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Editor’s note ¢

Around 4000 years ago a Brilliant and visionary man found God through his

wisdom and good mind. He called the creator “Ahura Mazda “Translated as
“Lord Wisdom”.

He was not a chosen man with extraordinary powers; he was opposed to the
polytheistic practices of his time and through his findings the first founder of
monotheistic philosophy. The essence of his teachings “The Gathas” is based on
righteousness, gender equality and freedom of choice.

Zarathushtra advocates wisdom, knowledge and righteousness. Mankind is
very much valued for its potential to become advanced in this creation and
that’s possible with acquired knowledge thru good /right choices and wisdom
which is very much attainable by anyone.

In this issue we are fortunate to have Mr. Meheryar, and his distinguished
guests, as our guest editor. The article on transformation of the Zoroastrian
religion since its inception to modern day is quite on point. Over the millennia
many different religions have come along, as well as some different interpretation
of Zoroastrian ideas depending on the political environment of its time.
However, Zoroastrian main concepts have always survived no matter how
much time has passed. The simple ancient, yet modern ideology in the Gathas
cannot be disputed.

Gathas message is simple yet profound and requires an intelligent mind to be
fully understood.
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Transformation Of The Zoroastrian Religion:
From Monotheism To Henotheism

Meheryar N. Rivetna

ChehreNama'’s guest editor and their invited writers will produce two or more articles focused on a topic of importance in the context of the 21st century and
present the Zoroastrian perspective on it.

In this issue we are pleased to introduce Mr. Meheryar Rivetna as our guest editor with his theme “Evolution of the Zoroastrian Religion from Zarathustra’s
Inception to Modern Times”

The Zoroastrian religion, established sometime during the Bronze Age (3300 BCE-2100 BCE), is the oldest religion continuously practiced to date. However, it
has dramatically evolved over millennia from Zarathustra’s founding principles.

Three knowledgeable contributors: Kersi Shroff, Sharmeen Mehri, and Adil Minocherhomjee offer well-researched understandings of transformation in the
Zoroastrian faith.

Contemporary ideas of eschatology among many Zoroastrians have seen a rapid deviation from those proposed by Zarathustra. Kersi Shroff, in his article “When
Did the “Handsome Maiden” (Kaniko) Enter the Zoroastrian Vision of Judgment Day?”, points out that Zoroastrian eschatology shifted from an early focus on
individual moral choice and personal afterlife in the Gathas to a fully altered cosmic drama in later Sasanian and Pahlavi texts.

Ervad Adil Minocherhomijee brilliantly expresses the importance of and hindrances to the preservation of institutions in his article “The Price of Preservation:
How Zoroastrianism Transformed from First Principles into Institutions”. Preservation requires institutions, Adil rightly points out; adding, for institutions to
survive, they must house truths. “Truths without institutions cannot survive. Institutions without truth become houses of cards”.

Sharmeen Mehri, in her essay “Futures for Prayers and Digital Translation”, directs the faithful to evolution of the Zoroastrian faith into the digital age. She raises
an interesting outlook on recognizing that our “Zarathushti footprint” transcends from ancient manuscripts into the digital age; an important point to sustain the
practice and meaning of the faith in future generations.

Meheryar Rivetna in his article “Transformation Of The Zoroastrian Religion: From Monotheism To Henotheism” takes the reader on a historical journey how
the pre-Zarathustra beliefs and practices seeped back into the religion. He discusses how some later priests, after rejecting Zarathustra’s teachings, self-converted
to the faith transforming Zarathustra’s fundamental teachings from monotheism to henotheism.
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At the cusp of the Stone Age and the Bronze Age, some tribes
living on the Caucasian Steppes moved south settling on the
Iranian plateau forging a strong polytheistic tradition steeped
in rituals. Anthropologists call them Indo-Iranians, because
the language they spoke was a precursor to the later Indian and
Iranian languages.

Around the 3rd millennium BCE, the Indo-Iranians drifted
apart with one group moving to the Indus Valley that came to be
the Vedic group, while the other established their home on the
Iranian plateau. The Indo-Iranians believed the world was created
and sustained by supernatural beings. They devoted their time,
assets, energy in appeasing these gods on whom depended their
lives. Every phenomenon, abstract and material, had a yazata and
a yasht composed to the yazata. (1).

While the precise date is unknown, around the early 3rd
millennium BCE some Indo-Iranians moved to western Iran
settling along the Zagros Mountains. They occupied the area
known as Media continuing their multi-deity, heavy ritualistic
religious practices carried from the Iranian plateau.

Ancient texts and extensive research suggest that Zarathustra
was born in eastern Iran. He was born in a polytheistic society
loaded with superstition and sacrificial practices. He rejected
the teachings of the “sages” of his day and committed himself to
learn what constitutes true religion by his own observation and
experience.

Revelation comes to Zarathustra at the age of 30. He conceives
there is a Supreme Force in nature, a creative energy, with
immutable laws born of immense wisdom for humankind’s
benefit. He calls this force Ahura Mazda. Zarathustra sees Ahura
Mazda in his mind’s eye (Ys 31.8). He also realizes that there is
polarity in nature and this one creative force (Spenta Mainyu) has
a counter destructive force (Angra Mainyu.) This is his revelation.
Zarathustra proclaimed Ahura Mazda to be the one and only
eternal, uncreated Creator of everything that is good. Zarathustra
rejected all the yazatas worshipped by the people. His new doctrine
evoked six attributes to Ahura Mazda. Ahura Mazda is ineffable
and appears to man only in these attributes—which later came to
be termed as the Amesha Spentas. The Gathas indicate that the six
attributes can help only if their qualities are embodied by human
beings. (While the Gathas are replete with the attributes, the term
Amesha Spentas is absent in these verses.)

Zarathustra preached a monotheistic religion. His teachings in the
Gathas are centered on the worship of one God-Creator-Sustainer
who is transcendent and eternal. (2). His revelation embodied one
Supreme Power that highlighted Nature’s message of reward and
punishment consistent with one’s thought, word and deed to move
the world to a perfect state. Monotheism is ingrained in the Gathas
in the most unambiguous terms. (2).

The group that moved west, separating from the Indo-Iranians
of the Iranian plateau, became a majority in the Median territory
and were called Medes. Not much is known of their early history
except that their religion was pre-Zoroastrian dominated by the
sacerdotal class, the Magi, one of six tribes in their social structure.
All religious beliefs and practices were under the total control of
the Magi. Zarathustra had little sympathy for formalism, excessive
rituals and hereditary priestly classes, practices prevalent among
the Magi. (2).

The Magi rebuffed attempts by Zoroastrian missionaries to bring
Zarathustra’s religion to them, accusing Zarathustra of blasphemy.
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The Medes, initially vassals of Assyria, overthrew the Assyrians
forming the Median Empire and, in turn, creating vassal territories
across Persia.

Astyages, the last Median king, had his daughter Mandane
married to the Iranian Cambyses I. They had a son Cyrus II, later to
be known as Cyrus the Great, who became Media’s vassal chieftain
of Anshan. Astyages was proving to be a tyrant with a rebellion
brewing against his reign. Cyrus II invaded Media establishing the
Achaemenid Empire. With Media now part of the Achaemenid
Empire, the Magi became part of the Persian Empire.

Cyrus the Great’s tolerance of all religions is well established. The
Magi continued their pagan, pre-Zarathustra, religious practices
in the Achaemenid Empire. The Magi were “conservative” and
not inclined to adopt the Zoroastrian religion as practiced by the
Iranian priests—the athravans.

There was no love lost between the early Achaemenids and
the Magi given the oppressive Magian religious practices. The
antipathy between Darius I (the Great) and the Magi is known
from the Behistun inscriptions.

Xerxes I followed Darius to the Achaemenid throne. He was not
well-versed in the Zoroastrian doctrines as Darius. (3). The Magi
took advantage of that influencing the king on religious matters.
The Magi gained more religious authority under Artaxerxes I, son
of Xerxes.

The Magi, being eclectic, were “professional priests” with no
allegiance to any one particular God, offering their services to the
worship of any Iranian God the denizens desired. (3). It was during
the reign of Artaxerxes I and then Darius II that laxity to strict
monotheism resulted in the beliefs becoming more polytheistic.
Mithra and Anahita were becoming deities to venerate in
addition to Ahura Mazda. A temple dedicated to Anahita, a deity
Zarathustra had rejected, was built by Artaxerxes II.

With the monarchs now leaning more and more towards Magian
beliefs, the athravans (Persian priests) gravitated to what the kings
advocated. Not doing so would cause their own extinction.

The seeds of a polytheistic Avestan canon resembling the Younger
Avesta were sown, perverting Zarathustra’s teachings.

[Young Avestan evolved as a linguistic phase of Old Avestan
(Gathic) between 900 and 400 BCE. It originated in Eastern Iran,
simplifying and standardizing the complex dialect (grammar and
phonology) of Old Avestan. Young Avestan, like its precursor,
was orally transmitted until the 5th or 6th century CE when the
Avestan alphabet was created during the Sasanian era and the
language committed to writing. The Younger Avesta, compiled by
the Magi with additions made by later Zoroastrian priests, became
part of the Zoroastrian Avesta corpus. It re-introduced the pagan
myths and deities, liturgical practices, religious codes, all of which
Zarathustra had denounced.]

Polytheism instituted by the Magi became ingrained with the
reign of Artaxerxes I. The Magi had ingratiated themselves to
the royal house without abrogating the cults they embraced. (3).
They became political. They tended not just to spiritual matters,
but also got involved in the nation’s politics, cozying themselves
up to the monarchs. The stimulus for the adoption by the royal
house of a polytheism masquerading as Avestic was provided
by the consistently eclectic attitude of the Magi. The exclusive
monotheism Zarathustra had preached gradually eroded. (3).

While Zarathustra’s teachings were on the decline, his fame and
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prestige as the founder of a great religion was not waning. The
athravans took advantage of this attributing the new polytheistic
Avesta canon to Zarathustra thus maintaining their bona fides
as Zoroastrian priests. The Magi, now a prominent presence in
Eastern Iran, introduced their own purification rites. Given the
religious climate of the land, the athravans thought it politically
expedient to add these novel beliefs to the existing teachings of
Zarathustra. A narrow denominational religion turned into a pan-
Iranian one. (3).

The repertory of the new pan-Iranian religion had all the frills
of Magian beliefs. Why did the Magi, then, not demand their
recognition in the composition of the new scripture? If they had
challenged the new scripture not being Zarathustra’s, but their own
ideology they would have no standing as priests. The only sensible
recourse was satisfaction in the establishment of their beliefs in the
revised Zoroastrian canon and accept Zarathustra as their prophet
which they did in the 4th century BCE. (2, 3).

Surreptitiously, the Magi became Zoroastrians. They self-
converted to the Zoroastrian faith. To forestall any objections to the
polytheism the Magi were pushing, the authors of the new canon
that was imparted contradicted Zarathustra’s doctrines by blandly
introducing a catechism between Ahura Mazda and Zarathustra.
The Magi grabbed sacerdotal power from the athravans.

When the Sasanians came to power, the Magi were well established
as the “true” followers of Zarathustra and the Sasanian writers
(many of them of Magi lineage) declared Media as Zarathustra’s
homeland and also assigned Avestan geographical locations to
Media. The reason for this misinformation was that the Magi
wanted to claim they were the true heirs and custodians of the
Zoroastrian religion. (3). POWER!

Under the Sasanians, the Magi re-gained their lost power and
authority they enjoyed as Media’s priests. They are responsible for
the authorship of the Vendidad, not Zarathustra. (2). Phrasing the
beliefs and rules in the Vendidad and the Younger Avesta as a
catechism between Ahura Mazda and Zarathustra gave the false
impression that the rites were very Zarathustrian!

In the ancient Aryan world Zoroaster alone seems to have taught
pure monotheism which, owing to the later additions, came to be
regarded as a kind of polytheism. Ahura Mazda is praised in the
Zoroastrian Gathas in a monotheistic strain, but gradually brought
down in the Younger Avesta from his high dignity to an equality
with inferior gods. We meet with one or two parallels of this in the
later Avesta also. ‘Mithra’ is associated with Ahura Mazda as his
equal in the later Avesta. In two or three later Yashts Ahura Mazda
is represented as revering the inferior yazatas. (4).

The lofty tone of the Gathic compositions (hymns) gradually
declines in the Younger Avesta and the greater part of the Yasna,
Yashts, and Vendidad becomes heavy and monotonous. (5). Rather
than dealing with the righteousness of Asha Vahishta and the
perfection of Haurvatat, the later texts expatiate upon the healing
powers by means of the recital of the various formulas of magical
efficacy and the spells to drive away the demons of disease and
death. The Yazatas, both of pure Iranian extraction and those of
Indo-Iranian origin, have risen to such great popularity (in the
Younger Avesta) that they are honored more than the Amesha
Spentas. In the Gathas, Zarathustra addresses several questions to
Ahura Mazda, but the replies were left to be inferred from the
context. In the Younger Avesta, Zarathustra is depicted as putting
questions, and Ahura Mazda answering them categorically. (5).

www.czcjournal.org

The Younger Avesta contains many of the pre-Zoroastrian
concepts, gods and practices. This means that some of the pagan
gods and rituals were reintroduced into the Zoroastrian religion
and were placed in the Younger Avesta as the word of the prophet.
(6).

The Magi...diluted and polluted the nobility and theological
beauty of Zarathustra’s religion. (7).

History shows that Zarathustra’s monotheistic teachings are
compromised over millennia and the religion has morphed into
henotheism. [Henotheism is defined as the belief in one Supreme
Deity in principle, but acknowledging and worshipping many
other deities in practice.]

Zarathustra’s powerful religion and teachings are inter-mingled
with the beliefs of later priests wanting to leave their stamp on the
religion in Zarathustra’s name—re-introducing pagan Indo-Iranian
beliefs and practices. It behooves all Zoroastrians to revert to the
phenomenal Gathic teachings Zarathustra left for humankind.
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The Price of Preservation.

How Zoroastrianism Transformed from

First Principles into Institutions

Adil Minocherhomjee

By the middle of the sixth century B.C.E., the world had become
too large for any single language, custom, or god to organize. The
ruler who would become known as Cyrus the Great inherited not
merely territories but a problem: how do you govern people whose
deepest truths are not your own?

The question matters because Cyrus remains one of the few ancient
rulers positively remembered by civilizations that disagreed about
almost everything else. Babylonians celebrated him as a restorer
of cosmic order. The Hebrew Bible remembers him as a liberator
and instrument of God. Greek writers, despite their anxieties about
Persian imperial power, often portrayed him as an exemplary founder.
Later Iranian memory transformed him into an ideal king.

There are, in other words, four Cyruses.

The Babylonian Cyrus restored cosmic order under Marduk.
The Judean Cyrus enabled return and renewal. The Greek Cyrus
embodied both the virtues and dangers of kingship. The Iranian
Cyrus became an exemplar of righteous rule.

The historical Cyrus remains elusive, filtered through imperial
inscriptions and later memories rather than his own philosophical
writings. The surviving evidence tells us less about what Cyrus
believed than about what later civilizations needed him to represent.
Yet the remembered Cyrus, refracted through four distinct traditions,
reveals something important: different peoples experienced him as a
ruler who took their truths seriously.

The oldest Zoroastrian texts offer a framework for understanding
why this mattered. The Gathas, the hymns attributed to Zarathustra,
do not begin with identity, ritual, or obedience. They begin with a
question: what is true?
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They call alignment with reality Asha.

Asha is often translated as truth, order, or righteousness, but each
translation captures only part of its meaning. More fundamentally, it
describes reality perceived clearly enough that thought, speech, and
action remain accountable to what is real.

In the Gathic sequence, recognition precedes preservation. Human
beings must first discern reality, then determine which forms of
authority deserve allegiance, and only afterward decide how they
ought to act. Truth comes before power, and power comes before
morality.

Whether Cyrus consciously followed this sequence is impossible
to know. The surviving evidence cannot tell us what he privately
believed. What matters is that later generations recognized something
familiar in his style of rule. He appears to have governed as though
legitimacy depended not on imposing a single vision of truth but
on understanding how different communities organized themselves
around their own.

You rule with Asha. You rule through Mazda.

Truth remains the standard by which authority judges itself, while
wisdom becomes the capacity to preserve many truths within a
shared political order.

This distinction helps explain the four Cyruses.

The Babylonian Cyrus spoke through Marduk because Babylonian
legitimacy required Babylonian language. The Cyrus Cylinder
invokes the chief god of Babylon, not Ahura Mazda. The Judean
Cyrus permitted exiles to return because imperial stability depended
on protecting local forms of belonging. The Greek Cyrus became a
model of kingship precisely because Greek writers such as Herodotus
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and Xenophon distinguished admiration for his political judgment
from their suspicion of empire itself. The Iranian Cyrus became a
civilizational founder because later generations saw in him an image
of righteous authority.

None of this suggests that Cyrus was morally flawless. The Greeks
themselves record his ambition and the dangers inherent in imperial
power. Empires are not built by saints.

What distinguishes Cyrus is not virtue but a particular kind
of political wisdom: the recognition that truth does not scale
automatically. His enduring reputation may rest less on what he
believed than on how he governed: by translating between different
moral worlds rather than attempting to erase them.

It is difficult enough to be truthful with ourselves. It becomes harder
to remain truthful with another person, harder still in families and
communities, and nearly impossible across empires. The larger the
political community, the more legitimacy depends upon translation
rather than uniformity.

This is where the Gathic distinction between Asha and Mazdayasna
becomes politically significant.

Small communities can rely on recognition because speech
remains close to consequence and reality pushes back quickly against
self-deception. Large societies require preservation, and preservation
requires institutions.
leads
standardization. Standardization produces authority.

Recognition to preservation. Preservation leads to

The history of Iranian religion can be read as the unfolding of this
sequence.

What began in the Gathas as a question about truth became, under
Darius, a question about administration. At Behistun, rebellion
became drauga, the Lie, while imperial authority restored arta, truth
and order, through Ahura Mazda.

The shift from Asha to Mazdayasna was not a fall from purity into
corruption. It was an adaptation to scale.

Over time, the religion accordingly evolved. The early Gathic
emphasis on discernment and alignment with Asha gradually
expanded into a richer religious world populated by the Amesha
Spentas, ritual specialists, purity practices, and increasingly defined
communal boundaries. Under the Achaemenids, ideas associated with
Zarathustra became intertwined with imperial governance. Under
the Parthians, regional variation flourished. Under the Sasanians,
priests collected texts, standardized rituals, and clarified doctrine.
After the Islamic conquest, political authority disappeared, and
preservation shifted from empires to families and local communities.
Each transformation responded to changing historical circumstances
while preserving earlier insights in new forms.

The Parthians relied more heavily on local memory and regional
diversity. The Sasanians collected texts, standardized rituals, and
strengthened ties between priesthood and kingship. Each stage
preserved earlier insights while simultaneously transforming them.

Every act of preservation became an act of reinterpretation.

The Gathas survive because institutions preserved them. Priests
memorized, copied, organized, and defended texts they believed
deserved to outlive them. The bureaucrats may have been the real

lovers of the text.
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This fact complicates a story modern readers often prefer: pure
insight, corrupted by institutions, rediscovered in freedom.

History rarely cooperates with narratives so flattering.

Truth without institutions vanishes.

Institutions without truth become houses of cards.

If forced to choose between these dangers, the second is more
threatening. Small communities can survive without large institutions.
Large institutions cannot survive indefinitely without truth.

Small is beautiful because truth is easier to recognize at human
scale.

Big is grand because civilization requires preservation beyond the
limits of individual memory.

The challenge is not to choose between intimacy and scale, but to
build institutions capable of remembering why they exist.

This may be the deepest reason Cyrus still matters. His legacy
suggests that civilizations flourish when they begin with first
principles rather than inherited identities. The challenge is not
merely to preserve conclusions but to preserve the habit of asking the
questions from which those conclusions emerged.

What is true?

Which forms of authority deserve allegiance?

How can many truths coexist within a shared political order?

We live in an age when governments, universities, media
organizations, and artificial intelligence systems face these same
questions. They can no longer assume legitimacy. They must explain
why they deserve it.

Contemporary debates among Zoroastrians about intermarriage,
conversion, ritual observance, and communal boundaries are not
departures from the tradition's history, but continuations of its oldest
question: how can truth be preserved without allowing preservation
itself to become the ultimate value?

Perhaps that is why Cyrus endures. Not because he possessed
the truth, but because he understood that legitimacy begins with
listening before ruling.

The four Cyruses reveal less about the historical man than about
a recurring human aspiration: the hope that power can remain
accountable to truths larger than itself.

Civilizations fail when their answers outlive the questions that
justified them.

Ervad Adil Minocherhomjee
is a Zoroastrian priest/
mobed dedicated to sharing
the timeless wisdom of
the Gathas in ways that
resonate with contemporary
life. Through his teachings,
writing, talks, and community
conversations, he encourages
people to explore Zoroastrian
philosophy in practical,
meaningful ways and foster
deeper connections within

communities worldwide.
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Futures for Prayers and Digital Translation

by: Sharmeen Mehri

[Author’s Note: During my early years as a student at Mama
Parsi Girls’ Secondary High School in Karachi, Pakistan, we had a
class period called “Religion.” The Zarathusti girls from our grade
would come together in a separate classroom where a Zarathusti
teacher would facilitate and guide us to recite and memorize
prayers from the Khordeh Avesta, from the shorter ones such as
Ashem Vohu to our Kusti prayers. A good recitation was most
crucial, especially without the aid of written words. Those early
years I never considered the history of the language I was trained
to memorize. We did not translate them, nor did we learn about
their linguistic history. It took quite a while for me to realize I read
these prayers with the support of transliteration and in Roman
script, or like some of my classmates, in Gujarati script (abugida).]

Many Zoroastrians (Parsis, in particular) when sitting for long
Jashans or religious ceremonies at an agiary (fire temple), are prone
to look through the diverse editions and versions of prayer books
provided for worshippers. Many cannot read the Gujarati nor the
Persian ones and feel most comfortable with the Roman script. A
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reliable source is the fourth edition of Zoroastrian Prayer Book
with Prayers in Roman Script and Translation in English by T. R.
Sethna. ( ). Prayers in Roman script are printed on the verso and
English translations are printed on the recto of each page. It should
be noted that many do not know about the scholarship on the
“accuracy” of these translations and the multiple sources Sethna
utilized to compile the translations. What is apparent is that this
translated version most certainly creates less distance for many in
making meaning of the words and sounds recited daily.

Renditions such as Sethna’s tend to act as reminders to think
through the history of transmission, reading, reception of prayers,
especially to ask: how does a Zarathushti’s interaction with the
scriptures in its variations of languages, dialects, printed or audio-
based materials, influence Zoroastrian metanarratives and changes
in the meaning-making-of the faith over centuries? Kayla Dang
quite poignantly states that “the modern study of Zoroastrianism
has typically meant the study of its texts,” which is why the history
of these prayers oral transmission, scribes, authors, priests,
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translators, printers, and patrons is pertinent. (2). Especially if
contemporary followers of the faith understand the history of
reading and reception of Zoroastrian textual and oral traditions,
one would gain insight into how individuals see themselves as
Zarathushtis and their relationship to the past.

As most readers would certainly know, the Zoroastrian and
Iranian Studies scholarship has thoroughly articulated the faith
and history of the religion for contemporary Zarathushtis.
Specifically, in Arash Zeini’s blog post, “On translation and
exegesis” (in addition to Zeinis tremendous research and
publications) articulates precisely the complexities of translation of
our prayers and its social and linguistic history. (3). These studies
in translation have, especially in the last decade, moved towards
a translation of a digital Zarathushti world. The transmission and
understanding of fundamental prayers and rituals do not only
live in our priests, memories, manuscripts, various editions and
versions of the Khordeh Avesta, nor on dated born-digital content
such as CDs, audiocassettes, or mp3 audio files of recitations. They
exist as interactive digital projects that bring new audiences to the
history of the Zarathusti faith and guide younger generations of
Zarathustis in learning how to recite and understand prayers.

For example, the Multimedia Yasna Project (2016-2022), is one
such initiative that one can reference especially when reflecting
upon our prayers current application in the digital world. (4).
The interactive accessibility of the Yasna ritual, one of the oldest
orally transmitted prayers, is available to anyone with an internet
connection. In addition, the MUYA project not only represents the
orality and recitation of the ritual performed, but also the objects
the priests interact with, the space in which the ritual takes place,
and manuscripts of these prayers which have been meticulously
digitized alongside their English translations. This intersection of
religious studies, cultural heritage, and digital humanities brings
with it interesting questions about what practitioners of the
faith can do with this tremendous resource: due to the growth
in new digital humanities technologies, what will Zoroastrian
communities look like in the decades to come and how will our
understanding of prayers and how we practice our faith change
virtually? How will our textual history and records be accessed
and utilized in digital environments? The MUYA project sets an
example of the collaborative nature which makes such accessible
information possible, especially with the use of virtual reality and
digital textual tools, to provide the transliteration and translation
of these manuscripts. The team itself comprises of members from
Europe, Iran, and India, which points to the ways in which such
collaboration, especially online, can bridge gaps, preserve local
community histories, and create solidarity amongst Zarathustis
around the world.

What transpires is to raise broad questions about the Zarathusti
footprint, from ancient manuscripts to their digital renderings,
which should make one reflect upon how young Zarathustis will
practice (or not practice) their faith. What are the implications and
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impact of digitization and its political, educational, and cultural
effects, especially when we consider its delivery, audience, and
circulation? How might we utilize these resources in positive,
collaborative, and constructive ways to echo Zeini’s statement
that “Zoroastrianism is a living and lived religion, continuously
re-interpreted, lived and owned by its followers™? (5). While one
may not have concrete answers yet, it helps to know how others
would respond to these questions and their possible solutions?
With border and travel restrictions, archival projects, podcasts,
interviews, and social media posts bring us closer together. The
Zoroastrians as a global community should continue supporting
such digital projects, especially ones which will promote better
public access and pedagogical practices to guide young Zarathustis
and enable memories of recitation, but also memories of meaning-
making and translation.
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Introduction

For a glimpse during lifetime into the Zoroastrian vision of judg-
ment day, one can do no better than to visit, of all places, the his-
torically dreaded Iranian-rival region of Turan. In particular, dare to
enter Shahr-i-Sabz, in Uzbekistan, the birthplace of Timur-i Lang,
i.e., "Timur the Lame", who with extreme military brutality overran
all of Persia in the 14th cc CE.

There in a museum can be found a spectacular array of clay os-
suaries (astodans) or bone boxes from the 5 -7th cc. CE, that carry
pictorial designs on Zoroastrian themes. These receptacles were used
to deposit the dried bones of the deceased, retrieved after their tradi-
tional exhumation in dakhmes.

Since the late 19th century there have been many finds of such dec-
orated ossuaries. The use of “clay ossuaries ... appears to be a solid
example of Zoroastrian practice” in the former region of Sogdiana,
mentioned in the Avesta. The Sogdians were traders on the fabled
Silk Roads who “probably regarded themselves as Zoroastrians” and
practiced a form of Zoroastrianism variant from the iconoclastic co-
dex of Sassanian Iran.

A scholar notes that “eschatological teaching can be reconstructed
to some extent through the remains of ossuaries.”

One such ossuary depicts the Zoroastrian concept of the journey
of the soul upon death.

Yumalaktepa ossuary

This stamped ossuary was found in 2012 on a small hillock five
kms from Shahr-I Sabz. It illustrates Sogdian concepts about the fate
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WHEN DID THE
“HANDSOME
MAIDEN" (KAMNIKO)
ENTER THE
ZOROASTRIAN
VISION OF
JUDGMENT DAY?

By: Kersi B. Shroff

Photo credit: Mehrdad Aidun, 2017.

of the soul in two scenes.

In the first scene on the upper right is a figure sitting crossed-
legged on a low seat covered with a carpet. His right hand is raised
and appears to offer a blessing or a teaching gesture with the index
and middle fingers. On his sides are two attendants with hands joined
at their chests, holding identical objects. On the left of the three fig-
ures stands another one holding a scale. In one pan of the scale is
depicted the figure of a young boy with two tufts of hair.

The lower part of the scene shows a priest wearing a padam stand-
ing in front of an altar or a stool. Tied on his belt is a spoon or a mace
and in his left hand he holds two long sticks which are identified as
barsom. A saddled horse is depicted behind the priest.
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On the left half of the ossuary is the second scene showing a royal
or divine seated figure holding a scepter, with the left hand offering
the same blessing or teaching gesture as with the other seated figure
on the right. Surrounding him are musicians playing what look like
an angular harp, called the chang, and a lute, known as the ud. There
are two sheep shown below the seated figure, and to the right is a
kneeling female, dressed in a caftan and holding a rounded object,
possibly a fruit, a flower or a mirror.

Archaeologists and other scholars who have studied this and other
similar ossuaries state that the scene on the right is that of the heav-
enly judgment at the Chinwad Bridge. The figure holding the scales is
considered to be Rashne (Rashnu or Rasn) who weighs the good and
evil deeds of the deceased. The horse is associated with Mihr’s (Mi-
thra) incarnation as a white horse to transport the soul into the other
world. The figure seated on the right is thought to be either Mihr or
Srosh, the latter being the protector of the soul during the three days
between death and judgment at the Chinwad bridge.

The scene of the left half of the ossuary is considered to be the
culmination of the travel of the soul, “namely its admission into Par-
adise” An interpretation of the kneeling female is that “it would be
the Den, personification of the religious conscience of the deceased,
who meets the soul in heaven.” The figure holding a scepter is “prob-
ably Wahman, one of the Amesha Spentas, a personification of ‘Good
Thought; who welcomes the soul arriving in Paradise” The presence
of flowers and musicians “clearly allude to the name of Paradise in
Zoroastrian texts: Avestan garodmana-, Middle Persian garodman

”

‘the House of the Welcoming Song.” Ine a foot note, the scholars
interpreting the ossuary cite J.C. Pavry, “The Zoroastrian Doctrine of
a Future Life From Death to the Individual Judgment,” (2d edition,
New York, 1929). The book is noted to conveniently gather passages

found in Avestan, Middle Persian and Persian Zoroastrian literature.

First, the Gathas

How did this come about? There is no mention in the foundational
Gathas of Zarathushtra of an eschatological event. There are referenc-
es though to a ‘day of reckoning’ (Y. 31:14), and places of the ‘best’
and ‘worst’ existence (Y. 44:2, 30:4). There is a correlation between a
person’s good deeds on earth and the benefit they will bring to the
soul at death on crossing the bridge of judgement (Y. 46:10, 50:7).
Gathic concepts of a house of song (Y. 50:4), and house of lie (Y.
46:11), too, raise the prospect of different destinations for the soul
of the righteous and those of the wicked. These allegorical references
are for “abodes” that “are not physical heavens or hells, promised by
later prophets”

The Gathic references, however, do not have the characteristics
pictorially rendered in the ossuaries. These were developed much
later in the Pahlavi Middle-Persian texts, such as, the 8th century
Bundahishn (Bundahis), and the Dadistan-I Dainik.

Before Zarathushtra’s time beliefs about life after death “led to a
bleak and shadowy existence beneath the earth” It was later believed
that princes, warriors, priests who had observed the rule of Asha,
would dwell in a paradise in the sky. Each individual’s faith was de-
cided at a bridge over which only those privileged would cross it.

Zarathushtra gave moral content to the concept for all humans
to have their deeds weighed at the bridge. Those whose goodness
weighed heavier achieved admission to ‘the luminous mansions of
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the sky” in Ahura Mazda’s presence. Those whose evil doings weighed
heavier were confined to the abode of the Lie - a place of darkness,
woe and torment. This abode turned into a hell, which notion is not-
ed to have been an innovation of Zarathushtra.

Bundahishn

The Bundahishn (Bundahis) is claimed to characterize an eschatol-
ogy on the basis of a theory of “the last things” - death, final judge-
ment and the hereafter. This 8th century text, brings the “hints” in the
Gatbhas as to the state of individuals after death into direct focus. “The
righteous ... is for heaven (garodemana)’, it states, while the wicked
is cast into hell. It also portended the eventual victory of Ahura
Mazda and the Holy Immortals (the personified Amesha Spentas)
over the forces of Angra Mainyu. “Ahura Mazda’s good world will be
purified of all the evil that Angra Mainyu introduced into it

Dadistan-I Dainik

The Dadistan-I Dainik, a body of ‘religious opinions or decisions,
adds further embellishments in the answers to ninety-two questions
put to the high priest Manuskihar, dated AD 881. Styled simply as an
aerpat, or aerpat khudai, he was the son of Yudan-Yim (or Gushdan)
also a high priest, and the younger brother of Zad-sparam. Other
references to him are as a farmadar or leader of the religion, “the
supreme high-priest of the Mazda worshipping faith” The writing
is of an epistolary and hortatory character, abstruse and idiomatic
in style rather than in simple narrative form. The age and time of
the manuscript is the 250th year of Yazdegerd III, June/July 881 CE,
placing its writing two centuries after the depredations that followed
the arrival of Islam.

There are many questions posed (nos. 12 - 36) on “the paths, desti-
nations, and fate of departed souls” A selected few are of note:

Question 18. Will it be possible for the deceased souls to see Ohr-
mazd and Ahriman? The answer states that Ohrmazd as a spirit is
heard by those who are material and spiritual, “but his form (kerpo)
is not completely visible except through wisdom.” Concerning Ahri-
man “it is said that his is no material existence (stis).”

Question 19. To what place do the righteous and wicked go? The
answer designates two abodes, heaven (vahishto) and supreme heav-
en (garodemano). The wicked fall from the middle of the bridge
head-foremost to hell, and are precipitated (nikuni-aito) suitable for
their wickedness.

Question 20. How are the Kinvad bridge, the Daitih peak (Kakad),
and the path when one is righteous and the other wicked? The reply
is that the peak is in Airan-veg, in the middle of the world, and
reaching unto the vicinity of that peak is the beam-shaped (dar-ker-
po) spirit, the Kinvad bridge, which is thrown across from the Alburz
enclosure to the Daitih peak. The bridge is like a beam of many sides,
some of whose edges (posto) are broad and some that are sharp.
The broad sides (sukhia) are large and twenty-seven reeds (nai) wide,
and the sharp sides are contracted (tang) and their thinness is like
the edge of a razor. When the souls arrive on the bridge, it turns to
the side which is suitable to the righteous and the wicked. This is
achieved “through the great glory of the creator and the command of
him who takes the just account’.

The righteous pass over the bridge and “unweariedly walk in
the golden-colored spring, and with the gallant (hu-kir) body and
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sweet-scented blossom in the pleasant skin of that maiden spirit,
the price of goodness”. An editorial annotation explains that the ref-
erence to the maiden is to “good conscience ... symbolized by the
handsome maiden who is supposed to meet the righteous souls on
its way to heaven.”

The wicked are stated to appropriately meet with “the polluted
shape of a maiden (karatik) who comes to meet it [the wicked] with
the store of its sin.”

Question 23. When the righteous pass away, where is the place the
soul sits at the first, second and third nights, and what does it do?
The aerpat khudai declares that the good soul obtains pleasure on
the first night from its good thoughts; on the second night from its
good words; and the third night from its good deeds. On the third
night, the “treasurer of good works” arrives like a “handsome maiden
(kaniko) to meet the soul”

Question 25. The nature of heaven and the comfort and pleasure
that are in heaven are described as “supreme, most brilliant, most fra-
grant, and most pure, most supplied with beautiful existences, most
desirable, and most good, and the place and abode of the sacred
beings (yazdano).” Nor is there any want, pain, distress or discomfort
in vahishto, as it serves as the place of “pleasantness and the welfare
of the angels” This prosperity (freh-hasto) and welfare of the spir-
itual existence is more than that of the world and is unlimited and
everlasting.

Question 26. As to the nature of hell and its pain, discomfort, pun-
ishment, and stench, the reply speaks of a “most dark, most stinking,
and most terrible, most supplied with wretched existences (anazidan-
tum).” The aerpat concludes that “hell is a thing worse than the fear
of it”

Sasanian Law

The Dadistan-I Dainik speaks for itself, or rather the voice of the
aerpat khudai reaches us through the ages. Yet another Sasanian in-
stitution, its legal system, too, had a role to play in the Zoroastrian
concept of heaven and hell.

In a discussion of the religious dimension of Sasanian penal law,
a recently published book notes that priestly authorities had the task
to minimize the amount of sins that are committed in an individual’s
lifetime, as the sins accumulate and form the stock of a person’s soul
which passes to the afterlife.

One category of an offense under Sasanian law was called “sins
which go to the Bridge (winah i o puhl sawed), and which can only
be atoned for after the death of the individual at the Cinwad Bridge.
These were considered to be sins which occurred when a person
failed to celebrate religious rites and ceremonies at the fixed time
of the year. The atonement prescribed was to perform meritorious
deeds (kirbag). “All good or evil thoughts, words, and deeds forms
the ‘substance of stock’ (bun) of the soul of the deceased, which is
then evaluated by Rasn on the threshold to the hereafter”

This concept gave the local priest (the rad), “enormous power”
to impose penalties with the higher goal of saving the souls of the
sinners. The sins and offenses were punished, taking into consider-
ation both the type of sin and its frequency. The penalties could also
be imposed to the rad’s

«

own advantage and to the advantage of the
Zoroastrian Church”.
The glorious aforethought of the late-Avestic aerpat’s proffer of
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an appropriately Rashne-weighed afterlife is what may keep us from
German philosopher Emanuel Kant’s “fear of our own non-existence”
and the dissolution of “life into nothingness” The philosophy of an-
other German thinker, Rainer Marti, who asks us to “love our own
death” and to attain self-respect by accepting death’s inevitability is
more appealing. Later Zoroastrianism’s weighted-vision of judgment
day keeps us gratefully grounded on earth.

(This brief but hopefully distant look into the afterlife is dedicated
to the memory of my cousin, Rumi Savak Shapurji, 1942 - 2025,
who attained his Rashne-moment in the sky above the country of
Panama.)
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Dr. Daryoush Jahanian, M.D.

Physician, Scholar, and Servant of Zoroastrian Heritage

"Gradually Zoroastrians are coming out to realize that their
religion is open to whoever genuinely believes in its tenant and that
for a long time since they were oppressed, they didn't believe in it."
— Dr. Daryoush Jahanian

The saying "the wind behind the wing" is wholeheartedly true here,
as Mahin Banoo Jahanian has, since the early days, been the main
force behind his achievements. Their two sons, Arash and Kiarash,
and their families are a testament to this supporting union, in which
the basic tenets of the Zoroastrian religion thrive.

Early Life and Formation — Tehran, Iran

Dr. Daryoush Jahanian was born in Tehran, Iran, into a Zoroastrian
family with deep roots in the ancient Persian faith. Growing up as a
member of one of Iran's most historically significant yet persistently
marginalized religious minorities, young Daryoush came of age in
a country whose Zoroastrian community had endured centuries of
persecution and cultural erasure since the Arab invasion of Persia in
the 7th century.

To be a Zoroastrian in 20th-century Iran was to inhabit a paradox:
belonging to the faith of Iran's greatest kings — Cyrus, Darius, and
Xerxes — while living as a minority in the land those kings had
ruled. It was in this environment that Jahanian developed the twin
passions that would define his life: medicine as a vocation of service,
and a dedication to preserving the faith his ancestors had kept alive
through millennia of adversity.

The Jahanian family name itself carries historical resonance within
the community. The Goodarz Hospital, founded by the Goodarz
(Jahanian-Varza) brothers in Yazd, stands as an early example
of the family's tradition of service — helping fill the void left by
discriminatory practices that had denied Zoroastrian patients equal
treatment in their own homeland.

Medical Education and Training

Dr. Jahanian earned his medical degree from the University of
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Tehran, graduating from Tehran University of Medical Sciences
School of Medicine in 1964 — a choice consistent with family
tradition and Zoroastrian values, since the faith's emphasis on
healing, compassion, and the alleviation of suffering made medicine
a natural calling for a devout Zoroastrian.

Following graduation, Jahanian pursued advanced training in the
United States, completing his internship (1966-1967) and residency
in Obstetrics and Gynecology (1967-1971) at the Washington
University/Barnes-Jewish Hospital/St. Louis Children's Hospital
Consortium — one of America's most distinguished academic
medical centers, and the clinical foundation for a career spanning
more than six decades.

His specialization was not incidental: as a physician dedicated to
women's health — to the care of mothers, the miracle of birth, and
the most intimate dimensions of human life — Dr. Jahanian chose a
specialty embodying Zoroastrian values of nurturing life, honoring

creation, and serving the vulnerable.
Founding the Fravahar Youth Organization — Tehran

Even as a young man in Tehran, Daryoush Jahanian was already a
community builder. He co-founded the Fravahar Zoroastrian Youth
Organization in Iran and served as its first president.

The Fravahar — the ancient symbol of the winged figure
representing the human soul striving upward toward Ahura Mazda
— was a fitting name for an organization dedicated to nurturing
the next generation of Iran's Zoroastrian community. In a country
where Zoroastrians faced systemic discrimination, a vibrant youth
organization was an act of both cultural resistance and spiritual
affirmation, declaring that the ancient faith — and its young people
— had a future, and giving them religious education, cultural
connection, and belonging at a time when the broader society often
treated them as second-class citizens.

Jahanian's leadership here established the pattern that would define
his entire life: wherever he found himself, he would build institutions
to strengthen the Zoroastrian community around him.

Emigration. Leaving Iran, Building America

Dr. Jahanian came to the United States to escape religious

in his homeland. The 1979 Islamic Revolution

oppression
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transformed an already difficult existence for Iranian Zoroastrians

into a genuinely untenable one, and many made the painful decision
to leave the land their ancestors had inhabited and worshiped in for
thousands of years.

For Jahanian, emigration was not abandonment but continuation
— a determination to carry the flame of his faith to a new land
where it could burn more freely. He settled in the Kansas City area,
established his medical practice, and almost immediately began
building a Zoroastrian community in America's heartland.

As he told one interviewer, "Gradually Zoroastrians are coming
out of their shells — for a long time they were either oppressed or
didn't believe in conversion," reflecting both the historical reality of
persecution and his own hope for a more open, confident expression
of the faith in the freedom of North America.

Founding the Zoroastrian Association of Kansas — ZAKA
Dr.
instinct than founding the

Perhaps no contribution better illustrates Jahanian's

community-building Zoroastrian
Association of Kansas (ZAKA), where he served as first president
and later a two-term president.

Building a Zoroastrian community in Kansas City was no small
undertaking; the Midwest was not a natural gathering point for
Zoroastrian immigrants, who tended to concentrate in coastal cities
like Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, and Toronto. Due to the scarcity
of Zoroastrians in the region, the community does not congregate at
a traditional fire temple as in larger cities; instead, ZAKA has built
its communal life around members' homes and regular gatherings
— a model that mirrors the intimate, family-centered practice that
sustained Zoroastrian communities through centuries of oppression
in Iran.

Under Jahanian's leadership, ZAKA has grown into a genuine
community spanning generations, from infants to septuagenarians,
providing religious education, cultural programming, and communal
celebration of Zoroastrian holy days — the social bonds that allow
a minority faith to sustain itself in an unfamiliar land. His approach
reflected a broader conviction: a Zoroastrianism that is intellectually
engaged and confident in its relevance — not a faith huddling
defensively against the world, but one with wisdom to offer it.

The Rustam Guiv Foundation — Philanthropy for a Community
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One of the most significant institutional roles of Dr. Jahanian's
life has been his leadership of the Rustam Guiv Foundation, a
philanthropic organization supporting Zoroastrian community
institutions across North America. He served as trustee of the Rostam
Guiv Trust of California from 1981 to 1989, has been a trustee and
vice president of the Rustam Guiv Foundation of New York since
1990, and its president since 1992 — more than four decades of
stewardship, making him one of the most enduring figures in
organized Zoroastrian philanthropy in North America.

Based in Kansas City, Kansas, the foundation is led by Dr. Jahanian
along with four trustees and an advisor, all serving on a voluntary
basis without compensation. Its namesake, Arbab Rustam Guiv, was
a visionary philanthropist who foresaw the need for dar-e-mehrs (fire
temples and community centers) in North America and provided seed
money to associations across the continent to purchase properties.
Dr. Jahanian's stewardship of this legacy — extending support to
projects in California, Illinois, and the Midwest — has helped sustain
the fire temples, community centers, and educational programs that
allow a dispersed minority community to maintain its identity.

A Scholar of Zoroastrianism — Author, Lecturer, Teacher

If Dr. Jahanian's medical career and community leadership were
already sufficient for a remarkable life, his parallel career as a scholar
and educator represents an additional dimension of achievement.

Major Publications. Jahanian is the author of Gathas — The
Message of Zarathushtra and The Zoroastrian Doctrine and Biblical
Connections, his two most sustained scholarly contributions. The
latter traces the influence of Zoroastrian theology on the Abrahamic
faiths — a rich, under-explored field, since concepts of monotheism,
the cosmic struggle between good and evil, angels and demons,
resurrection, judgment, and a savior figure all predated, and arguably
influenced, their biblical counterparts. Gathas engaged directly with
the faith's most sacred texts — the 17 hymns composed by Zarathustra
in the ancient Avestan language, dating to roughly 1800-1500 BCE
— making them more accessible to contemporary readers.

Historical Research and Congress Presentations. Beyond his
books, Dr. Jahanian is a frequent speaker on Zoroastrianism and has
published numerous articles. His paper "The History of Zoroastrians
after Arab Invasion: Alien in Their Homeland" was presented at
the North American Zoroastrian Congress in San Francisco in
1996 and later at the World Zoroastrian Congress. It documented
the devastating consequences of the Arab invasion of 651 CE —
centuries of persecution, forced conversion, and legal discrimination
that reduced Iran's Zoroastrian population from a majority to a tiny
minority, driving some to convert to Islam simply to protect their old
co-religionists while others risked the hazardous overland journey
to India. His 2014 Congress presentation, "History of Zoroastrians
through Political Analysis and Historical Letters,” extended this
research using primary documents to reconstruct the political
context of Zoroastrian survival across the centuries.

Building Bridges Between Iranian and Parsi Communities. One
of Dr. Jahanian's most important contributions has been his work
bridging Iranian Zarathushtis and Indian Parsi Zoroastrians — most
younger Iranian Zarathushtis do not know how Parsis of India saved
their ancestors from extinction in Iran. His article "The History
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of Zoroastrians After Arab Invasion Part IL," published in the
Summer 2009 issue of Chehrehnama, the magazine of the California
Zoroastrian Center, documented the role Indian Parsis played
in supporting Iranian Zoroastrians during their most desperate
centuries: establishing clinics, providing shelter, and sending
emissaries such as the late Maneckji Limji Hataria to advocate on their
behalf, sacrificing homes and assets and facing unknown dangers as
they traveled stormy seas in rickety sailing ships. By making this
history accessible, Jahanian helped dismantle misconceptions and
build mutual respect between the faith's two major communities.

Teaching Religion to Adults and Children. Beyond publications
and lectures, Dr. Jahanian teaches religion classes for both adults
and children — grassroots work, conducted through ZAKA, that
may be his most direct form of community building. By transmitting
the faith's teachings, history, and practices to the next generation,
he ensures that Zoroastrianism in Kansas City remains a living,
intellectually engaged spiritual tradition rather than merely a
cultural affiliation, one whose ethical framework, ecological values,
and emphasis on truth and righteous action are living wisdom, not
historical relics.

Medicine and Community — A Unified Vocation

Throughout all these contributions, Dr. Jahanian has maintained an
active career as an obstetrician-gynecologist serving the Kansas City
community. For him, medicine and community service have never
been separate callings — both spring from the same Zoroastrian
imperative: to serve humanity, alleviate suffering, support life, and
work for the good of all. His patients in Kansas City's delivery rooms
and his fellow Zoroastrians gathering in living rooms for community
prayers are recipients of the same fundamental commitment to
human flourishing.

With over 60 years in the medical field, sustained alongside such
extensive community and scholarly work, his career speaks to a man
of exceptional energy, discipline, and purpose — one who has spent
more than six decades bringing new life into the world, an act of
service as profound, and as Zoroastrian, as any he has performed.

Family, Home, and Community in Kansas City

Born in Tehran, Dr. Jahanian resides in Kansas City with his wife,
Mahin Banoo, near their two sons, Arash and Kiarash. Kansas City
has been their home for decades — the city where he built his medical
practice, raised his family, founded a Zoroastrian community, and
continued his scholarly work, a largely private family life that has
been the foundation from which his public contributions have
sprung. The dual heritage he carries — Iranian Zoroastrian by
birth, American by choice — is the same heritage he has worked to
preserve and transmit: to his sons, to the children of ZAKA, and to
the broader community of Zoroastrians in North America who look
to teachers like him to understand who they are and where they
come from.

A Life Spanning Continents, Cultures, and Centuries

Dr. Daryoush Jahanian's life is, in a sense, a microcosm of the
Zoroastrian story itself. Born in the ancient heartland of the faith,
shaped by his community's experience of persecution and resilience,
he received a world-class education that took him from Tehran to
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St. Louis. He emigrated, as Zoroastrians have emigrated for fourteen
centuries, carrying his faith with him and planting it in new soil —
building the institutions that allow a minority faith to survive, adapt,
and flourish. His historical research is not merely academic; it is the
story of his own community's ancestors, illuminating the path by
which his own generation found its way to freedom. And his work
bridging Iranian Zoroastrians and Parsis is the reunion of branches
of a single ancient tree, separated by centuries and now finding their
way back to each other in the diaspora.

Legacy: The Flame Carried Forward

Iran has historically been home to the world's largest Zoroastrian
population, though discriminatory laws and attitudes made the
country increasingly inhospitable to its remaining adherents, and
many fled for the comparatively neutral ground of Europe and North
America. Dr. Jahanian is among those who made that journey — and
among the relative few who responded not by assimilating quietly,
but by actively rebuilding: the Fravahar Youth Organization, ZAKA,
the Rustam Guiv Foundation, the scholarly works, the Congress
lectures, the religion classes, and more than 60 years of medical
service — a legacy of remarkable scope, built quietly and steadily
across a lifetime of purposeful service.

Dr. Daryoush Jahanian embodies the principle at the heart of the
Zoroastrian faith: that the world is made better not by fate but by
choice, not by passive observation but by righteous action — good
thoughts, good words, and good deeds, in medicine, scholarship,
community building, philanthropy, and the daily work of keeping
an ancient flame alive in new soil. His life is proof that one person,
committed to these principles across a lifetime, can make a profound
and lasting difference.

Dr. Khosro Esfandiar Mehrfar came to U.S. in 1979 to pursue his
higher education. He has served the Zoroastrian communities in
various capacities. Dr. Mehrfar lives in Orange County, California
with his wife Roya and their Families.
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I first encountered the ASHA Centre and WZYLF by accident.
At the time, I was living in rural New York, far from the Iranian

Zoroastrian community that had shaped my childhood and from the
familiar rhythms of Tehran. I had carried my identity with me, but
not always in a way that felt alive or connected. Zoroastrianism had
been part of my upbringing, family history, academic work, and ar-
tistic practice, yet for years I had not imagined myself as part of a
Zoroastrian community. Perhaps immigration had made me cynical
about belonging. Perhaps growing up as a religious minority in Iran
had taught me that identity could be both a source of pride and vul-
nerability. During an evening of searching online for the word asha, I
came across the ASHA Centre in England and the World Zoroastrian
Youth Leadership Forum and felt an unexpected pull. A few weeks
later, I found myself on a plane to England. When I arrived at Heath-
row and later Gloucester, I knew no one. My only connection was
a WhatsApp group filled with young Zoroastrians from around the
world. I remember wondering what kind of community welcomes
strangers with such ease before even meeting them. When I arrived
at ASHA, I found my answer.

The ASHA Centre is difficult to describe without making it sound
more symbolic than real. It is a physical place, with gardens, trees,
paths, meals, conversations, and work to be done. People can arrive
with different histories and still find themselves in conversation, be-
ing utterly themselves with ease. It invites reflection without isola-
tion, leadership without performance, and friendship without need-
ing to explain every part of oneself. Nelofer Patel describes WZYLF
as “far more than a leadership forum” and “an experience of belong-
ing” The natural landscape “created a space where reflection came
easily” Offering blessings back to the land became “a simple yet pro-
found expression of Asha” and a reminder that “leadership begins
with gratitude, respect, and our relationship with the world around
us” Coming from a place without a large Zoroastrian community,
WZYLF gave Nelofer something she had never fully experienced be-
fore: “a sense of being part of a global family” We met young Zoroas-
trians from India, Iran, North America, Europe, Australia, New Zea-
land, Singapore, Pakistan, and beyond. Some had grown up deeply
involved in their local anjumans and associations, while others were
reconnecting after years of distance. Some came from Parsi families
with long institutional histories, while others carried the particu-
lar experiences of Iranian Zoroastrian life. What united us was not
sameness, but curiosity and hope.

One of the most meaningful aspects of the forum was witnessing
the many different angles of being Zoroastrian. In Iranian commu-
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Finding Each Other at ASHA:

Reflections on WZYLF, Belonging,
and the Many Ways of Being
Zoroastrian

By Shirin Mazdeyasna

nities, we often speak of “our” traditions as if they are self-evident.
Parsis may do the same from their own histories. Diaspora commu-
nities form their own habits and assumptions. Yet at ASHA, those in-
herited certainties softened. We could ask one another questions, not
to prove who was more correct, but to understand how history had
shaped us differently. Reanna Unwalla grew up surrounded mainly
by Zoroastrian Parsis and felt disconnected from Iranian Zoroas-
trians because of geography and language. “The more I spoke with
them, the more I realized we are really not so different,” she reflected.
“We may speak different languages or even eat different food, but the
one thing we have in common is our faith” Her hope is that we will
not remain divided by being Parsi or Irani, but gather “under one
umbrella, being Zarthosti”

For Iranian Zoroastrians, especially those of us raised with the
knowledge of what our families endured in Iran, it can be emotion-
ally complex to encounter communities with different relationships
to power, memory, ritual, and public identity. Some of us grew up
learning caution, watching parents and grandparents protect tradi-
tions quietly, or hearing stories of exclusion from schools, profes-
sions, and social spaces. For many Parsis, the story carries different
forms of continuity and loss: migration from Iran to India, preser-
vation of ritual lineages, community institutions, and demographic
decline. Across the diaspora, we are all asking how to preserve what
matters without turning culture into a museum, and how to honor
differences while recognizing one another as part of the same larger
story. WZYLF did not answer these questions simply. It gave us a
space to live inside them.

Zubin Nalawalla, whose adult experience of Zoroastrian gather-
ings had mostly centered on Mumbai Parsis, described meeting Zo-
roastrians from across the globe as “a new doorway” The different
customs, languages, stories, and ambitions were “a burst of powerful
energy and in-depth knowledge” He reflected that the forum made
him far more aware of the global identity of Zoroastrians than he
could have understood through media and articles alone. He arrived
with a neutral state of mind and left “positively blown by the forum,”
describing WZYLF as “one of the most important moments of my
life”

The forum’s strength was also in conversations during meals, walks
through the grounds, and late evenings after someone shared a per-
sonal story. We were asked to consider what our communities need,
what we can offer, and how we might serve without losing our own
grounding. This resonated with my work as a trauma therapist and
creative arts therapist. People do not heal through information alone.
They heal through relationship, safety, witnessing, and the gradual
rebuilding of trust. Communities are not so different. They must cre-
ate conditions where people feel safe enough to participate, question,
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repair, and belong. At WZYLEF, young Zoroastrians were not mere-

ly spoken to as the “future” of the community. We were treated as
thoughtful contributors in the present and invited to imagine, pro-
pose, collaborate, and disagree respectfully.

Meherwan Patel wrote that the forum opened his eyes to the differ-
ent ways people express Zoroastrian identity, from artists and music
producers to human rights activists. He was struck by “both how
similar we are to each other and how quickly we connect, and equally
how much diversity we can bring to each other’s understanding of
our culture and traditions.” It also showed him the value of “build-

»

ing bridges and connecting internally first,” including between Parsi
and Iranian Zoroastrian communities. This was especially important
in the context of diaspora. Many of us live far from the places that
formed our families. Some are trying to preserve languages they no
longer speak fluently. Some are navigating mixed identities or com-
munities where there may be only a handful of other Zoroastrians
nearby. Belonging cannot depend only on geography or inherited
knowledge. It must also be built through relationships.

Roya M., who comes from a Parsi and Persian background, had
often felt she needed to adapt herself to belong in one community
or the other. At ASHA, she found something different. “I felt like I
did not have to be more Parsi or more Persian,” she wrote. “I could
just be however I felt comfortable, which felt very freeing” She met
people involved in major global organizations and others keeping
small, remote communities alive, yet everyone could learn from one
another. At WZYLE, one of the most moving realizations can be that
Zoroastrian identity can be both rooted and expansive. It can hold
the memory of Iran, the history of India, migration, diaspora, and
the questions of young people today. It can be prayer and service, rit-
ual and ethics, scholarship and art, carried in an Atashkadeh, around
a kitchen table, or in friendships that continue after everyone has
returned home. Roya described another layer that roots us beyond
“good thoughts, good words, good deeds”: “our connection to light,
to earth, and to each other,” which has kept the faith alive through
many challenges.

In the years since my first WZYLF in 2024, the relationships
formed there have continued to shape my life. I have collaborated
with Zoroastrian youth and community members on projects related
to healthy relationships, community safety, trauma-informed lead-
ership, and storytelling. I have seen ideas become working groups,
friendships become collaborations, and personal longing become
service. This is why spaces like WZYLF matter. They create networks
of care and responsibility. There is something profoundly Zoroastri-
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an about bringing people into dialogue across differences. It means
listening to stories unlike our own and examining inherited prejudic-
es, even subtle ones. Iranian and Parsi Zoroastrians, and Zoroastrians
across the diaspora, must continue learning how to see one another
beyond stereotype. Small communities can easily become fragment-
ed. Scarcity can make people protective. Historical wounds can make
people suspicious. Differences in ritual, language, nationality, or mi-
gration history can become reasons for distance. But at WZYLEF, dif-
ferences became a source of learning.

As Meherwan put it, every new Zoroastrian he meets, “from near
or from far;” energizes him to work more to unite and empower the
community. For him, the diversity within our community contributes
to “a richer understanding of what it truly means to be Zoroastrian
in the 21st century” His global experience also encouraged him to
work closer to home through nature and library restoration in Ka-
rachi. A wider identity does not have to weaken local roots. It can
return us to them with more imagination. For Zoroastrians across
North America, this feels especially meaningful. Preservation alone
may not be enough for the next generation. We also need spaces of
renewal. WZYLF offered one model of that renewal. It did not ask us
to become the same kind of Zoroastrian. It asked us to become more
thoughtful ones. It invited us to ask: What have I inherited? What do
I need to understand better? What can I offer? What assumptions do
I need to release? How can we make room for those who have felt
distant, excluded, or unsure?

When I think back to my first arrival at ASHA, I remember the
uncertainty I felt. I had no idea that a single application would lead
to friendships, collaborations, and a renewed relationship with my
own identity, or that I would meet people who would expand my
understanding of our community. Perhaps that is the gift of such
gatherings. They remind us that belonging is not always something
we find fully formed. Sometimes it is something we build together,
through courage, conversation, and care. At ASHA, I found a home
I was not looking for. More importantly, I found others searching
from their own angles, each carrying a different piece of our shared
Zoroastrian story. In that meeting place between East and West, Ira-
nian and Parsi, memory and imagination, tradition and change, I was
reminded that our community is strongest when it makes room for
many ways of belonging. And perhaps, in that room we make for one

another, we come closer to asha itself.

d al Orgal C and d
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based in New York. Born and
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fare Committee and the AVA Project at the United Nations.
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Zarathustra, Iranian Mysticism and practicalities for a seeker
(Part 2)

Ardeshir Samia Kalantari

In the previous piece (winter 2023 issue #207), I tried to introduce

some of my ideas and findings, and here I'd like to continue, taking
into consideration the times that we are in. I personally have felt
some of the deepest pains regarding our collective ongoing situation
in Iran. Iran, our beloved home is in the midst of a travel through an
intense process. Much darkness and unconsciousness in form of lies,
deceit and brutality are being uncovered.

I'd like to have compassion for the simple-minded Iranians that
have accepted into their hearts, the ways of a pseudo, but organized
religion. The religion that has brought us to where we are. The
religion that creates some the biggest splits in human body-mind.
Islam, a religion that the metaphysics, practices, techniques and
overall doctrines are baseless; some taken from previous ideologies
and circles like, the previous two Ibrahimic religions namely Judaism
and Christianity; and some taken from Indo-Iranian practices like
Mehr (Mithraism), Mani, Buddhism, and religions of old India. But,
Ibrahimic religions have neglected one very important idea.

How does it relate to us Zoroastrians you might say? The least we
can do is not make the same mistakes. All Ibrahimic religions believe
in an afterlife; an afterlife that somehow, someone has traveled to and
come back and written about its details. The scriptures are believed
to have been send DOWN from a single powerful character; and
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we as humans are expected to believe in whole-heartedly without
authority of question. This negates Zarathustra’s own words, which
is “having the freedom to choose for ourself between the two paths,
lie or truth, with clear a mind” A clear mind that is mature by the
way, not the mind of a child who cannot dissect complicated matter
and thus trusts his/her parents’ judgement and decision making for
their own good. How can a child make those kinds of decisions, is a
topic for another time perhaps. I would like to see parents give their
children freedom of navigation and their full support until the day
the children can make the decision to choose a path for themselves. A
path that might not be the right path, but was chosen autonomously.

A free human is unpredictable and difficult to control; how about
we make that a beacon on our path? If humans believe in an afterlife
and the rewards and punishments that come with a pre-defined
afterlife, it’s a little easier to control them. But if the humans are told
that our souls get reincarnated into a fresh body after death, until the
soul in enlightened and taken out of the circle of life and death, we
have basically gotten rid of all Ibrahimic religions. That’s a load off.
I believe that, then, our earth would be a much better and beautiful
place to live in.

How come the idea of reincarnation is painful for rigid minded
humans? Remember freedom of choice? Another idea is humans
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having physical body, energetic body and spiritual body, all in one
package. Ancient Iranian Magis, mystics, and seekers of truth knew
the human body is consisted of at least these three bodies and if
one is to attempt any intervention or healing process, one needs
to look at a human body as a whole; and not separate physical
medicine from energetic healing and spiritual path considerations.
My understanding is that the spiritual body is a blue print to the
human body that is being built around it and the energetic body is
the character structure. In other words what we do in the physical
plane stays with us in the form of consciousness or soul, and travels
to the next body after life.

Zarathustra’s emphasize is on “Path of Truth’, to me it also means
healing the splits in body-mind. One of the biggest splits is believing
in a pseudo organized religion base on lies. Yes, it is not easy to
find what is true among ancient scriptures but it’s worth putting in
an effort; hence the word truth seeker. The body knows the truth;
body is infinitely wise; separating the mind from the body should
be considered a sin if you ask me. But we have cut off from our
bodies feelings and messages, and that’s why we practice cleansing
methods like Yoga, Meditation, fasting, vegetarianism and so forth.
Embodiment has become big in recent circles of seekers, and it’s not
an easy task; it might very well take a whole lifetime but it’s very
much worth the effort. We cut off from our bodies because we are
ignoring the negative feelings as a form of energy, and stiffening
our connective tissues to keep the unwanted feelings bound in our
unconscious. With it we are imprisoning our feelings of pleasure;
both are our energy bodies. That’s right; the soft connective tissue of
our bodies is our unconscious mind.

What if we are told that what we do to raise our consciousness
in this life of 70 years, stays with us for our next life on earth? And
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there is no heaven or hell or any paradise to look forward to for a
good release. There is truth and there is untrue; there is light and
there is no-light. We humans are connected and one, as we are all
connected to existence. There is no father figure or absolute authority
as GOD but there is energy and collective consciousness. GOOD
THOUGHTS, GOOD WORDS, GOOD DEEDS is our guide, and
so is our body as our temple. But before we can get to the place
where we can practice these virtues, it's OK to make mistakes and
learn. What we as humans like is to have love and compassion for
each other, and space to experiment. Life is a play not to be taken
seriously; it’s a dance and let’s find the rhythm to dance together and
with existence.

Ardeshir Samia Kalantari
(Nemat Saumi) was born
and raised in Iran, moved
to the states at the turn of
the Millennium. B.S. Civil
Engineering from California
State University Long Beach.
Traveled the past eight
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Meditation and body-mind
P Healing. Practitioner of
Myofascial Energetic Release

and Rebalancing, two mo-
dalities of deep bodywork,
and Reiki. Facilitator of
Meditations
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The boringness of equality

Dr Garshasb Soroosh

Its only when things become mundane that there is true
advancement. Ordinariness does not erase the struggle or history of
strain that is required to achieve something higher. However, it is in
the moments when the present is cherished and past can be forgotten
that true progress is crystalized.

This was on display at the Tooji Gahanbar at the Sacramento
Zoroastrian Center on July 5th. After hosting a magnificent Z Games
at UC Davis, the Sacramento Zoroastrian Association welcomed us
to their center. As a second-time visitor to this temple, I felt just as
welcomed as any regular. As the Avesta was read, I scanned the room
full of beloved community members, some of whom I had just met
at the 2026 Zoroastrian Games in nearby Davis, California, and most
of whom I did not know. Even amongst mostly strangers I felt an
aura of calm and togetherness just as I do at my own Kamran Dar-e
Mehr in Washington, DC. Towards the end, while reciting the last
few Ashem Vohu prayers, something else stood out to me; two of
the three Mobeds reciting the Avesta were women. Mobedyar Dr.
Nooshin Jahangiri and Mobedyar Paymaneh Soroushpour, shoulder
to shoulder with Mobed Arsham Nicknam, led us through a beautiful
Gahanbar ceremony. The profoundness of this fact being so ignorable
conveyed its own power.

We are tremendously lucky to practice a religion where equality,
including gender equality, is not only ingrained in our culture but
fully displayed in our ceremonies. A culture and philosophy that gave
rise to the Cyrus Cylinder, the world’s first charter of human rights,
that upheld female leaders and warriors like Artemisia, and built
a society in ancient Persia where women accessed equal legal and
economic rights is worth celebrating. The struggle to uphold these
virtues persist in our modern world still, just as they did for the first
cohort of female Mobeds.

The training and recognition of female Mobedyars was its own
struggle for equality that only began in recent memory. Growing
up there was no such thing as a female Mobed or Mobedyar, and
during my childhood I remember hearing of the barriers my own
cousin Mobedyar Paria Mavandi had to overcome to be one of the
first eight female Mobedyars. By the time I turned 16 and visited Iran,
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she was fully practicing in Tehran and Karaj; she guided me through
learning the Avesta and Gathas with the deep understanding of a
true scholar and fulfilled a dream of mine by conducting my Sedreh
Pooshi the following week. In that unforgettable moment the gravity
did not escape me of having not only a family member, but a female
Mobedyar, train and lead me in the profession of my faith while I
sat on stage in the great hall of the Markar complex in Tehranpars
next to three other teenage boys and their respective Mobeds. These
moments, inch by inch, brought us to the present day where it no
longer feels extraordinary to have a female Mobed.

When visiting the recent grand opening of the Ontario Zoroastrian
Community Foundation Atashkadeh in Toronto, Canada I noted two
out of the 29 Mobeds were women, one of whom I recognized as
Mobedyar Dr. Rashin Jahangiri. Again, just as in Sacramento, what
was once a novel concept was simply negligible within the greater
event and the celebration of the community. We have come to not
only welcome parity between women and men; we expect it. In no
way does this fact minimize the work that brought us to the present
moment. But when things that were once a statement blur into the
fabric of the ordinary, that is when true equality has rooted itself.
These silent moments are just as equally something to be proud of
and to celebrate within our community.
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