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FOURTEEN NEW YORK CHURCHES had vied to host ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s first 
public address in America.1 But the Reverend Dr. Percy Stickney Grant, Rector 
of the Church of the Ascension at Fifth Avenue and 10th Street in Greenwich 
Village, wasn’t in the habit of losing. 
 
He was fifty-two. A mass of grey flames swept above his forehead, leaving white 
trails at the temples. Fervor peered out beneath a confident brow; resolve rode 
his ardent jawline.2 It was almost 11:30 a.m. on this Sunday, April 14, 1912, and 
Grant, engulfed in the singing voices of the choir and the thunder of the pipe 
organ, waited for the perfect moment in front of his congregation of 2000 
people.3 
 
“Jesus lives! For us He died; 
Then alone to Jesus living!” 4 
 
His best side was his left side, not just in the pose he struck for cameras,5 but 
also when it came to his politics. The Social Gospel movement was alive and 
flourishing in America. Activist churchmen led social welfare campaigns for the 
poor, for the equalization of wealth, for the rights of exploited workers and 
minorities. This was tangible Christianity writ in modern terms; Grant and his 
church occupied its radical center. 
 

 
1 Juliet Thompson, The Diary of Juliet Thompson (Los Angeles: Kalimát Press, 1983), 239. 
2 This description of Percy Stickney Grant is based on two posed photographic portraits. “Rev. 
Percy Stickney Grant,” photograph, Bain News Service, n.d., from Library of Congress: George 
Grantham Bain Collection, accessed December 11, 2012, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ggbain.06148; 
“Percy Stickney Grant (1860–1927),” Picture History, accessed December 11, 2012, http://www 
.picturehistory.com/product/id/15783#. 
3 Thompson, Diary, 244; “Abdul Baha Prays in Ascension Church,” New York Times, April 15, 1912. 
The service began at 11:00 a.m., and Grant fetched ‘Abdu’l-Bahá after the second lesson. The New 
York Times reports that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá spoke “toward the close of the services.” “Almost 11:30 a.m.” 
is an estimate. 
4 Francis Elizabeth Cox, trans., “Jesus lives! Thy terrors now,” Hymnal 1982: according to the use of 
the Episcopal Church, #194 (New York: Church Hymnal Corp., 1985). 
5 “Rev. Percy Stickney Grant,” Bain, photograph; “Percy Stickney Grant,” Picture History, 
photograph. 
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“Pure in heart may we abide, 
Glory to our Savior giving. 
Alleluia!” 6 
 
Grant left his seat, turned away from the congregation, walked back toward the 
altar, and disappeared into a doorway on the right side of the sanctuary. He 
returned a few moments later, hand-in-hand with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.7 
 
Last year, Grant had stood here one Sunday and denounced ‘Abdu’l-Bahá as a 
heathen and a threat to Christians.8 But today he had decked the chancel with 
calla lilies, and, to the right of the altar behind the railing, he had crowned the 
Bishop’s chair with a victor’s wreath of laurel leaves.9 He walked ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 
over to it, and, breaking the Nineteenth Canon of the Episcopal Church, invited 
him to be seated.10 Rules never stopped Percy Stickney Grant from making a 
point. When the organ fell silent he returned to the steps of the chancel. 
 
“I have the honor and pleasure to welcome to this place of worship a messenger 
from the East,” he began. “He comes with a plan of construction and of 
reconstruction, and has brought to these shores a touchstone of love and of 
peace.”11 
 
“But, some will ask,” as indeed they already had, “ ‘What has he done to prove 
his sincerity?’ An exile from his native land from the age of nine; a prisoner for 
forty years, are the badges of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s sincerity.”12 
 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá rose, stepped forward, and replaced Grant on the chancel steps.13 
He gazed out over the pews, packed to the aisles with parishioners, and began to 
speak. 
 
“In his scriptural lesson this morning,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá said, “the reverend doctor 
read a verse from the Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians, ‘For now we see 
through a glass, darkly; but then face to face.’ ”14 
 
After each sentence he paused, listening carefully as his translator, Dr. Fareed, 
rendered his words into English. “The light of truth has heretofore been seen 

 
6 Cox, “Jesus lives!” Hymnal. 
7 Thompson, Diary, 244. 
8 Ibid., 297. 
9 Ibid., 245. 
10 “Episcopal Ban on Persian Speaker,” Baltimore News, April 27, 1912. 
11 “Abdul-Baha’s First Public Address in America,” Star of the West 3, No. 3 (April 28, 1912): 5. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Thompson, Diary, 245. 
14 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, 2nd ed. (Wilmette, IL: Bahá’í Publishing 
Trust, 1982), 11; 1 Cor. 13:12. 
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dimly through variegated glasses, but now the splendors of divinity shall be 
visible through the translucent mirrors of pure hearts and spirits.”15 
 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá wore a cream-colored robe and a white turban. He stood on one 
side of the wide chancel table with Fareed on the other.16 Behind them a great 
canvas mural by John La Farge covered the upper half of the back wall, 
dominating the nave. Mary Magdalene and the eleven true Disciples, dressed in 
red, green, and gold, watched the risen Christ soar upward into heaven among a 
host of angels.17 
 
“Since my arrival in this country,” he said, “I find that material civilization has 
progressed greatly, that commerce has attained the utmost degree of expansion; 
arts, agriculture and all details of material civilization have reached the highest 
stage of perfection, but spiritual civilization has been left behind. Material 
civilization is like unto the lamp, while spiritual civilization is the light in that 
lamp.”18 
 
Percy Stickney Grant considered the delicate argument ‘Abdu’l-Bahá made, 
which resonated with his congregation. The imperative of the modern age, 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá declared, is to establish international peace and reconciliation. Yet 
political power would never be equal to this task, for “the political interests of 
nations . . . are divergent and conflicting.” Faith in cultural and national 
identities would similarly fail, because “The very nature of racial differences and 
patriotic prejudices prevents . . . unity and agreement.” Only a new morality, 
rooted not in material concepts but in a holistic view of human nature, like that 
which Jesus taught, could establish the foundations needed for a just and 
unified world.19 
 
When he had finished speaking, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá offered a prayer for the 
congregation, returned to his seat, left a bill in the collection plate, and, at 
Grant’s request, delivered the final benediction.20 
 

 
15 Ibid. 
16 Alice Ives Breed to Thornton Chase, 1 May 1912, Thornton Chase Papers, National Bahá’í 
Archives, Wilmette, IL. 
17 John LaFarge, The Ascension of Our Lord, 1888, oil on canvas, New York, Church of the 
Ascension, accessed December 13, 2012, http://ascensionnyc.org/history/art/. 
18 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Promulgation, 11. 
19 Ibid., 12. 
20 “Abdul Baha Prays,” New York Times; Thompson, Diary, 246–247. 



How to Cite this Article 
 
The formatting below is from the Chicago Manual of Style, 17th Edition. For other academic citation styles, 
please adapt accordingly. Since the 239 Days site and its contents may be updated from time to time, we 
recommend you include a “Last modified” date, which is provided at the top of both the web and PDF 
versions of this article. 
 
 
FOOTNOTE / ENDNOTE: 
Jonathan Menon, “ ‘Abdu’l-Bahá Delivers First Public Address in America,” 239 Days in America, ed. 
Jonathan Menon and Robert Sockett, April 14, 2012,  
http://239days.com/2012/04/14/abdul-baha-delivers-first-public-address-in-america/. 
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
Menon, Jonathan. “ ‘Abdu’l-Bahá Delivers First Public Address in America.” 239 Days in America. Edited 
by Jonathan Menon and Robert Sockett. April 14, 2012.  
http://239days.com/2012/04/14/abdul-baha-delivers-first-public-address-in-america/. 
 
 
HOW TO CITE THE 239 Days in America WEBSITE IN A BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
Menon, Jonathan, and Robert Sockett, eds. 239 Days in America. http://239days.com/. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Terms of Use 
 
239 Days in America™ and the 239Days.com website is licensed under a Creative Commons 3.0 License as specified 
at this link: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/. This PDF file is shared with you with the following 
additional terms: 
 

YOU MAY quote from this PDF file with proper attribution. Your citation must include the author’s name and 
the 239 Days in America project’s name. You may download and print this PDF file, and you may share 
individual PDF files in print or electronic form. 

 
Although we want to make our work easy to share, we also wish to maintain the unity and integrity of 239 Days in 
America as a whole. Therefore, 
 

YOU MAY NOT republish or rebroadcast our PDF files in a public forum—such as by uploading them to a blog, 
app, or other web property, publishing them in print form, or distributing them widely using electronic means—
without our prior written consent. We invite you to discuss such opportunities with us by contacting the Editor-
In-Chief at editor@239Days.com. Otherwise, please share the permalinks displayed at the top of each file.  

 
YOU MAY NOT extract pages from this file, recombine this PDF file with other documents, assemble its 
contents into any free or paid product, app, ebook, collection, compilation, or archive, nor remove this page of 
Terms. The Adobe PDF™ security features employed in this document have been selected to prevent such 
use. You may not circumvent these security features in any way. 

 
 
 
 


