned visits have taken place over the past 20
years, it is unclear how changing religious and po-
litical tension will shape future visits by those Zara-
thushtis seeking to visit Iran.

Here in North America, religious education is alive
and well in established communities. To use my
own hometown of Chicago as an example, religious
education starts early for children as young as 3- to
5-years-of-age and continues through to their ado-
lescent years; and just as popular is an adult Gatha
class.

Religious education is taken seriously across the
continent and remains one of the few remaining
conduits for young families to return to their com-
munity as they think about how and where they
wish to raise their children.

Chicago also was the staging point for the birth of
NextGenNow (www.nextgennow.org) in 2008, a
leadership incubator and advocacy-based next gen-
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eration Zarathushti organization designed to culti-
vate a new generation of leadership and community
service. The group has been instrumental over the
past five years in shaping dialogue and discourse
around important community themes at North
American and World Zarathushti congresses, in-
cluding: inter-generational dialogue, moving ideas
to action and attracting a new generation of think-
ers and leaders to the North American Zarathushti
stage.

Chicago also has been ground zero for one of the
longest running summer camps in North America:
ZAC Summer Camp, a huge hit over the past 20
years that brings together children ages 5-and-up to
their early teens with three straight days of immer-
sive education, games, team building exercises and
small groups to discuss the Zarathushti religion,
what it means to be a Zarathushti and how to share
and discuss their religion with others. The camp is
led and organized by longtime youth advocate Fari-
da Sharyari and a crew of camp counselors typically
in their late teens and college years who themselves
are graduates of the camp. Today the camp attracts
Zarathushtis from other states and even locations as
far away as India.

For Sharyari and anyone who has attended the camp
as a student or parent, the ZAC Summer Camp
holds a special place as it has shaped the lives of so
many young Zarathushtis. Other similar programs
in North America also should be commended for
their inspiration and perspiration as it takes hard
work to build programs that make a difference.

All that said, are we doing enough at the FEZANA
level to inspire and recruit new Zarathushti leader-
ship? Are youth and adult congresses simply social

mixers or do they aim to advance our community
forward? We cannot rely on the status quo to be an



acceptable measure of our success.

Given our community’s dwindling numbers, trig-
gered primarily by late marriages, disproportion-
ate birth-to-death ratios, exclusionary practices
in India, and an always-changing dynamic on the
ground in Iran, it is incumbent on all North Ameri-
can Zarathushtis to:

. continue to build and shape our own unique
identity;

*  provide a leadership infrastructure and ecosys-
tem that promotes next generation leadership;

. create suggested best practices and standards
for communities to implement and perpetuate reli-
gious education and leadership; and

«  take ownership of the future in leading by ex-
ample, fostering a culture of curiosity and apprecia-
tion for our deep cultural and ancestral ties; and

» use public service, be it within the Zarathushti
community or in political office, to affect and ad-
vance our mutual interests.

Coasting on cruise control is no longer an option
as our population growth simply doesn’t support a
status-quo pace — we’ll end up running out of gas
and eventually fade away.

Let’s work together to make a difference for future
generations by empowering our children and their
children to celebrate their religious, cultural and
ancestral identity. By teaching our children about
their legacy and the lengths we’ve traveled to get to
where we are today, we’ll be able to create a deeper
sense of urgency and inspire new generations to
take action.

So the next time you’re talking about your religion,
realize the gravity behind our dwindling numbers
and take ownership of the future. Doing so will help
us progress along a more promising path. As Presi-
dent Kennedy so wisely stated: “A man may die,
nations may rise and fall, but an idea lives on.

Jim Engineer is an award-winning public relations executive
and founder of e-Rainmaker Public Relations, a Chicago-
based high-tech public relations boutique agency he founded
in 1999.

Jim previously served as Chair of the Public Relations Com-
mittee of the Federation of Zoroastrian Associations of North
America (FEZANA). He has held numerous leadership posi-
tions on the North American Zarathushti scene and in Chi-
cago, presenting, organizing and moderating youth and multi-
generational content and programming at adult and youth
congresses.

In Closing...

Few things are more important to human activity
than leadership. Whether you are born with it, or
have taken the necessary steps to acquire it, leader-
ship is crucial to any successful professional career.
And as these three authors pointed out above, ef-
fective leadership traits appears to be the necessary
thread in order to effectively engage in civic affairs.
That is why establishment and participation in Zo-
roastrian and non-Zoroastrian leadership camps as
Mr. Engineer and Mr. Minocherhomjee have point-
ed out, are vital for the enrichment of our Zoroas-
trian-American youth population. By promoting
leadership amongst our youth, we are producing
future civic leaders and activist for our community.
But training tomorrow’s leaders is not enough. As
Mr. Antia points out, for Zoroastrian-Americans
to flourish in the United States, leadership devel-
opment will need to be augmented by religious
knowledge and rituals in order to create a thriving
community that can ef-
fectively engage in civic
responsibilities and du-
ties. We can continue to
be a force for good as
Zoroastrian-Americans
we must just not for-
get the greatness of our
history and the need for
personal growth.

o - Nikan H. Khatibi is an award-

_ e " winning physician, published
medical journal author and researcher. In 2012, he was ap-
pointed to the position of City Planning Commissioner for the
City of Loma Linda. He can be reached via his website

www.DrNikanKhatibi.com.
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WOMEN

Ali A. Jafarey

Phatn by Ardests Baghkhanian

Hear the best with your ears
and ponder with a bright mind.

Then each man and woman, for his or her self,
select either of the two, the better or the bad mentality.
Awaken to this doctrine of ours
before the great event of choice ushers in.
(Zarathushtra’s Gathas: Song 3.2)

“We venerate the righteous woman who is good in
thoughts, words, and deeds, who 1s well-educated,
1s an authority on religious affairs, is progressively
serene, and is like the women who belong to the
Wise God.

“We venerate the righteous man who is good
in thoughts, words, and deeds, who knows well the
religion he has chosen, and who does not know

blind following.
“It 1s these people who, with their actions,
promote the world though righteousness.”

(Aiwisruthrem Gah 9 and Vispered 3.4)

Much has been said and written about
man and woman. Some tell the truth. Others are
empty claims. While enough has been written about
ascendancy of man, much more through might than
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IN THE GATHAS

right, to his present position in the human society,
the role of woman has not been depicted the way it
should be. The reason is obvious: man is the author
of most of the statements!

Turning to fully comprehend the position
of woman in the Gathas, we may mention that the
Avesta shows two positions of the woman: The Pre-
Zarathushtrian and Post-Zarathushtrian. The Pre-
Zarathushtrian period is seen from the female deities,
who are as powerful as the male deities and the
power abilities are exaggerated in short consecutive
stories. The Post-Zarathushtrian especially period
covers the Vendidad, which has dropped the woman
to a very low level in the society.

Zarathushtrian

It is with the advent of Zarathushtra that
the position of woman in society emerged clear.
The Gathas and supplementary texts in the Gathic
dialect are explicit on the subject. The famous
stanza of the “choice of religion” gives equal rights
to both: “Hear the best with your ears and ponder
with a bright mind. Then each man and woman,
for his or her self, select either of the two (the better
and bad mentalities). Awaken to this Doctrine of
ours before the Great Event (of Choice) ushers in
(Gathas Song 3 = Yasna 30, stanza 2). To those who
make the right choice and join the Good Religion,
he says: “Wise God, whoever, man or woman, shall
give me what You know to be best in life -- rewards
for righteousness, power through good mind -- I
shall accompany him and her in glorifying such
as You are, and shall, with them all, cross over the
sorting bridge.” (Gathas Song 11 = Yasna 46, stanza
10). Yet in another stanza he lauds: “The Wise
God knows best any person of mine for his or her
veneration done in according with righteousness.
I shall, on my part, venerate such persons, passed
away or living, by their names, and shall lovingly
encircle them.” (S 16 =, st 22). It is this stanza
which is later paraphrased in the famous Yenghe
Hatam formula, also in a late Gathic dialect: “The
Wise God knows better every man and woman
among the living for his or her veneration done in
accordance with righteousness. We, on our part,



venerate such men and women.”
Furthermore, the Gathas present an inspiring |
message for the wedding couple.

and blessing. He wanted her to have a person
“who is steadfast in good mind, and united with
righteousness and with the Wise One” and advised }
her to “consult him with your wisdom,” and be
progressively serene and munificent. She assured
her father that would “EMULATE and CHOOSE”
him in such a way that her act would be an honor for
the father, the husband, the settlers, and the family.
“As a righteous woman among the righteous
people,” she committed herself to wisely serve
the Good Religion more than ever. Pouruchista
moved her father to leave an ever-fresh word for
all the wedding couples. “These words I speak to
the charming brides and to you, bridegrooms. Do
bear them in mind. Comprehend them with your
conscience. Master the life which belongs to
good mind. May you each win the other through
righteousness.” Zarathushtra tells them to remain
united and to strengthen and promote the universal
fellowship of the Good Religion. (S 17 =Y 53, sts
3-7)

The last blessing given by Zarathushtra near
the end of his successful mission of 47 years put
the finishing touches to his divine task: “May the
desired Fellowship come for the support of the men
and women of Zarathushtra, for the support of good
mind, so that the conscience of every person earns
the choice reward -- the reward of righteousness -- a
wish regarded by the Wise God. (Y 54.1)

The Haptanghaiti of seven short “yasnas” and
next in importance to the Gathas further clarifies
the position held by woman in the Gathic society.
Advocating learning, practicing, and preaching, it
says: “The more a man or woman knows the truth,
the better. He or she should zealously practice
it and preach it to others so that they practice it
accordingly.” (H 1 =Y 35, st 6). It venerates the
“womenfolk, ... who belong to You, God, on account
of their righteousness. (H4 =Y 38, st 1). Indeed it
venerates the helpful law-abiding righteous, “born
in whatever land, both men and women, whose good
consciences are growing, have grown, or shall grow
... good men and women (who are) incremental,
eternal, ever-gaining, ever-growing, ... who live a
life of good mind.” (H 5 - Y 39, st 2-3).

Of his three g :
sons and three daughters, Zarathushtra selected his [§ w
youngest daughter Pouruchista to give his advice [

Zarathushtra prayed : “May good rulers,
not bad rulers, rules over us with actions of good
understanding and serenity (S 13 - 'Y 48, st 5),”
and his immediate successors rightly added : “May
a good ruler, man or woman, rule over us in both
the (mental and physical) existences.” (H 7 - Y 41,
st 2).

It was this ordinary love and respect shown by
Asho Zarathushtrato hismen and women that created
the tradition of commemorating outstanding men
and women on the Memorial Day, the Farvardegan
or Muktad, at the end of the year. The Farvardin
Yasht, a post-Gathic Avesta text, venerates the
names of 261 persons, sixteen of whom are married
women and eleven are maidens. This gives us a
much higher proportion of women in the front lines
of a religious order than in any other religion in its
early stage, or even today. Keeping in mind the
universality of the Zarathushtrian message in view,
the yasht then turns to human beings of every land
and states in separate paragraphs: “We venerate
the righteous men ... we venerate the righteous
women of Aryan countries, ... Turanian countries,
--- Sairimyan countries, ... Saini countries, ... Dahi
countries, ... and of all countries, ... the righteous
men and women, who (were) foremost in accepting
the divine doctrine and first to listen to the divine
teachings, who won for the cause of righteousness,
who have been successful in establishing homes,
districts, settlements, countries, who have been
successful in learning the thought-provoking
message, who have been successful in improving
their souls, and who have been successful in
obtaining all that is good.” (Yasht 13.143-151)
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Women Priesthood

Erpatistan is a book for the priestly class.
It has not reached us in full but fortunately has the
part dealing with woman officiants at rituals. It
belongs to a time when every person was engaged
in his or her livelihood profession, generally
agriculture. One could only leave the job if another
person was available to take over without a possible
loss in property. Man and woman both officiated,
whenever invited as priests in a ritual. If invited
to officiate at a ceremony, husband and wife had
to consider who was needed more to attend the
profession so that the other was spared to proceed
to the ritual scene. Women were at liberty to go
to officiate at a ritual without the prior permission
of their husbands. The officiant, more needed to
attend to his or her daily profession, could only
be absent for a total of six nights in traveling and
officiating at the ceremony. It may be noted that
those willing to become priests had to undergo a
three-year rigorous course of learning, memorizing,
comprehending, expounding the Gathas and the
Haptanghaiti, till then the only guiding “principles
of life” and the only prayers used in rituals. All
non-Gathic texts now used in rituals are later, some
very late, additions. The Avesta does not speak of
the Yasna or the Vendidad ceremonies performed
in present times in India. (see “Aerpatastan and
Nirangastan” by Sohrab J. Bulsara, Bombay, 1915,
and “Erbedestan, an Avestan-Pahlavi text” by
Helmut Humbach and Josef Elfenbein, Munich.,
1990)

The Vispered is a booklet devoted to the
seasonal festivals of Gahanbars. It shows that eight
officials, each responsible for a specific function,
took part in the ritual. In addition to the eight priests
surrounding the holy fire, there were representatives
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of all the religious and social units of the locality
to stand “prepared” to participate in the ritual, a
procedure now out of question in present-day rituals
performed by the priestly class while the laity lie
low and silent. The Zaotar (literally “invoker”), the
chief officiant, summons each of his or her seven
colleagues as well as the representatives of the
priestly, warrior and prospering professions, and the
representatives of the house, district, settlement, the
youth devoted to further the religion, the teaching
priest in the district, the roving preacher outside
the district, and the house mistress. It is then that
woman and man of extraordinary talents, given in
the stanzas quoted at the beginning of this essay are
summoned to participate. We may note thata woman
is called hush-hdm-sasta (literally well-instructed in
religious lore) and ratu-khshathra (rite-authority).
The latter title is used for Ahura Mazda as the
supreme authority (Vispered 11.1) and the Gathas
as the foremost authority of all scriptures used at
ratu, rightful rituals. (Y 54.2, 55.1, 71.11, Vispered
11.1, Afarin-e Gatha 2.3, Vendidad 19.38). It may
be pointed that due to a wrong rendering in Pahlavi,
some have translated the above ratu-khshathra as
“obedient to husband” without taking into view the
other instances quoted above, particularly the one
in which Ahura Mazda is ratu-khshathra!

As a participant, the Gathas are addressed as
prayers to God and as guidance to mankind. Yet, as
we have observed, the Gathic texts go a little further
to mention both men and women so that it is fully
understood that both the sexes enjoy equal rights in
every spiritual (Gathic mental) and physical phase
of human life. No priority or supremacy is given
to any of the two. The two are free to emulate each
other in union to win each other in righteous service.

Dr. Ali Akbar Jafarey, was born in Kerman, Iran. He re-
ceived his schooling up to the University level in Ka-
rachi. He has a doctorate in Persian Language and Lit-
erature, and has self-studied thirteen living and ancient
languages, and also studied linguistics, anthropology,
Indo-Iranian literature, history, geology and research
methods. In Saudi Arabia, he worked as a translator/an-
thropologist in the Arabian Research Division of Aram-
co. In 1991, Dr. Jafarey, with seven other co-founders,
established the Zarathushtrian Assembly in Los Angeles
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Dear Son,

A little while ago, when you were learning how to Jump rope, T.was

e watching your struggle. If you remember, at one point, I suggested that
) instead of jumping over the rope, try to get the rope to pass under yoﬁrx.\
feet. g

I clearly remember the puzzled look on your face, wondering what on
earth | meant.

As I explained later, when you jump over the rope, the rope is what is
constant, and that is the reference point that determines where things
£0. You see yourself in relation to the rope. Where the rope goes, so

must you. In other words, the rope is in command of the situation.
But when you get the rope to pass under your feet, then you are the
constant and the reference point. You start to see the rope in relation
to you and deal with it in that way. You are in command of what the rope must do. Where
you go, the rope must follow.
I knew it still did not make sense to you at the time, but now that you have mastered the art of
jumping rope, you can clearly feel the difference between the two, and just like you said yesterday,
it now makes sense.
In life, there are a lot of things that cannot be explained, but can be experienced, like finding your
balance while riding a bicycle, or getting to float while swimming.
This idea of getting the rope to pass under you is one of those things. But now that you have experi-
. enced it, you can clearly understand how to ground yourself and become the reference point around
' which you can command your life — at least the parts that can be commanded.
So when you face obstacles in life and are not sure quite how to overcome them, remember this.
Instead of jumping over the rope, get the rope to pass under your feet.
Much love
Shahriar
October 31, 2013

0
i

B
\\Wi was born in Iran was educated in England and Canada. He lives with his wife

Mahboobeh and son Soroush in Los Angeles, California. Shahriar has authored the book “Thus
Spoke the Real Zarathushtra”, produced the DVD “Domains of Belief”, and is the creator of www.

Zarathushtra.com web-site. More information on Shahriar and his works can be found on his web-
site.
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Please send your “Dear Nahid” questions that are within the confines of various aspects of the Zoroastrian reli-
gion/culture or conflict resolution to cninfo@czcjournal.org

?Asi: Nahid

Dear Nahid,

“To live as a true Zoroastrian is to
live an ethical life. There is no need
for prayers or rituals and no need to
think about a supreme being in every
aspect of life. So how do we tell oth-
ers that our religion is not like their
structured religion without sounding
too liberal or radical?”

Mitra

Dear Mitra,

Being such a minority in the
global religious community can
be frustrating when people ask
you what your belief system is;
especially with a religion that
does not have specific guidelines.
Instead of thinking of it as sound-
ing liberal, you might want to
consider that our religion is pro-
gressive. We move forward with
the events and circumstances oc-
curring throughout history and
adapt to a changing society. It is
our communal thoughts, actions,
and deeds which make us adapt-
able to forward-movement, not
liberalism.

While the structure is not as
commanding or rigid as other
main-stream religions, Zoroas-
trians practice a simple structure
that guides our faith. This struc-
ture is our three main principles
of: Good Thoughts, Good Words
and Good Deeds. These three te-
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nets are universal and not liberal
or radical in theory to explain to
someone. These principles are
what drive us to live life ethically
and are found in the structure of
our prayers and rituals.

In fact, I would disagree with
you saying that there is not a
strong need for our prayers and
rituals. Not that we are bound
to pray 5 times a day, avoid eat-
ing meat 4 days out of the month
or even to attend religious cer-
emonies , but that doing so is a
choice of our faith and allows us
greater knowledge and social un-
derstanding of right and wrong.
In other words, praying and at-
tending rituals give us the basis
of how to live ethically.

True that our faith revolves
around living an ethical life; but
how do we gauge what side of
that ethical line we are on if we
have no prayer or ritual? Social
interactions in our community
give us the structure we need in
order to clarify our ethical bound-
aries. Consider that when we say
our prayers, we repeat the three
main tenets quite often and re-
mind ourselves of the active
choices we make to be good peo-
ple. When we attend functions
and religious ceremonies we are
grounded in our community and
can gain or give strength to oth-
ers who are in need of guidance
or support or celebration.

&

]

Zoroastrianism is a progres-
sive culture with a belief system
based on community. If you stick
to explaining the pure and simple
principles of Zoroastrianism, you
will not sound radical in your ex-
planation of your faith.

Nahid Dashtaki completed her
master’s in both Dispute Resolution
and Public Policy from Pepperdine
University in 2010. She received two
Bachelor of Science degrees in In-
ternational Relations and Compara-
tive Literature from the University
of California, Irvine. She has exten-
sive international work experience
in the Middle East and Asia. Nahid
currently works as an Associate
Ombudsman with the Los Angeles
World Airports while also serving as
the Assistant Secretary for FEZANA.
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ANCIENT IRAN

ANS AND

GENDER EQUALITY

Or Mitra Dinyari Behmardian

Iranian-American

from:
Women Conference talks August 2013

Excerpts

As a Persian woman, I urge
every Iranian man and Woman
to study and learn about our rich
and glorious culture in which
Women were high achievers
and  successful ~members
society. Women of Ancient Persia
experienced Independence,
honor and total gender equality.
In ancient Iran, women enjoyed
a level of gender equality that
to this day is unparalleled and
unmatched. Female emperors
ruled over many dynasties of the
Persian Empire, one historical
figure  would be  Empress
AZARMINDOKHT who was the
twenty seventh Sassanid Monarch
of Persia, 632CE.

The significant role of women
in ancient Persia both horrified
and fascinated the ancient Greek
and Roman male dominated

societies. Persian women were
very honored and revered while
holding  important  positions
in courthouse, ministries,
military, and state and treasury
department. Recent work on
the role of women in ancient
Persia shows great participation
by women in all walks of life
beyond imagination. It indicates
autonomy and independence and
also the existence of an equal
social system which allowed
and accepted the authority and
independence of women.

The fortification tablets at the
ruins of Persepolis reveals that
men and women were represented
in identical professions and
they received equal pay as
skilled workers and that gender
was never a criteria. There is
strong evidence that principles
of Zoroastrianism lay the core

of foundation of the first declaration

of human rights set by Cyrus the

Great in the height of Persian
Empire era.

According to the Zoroastrian
philosophy, human being, man
and women are not beneath
the wise lord or gods servant.
We are here on this earth to
renew this existence, to progress
and promote happiness and to
advance and achieve greatness
through righteousness. Men and
Women are not in competition
and there is no difference in their
potential to learn, to teach, to
promote and progress.

There were many great women
of ancient Persia whose names
are hidden in our history. Maybe
now is the time to learn about
them, honor their contributions
and learn from their bravery,
knowledge and  convictions.
Great women like PURUCHISTA
(Zarathusthra’s daughter) who
was the first preacher of ancient
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times who spread Zarathusthra's
message.

Lady IRDABAMA was a highly
successful  historical business
woman who was a non-royal
landowner with a huge work
force. She had the power to use
her own seal and letterhead.
ATUSA who was the daughter
of Cyrus the Great, had her own
administration and a massive
personal army. SURA was a
powerful General during the
Partian Dynasty. PANTEA was
a Persian commander who kept
law and order in Babylone in
547BC. ARTEMISIA was the

history doesn't repeat itself. The
great contributions that were
made by Persian women during
the Akhamanid, Partian and
Sasanid dynasties as Queens,
Governors, Business moguls,
Admirals  and  commanders
clearly played a vital role in
advancement of ancient Persia.
And how disappointing it is for
the human race to witness the
universal lack of equality,

that the significance of gender
equality is forgotten to the point
that in many nations

even the women believe in male
domination over all important

Grand Admiral and leader of facets of life.

Persian navy
in 458BC who fought in the
battle of Salamis against Greeks.

There are so many other great
Persian women who played
important roles in making ancient
Iran the great empire that it was
through enjoying total equality
and being equal partners with the
great men of our history. However,
it is ironic that nations don t learn
from their histories and in reality
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4000 years has passed and
our glorious history has been
forgotten through oppression,
injustice and inequality that are
imposed on women all around the
world.

Its said that knowledge is
power. May be a better phrase
would be that gender equality
could empower societies to
acquire more knowledge. Until
then, our job is to educate our

&

youth one person at a time so
the future generation would
seek and insist on equality that
leads to freedom to advance and
ultimately radiant  happiness.
After all is this not the ultimate
goal in one’s life regardless of
their gender?

Dr. Mitra Dinyari has over twenty-
five years of experience in clinical and
management pharmacology in hospital
and retail settings. She received her
Bachelor of Science degree in biology
from Georgia State University and
here Ph. D. in pharmacy from Mercer
University. Born and raised in Iran, Dr.
Dinyari has been an active leader in the
Zoroastrian community throughout her
life. She is passionate about the ethics and
philosophy of the Zoroastrian religion
and teaches these values to the younger
generation through her involvement
with the Zoroastrian community in the
diaspora, and particularly through her
active membership at the California
Zoroastrian Center. Her guiding belief
is that one’s ultimate goal in life must
be to strive to promote knowledge and
happiness.
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Where were you born and raised?
I was born in Tehran, Iran, lived there until we moved
to Southern California after I finished the 5th grade.

Tell us about your youth and growing up experi-
ence?

I probably had a more eventful childhood than most,
though not too dissimilar to that of many of my gen-
eration who were born in Iran. I went through a revolu-
tion and a war before the age of 10 and then we left our
home, our family and our homeland behind for the U.S.
Any of these events by themselves can cause shock and
disruption in anyone’s life, much less a young girl. But
at the same time, it made me who I am. We human be-
ings are more resilient than we think, and I think adver-
sity definitely builds character.

What did you dream of becoming and doing when
you were a child?

There was never one thing that I always wanted to be.
At one point | wanted to be a teacher. When I was much
younger I thought I could be a great dancer (as many
little girls dream). But I always allowed myself to dis-
cover what I wanted to do and be. I wanted to discover
what my passion was, something that would drive me
to do what I do with heart. So, I never fit into one easily
explainable box. To this day, I often have a hard time ex-
plaining to my family in Iran what exactly it is that I do.

Did your Zoroastrian background and upbringing
have any influence on you as a person or your career
goal?

I believe that it did. I look at the Zoroastrian religion
as a philosophy for how to live a life, rather than a set of
strict rules and prescriptions — like many other religions.
This I think has made it easy for me to keep my faith. I
don’t consider myself a particularly a religious person.
In fact I have a problem with religious fanaticism across
all religions. But this philosophy allows me to use my
own mind, based on my wisdom to make the right de-
cisions. It leaves room for growth: we use the concept
of humat, hukht, havaresht (good thoughts, good words,
and good deeds) to make the best decision we can. It
doesn’t mean we always make the right decision, but the
best one we can make at that moment. And we’re always
trying to use these basic principles to make decisions
and embody all the great qualities that we attribute to
god — kindness, compassion, fairness, equality, etc. It’s a
forward-looking, progressive philosophy which I think
is appealing.

Who was the most influential
person in your life as a child?

By far the most influential pair
of people in my life was my par-
ents. They, along with my sister,
were the ones who were always
~ constant and always present

through all the ups and downs.
My Mom has taught me many things. I remember one
day she came to visit our school principal when my sis-
ter and I were in grade school in Iran. We had gone home
one day in tears because we were told in religious class
that we will go to hell because we not Muslim. My Mom
came to principal’s office and talked with them about
how all Iranians have their roots in Zoroastrianism and
how they had no right to tell children they will go to
hell. She then demanded that we attend Avesta classes
on the weekends instead of the religious classes offered
in school. From her I learned how to stand up for myself
and for what is right. And my Father has been a back-
bone for our family and a symbol of unconditional love,
support and sacrifice. He left a 20-year thriving medical
practice as a renowned physician in Iran so that my sis-
ter and I could have better opportunities and a better life.
This is a common theme for many immigrant families.
But their sacrifices and how they’ve chosen to live their
lives are truly why my sister and I are who we are today.

What is your educational background? Who do
you work for and what do you do?

I have two Bachelor degrees, one in Psychology &
Social Behavior, and one in Criminology, Law & Soci-
ety. Then I went on to get a Master’s in Social Ecology
and a Ph. D. in Criminology, Law & Society at the Uni-
versity of California, Irvine. I am currently the Crimi-
nal Justice Director at the NAACP (National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored People), the oldest
and largest civil rights organization in the United States.
My work entails advocating for reforms in the broken
American system of justice. The last several decades,
due to the “tough on crime” mentality, the United States
has become the world’s number one nation in incarcera-
tion. Today, the U.S. is 5% of the world’s population, but
25% of its prisoners. And most of the people in prison
and jail are people of color. It’s a system that discrimi-
nates against the poor and people of color at every stage.
And for all of that, we have not seen a major reduction
in crime and a major boost in public safety. Punishment
and jail have their place. Yet we spend billions of dollars
each year on a system that doesn’t even work. So,
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the work is about creating change because we can and
should do better.

Do you feel coming from a Zoroastrian back-
ground has had any impact on who you are today?

I believe that who I am today and what I do is a direct
result of my experiences — both in Iran and the U.S. —
and the principles I was taught by the Zoroastrian faith.
All of that has made me passionate about wanting to cre-
ate more equality in society, for standing up for those
who are marginalized or discriminated against. I believe
this is the only way the human race can evolve.

Who is your role model?

I have had many role models in my life. Three come
to mind most prominently. First is my Mom. She has
been the symbol of strength and love, and I will be lucky
if I can give a fraction of the love she has given to my
own family. [ also had a mentor and professor in college,
her name is Kitty Calavita. She taught me how to recog-
nize inequality, even in a system that looks equal on its
face — such as the criminal justice system in America —
and then how to work within the system to be a force for
change. And lastly, when I went to Iran for my disserta-
tion research, I had the opportunity to work with Shirin
Ebadi - lawyer, advocate and Nobel Peace Prize laureate
0f2003. She is the epitome of a strong woman, who was
able to create change and stand up for human rights and
women’s rights in a system that created deep limitations

for her simply because of her gender. She does this as
great sacrifice to herself and her wellbeing because she
doesn’t see another option — remaining silent and idle in
the face of oppression is not an option for her. And I too
believe we all have an obligation to stand up for justice,
rather than remain silent in the face of injustice.

I’'m lucky to have these women in my life.

Anything else you would like to add?

I would just say to our young women, and the young-
er generation as whole, to spend some time getting to
know themselves and finding their passions. And then
incorporating that passion in their lives in some way —
be it through work, through volunteerism, donations,
etc. This is what gives our life meanings, because after
we are gone it’s only the legacy that remains. It’s often
much easier to focus on your own life, on your own job,
on your own personal finances, and happiness. And all
of that is definitely important. But to me, that is a very
lonely existence unless it also includes touching other
people’s lives, making a difference, and leaving this
world just a bit better through your own life. Because
it then end, it doesn’t matter that we lived, but how we
lived can truly matter.
hehrenama would like to congratulate Ms.
ravi on her amazing success. We applaud her passion and
wish her strength in her endeavor. She is a Zoroastrian
role model and we are thankful for her time and permis-
sion to feature her accomplishments.

—

Manouchehr Farhangh
Fuoundition

&

a better world - and so to continue his vision.

The Foundation’s objectives are to support projects that:

help fight superstition and prejudice.

a difference however small it may be.

In 1980 my father was forced to leave Iran because of the prejudice actions
of the Islamic regime. Later that year he started a small and modest school
in south of Spain. Eventually the school relocated to Madrid and became
one of the best international schools in the world. The motto of the school
was: Learning together for a better world. ~After the death of my father in
2008, my mother, brother and I started a foundation under his name to fund
projects that would, through promotion of education and culture, make this

[Improve education of the youth especially in underprivileged areas and
Help with cultural activities that promote open-mindedness and

The Foundation’s funds are limited and so is her contribution but we hope
that through consistency and selection of worthwhile projects it can make [ == =

Some of the projects that the Foundation has undertaken include building
a Training Center in Maputo, Mozambique for 900 students, and equip-
ping two schools in Tajikistan and Afghanistan with computers and books.
The Foundation also gives out an annual prize in Tajikistan for the best %

research work on the ancient culture of the Persian Empire.

There is more detail about the Foundation at: www.Farhangi
foundation.com.  We welcome receiving suggestions about
projects that the Foundation can help out, which are in line with
its objectives. If you have a suggestion please let us know
through its website.

Ramin Farhangi
October 2013
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“Happy Yalda (Cheleh)”

Sourced from various site listed below:
http://www.iranchamber.com/culture/articles/festival of yal-
da.php
http://altreligion.about.com/od/holidaysfestivalsevents/p/
Yalda.htm
http://voices.yahoo.com/celebrating-yalda-persian-winter-
solstice-2199401.html
http://www.payvand.com/news/08/dec/1219.html

Winter solstice that usually falls on December 21 has been
celebrated by human communities throughout the world for
millennia. As many of the oldest civilizations have evolved
between the Indus and Ganji rivers to the east and Tigris and
Euphrates rivers to the west, where current Iran falls in the
center, the celebration has been called Yalda ( aka Day-

gan) since antiquity. The word means (re-)birth of the sun.
There are other derivations of the same Syriac (Aramaic)
word adopted in the Indo-European Persian language, such
as Tavallod and Milad that are synonymous. Yalda puts
behind the longest night of the year, when daylight begins to
become longer (the triumph of light over darkness). It is also
called”Shabe Cheleh”, meaning the first night of a forty day
period before another revered Persian celebration, Jashne
Sadeh. The latter is one hundred days before the grandest
Persian commemorations, Norouz, or the Persian New Year.
Yalda was adopted from the Babylonians and incorporated
into Zoroastrianism by Persians.

The Persians adopted their annual renewal festival from the

Babylonians and incorporated it into the rituals of their own
Zoroastrian religion. The last day of the Persian month Azar
is the longest night of the year, when the forces of Ahriman

are assumed to be at the peak of their strength. While the

next day, the first day of the month “Day” known as ‘“khoram

rooz” or “khore rooz” (the day of sun) belongs to Ahura
Mazda, the Lord of Wisdom. Since the days are getting
longer and the nights shorter, this day marks the victory of
Sun over the darkness. The occasion was celebrated in the
festival of “Daygan” dedicated to Ahura Mazda, on the first
day of the month “Day”. This celebration of Winter Solstice
on December 21st is forty days before the next major Zoro-
astrian festival “Jashn-e Sadeh”

One practice during Yalda is for masters and servants to

after the Islamic conquest of Iran but many Zoroastrians still
observe Yalda in some way today. With the darkest night of
the year passing away, the morning sun is greeted upon with
thanks to Ahura Mazda and Mithra, and a forthcoming year
of increasing light.

Feasts are commonly consumed by family and friends. A
mixture of nuts and seeds and fresh winter fruits are com-
monly passed around as a snack and is said to bring prosper-
ity. Pomegranates and watermelon are particularly associated
with Yalda celebrations. The presence of dried and fresh
fruits is reminiscence of the ancient feasts to celebrate and
pray to the deities to ensure the protection of the winter
crops. The poetry of Hafiz is usually read while the family
sits around the table.

The Iranian Jews, who are amongst the oldest inhabitants of
the country, in addition to “Shab-e Cheleh”, also celebrate
the festival of “Illanout” (tree festival) at around the same
time. Their celebration of Illanout is very similar to Shab-e
Cheleh celebration. Candles are lit; all varieties of dried and
fresh winter fruits will have to be present. Special meals are
prepared and prayers are performed.

There are also very similar festivals in many parts of South-
ern Russia that are identical to “Shab-e Cheleh” festival with
local variations. Sweet breads are baked in shape of humans
and animals. Bon fires are made; dances are performed that
resemble crop harvesting. Comparison and detailed studies
of all these celebrations no doubt will shed more light on the

forgotten aspects of this wonderful and ancient festival,

where merriment was the main theme of the festival.

exchange roles as symbols of disorder, so that once the short- ¥ -

est day of the year is over, order is returned to normal. Kings

and common people would also exchange roles, this practice §

ended with the Sassanian Empire.

The most important divinity honored during Yalda is Mithra. &%

In the Avestan language, the name Mithra means “contract”

and Mithra is one of Ahura Mazda’s yazatas, a special group P

of angels created to defeat the forces of evil on earth. Prayers

and libations are offered to Mithra as this yazata is also rep-
resented by light.
Much of Yalda’s original religious meaning became lost
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[ am wrong a lot

Roya Behmardian

One of my first driving experi-
ences was a traumatizing one. [ was
driving up a hill to my house, with
my mom in the passenger seat, and
a cute little old lady was in the car
behind me. You always want to think
that cute old ladies are nice- but the
association changed for me that day.
I was clearly going the speed limit,
yet she started tailgaiting me. When
I didn’t accelerate because doing so
would obviously lead to me going
past the speed limit, she flipped me
off. But that wasn’t the ends of it.
She then changed to the lane next to
me, opened her window, and started
using some not so nice language.
“Woah, I thought. This woman is
mean.” And then I cried.

More recently, I was walking
around school and overheard a man
passionately voicing his opinion on
atheism. I didn’t agree with what he
was saying, and honestly I thought
he was a kind of crazy. So I marked
off his opinion as wrong, and walked
away.

What’s with the random stories
? Well I'll tell you, dear friend the
reader. I recently read this book
called “Being Wrong” by Kathryn
Sculz, and it changed a lot of my
beliefs. There’s this thing called
the rule of “Crazy, mean, stupid, or
Bias,” and it means that we humans
have a tendency to think that when-
ever someone doesn’t agree with
us, they’re either crazy, mean, stu-
pid, or bias. I felt that that old lady
was mean for flipping me off and
she probably thought I was stupid
for going so slow. That anti-atheism
guy probably thought I was biased
for not nodding my head in ap-
proval as I walked by—because of
where I live or my background, and
I thought he was crazy for saying the
things he did.

20
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We’re so confident to assume that
the way we see the world is right,
that the people around us just don’t
understand—and if they do under-
stand but still don’t agree with us,
well then there’s something wrong
with them. When I first read about
this in Schulz’ book, I thought, “well
yeah, people do that all the time.” It
was hard for me to say what is inevi-
tably true: and that is, “well yeah, I
do that all the time.” I have made so
many mistakes in my life, and I’ve
learned to accept the mistakes I’ve
made because I can learn from them.
I mean, that’s what you’re supposed
to do with your mistakes, right? But
here’s the perspective I failed to ac-
knowledge.

If I have been so wrong so many
times—whether it was in regards to
an argument with someone | care
about or how good or bad I feel
about someone, what makes me
think that I’m not wrong right now?
What makes me think that the way
I feel about someone at the current
moment isn’t just a result of my past
experiences or biases or just even
my current mood. What Schulz’ em-
phasizes is that it’s easy to admit we
were wrong because by saying that
we were wrong in the past, it’s im-
plying that we’re right, right now.
And yet, very rarely do we ever say,
“l am wrong.”

What if I really was going super
slow, and that lady had to be some-
where very important, or was hav-
ing a really bad day and later felt
bad about tail gaiting me. Would I
still think she was the meanest old
lady ever? One of the greatest things
about being human is that we have so
many dimensions-there is so much
that goes into creating who we are.
Yet, when we judge others, we often
judge them based off a single, vis-
ible quality that we happen to catch
at that particular moment. And more
often than not, we’re wrong.
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So what happens after realizing
that we’re probably wrong about
a lot of things? Well, we can catch
ourselves prematurely judging oth-
ers, and we can stop ourselves from
causing arguments and fights and
wars by shifting away from trying
to get someone to agree with us, to
moving towards understanding their
point of view, and ultimately: com-
promising. In that way, we’re better
able to recognize the biases in our
thoughts, our words, and our actions
(Zoroastrian Mantra).

What seems to be the underlying
message of “Being wrong” is that
wrongness, and our understanding
our wrongness, is a good thing. It
makes us more empathetic, it helps
us forgive, and it can even make us
happier by reminding us that “right-
ness” is overrated, and all life is is
a collection of perceptions—percep-
tions that make the world more rich,
more diverse, and more exciting.

Roya Behmardian was born and
raised in Southern California. She
has attended CZC's Persian and re-
ligious classes all through her child-
hood. She is currently attending
UCLA and majoring in Psychology.
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