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€Editor’s note ¢

After the fall of the Sassanid dynasty in the 7th century Zoroastrians were
marginalized in society. Following centuries of persecution, Zoroastrian communities
chose the path of least resistance maintaining their faith and keeping it to themselves
quietly. If it were not for the brave few that felt the calling to spread Zarathustra’s
message, I am not sure where we would be today.

With that in mind, I hope to continue to highlight and honor those individuals from
history who contributed and played a vital role in the survival of the Zoroastrian
religion. These humans had tenacity, passion, perseverance and an “I am not giving up”
attitude that motivated and drove them against all odds to continue their quest. They
modeled after Zarathustra himself and I hope they can be our role models to live a
righteous life and never stop sharing his message.

We honor Dastoor Dhalla and Ebrahim Pourdavoud and Rashid Shahmardan in this
issue. And I hope we can all begin the fall season with the determination to be a better
version of ourselves.

Ushta,
Fariba

Message from the Board of Trustee

The newly elected 7th CZC Board of Trustees is honored to begin its term of service to
our community. We are committed to working collaboratively with our members,
strengthening programs across all centers, and ensuring transparency in our efforts. Our
vision is to promote unity, preserve our traditions, and support the next generation of
Zoroastrians through education, cultural events, and community service.

In close partnership with all CZC groups, we aim to build an inclusive, vibrant, and
sustainable future for our center. We believe that regular reporting, clear accountability,
and consistent policies and financial practices across all CZC localities are essential to
fostering trust and strengthening confidence within our community. With determination
and optimism, we look forward to guiding CZC into its next chapter. We welcome your
thoughts, and suggestions at bot@czc.org.

7th CZC Board of Trustees - From left to right: Behrouz Mehrkhodavandi (Treasurer), Ardeshir
Baghkhanian, Hooshang Farahmand, Shahnaz Gheibi, Bijan Pourjamasb (Vice President), Daryush Bastani
(Secretary), Rostam Shirmardian(President)
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The Saga Of A
Re-Formist; Not
Reformist:
Dastur (Dr.)
Maneckji N.
Dhalla

Meheryar N. Rivetna

In his autobiography, The Saga of a Soul, Dastur (Dr.) Maneckji
Nusserwanji Dhalla quotes the philosopher Jorgé Santayana:
“Matters of religion should never be matters of controversy”
Dastur Dhalla rightly reminds us that the Zoroastrian community
is incapable of practicing this truism. That propelled him, early
in life, to attempt an end to the controversies by giving his fellow
Zoroastrians an intellectual, unbiased guidance on the founding
principles of the religion as laid down by Zarathustra.

Maneckji Dhalla was born in Surat, India on September 27, 1875.
At the age of three, he lost his dear mother. His father, Nusserwanji,
and paternal uncle, Hormusji, lived with their parents under dire
economic straits. Being athornans (of priestly family), the two
brothers provided “casual ceremonies”, for a pittance, to the laity,
as needed. To supplement the family income, the men and women
of the household wove cloth.

In 1849, the Seth Hirjibhai Behranas Daremeher in Karachi
offered Hormusji the job of assistant mobed for a measly Rs. 12/
month. Sometime after the Daremeher was re-modeled in 1875,
Hormusji arranged for his brother a job as supervisor and caretaker
of the temple. In 1878, barely aged four, Maneckji Dhalla moved to
Karachi with his father and elder sister.

www.czcjournal.org

Maneckji grew up in a home mired in superstition: blackening
eyes and cheeks with black soot to ward off evil; dipping in turmeric
membranes removed from raw meat and swirling it over a child’s
head; sipping ‘taro’ (consecrated bull’s urine) to keep the devil at
bay; compatibility of horoscopes of potential life-partners among
other meaningless practices.

Wedding bells for Maneckji rang when he was eight years old
and his wife-to-be, Cooverbai, aged five. Child-marriage was not a
Zoroastrian tradition. It was a custom, like many others, borrowed
from the Hindus. It was an arranged marriage, obviously, for which
Maneckji had to travel to Bombay for the nuptial. Maneckji had to
leave his wife behind as he returned to Karachi.

Maneckji’s uncle undertook his scholastic tutoring, as well as
preparations to investiture him into the priesthood. At fifteen,
Maneckji went to Navsari to become a Navar (first initiation into
the Zoroastrian priesthood). A brief meeting with his wife in
Navsari was for him the highlight of that trip. It was not until
Maneckji was 20 years old that his wife “officially” moved into his

home for the couple to live as husband and wife.

Remarkably, Cooverbai did not share many of Maneckji’s, or his
family’s, un-Zoroastrian beliefs and practices such as imbibing the
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‘taro’ or using it as a salve to fend off evil. Her father was, more or
less, of the same orthodox persuasion as the Dhalla household. An
independent thinker, using her God-given Vohu Manah (a Good
Mind imbued with wisdom and rationality), Cooverbai flouted
the religious practices of the Dhalla home. As a result, discord
between the couple ensued but that did not dampen the romance
that linked their lives.

Maneckji’s inclination for religious study intensified in those early
years. He began to realize that an individual’s religious proclivities
may correspond to one’s own temperament. However, he observed
that blind acceptance of established religious norms or traditions is
not characteristic of a developed mind.

The society of his youth was divided into three sects, Maneckji
informs. The first, and largest, was the orthodox group, their faith
wedded to conventions and ceremonies. The second, he classifies as
reformists who endeavored to remove the “cobwebs” of superstition
and irrational beliefs and practices that had spread over Zarathustra’s
pristine religion. The third was the Parsi theosophist. Their beliefs
of vegetarianism, reincarnation, the effect of “vibrations” from
reciting the sacred verses and such are “based from beginning to
end on the Hindu religion...There is not the slightest reference to
reincarnation or vegetarianism in Zoroastrianism” The first and
the third group, Maneckji says, have some commonalities. He asks
that all humans respect the religions of others, but that reverence
must not cause a desire to introduce the ideals of those faiths into

our own.

At this point in time, Maneckji Dhalla was “orthodox to the core”
without any theosophical bent. He started writing and lecturing
on religious matters strongly conflicting with theosophical ideas
of mysticism, esotericism and occult thinking. Dhalla had no
attraction for mysticism. The talks were not welcome by a section

i

four years in America obtaining a Ph.D. Years later, Columbia

conferred on him an honorary D. Litt.

In 1905, Dhalla entered America as an orthodox. In 1909, he left
America as a reformist. Maneckji realized that for him his religion

of Zoroastrian society. Shapurji Dorabji Saklatvala, a nephew of had taken a new turn. It was not that America had blinded him to

Jamshedji Tata, was enamored of Dhalla’s erudition and the two
became friends.

Maneckji spent some time studying at a Madressah in Bombay.
His studies led him to discover the correct texts of the Avesta
prepared by western scholars such as Westergaard, Spiegel, Haug,
Mills among others. He believed there was much to learn from
western scholarship. The study of Iranian languages was conducted
at Oxford University, in Germany and in New York. To gain a
deeper understanding of the Zoroastrian religion, he realized he
would have to study at a university in the west.

The Tata company had two branches of its firm in New York.
Prof. A.V. Williams Jackson of Columbia University in New York
had established contact with the Parsis as a result. In 1901, Jackson
visited Bombay and got to know Saklatvala at a party at Jamshedji
Tata’s mansion. Dhalla was in Karachi at this time and did not meet
Jackson. Saklatvala urged Maneckji to write to Jackson to pursue a
course in Iranian/Zoroastrian studies. He did. Dhalla was accepted
at Columbia University. His major was Iranian languages and
Sanskrit with a minor in philology and philosophy. Dhalla spent

his core religious principles. In fact, it had awakened his intellect
to think of his religion more in terms of the laws of nature, as
propounded by Zarathustra, rather that steeped in superstition and
ignorance.

In 1909, the title of Dastur—the highest rank in Zoroastrian
priestly hierarchy—was bestowed on Maneckji Dhalla. He became
the High Priest of Karachi.

Dhalla grasped through philology that the Zoroastrian books—
the Yasna, Visperad, Vendidad, Yashts—are all written in an
Avestan dialect that is different from the Avestan of the Gathas.
There are many Zoroastrians who question the validity of philology
as a science. Maneckji leads us to understand that philology is a
science that demands the scrutiny of every sentence, every word.
As any scientific discipline, philology must be evidence based. The
later Avestan and Pahlavi writings twist the name and teachings
of Zarathustra with myths and legends making them unbelievable
and different from what is gleaned from the Gathas. Philology
makes it clear that Zarathustra did not write the Vendidad nor any
other Avesta text as some erroneously believe he did. He exclusively
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composed the Gathas and nothing else. He did not “write” the
Gathas. They were oral compositions.

The Zoroastrian religion is based on science (the laws of nature)
and Maneckji points out that the use of ‘taro’ does not engender
miracles and wonders. In ancient times, it was used as a disinfectant
due to its chemical properties. He points out that menses is not
Satan’s curse on a woman, but is a natural phenomenon consistent
with female physiology.

Ethics is the highest religion, Dhalla says. Where there is
righteousness there is religion. The Zoroastrian religion, according
to the Gathas, Dhalla mentions, is a religion of devotion. Ritualistic
and ceremonial religions are external. They give promises of vain

miracles.

For Dastur Dhalla, the prime function of religion was to teach
humankind how to conduct life as a good human being and be a
benefactor and protector of life on earth, rather than use religion to
seek serenity and salvation after death; a fact rooted in Zarathustra’s
teachings. Religion is not meant to give longevity to the most
unsuitable and undesirable traditions plastered with a patch-
work of interpretations and imaginary explanations, wrongfully
believing them to be rational. The Zoroastrian religion is not a
mystery. Esotericism has no place in the Zoroastrian religion.

Prayer, Dhalla tells us, is meant to guide and inspire the devotee.
Fantasizing that the Avesta is mystical and supernatural, that
strange vibrations are wafted heavenwards by the mere utterance
of its words, exerting miraculous influences, do not enhance its
words—they devalue it. Instead of inspiration, such beliefs turn
prayer into sorcery.

Caught in the web of mischaracterizations of labels like “reformist”
and “orthodox”, Dastur Dhalla alludes to himself, in his writings, a
“reformist”. That, he was not. He was a re-formist. To reform is to
change or alter a premise from its origins. To re-form is to go back,
revert, to the original form of the premise; to remove distortions
brought about over time by superstition and ignorance.

Dastur Dhalla, through his prolific writings, lectures, messages
was guiding the Zoroastrian community back to the origins of
the religious principles given by Zarathustra. Hence, calling him a
reformist is a misnomer.

In his book World’s Religions in Evolution, Dhalla rightly calls
attention to the fact that not long after Zarathustra’s passing, the
religion he imparted to humankind met with a counter-reform.
The Indo-Iranian deities Zarathustra had rejected were wrongfully
imbedded on Zarathustra’s principles. With the return of the pre-
Zarathustra Indo-Iranian divinities came the rituals, sacrifices,
libations, oblations—all of which Zarathustra had disavowed. These
beliefs and practices became an indissoluble part of the Zoroastrian
religion. To this day, Dhalla reminds us, the Zoroastrian religion
is a blend of the pre-Zarathustra Indo-Iranian religion and the
religion Zarathustra put forward.

Dastur Dhalla was not trying to reform—change—Zarathustra’s

religion. His commitment was to go back to—re-form—
Zarathustra’s immaculate religion. The irony here is that those
calling themselves “orthodox” are the real reformists, because
they practice a religion far removed from what Zarathustra gave
us by altering the religion with beliefs and traditions Zarathustra
renounced. Those branded “reformists”, on the other hand, are the
true “conservatives” or “orthodox”. They want to “conserve” (hence,
“conservatives”) and practice Zarathustra’s religion; not a pseudo-
Zoroastrian religion created with borrowings from the religion of
pre-Zarathustra days. Nor do they want to entertain practices and
beliefs introduced by monarchs and priests of bygone dynasties.

Prayer is an integral part of the Zoroastrian religion. “Prayer
is the language of the heart”, says Dastur Dhalla. “An intelligible
prayer is true prayer. An unintelligible prayer is mere prattling of
the tongue..” He adds that only a few verses of the Gathas, some
passages and lines of the Younger Avesta constitute prayer. The rest
of the Avesta talks about history, geography, astronomy, geology...
none of which is prayer. Prayer is understanding the spiritual laws
and living by those laws.

Zoroastrians, by and large, rightly fret over their religion’s
survival. With the religion fragmented over a range of what
constitutes the true religion; with many following a cult founded
by an individual claiming to have learned about the religion from
invisible people sitting in a cave (Dhalla calls such people having
developed a “pitiable mentality”); challenging the universality of
the Zoroastrian religion; proscriptions against inter-marriage; all
such “traditions” will ensure the dissolution of the faith and not

its survival.

What the Zoroastrians need for the religion to survive is to follow
the religious guidance not of a reformist, but someone to guide
the religion’s adherents back to Zarathustra’s founding principles,
free of controversies, a re-formist, such as Dastur (Dr.) Maneckji
Nusserwanji Dhalla.

Meheryar Rivetna is the
author of Zarathustra: The
Man and The Message.

He serves on the Board of
Directors of the Society of
Scholars of Zoroastrianism
(SSZ). He is a member of
the library committee of the
Zoroastrian Association of
Houston and also serves on the
FIRES (FEZANA Information
Research & Education
System) committee. He lives
in Houston, TX with his wife
Zubeen Mehta.
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Acknowledging the following resources:
://www.zoroastrian.org.uk/vohuman/SiteMap/ProminentZarathushtis.htm

Awake, Awake, Awake, O Iranians:
The Legacy of Ebrahim Pourdavoud

During the early nineteenth century, the oppressive policies imposed
by tyrannical Islamic conquerors made it difficult for Iranians to
access long-suppressed narratives of Iranian religion and history.
This struggle invoked the need for the emergence of the modernized
understanding of Zoroastrianist religious and cultural traditions.

The persecution faced by Iranians following the Islamic conquest
also contributed to the migration of many Zoroastrians to India,
where they became known as Parsis. Parsi scholars played a significant
role in advancing intellectual engagement with Zoroastrianism by
producing translations of its scriptures and fostering renewed study
of its teachings. Yet, this collaboration between the Iranian and Parsi
communities will then lead to a moment of crisis.

Recognizing the need for a unified and accurate account of
Zoroastrianism and Iran’s pre-Islamic history, Ebrahim Pourdavoud
emerged as a leading figure in this effort. He was one of the four
most prominent scholars to study Zoroastrian cultural ceremonies
firsthand, combining deep knowledge of classical history and
European languages with expertise in Pahlavi and Avestan.

6 l'd‘ﬁﬁ _j'u‘?* Publication of Calfornia Zoroastrian Center ‘ No 213

Auriyon Khosravi

Born in March 1886 in the small town of Rasht, Ebrahim Pourdavoud
was raised in a financially prosperous family with a devout Shi’ite
Muslim background. His father, Haji Davud, was a successful
merchant who eventually passed down ownership of the family’s land
holdings. The globalization of trade and the expansion of agriculture
contributed to the family’s wealth, enabling the construction of
a maktab school to support the education of Pourdavoud and his
brother.

From an early age, Pourdavoud was celebrated for his poetic
brilliance, showing a rare command of language and a strong
sensitivity to its musicality. This natural talent helped him achieve
fluency in French while attending the Beirut Laique School and later
aided his legal studies at the Sorbonne Law School, University of
Paris. While in Paris, Pourdavoud met a figure who would become
a lasting influence on his life: Madame Cama. Their friendship
began in a literary salon and blossomed into a mentorship within
the “Iranian Literary and Scientific Society of Paris,” a group that
regularly gathered in cafés throughout the city. He often recalled how
patiently Madame Cama guided him through the complex rituals
and beliefs of the Zoroastrian tradition, such as the Navjote initiation
and the symbolism of the Sedreh and Kushti garments. Over time,
he became a frequent guest in her home and was deeply inspired by
what he described as her virtuous, thoughtful, and engaged way of
life. Pourdavoud’s work in translating Zoroastrian texts, including the
three editions of the Gatha was mediated by primarily Parsi sources
and Madame Cama.

Prior to his influential years in Paris, Pourdavoud laid the
foundation for his intellectual journey in Beirut, where he fostered
a dynamic community of like-minded thinkers. He became known
for his generous social gatherings, where his comfortable living
accommodations served as a buzzing intellectual hub for young
Iranians to connect. At one of these gatherings, an Iranian compatriot
introduced him to the text of Dasatir-e Aseman. Pourdavoud was
initially captivated by the stories of ancient kings and sages within
its pages and believed he had found a key to recovering Iran’s lost
pre-Islamic legacy. His enthusiasm for the work was even echoed
by respected Orientalists like William Jones and John Malcolm.
However, this fascination was later challenged by the prominent
scholar Mohammad Qazvini, who dismissed the text as the invention
of an "unknown forger."

These unresolved questions regarding the pre-Islamic society
initiated publishing the Iranshar to elevate the Iranian nationalist
cause within the mission and objectives of the International League
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for the Defense of Peoples’ Rights, particularly at a time when

Russian imperial ambitions in northern Iran appeared increasingly
threatening. Unfortunately, the publishing of the Iranshar in Paris
was halted due to the outbreak of World War 1.

On the eve of World War I, this led him to establish the “Iranian
National Committee” alongside Hasan Taqizadeh. Together, they
collaborated with the German government to mobilize anti-British
and anti-Russian activists across the Orient in an effort to foment
internal dissent within the British and Russian empires. Pourdavoud
and other committee members traveled to Baghdad, where they
continued publishing Rastakhiz, which celebrated the historical
legacy of ancient Iran. Their work was abruptly halted after they
were given an ultimatum: either revise Rastakhiz to align with Pan-
Islamist rhetoric aimed at uniting the Sunni and Shi’ite communities
against the British and Russian empires, or cease publication entirely.

Pourdavoud’s move to Berlin greatly advanced his intellectual
growth, largely due to the influence of Josef Markwart, a professor of
Iranian and Armenian philology at Humboldt University of Berlin.
Pourdavoud noted that Markwart harbored strong disdain for Arabs
and Turks, whom he blamed for having “brought calamity to Iranian
civilization.” Markwart’s believed in all Iranians to revert back to the
ways of their ancestors, including purifying the Persian language to
the Avestan language. Instead of enforcing the pilgrimage to Mecca,
Markwart advocated for a pilgrimage to the tomb of Cyrus the Great.

This source of collaboration alluded to the publishing of two articles
in Kazemzadeh'’s Iranshar. The first article was named, “The Letter of
Yazdegerd II to the Christian Armenians,” which presented religious
wars between Iran and Armenia during the Sassanian imperial rule

due to Yasdegerd asserting Zoroastrianism in Armenia. On the other

hand, the second article, Bahman Yasht, demonstrated the destruction
caused by the Mongol conquest leaving Iran once again in ruins. It
also described how the Parsis were accurate in their descriptions of
lost Ameshaspands from the Avesta.

One of Pourdavoud’s last endeavors was his adventure to Bombay,
India sponsored primarily with the help of Dinshah Irani. Pourdavoud
was granted the lifechanging opportunity of witnessing the Yasna
ceremony in Udvada. He was among the four prominent figures, as a
non-Zoroastrian to observe the sacred ritual of the Yasna ceremony,
where his connection and out of body experience allowed him to
reinforce the connection he had with Zoroastrian traditions.

Ebrahim Pourdavoud is the reason we possess a proper
understanding of Zoroastrian knowledge and heritage today, thanks
to his careful translations of the three editions of the Gathas, volumes
of the Yashts and Yasna, the Visperad, and the Khordeh Avesta.
Beyond his scholarly work, Pourdavoud’s poetry holds enduring
relevance, especially over the past century, offering a powerful call
to cultural memory and renewal that remains deeply meaningful for
Zoroastrians in these times.

As illustrated in the following lines, his verse serves as a stirring
appeal to reconnect with Iran’s ancient legacy and to awaken a sense
of shared heritage and purpose:

“Bring back to your mind those ancient days

Bring back to your mind the glory of your armies

Bring back to your mind your world-famous emperors

Awake, Awake, O Iranians.

Where is Cyrus and where is Cambyses?

Where is the Great Ardeshir and his glory?

Where is Kaikhosraw, the Great Kayanian?

Awake, Awake, O Iranians.

Now is the time to fight and give battle

The trumpet of Resurrection is blown

Rise with the cry of battle, ye old and young

Awake, Awake, O Iranians”

Pourdavoud’s words continue to resonate as a call to remember and
preserve Zoroastrian heritage, encouraging renewed commitment
to cultural identity and historical awareness in the face of modern
challenges.

Auriyon Khosravi is an
incoming undergraduate
student at California Institute
of Technology, studying
Computer Science and Business
Administration. Born and
raised in Newport B%ach, CA.
Auriyon loves spending her time
attending CZC, FEZANA, and
Farhang Foundation events. She
also has recently gained interest
in sailing, mini crossword
puzzles, and trying new recipes
with her family.
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Rashid Shahmardan: An Intellect and a Protector of Zoroastrian

Heritage A Scholarly Life Dedicated to Preserving Ancient Wisdom

Khosro Esfandiar Mehrfar (K. E. Mehrfar)

In the history of last 2 centuries of Zoroastrian scholarship, few
names command as much respect as Rashid Shahmardan, a man who
dedicated his life to preserving and documenting the rich heritage
of one of the world's oldest monotheistic religions. Born in the early
20th century, Shahmardan would go on to become one of the most
prolific and respected historians of Zoroastrian culture and tradition.

Early Life and Formation

Rashid Shahmardan grew up in the village of Khorramshah, in the
heart of Iran's Zoroastrian community. This region, specially around
city of Yazd, has served as a stronghold for Zoroastrians since the
Arab invasion of Persia in the 7th century, when many adherents
of the ancient faith sought refuge in these desert communities to
preserve their religious traditions.

Shahmardan this
environment profoundly shaped his worldview and instilled in him

upbringing  in traditional ~ Zoroastrian
a deep appreciation for his community's ancient customs and beliefs.
Beyond his academic pursuits, Shahmardan was also trained as a
Zoroastrian priest, giving him intimate knowledge of the religion's

liturgical practices and sacred texts.

A Scholar's Journey Across Continents

Rashid Shahmardan's scholarly journey took him across three
continents. He spent significant portions of his adult life in Bombay
(now Mumbai), India, home to one of the world's largest Zoroastrian
population, known as the Parsis. This experience in India's vibrant
Zoroastrian community provided him with a broader perspective on
how the faith had evolved and adapted in different cultural contexts.

After spending some time in Mumbai, he returned to Iran and
settled in Tehran, the capital, where he continued his research and
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writing. The 1979 Islamic Revolution marked a turning point in his
life, as it did for many religious minorities in Iran. Following the
revolution, Shahmardan joined his sons in the United States, where
he spent his final years until his death in the 1990s.

Monumental Contributions to Zoroastrian Literature
Shahmardan's scholarly works were both extensive, fundamental
and profound. He wrote 27 articles and translated 18 books, with his
writings published in well-known Iranian magazines & newspapers.
His work spanned various aspects of Zoroastrian history, culture,
and religious practice, making him one of the most comprehensive

chroniclers of the faith in modern times.

Major Works

"Farzanegan-e Zartoshti" (Prominent Zarathustis of Iran) stands as
perhaps his most significant contribution to Zoroastrian scholarship
& research. He worked 14 years to compile and write this work,
which serves as one of the foundation of Zoroastrian history. This
monumental biographical dictionary documented the lives and
contributions of notable Zoroastrians throughout Iranian history,
preserving countless stories that might otherwise have been lost to
time.

"History of Zoroastrians past Sasanid (Sasanians)" represented
another crucial contribution, chronicling the experiences of
Zoroastrians after the fall of the Sasanian Empire in 651 CE. This
period, marked by the community's transition from a state religion
to a persecuted minority, had been relatively understudied, making
Shahmardan's work invaluable for understanding Zoroastrian
survival and adaptation strategies.
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Rashid Shahmardan can be seen standing at the right.

Religious and Linguistic Contributions

Beyond historical documentation, Shahmardan made significant
contributions to Zoroastrian religious literature. He worked to
adapt the Khordeh Avesta to existing old versions and translated
the Gathas - the core hymns attributed to the prophet Zarathustra
(Zoroaster) himself. These translations were crucial for making
ancient Zoroastrian texts more accessible to contemporary believers,
ordinary people and scholars.

His translation work bridged the gap between classical Avestan
and Middle Persian texts and modern readers, ensuring that the
philosophical and spiritual wisdom of Zoroastrianism remained
alive, well and relevant.

A Champion of Universal Values

Rashid Shahmardan strongly believed in the universality of
Zoroastrian principles. This philosophical stance set him apart from
more insular approaches to the faith and reflected Zoroastrianism's
core message of "Good Thoughts, Good Words, and Good Deeds" as
universal human values transcending ethnic or cultural boundaries.

His belief in universality of the ever-lasting ever-fresh messages of
Zarathustra was particularly significant given the ongoing debates
within Zoroastrian communities about conversion, intermarriage,
and the faith's relationship with the broader world. Shahmardan's
scholarly approach emphasized the religion's ethical teachings and
their relevance to contemporary global challenges.

Legacy and Impact

Shahmardan's work came at a critical time for the Zoroastrian
community. With populations declining worldwide and younger
generations often disconnected from traditional knowledge, his
comprehensive documentation served as a bridge between ancient
wisdom and modern understanding.

His writings continue to serve as primary sources for researchers

studying Zoroastrian history, culture, and religious
practice. The biographical information he preserved
in "Farzanegan-e Zaratoshti" provides invaluable
insights into how Zoroastrians maintained
their identity and contributed to Iranian society

throughout centuries of minority status.

A Life of Service

Throughout his scholarly career, Shahmardan
embodied the Zoroastrian principle of service to
community and Truth. His meticulous research,
comprehensive documentation, and dedication
to preserving his faith's heritage exemplified the
Zoroastrian emphasis on righteous action and the
pursuit of knowledge.

He rendered invaluable services in teaching
Zoroastrian culture and religion, not merely as an
academic exercise but as a sacred duty to ensure
that future generations would have access to their
spiritual and cultural inheritance.

Conclusion

Rashid Shahmardan's life represented a remarkable journey of
scholarship, dedication, and cultural preservation. From his humble
beginnings in rural Iran to his final years as a respected scholar
in the United States, he remained steadfast in his commitment to
documenting and preserving Zoroastrian heritage.

In an era when many ancient traditions face the threat of
disappearance, Shahmardan's work stands as a testament to the
power of dedicated scholarship in preserving humanity's diverse
spiritual heritage. His contributions ensure that the wisdom of
Zarathustra and the experiences of the Zoroastrian community
continue to inform and inspire future generations, both within the
faith and beyond.

Through his extensive writings, translations, and historical
documentation, Rashid Shahmardan secured his place not only as a
guardian of Zoroastrian tradition but as a scholar whose work enriches
our understanding of religious resilience, cultural adaptation, and the
enduring power of ancient wisdom in the modern world.

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.
Mebhrfar lives in Orange

County, California with his

wife Roya and their Families.
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A Question of Price

2]
) —

Adrina sped along the Interstate, her BMW purring effortlessly. She
had looked forward to this Navroz dinner for weeks -- all her friends

and relatives, the scrumptious food She sighed happily. For

the time being, she wouldn't think about what had consumed her
thoughts for the past three days.

Adrina Mehta, the first Zoroastrian woman to serve as a Judge of the
New York Supreme Court (a trial court with criminal jurisdiction),
had been approached by a friend of an attorney who had a case before
her -- the Corrigan Case. Would Judge Mehta like to buy a piece of
prime real estate? It was valued at $1,500,000 but Judge Mehta could
have it for $500,000, with a mortgage to pay for the purchase price,
and a guaranty that she could sell it to Corrigan's second cousin twice
removed, ninety days later, for $1,600,000. After the closing costs and
mortgage interest, she would net a cool million before taxes. Then
she would decide in Corigan's favor. So simple. So sure. Impossible
to trace if done through a series of corporations. She was intelligent
enough to be able to write her decision in a way that was within the
requirements of the law -- some technicality, some element of correct

procedure that had not been followed, and Corrigan would be out.

Everyone does this kind of thing. After working her way through
college as a social worker, Adrina had had her fill of tilting at
windmills. She was ready to enjoy the "better" things in life. Only
fools tilted at windmills. And Adrina Mehta, smart, savvy, a graduate
magna cum laude, of the New York University School of Law, was
anything but a fool. She had arrived. She was somebody.

So should she do it? She pulled into the parking lot of the Darbe
Mehr -- a lovely old building surrounded by tall oaks and maples,
and was quickly swallowed up in a noisy, loving crowd of friends and

relatives, with tantalizing fragrances of the expected Navroz dinner

10 l-‘-'-itE-' _j’u‘?hr Publication of Calfornia Zoroastrian Center | No 213

By

Dina G. McIntyre

filling the air.

So should she do it? She would think about it later. She slipped off
her shoes, covered her head, entered the prayer room, and allowed
the chanting and the scent of succhar and lobaan to waft into her

consciousness.

After dinner which had lived up to its promise, and an after-dinner
speech which had not, Adrina joined those who volunteered for
the dishwashing detail. The volunteers were engaged in a heated
discussion about the after-dinner speech. (Why, she wondered, did
Z discussions always have to be heated?). The speaker had insisted
that the actual words of the prophet Zarathushtra, called the Gathas,
were "just ethics”, and that the real identity of the religion was in
its traditions and rituals, most of which had been developed during
Sasanian times, more than a thousand years after the prophet lived

and taught.

"That's absurd" opined Rusi, one of the volunteers, gesticulating with
a sudsy hand. "Why does he call himself a Zoroastrian if he values
Sasanian practices more than Zarathushtra's own words".

"It's not absurd" another retorted. "Without rituals and traditions,
we are nothing".

"Well, Madam Chief Justice of the United States, what do you think?"
someone thumped Adrina (annoyingly) on the back.

She shrugged: "In the law, this type of thinking is called 'elevating
form over substance." But do we have to fight over it? Can't we enjoy
the rituals, and respect the prophet's ethics at the same time?"

"But it's not just a matter of ethics". Adrina was surprised at the
intensity with which her sister, Aban spoke. Aban, twelve years older
than Adrina, had raised her after their parents' death. Adrina looked
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at her gentle face, infinitely dearer for all its wrinkles and worry lines.

"It's not just a matter of ethics." Aban repeated. "Zarathushtra had
a rather unique view. According to him, truth, what's right, reason,
goodness, all these are divine attributes. The are aspects of divinity.
When we advance the truth, when we do what's right, we increase
the divine within us. When we lie or cheat, or do something wrong,

we don't just behave unethically. We give up something of divinity."

Around the corner, Homi, a tubby young seven-year-old, was
thumping the chewing gum machine. Sometimes when you thumped
it, a coin fell into the coin return slot, and you could use it to get some
"free" gum. His mother called this "stealing”, but mom was just out
of it. This wasn't really stealing. It was just ... well ... enterprising.
As Aban's words penetrated his thoughts, he stopped in mid-thump.
Homi knew all about Zarathushtra's teaching that each of us has a
divine spark within. He had talked about that in "Show-And-Tell" at
school. The kids had been impressed. So had his teacher. He liked
that. Did Aunty Aban mean that if he took some "free" gum he would
lose his divine spark? He pondered the matter. Maybe Aunty Aban
was like his mom -- just out of it. On the other hand, he thought
cautiously, it was silly to take a chance. Should he perhaps give the
machine a free coin and thereby gain some more divine sparks? Nah,
no sense overdoing the thing. He was down to the last coin of his
allowance. It was enough to keep the divine spark that he had. No
point using up his allowance to get more. May be when he got his
next allowance. Right now, it was a question of price.

Adrina sped home over the interstate. Feelings of irritation competed
with feelings of affection for her sister. That was the trouble with
Aban. She always made you see things in a different light. "Just
Ethics" could be bent, rationalized, and life went on. But to forfeit the
divine -- you couldn't rationalize your way around that. Before she
went to bed, she made a telephone call.

"Mr. Wenarsky? This is Judge Mehta. About that real estate you
offered to sell me. I'm not interested."

"Not interested? But you can't do this to me. This is a chance in a
lifetime. Such deals don't come along every day."

Adrina shrugged her elegant shoulders. "It's a question of price."
She hung up, laughing quietly to herself as she pictured Wenarsky
debating whether he should raise the price. At what price divinity?

At that moment, the Vajifdars were traveling home to New Jersey.
After volunteering for the dishwashing detail, they had packed some
of the left-overs from the Navroz dinner and deaded home. It was
a long drive, and their toddlers were asleep in car seats in the back.
Nilu looked at Dara. She knew very well what was worrying him.

Dara was a nuclear safety engineer at the TRI Nuclear Energy Plant.
He had reported some serious safety violations to his supervisor two
weeks ago which would require shutting the plant down to effect
repairs. Yesterday, he was stunned by a memo that came across
his desk. His supervisor did not agree with him. There were no
And did he realize what it would cost to shut down the

plant to correct violations which in any case did not exist? He was to

violations.

give a clean, compliance certificate immediately.

"Didn't have the guts to give the certificate himself," Dara had told
Nilu. In that way, if anything goes wrong, he's in the clear and it's my
neck that's on the line." They had discussed the matter on the way to
the Navroz dinner at the Darbe Mehr.

"What can I do, Nilu. IfI don't give the certificate, I'll lose my job. If
word gets around in the industry that I am a "trouble-maker", I won't
be able to get another job in my field. We haven't had a chance to save
very much. How would we live?"

Now as they drove home, Nilu asked: "Have you decided about the
certificate?” "I just can't give it, Nilu," Dara said.

Nilu was upset: "Because of what Aban said? Because you would
lose your divinity?"

"The heck with divinity! Think how many people might get hurt,
how many lives might be destroyed, if those safety violations are not
corrected. I know what it means to us, Nilu. I'll try to find some way
out of this dilemma if I can. But I can't give that certificate. It's a
question of price.

In the starlight, the angel Vohuman (Good Thinking) asked the angel
Sarosh (Thinking Obedience): "Which of them acquired something
of divinity?"

A thought for Adrina:

".....fame is to serve Thee and the truth, [mazda- "Wisdom'] under
Thy rule."

Zarathushtra, The Gathas, Yasna 32:6, Insler 1975 translation.

LR 2
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she was a member of the bar of all federal and state courts in Pennsylvania,
as well as the United States Supreme Court. She has been a student of the
teachings of Zarathushtra since the early 1980s, and was the Editor of a
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"Dina has created a website https:/gathasofzarathushtra.com in which she
lays out the teachings of Zarathushtra at both basic and in-depth levels."
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UCI DIRHA'’s Speed
Faithing Event

Kaveh Arbab

Earlier this year in April, I had the privilege of speaking to high
school students about Zoroastrianism at an interfaith event at UC
Irvine. The program was hosted by UC Irvine DIRHA (Diversity,
Inclusion and Racial Healing) and brought together speakers
representing Hinduism, Mormonism, the Bahdi faith, Buddhism,
and Catholicism. Each speaker sat in a circle, and groups of students
rotated between us every twenty minutes.

My aim was simple: to give the students a basic introduction
to Zoroastrianism and its history, but more importantly to share
what inspired me to dedicate myself to the faith. I spoke about my
personal journey. Although I was raised in an atheist household, I
developed my own belief in God through personal experiences and
through conversations with my grandparents and friends. I explored
other religions, but when I encountered Zoroastrianism, its core
principles resonated deeply with me at a pivotal moment in my life.
These principles include self-determination, the equality of men
and women, and the idea that our relationship with God is one of
friendship and partnership.

I believe these ideas are urgently relevant today. Young people are

surrounded by self-styled “leaders” who use social media to chase

views and influence. Many rely on two strategies: they stir controversy
to generate arguments that feed the algorithm, or they offer simplistic
opinions that are easy to consume for minds conditioned to scroll
quickly for dopamine hits. Too often these messages combine both
tactics and are rooted in chauvinism.

When I had my Sedreh Pooshi in 2022, Dr. Maki gave a speech
that still guides me. He said, in essence: “Choosing Zoroastrianism is
not the easy path. Other religions or philosophies may entice you by
telling you that you are inherently superior, whether by gender, birth,
or identity, and that others must obey you. That is an easy message
to accept because it feeds the ego. Zoroastrianism asks something
harder. It calls you to take responsibility for your choices, to pursue
truth and justice with clarity, and to recognize the dignity and equality
of all people”
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That message remains central to my understanding of the faith.
Zoroastrianism does not offer shortcuts or claims of superiority.
Instead, it asks us to think, to choose, and to act with integrity. In
an age when so many voices seek to divide, simplify, or exploit,
the Zoroastrian call to friendship with God, equality, and self-
determination is not only timeless but necessary.

As T shifted from history to these living principles, I noticed the
students’ attention sharpen. Their expressions changed from polite
curiosity to genuine interest. I explained how Zoroaster taught that in
marriage we must “win our partner through righteousness” each day,
and I shared how this principle appears in even the smallest aspects of
family life. I used the example of changing diapers, which made some
of them laugh. The easy choice would be to fall back on traditional
gender roles and expect my wife to do it. But that would not be the
righteous choice. Instead, we take turns. When I change the diaper,
my wife gains a moment of rest, her mood lifts, and the atmosphere
in our home becomes warmer. These small acts of balance create
harmony and nurture a healthy environment for our daughter.

I emphasized that this idea of warmth is at the heart of
Zoroastrianism. We pray toward fire not because we worship it, but
because it is a symbol of what we strive to cultivate. A well-tempered
flame radiates light, joy, and life. If our inner fire is tended with
consistency, precision, and moderation, it warms those around us
without scorching them, and it endures without growing cold. That is
how I understand the daily practice of the faith: to be a steady source
of light and warmth in a world that too often feels cold or consuming.
This truth, I told them, is echoed in our most essential prayer, the
Ashem Vohu.

By the end, many of the students were engaged and eager to learn
more. About ninety-five percent had never heard of Zoroastrianism
before, apart from two Persian students. Afterward, three students
approached me directly to ask where they could find the Gathas and
how to continue learning. I directed them to resources online, told
them about the California Zoroastrian Center in Westminster, and
mentioned the newly founded American Zoroastrian Society.

I also had the chance to meet the other faith speakers. They were
warm, open, and genuinely excited to share their traditions and to
learn from one another. Being able to gather in such a setting, to
speak freely about our beliefs, and to witness the curiosity of young
minds reminded me how precious our freedoms are in the United
States. Sadly, I learned that federal funding for this program will
end this year, and it may not continue. That makes the memory
of this experience even more meaningful. For me, it was not only
an opportunity to introduce students to Zoroastrianism, but also
to affirm that dialogue, openness, and the search for truth remain
possible, even in a noisy world.

Kaveh Arbab is an Iranian American and Zoroastrian

living in Los Angeles with his wife and daughter. After [¥
growing up in Pittsburgh and acquiring a Bachelor's of {# %
Science in Architecture from the Ohio State University, Eﬁd i_ v
Kaveh moved to Los Angeles where he completed his - 3
Master’s degree in Architecture at UCLA. After UCLA
Kaveh went on to work for Architect Frank Gehry and
then started his own design practice which he runs
today primarily designing luxury homes. After visiting
Iran in his youth, Kaveh developed a passion for Iranian
history. Today he dedicates most of his free time to
studying this history and Zoroastrian literature.
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Scriplture and prayer in Zoroastrianism:
tools of thought and aclion

David Karaji

Many people who approach Zoroastrianism often carry on the
notions learned when studying other religious systems, which may
lead to confusion. In this short article, I would like to have a'closer
look at two fundamental elements of most of the world’s religions -
the role of scriptures and prayers and hopefully bring out some of the

subtle differences.

The scriptures

We are very often tempted to.think about religions ina similar way
- most religions have a god (or gods), a prophet, a book to live by and
a set of rituals. Those who learn about Zoroastrianism are usually
told that the holy book of the religion is the Avesta, but rarely ask
themselves what the role of the Avesta is in the life and religious
practices of Zoroastrians. First and foremost, the Avesta is not a unified
narrative; it is rather a layered compilation of various texts written
over many centuries in different dialects, which makes it an extremely
large collection of texts. Moreover, many of the Avesta chapters have
been irreversibly lost. The texts that survived are divided into groups:
hymns, legal texts and other insights, that is to say, the whole collection
of texts does not only contain the strictly theological content but also
instructions for the priests, legal rulings, the Yasna liturgy, other
rituals, priestly duties, cultural practices, and medical knowledge
from that era, which means that not all of these texts are meant for
the regular followers. This makes Avesta a kind of encyclopedia that
preserves teachings and traditions from Zarathushtra’s time, along
with material added by later generations. Since many of these later
texts reflect the specific historical and cultural context of their time,
rather than Zarathushtra’s eternal spiritual truths, they can become
obsolete, unlike the timeless Gathas.

The Gathas are the most important part of the Avesta - these
are the thought-provoking hymns composed by the founder of
Zoroastrianism himself. They are not the word of God, they are
Zarathushtra’s songs and are our guide for conscious living. This is
the only part of the scripture that will never become outdated, as it
contains the direct words of Zarathushtra, never altered. The Gathas
perfectly demonstrate Zoroastrian pragmatism, they are primarily
concerned with ideas and questions rather than elaborate storytelling
or prescriptive rules for daily living. What matters is that we seek
Asha, and we put wisdom into practice, not divine mystery for its own
sake, as the focus is on action, not on doctrine or speculative theology
- mere faith has little to no value when it is not backed by our good
deeds. However, in the Gathas, we will not find specific, prescriptive
rules, dos and don’ts, but an inspiration to live a conscious and
ethical life, similarly, we will not find myths or stories that could soon
become outdated, but a specific worldview with pondering points and
an invitation to carefully use our Good Mind in everyday life to be a
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good human.

Prayers

While we usually use the word prayer, a better term is the Avestan
word manthra, which could be translated as an' instrument of thinking
or a thought-provoker. Zoroastrian prayers are not about asking for
things in the. transactional sense -or asking for forgiveness. We are
God’s partners in promoting good in the world - each one of us is
responsible for our actions. The prayers are there to help us align with
the Cosmic Order (Asha) and connect with: the Divine. For example,
one of the basic manthras, Ashem Vohu, simply tells us that doing the
right thing solely for the sake of righteousness alone is what brings
us radiant happiness - it is simply a reminder of what we are here
for. It is also to refresh our spiritual powers in our everyday life and
rekindle our understanding of Asha - an awareness that cannot be
forced, for it is born out of reflection. That is why the prayers cannot
be obligatory - we cannot force ourselves to stay in the right frame
of mind - it is up to us, some of us need such thought-provokers and
some do not. After all, if we treat prayers as a boring duty, we might
miss their true purpose, which is to connect us with the search for
Asha.

To sum up, both scriptures (or more specifically, the Gathas) and
the prayers (or rather manthras) are tools for living with intention
and moral precision. The Gathas give us a framework to think, use
our minds to understand the world around us and do the right thing
to the best of our abilities, while the manthras serve as the catalyst
to follow this framework for realizing the Divine. We are not obliged
to recite prayers, but it is our duty to live an ethical life and, through
constant reflection and making good choices, bring about a positive
change. Both scripture and prayer are excellent daily instruments
for connecting to our spirituality - they serve as thought-provoking
guides, helping align our minds with Asha. But in Zoroastrianism,
the truest worship lies beyond words: it is lived through our Good
Thoughts, Good Words, and Good Deeds. These are how we embody
Asha, turning faith into action and devotion into life itself.

My PhD in Linguistics led me
to a mix of roles across various
disciplines: I work as data analyst,
translator and tutor. My interests
are constantly evolving, beyond
language, I'm drawn to visual arts,
travel, and anything that sparks my
curijosity. Through writing, I hope
to explore my own understanding
of Zoroastrianism and share it with
others in simple, accessible ways.
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Who was Zarathushtra?
Caleb Goodfellow

This article was originally part of an upcoming ‘Wikipedia of Zoroastrianism’ being designed by the Zarathushtrian

Assembly. For more information, visit https://zoroastrian.org/.

ZaraOustra Spitdma, also known by the name Zoroaster

in the west, was an ancient Iranian philosopher, poet,
and sage who crafted a spiritual and philosophical way
of thinking that would later go on to form the core
of the Zoroastrian religion. He lived in Central Asia
around 1500 BC, where he taught his teachings to all
those who desired truth. Besides being the founder
of Zoroastrianism, Zarathushtra is primarily known
for a series of intricate poems he composed called
the Gathas, in which he encoded his teachings and
philosophy as a method of instruction for his followers
and students.

Zarathushtra was born in a spacious home on the
Dargji river somewhere in the mountains of Central
Asia, perhaps the modern-day region of Badakhshan
according to Frantz Grenet. He was the son of
PouruSaspa, a moderately wealthy horse owner, and
Duydova, a woman who, as a teen, had taken refuge with
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the Spitama clan after being accused of witchcraft. As
a child, Zarathushtra was known for being a freethinker
and firebrand who would often argue with the priests his
father so faithfully patronized. This frequently got him in
trouble with these priests, who tried many unsuccessful
ways to quell his independent spirit. This conflict
between the priestly establishment and Zarathushtra,
which was certainly the result of his antagonism to
their beliefs, would set the stage for one of the primary
struggles of his life.

Zarathushtra lived in the society of ancient Iran, at
the time located in Central Asia, which was an early
Iron age warlike culture based on chariot warfare and
the nomadic herding of cattle. In the Archaeological
literature, this society is referred to as Yaz I, or the
Sine-Sepulchro culture, in modern day Tajikistan and
Turkmenistan. More importantly, this society was divided
among a number of fiefdoms ruled by petty kings, or
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chiefs, called kavis. These kavis dwelled in small, fortified
towns and would continually fight with other kavis over
land, wealth, and grazing rights. This state of affairs
led to a society that was based on continual infighting
and raiding at the expense of the common person, a
state of affairs which seems to have deeply distressed
Zarathushtra.

More consequentially, the Kavis were upheld by an
institutionalized religious system run by a class of priests
called karpans, who worshipped a pantheon of gods
called Daévas. These Daevas were cruel and capricious,
reflecting the warlike, raiding society from which they
were born. They were primarily worshiped at ritual
ceremonies where the priests would perform animal
sacrifices, recite intricate poems called manthras,
and invoke these gods to aid the kavis in their raiding
expeditions. As such, the Karpans were supported and
bankrolled by the Kavis, who in return received a special
place in the ceremony and were given divine approval
for their decisions.

In short, the Kavis and their Karpans had created a
societal structure which perpetuated violence and
oppressed the common person. While ancient Iran had
its beneficial aspects, it was ultimately backwards and
regressive, disposing of wisdom and knowledge for ritual
obedience and discarding higher civilization for the
personal gain of a wealthy class of priests and rulers.
Zarathushtra, seeing this state of affairs, rejected it,
realizing that humanity had a much greater potential—
that each person could come to their own realization
of the divine; that humanity could create a more equal
and fair society in which all people, men and women,
could benefit. He concluded that the Daevas were the
imaginary invention of humans led by wrongful, short-
sighted mentalities, and that the worship of them
perpetuated the flawed nature of society.

After coming of age, Zarathushtra left his home and
began traveling the world in search of greater wisdom
and understanding. He had always been an inquisitive
and curious person, eager to understand how things
truly worked. Across his travels, he visited many different
lands and conversed with many different people, often
seeking to help the unfortunate. At some point, he
studied at a great institution for the training of Karpans,
where he learned the methods of how they composed
their intricate manthras, yet he never once worshiped
their false gods. Eventually, he realized there was no
great truth there and left in search of greater wisdom.

And so, he continued to travel, seeking to understand
the true meaning of existence and the nature of the
divine. Most importantly, he sought to truly understand
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the laws which governed existence and use this to
improve his own mind, reaching a higher state of wisdom
and understanding. He called this method of being in
a higher mental state of growth the Good Mind, which
itself had him to his realization of the Divine or Supreme
Wisdom at the core of existence, Mazda Ahura, the very
source and creator of reality. It was in this realization of
the divine that Zarathushtra truly understood the way in
which the universe was ordered. This realization, and the
many thoughts, ponderings, and realization that came
afterwards, inspired him to craft a system of envisioning
the world, called Daéna Van-vhi, which would guide
other people to reach Divine Wisdom, enabling them to
understand and improve the world.

However, the many people in ancient Iran were not
receptive to his teachings, and he was made an outcast,
continually on the move. Still, he did not give up on his
philosophy, nor on Divine Wisdom, and he sought out
people who would aid and support him. Eventually, a
kavi named Vistaspa listened to his teachings and was
inspired. He supported Zarathushtra as his patron and
gave him the support and freedom needed to further
develop his philosophy. Now with the proper support,
Zarathushtra was able to attract many students who
were eager to learn from his philosophical and spiritual
teachings.

It was in this environment that he used his training
in the composition of intricate, religious poetry to
create his own manthras, this time in honor of Divine
Wisdom, or Mazda Ahura. These were the Gathas, and
they were the result of years of his efforts for wisdom,
encapsulating the totality of the philosophical system
he spent his lifetime crafting. He intended these to live
on after him, educating people on the true nature of the
universe and aiding them in making the world a better
place. Eventually, at the age of 77, Zarathushtra passed
away, survived by the Gathas and a set of followers and
students who would eventually form the Zoroastrian
religion.

Caleb Stanton Goodfellow
is Zoroastrian convert who is
currently seeking a graduate
degree in Iranian Studies; his
the
language of the Gathas and the
missing Nasks of the Avesta.

research areas include

Besides his scholarly pursuits, he
enjoys writing, hiking, meeting
new people, and enjoying good
stories.
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World Zoroastrian
Women Leadership
Retreat 2025:
Embracing Sacred

Leadership

Artemis Javanshir

The Zoroastrian Alliance of Sisters Here and Abroad (ZASHA)
hosted the World’s Zoroastrian Women’s Leadership Retreat from July
9-16, 2025, at the ASHA Center in Mitcheldean, Gloucester nestled
in the heart of the United Kingdom and surrounded by the magical
Dean Forest. Founded by the visionary and multi-award winner,
Zerbanoo Gifford, the ASHA Center is a sanctuary infused with care
and love, where every corner fosters a deep unity between humanity
and nature. From the graceful willow tree that greeted us at the gates
to the natural spring that flows through the grounds, every detail
radiated harmony. The landscape is adorned with a variety of trees
including fruit trees and fragrant roses, each bearing a woman’s name.
At every corner, secret spaces revealed themselves: a wooden bench
tucked beneath leafy branches, a statue of Anahita within a serene
pool, a quiet wooden sanctuary inviting moments of contemplation,
and a labyrinth that, for some, offered unexpected answers.

The main building, beautifully renovated, welcomed the participants
into a warm, nurturing space, with surrounding buildings providing
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comfortable accommodation. The circular gathering room, lined with
windows, seamlessly brought the outdoors inside. Its acoustically
designed roof carried and blended our voices into one harmonious
sound. Together, each from different paths, we absorbed the sounds
of wind brushing the leaves, water flowing gently through the garden,
and the soft hum of life all around us. We listened, we learned, and
we were nourished.

Throughout the week, we engaged in a series of insightful and
meaningful sessions. I'd like to share a few that were particularly

meaningful for me.

Sanaya Master opened the retreat by posing powerful questions:
What does legacy mean to you, and how should Zoroastrian women
lead? We reflected on tangible legacies such as donating a Darbe Mehr
as well as intangible legacies, such as being a positive and influential
teacher. A true legacy extends far beyond one’s lifetime and impacts
future generations. It can be created individually or collectively. For
me, the idea of collective legacy felt especially empowering. When
asked how women should lead, the group shared inspiring responses:
live intentionally and with purpose, be fearless and independent
thinkers, lead by example guided by both head and heart, empower
others to lead, listen skillfully and with empathy, and embrace both

your masculine and feminine strengths.

Persis Driver led a session on the power of collaboration. She
highlighted the difference between collaborative and cooperative
teams. In collaborative teams, members work together on common
goals, while cooperative teams work independently in their own
areas of expertise and then bring their pieces together at the end.
Recognizing each member’s unique strengths and weaknesses is
crucial, adding to the flourishing success of the team. One person
may be a visionary, another exceptional at follow-up and execution,
and another skilled in relationship-building, all necessary to build a
successful team.

Mobedyar Armita Dalal explored the meaning of elements in
Zoroastrian ceremonial spreads and highlighted the similarities
between the Parsi Seis and Iranian Zoroastrian spread. This session
inspired a desire to learn more about our shared traditions.
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In the “Paradox of Modern Leadership,” Behroze Daruwalla, Katayun
Kapadia, and Dolly Dastoor shared their leadership experiences. They
emphasized the importance of balancing confidence and humility,
strength and empathy, and maintaining a vision while staying
grounded in the present. One mentor offered a valuable approach,
when facing a difficult decision or contemplating the creation of
something new, ask, “What is the worst thing that can happen?” If the
answer is something you can live with, then move forward. In a male-
dominated environment, they noted the value of having like-minded
men on the team who share the same goals. They also encouraged
leaders to build teams rooted in support, trust, and a shared purpose,
mentor the next generation, and always prioritize what is best for the

organization.

Mahrukh Motafram led a session on the philosophy of fundraising.
Rising costs, budget cuts, and market uncertainty have discouraged
donation. She emphasized the need for a clear mission, core values,
and a thorough budget analysis. She explained the difference between
donor-centric and community-centric fundraising. Donor-centric
funding usually comes with specific requests from the donor, while
community-centric funding requires strong structural support
from the organization. Regardless of the model, transparency,
accountability, and trust are vital. Donations should be collected for
clearly defined goals and executed within the promised timeline. She
encouraged diversifying donors, maintaining strong relationships
with them, keeping donors informed, and using donations to create
long-lasting impact such as offering classes that teach a trade or
sharing success stories that demonstrate stewardship.

Adrian Locher, senior trustee and strategic advisor at the ASHA
Center, introduced the four temperaments, sanguine, choleric,
melancholic, and phlegmatic and outlined the strengths of each. For
example, those with a dominant phlegmatic temperament are often
good listeners, peacemakers, and serve as the team’s cohesive force.
Each person has a dominant temperament, as well as secondary
ones. Understanding these temperaments can increase awareness of
the needs of others, foster tolerance, improve relationships, and help
achieve goals more effectively within teams and workplaces.

Guest presenters brought an extra spark to an already rich program.
Beloved author Bachi Kravkaria shared insights from her new book
Waternamah, the story of a 300-year-old well in Mumbai and the
community’s collective effort to protect it. The book is available for
purchase through FEZANA, with proceeds supporting the well’s
preservation. Tanaz Godiwalla, renowned for her exquisite Parsi
cuisine and thriving catering business, treated us to a culinary
masterclass preparing a delicious lunch while sharing expert tips
on creating authentic Parsi dishes. Shahin Bekhradnia spoke on the
influential role of women in ancient Persia and Zoroastrianism, and
introduced her new book co-authored with her brother Bahram,
titled Shahriar: Phoenix of the Desert on her family history, available

on Amazon.

The weeK’s experiences extended beyond the enchanting ASHA
Center. We enjoyed a walk through the scenic Dean Forest,
discovering the natural spring that feeds the waters running through
the Center. Excursions to Gloucester Cathedral and the Cotswold

o

village, Bourton on the Water, offered glimpses into English history
and community life, adding further richness to the gathering.

The week passed quickly and left us with cherished memories:
gathering around the bonfire, sharing poetry with Natasha Kianipour,
and enjoying an evening of music with Mani Rao and Maris Meos.
On the last day, in true Zoroastrian spirit, a tree was planted to
commemorate the gathering. Our bodies were nourished by the
wholesome meals prepared by the talented chef, our minds by the
educational sessions, and our souls by the love, wisdom, and joy
shared among all the extraordinary women in attendance.

I wondered, was there a purpose behind this retreat? Many of the
women attending the ZASHA Retreat have been the game changers
of our Zoroastrian community. What is truly our purpose in this
gathering of commitment to Asha. On the last day, after absorbing the
nurturing hospitality of the ASHA center and learning from women
leaders it was evident that the women of ZASHA came together from
across the globe, including India, New Zealand, and North America
to unite and share strategies for empowering Zoroastrian women
and nurturing the next generation of leaders. Through thoughtful
discussion and purposeful action, they began laying the foundation
for positive initiatives that will address the needs of our community.
It is inspiring and exciting to imagine what will grow from this

gathering and future leadership retreats at the ASHA Center.

Artemis Javanshir is the co-chair
of FEZANA Religion Education
Committee, the
of American Zoroastrian Society
dedicated to spreading the universal
message of Zarathushtra. A member
of CZC Public Relations Committee
and Core Education Committee, she
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youth. Artemis has been the recipient
of the California Zoroastrian Center,
2020 Zoroastrian of the year Soshiant
Award.
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The following sources are acknowledged:

Dr. Ali Jafarey’s: https://czcjournal.org/CN/175/PDF/CN175.PDFIntroduction

Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mehregan

MEHREGAN CELEBRATION

The Iranians have celebrated Mehregan, the autumnal festival

through ages. Celebrated at the beginning of the autumn equinox
(historically on the 16th day of the seventh Persian month, Mehr), it
is a feast of thanksgiving for a successful harvest.

Thousands of years ago, a pastoral people, who called themselves
Aryan (noble),

inhabited the high and low lands of central Asia (currently
Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, and the Central Asian republics of
Kazakhistan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and Tajikistan).

The Aryans believed in a multitude of gods and goddesses. They
ascribed their peace and prosperity to these deities. Ahura Vouruna
was the chief god, King of the Universe. He had a younger associate,
whose name was Mithra. He was the god of contract and covenant.
He supervised the bond that bound various Aryan tribes together
in their pastoral pattern. Each tribe knew its grazing limits on the
grasslands. The law of grazing, when and where, was very clear to let
the tribes live and let live in their successive migrations for summer
and winter grazing grounds. He was the lord of cow-herding Aryans.
He held them in a covenant, a bond of friendship. He was a friend. As
an abstract, Mithra means contract, covenant, love, friendship.

Since pastoral life begins at dawn, Mithra became associated with
light--an association that made him, centuries later, synonymous with
sun. While in Avesta and Pahlavi, the name is associated with contract
and justice, in modern Persian, Mehr (for this is the contracted form
now) has evolved to stand for both friendship and sun.

Mithra and other gods and goddesses had all their reverences until
Asho Zarathushtra came with his dynamic message of monotheism.
The Gathas know only Ahura Mazda, literally the “Super-Intellect
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Essence” or with a free rendering “the Supreme Intelligent Being”
and therefore, God Wise. Ahura Mazda is the continuous creator,
sustainer, and promoter of the universe. None of the gods and
goddesses of the old pantheon are mentioned—not even in contempt.
Why mention a name that does not exist!

Age-old beliefs and customs do not die. They outlived the purifying
movement by Zarathushtra. Mithra and other gods and goddesses
were re-introduced as yazatas, adorables. The Younger Avesta has
preserved songs in their honor—some pre-Zarathushtrian, some
post-Zarathushtrian, but all in their Zoroastrianized editions. They
are beautiful pieces of literature with a martial air. Furthermore,
except for a few, all non-Gathic Yasna sections, certain Vispered
chapters and other liturgical pieces have the names of one or more
yazatas mentioned.

However, there is no mention of a colorful festival in honor of
Mithra in any part of the Avesta. Appears odd and yet true. But
this very Avesta has a place to define and determine Gahanbars, the
six seasonal festivals of the Zarathushtrian times. Nevertheless, the
Mithraic festival has survived with all its pomp through sheer custom.
It is mostly reported in post-Sassanian writings of Muslim Iranians.

The Achaemenians are reported to have celebrated their Mithrakana.
The event took place in 522 B.C,, in the same week the festival falls.
It is reported that Achaemenian kings avoided drinking in open, but
the festival was an exception.

The Parthians and the Sassanians also celebrated the occasion with
all the royal pomp and glory. The king wore a sun-disc crown and a
special dress. A special herald greeted him with the glad tidings of
a bright future. A priest performed elaborate rites. People brought
him gifts and in return were generously rewarded. Royal banquet was
laid as colorfully as possible with flowers, fruits, food, and flavors.
Festivities were held throughout the empire, both by the rich and the
poor.

So deep-rooted was the custom that it held itself even after the Arab
conquest of Iran. Although Islam had replaced Zoroastrianism as the
state religion, Umayyid and Abbasid caliphs sat in glory to receive
gifts from their Iranian subjects. Mehregan bloomed forth as soon as
Muslim kings of Iranian culture ascended the throne. There are many
poems in Arabic and Persian composed on the occasion by court
poets, and they describe the celebrations.

According to mythology, Mehregan commemorates the victory of
the mythical hero Fereydun over the evil tyrant Zahhak. This story
reinforces themes of justice and renewal.

In ancient times Mehregan was celebrated in an extravagant style at
Persepolis. Not only was it the time for harvest, but it was also the
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time when the taxes were collected. Visitors from different parts of
the Persian Empire brought gifts for the king all contributing to a
lively festival.

During pre-Islamic and early Islamic Iran, Mehregan was celebrated
with the same magnificence and pageantry as Nowruz. It was
customary for people to send or give their king, and each other, gifts.
Rich people usually gave gold and silver coins, heroes and warriors
gave horses while others gave gifts according to their financial power
and ability, even as simple as an apple.

After the Mongol invasion of Iran, the feast celebration of Mehregan
lost its popularity.

Zoroastrian Persians before Islam had 30-day months, each day in
a month had a different name, with 12 of the days also being names
of the 12 months. The day whose name corresponded to the name of
the month was celebrated. Mehregan is a name-day feast occurring
on the day of Mehr from the month of Mehr.

Mehregan is an ancient Persian and Pre-Zoroastrian festival dedicated
to Mehr (or Mithra), the divinity of light, friendship, affection, and love.
Celebrated as the Persian Festival of Autumn, it also marks the harvest
season and promotes gratitude for nature's bounty. In 2024, UNESCO
officially recognized the Ceremony of Mehregan as part of humanity's

Tajiks celebrate Mehregan in Dushanbe

intangible cultural heritage.

Traditional celebration and rituals include setting the Sofreh-ye Mehregan:

A decorative table is set with traditional items, similar to the Nowruz Haft-
Seen. A purple tablecloth is common, symbolizing the festival. Mehregan is
celebrated today by most of Iranians, even by those in diaspora.

A priest recites appropriate prayers, especially Mehr Neyayesh. A talk is
given to signify the occasion. A poem is read to glorify the festival. Food
is consumed and those present dance to the tune of music until late in the
night.

Symbolic foods and items are arranged on the table, often including:

Dry wild marjoram

A mirror for self-reflection

Rose water

various grains and nuts for prosperity
Seasonal fruits like pomegranates and apples

© © © © © ©

Silver coins and wine

o An incense burner with frankincense and espand (rue seeds) and
candles

While the royal and religious significance has evolved, the festival remains
a vibrant cultural event. It is a reminder to show gratitude for the autumn
harvest and to renew bonds of friendship and kindness.
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Please send your “Dear Nahid” questions that are within the confines of various aspects of the Zoroastrian religion/culture or conflict resolution to

cninfo@czcjournal.org

Dear Nahid,

How is Love, Humility and Hospitality encouraged in
Zoroastrian Culture and what advice is there from the
Zoroastrian tradition on cultivating these virtues?

Theo

Dear Theo,

I love this question. So perfect to speak of humility and hospitality
along with Love. Our faith works on compassion, empathy, being
humble, kindness, generosity, and geniality. Not only in our Culture
but in the roots of our religion. The Gathas are full of expression of
love and humility as being pillars of our search for authenticity and

seeking the highest truth in our lives.

Of one mind and one will ye all, O Amesha Spentas grant us your
good gifts; teach us the Laws of Truth and good thought, so that
love and divine faith may grow in our hearts.(Yasna 51, Verse 20)

Truth leads to love. Truth is what is in the basis of all relationships,
partnerships, collaborations, and communities thrive in and
succeed. All those deserve a level of humility and hospitality to
really grow. And seeking the highest truth in everything we do is
our faith.

Do not, refuse us Thy gracious aids, O Mazda and Amesha
Spentas, so that we may attain pure mind and spiritual strength
through purity and truth; sincere love and humility as well and by
developing the said attributes we may overcome the followers of
falsehood. (Yasna 31: Verse4.)

“Sincere love and humility” is the armor to defeat evil. The more
compassion and care we offer those in our lives the easier our path
to Truth and Righteousness is. The Zoroastrian culture is based
in these songs. We have carried this ideal throughout centuries of

practicing our religion.

Keep hatred and anger far away from yourselves. Let nothing tempt

you to violence. Hold on to love and good mind. (Yasna 48, Verse 7)

The best way to cultivate love and humility is to embrace it when
the worst of you is about to come through. When evil thoughts
turn you away from what you know is right - that is where finding
humility in our actions will bring us back to love and righteousness.
It will happen - we will be tempted and pushed at times towards
selfishness and greed, but it is those times where we must open our

hearts, homes, minds, and spirits to the Good choices.

Our Zoroastrian culture is filled with many hospitable traditions
based and rooted in care of our homes for the safety they provide,
our food for the nourishment they give, our neighbors for the
security they offer and our bodies and minds for the abilities they
give us to do Good for others and ourselves.

One of my favorite traditions in Cham, Zainabad, my home

village of Mobarakeh, is Mehrized which is the 5-day tradition of
joyous community building and marvelous hospitality; ending with
Gesht, which holds nothing back in sharing of resources for all
those communities and families.

The origin of this tradition must have started centuries ago, where
community members would go house to house, over the course of 5
days, and catch up on news of births, deaths, ailments and remedies,
new tools or inventions to share with each other and to humbly offer
and accept what each family had to offer as means of hospitality. It is
a way to meet right before the winter and share resources at the end
of the 5days at a massive festival, Gesht. Resources like meat and
nuts and other harvests amongst all those living in the area so that
winter would not be so hard for all.

This level of hospitality is what we are all about as Zoroastrians.
The feelings of pure love and an elevation of a community as a
whole, through sharing and truly caring for each other - is a feeling
that I have yet to witness in any other culture. We not only cultivate
it in ourselves but we motivate love, humility and hospitality in
others if we truly follow our guiding principles of Good Thoughts,
Good Words, and Good Deeds.
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