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Introduction 

 
 

Mona was a sixteen-year-old girl who gave her life for unity and 
peace for all humanity. Her life was taken because of hate and 
ignorance. The people who killed her thought they could use force 
and terror to break her religious faith and make her obey them 
instead. They thought by putting her to death, they could inspire fear 
in others like her. They failed. Instead, Mona’s story has become a 
source of courage, hope and inspiration not only to people in her 
own country but to millions around the world. As you read her story, 
you will see how Mona was not just a victim. She was a hero. 

Mona was my friend, and I’d like to share her story with you. My 
name is Azadeh, which means “freedom.” My family and friends call 
me Azi. (It’s pronounced AH-zee).  I am from a country called Iran, 
where we speak the Persian language. Iran is a very old country with 
a wonderful culture and a rich history, and I encourage you to learn 
about it. In recent years though, Iran has faced a lot of trouble. The 
story I’m going to tell you took place mostly in the years 1979 to 1983 
when I was between the ages of 12 and 16.  

In 1979, the government of Iran was taken over by men with 
extreme religious beliefs. They did not believe that religion is meant 
to promote love and unity and create ties of friendship and 
fellowship among different people. Instead, they think everyone else 
should believe just as they do or else they will use force including 
violence, torture and death. Many Iranians have suffered terribly 
because of this government, including my friends and family. I, 
along with some of my brothers and sisters, escaped the country a 
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number of years ago. We found refuge in countries that allow 
freedom of religion, places where we could have our beliefs and 
practice our religion openly and peacefully. While I miss my family 
members who still live in Iran, I am grateful for this freedom.  

I am from a city called Shiraz. It is famous in Iran for a number of 
things, including poetry, flowers and gardens, and, apparently, 
pretty girls! It is also famous because it is where my religion began. 
My religion is called the Bahá’í Faith, and it started in 1844 when a 
young man called “The Báb” (or “The Gate”) declared that a New 
Age was dawning for all humanity. He said this was a time when the 
promises of all religions would come true and the world would be 
united like one country and one people.  

Mona was also from Shiraz. She and her family had moved there 
when she was about seven years old. I didn’t meet her until many 
years later, however, because we lived in different areas of the city. 
In fact, I met her father first. What a wonderful man! I loved him 
very much and I remember clearly the first time I met him. 

I’m from a big family and we lived in a big house. It was always 
full of children and youth, and our door was always open to 
everyone. I am actually the youngest of nine children, and so I would 
spend a lot of my time with my nephews and nieces that are my 
same age. Some of my older brothers and sisters had started 
attending classes for Bahá’í youth that were being held at our house. 
They spoke about the teacher, how gentle and knowledgeable he 
was. I was 12 years old and not old enough to join them. School was 
out, but I and the other children would go to one of my older sisters’ 
homes for the day while the classes were going on. Whenever we 
came back home, the teacher and the class would be gone. I was 
curious about this man that had impressed my family so much. 

So one day I decided to stay home, and I waited in the hallway 
for 3 o’clock, when the teacher would come and the class would start. 
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I was a little short for 12, but I had very long black hair and an 
independent spirit. I was usually more interested in the adventures 
and pranks my nephews were getting into than the activities girls 
were supposed to do, such as helping in the kitchen. 

The door opened.  My sister, Monir (Munír)*, came in with some 
other youth. Monir was 22 and had volunteered to be the teacher’s 
assistant, to help organize schedules and take notes. She was 
followed by a man in his forties with a kind, smiling face. This was 
certainly their teacher. This was Mr. Mahmudnizhad 
(Mahmúdnizhád). 

“Alláh-u-abhá,” I said, standing up. This is an expression Bahá’ís 
use to greet one another.  It means “God is most glorious.” 

“Alláh-u-abhá,” replied the teacher, his loving eyes fixing 
themselves on me. I was a little anxious. 

“What’s your name, my dear?” 

“Azadeh.” 

“Azadeh … Very good, very good. ‘Freedom.’ Your sister, Monir, 
has told me about you.” 

He hugged me, not worrying about it being the first time we’d 
met. He had a loving embrace that came from deep inside, as if he 
found God in everyone he met. That meant no one was a stranger to 
him. The youth had continued on their way into the house while 
their teacher continued to talk with me.  

“How precious you are.” He bent down a little to look me in the 
eye, and stroked my hair like a loving father would. 

                                                 
* When a new Persian name is mentioned, I will generally follow it with its 
proper transliteration in parentheses. After that, a simpler version of the 
name will be used. Transliteration helps people know how the name is 
written in the original language. The transliteration for Mona would be 
Muná, and Azadeh would be Ázádih.  
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“Azadeh, my dear, look at your beautiful, shining hair.” 

He then pointed out the window and said, “I wish I could take 
down a bright star from the sky out there and put it in your shining 
hair.”  

A thrill raced through me.  The depth and sincerity of his love 
melted away any anxiety I felt. I don’t remember if I said anything 
else. 

“Call me Amu,” he said. In Persian, Amu (‘Amú) means uncle. 
And then he waved goodbye and went to his class. 

He had taken only a few moments with me, but that is one of my 
most precious memories even to this day. It makes me wonder at the 
power of when we first meet people. Most other people would have 
said hello and walked away, but he took time to be with me and 
share his love, and it made such a difference. 

And this was the example he set for others. It was this bright light 
inside him that would help guide his daughter Mona so far down her 
own spiritual path, so that, at such a young age, she would cause the 
whole world to marvel. 

 

Amu became part of our household. My parents even gave him 
his own room so that he could rest, since he lived quite far away. He 
used our home regularly to teach classes for those Bahá’í youth who 
were college age. This was 1980, and the previous year, my country 
had experienced a Revolution. All the Bahá’í students had been 
kicked out of the universities just because of their religion. They were 
understandably upset and not sure what to do. This was a time of 
large demonstrations in the streets. Young people were joining 
different political groups, some with extreme points of view. The 
Bahá’í youth wondered whether they should also protest publicly, 
like many of their friends. 
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One night, Amu had a dream of Bahá’u’lláh, who is the Prophet 
who founded the Bahá’í Faith and whose coming had been 
announced by the Báb. Bahá’u’lláh suffered difficulty, imprisonment 
and exile throughout His life for teachings that called for the unity 
and oneness of all people. In the dream, Bahá’u’lláh took a red apple 
and cut it into four pieces. He then handed Amu the pieces as if he 
should do something with them. Thinking about this dream, Amu 
decided that the apple symbolized the youth and especially the 
university students. Now that their schooling had been interrupted, 
their sense of purpose and direction had been divided like the pieces 
of an apple. He believed it was his job to make them whole again and 
he could do this by sacrificing his time and teaching them what he 
knew. 

Amu was not a university professor, but he had a lot to teach. 
First, he was very knowledgeable about the Bahá’í Faith and its 
teachings. He was trained professionally in radio engineering, and he 
had worked for a large international company before the Revolution, 
selling and repairing TVs and radios.  When the Revolution came, he 
lost that job not because he was a bad worker, but because he was a 
Bahá’í. Teaching these youth would now become his full-time job, 
sharing his understanding and opening them up to the power of love 
that he himself embodied.  

He made everyone in our family feel special. Sometimes during 
his lunch break, he would take the time to drive me back to school 
and he would talk to me about my life. Other times, he would take 
my young niece to the park. She had started showing signs of a 
learning disability, but he was always encouraging, telling the family 
not to worry about her and that she would one day go to university 
herself. Like the rest of us, she developed a deep attachment to him. 

 
“54 … 55 … 56” 
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I was making my way up the five flights of stairs to the 
Mahmudnizhads’ apartment. At 12 years old, counting steps is a 
natural way of dealing with them. There was no elevator, and 
counting gave you something to do. It’s a way to measure your 
progress, like moving prayer beads on a string.  

“66 …  67 …”  

I looked up, knowing I was almost there. I was surprised to see a 
beautiful girl standing there at the top looking down at me.  She had 
long brown hair, green eyes, and a beautiful smile. I stopped in my 
tracks and forgot my counting. 

“Hi,” the girl said. She wore a dark blue coat and seemed to be on 
her way out.  

I knew this must be Amu’s daughter. She had his same smile, his 
same radiance, and his same openness of spirit. She didn’t have that 
thing that many adolescents have of being self-conscious.  

“I’m Mona.” 

I introduced myself. While I was just a year younger, the 
difference in our ages seemed greater because Mona was beginning 
to mature physically. Still she was eager to befriend me and make me 
feel welcome.  

“Please don’t leave. I’ll be back soon, and then we can get to 
know each other better.” She was on her way out on an errand. 

“Hello, Mona.” 

My sisters, Monir and Shahin (Shahín), had caught up to me on 
the stairs and exchanged greetings with Mona, too. We then went 
down the hall to the apartment, while Mona went on her errand. 

The three of us had come to visit Amu’s wife, Mona’s mother. 
Her name was Farkhundih (Farkhundih), and she had been sick. In 
Iran, the custom is to visit people when they are sick (unlike in some 
countries in the West).  
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The apartment was small, but nicely decorated. It had two 
bedrooms, one for Mona and one for her parents. Mona’s older sister, 
Taraneh (Taránih), had recently gotten married and moved out.  
When we were inside, Mrs. Mahmudnizhad thanked Monir for 
helping her a few days earlier. She had been so sick that she had 
needed to go to the doctor, but the authorities had closed down all 
the streets except to authorized vehicles. Monir is a resourceful 
person. She had contacted a neighbor of ours who worked for the 
Mayor of Shiraz. Monir had met this man when she was a newspaper 
reporter and had interviewed the Mayor. That was before the 
Revolution, when Bahá’ís could still work for the newspapers. Monir 
had called this influential man to get permission for a car to drive 
Mrs. Mahmudnizhad to a doctor, and he had arranged it.   

I peeked into Mona’s room. I could see the light from her 
window coming through the bright blue curtains. 

My sisters talked with Mrs. Mahmudnizhad about her health and 
about the conditions in the country. Things were getting worse, with 
different political and religious groups fighting and killing each 
other. None of these groups were friendly towards the Bahá’ís, even 
though the Bahá’ís are peaceful and welcoming of others. The main 
group that had come to power after the Revolution was the Islamic 
clergy, the Mullas, and they hated the Bahá’í Faith. They wanted to 
rip it up by the roots the way you would tear out a tree, so no sign of 
it would remain. We knew their coming to power was bad news for 
us, but times were still uncertain. We had no idea how bad it would 
get.  

Mona came back like she had told me she would. She made us 
feel very welcome and showed us hospitality, offering us something 
to drink. Afterwards, she invited me into her room. It was neat and 
inviting, with lots of blue in it. Blue was her favorite color. Her 
curtains, her bedspread and many other items were made of this 
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bright, blue- and-white checkered fabric. She loved to do arts and 
crafts. She had made drawings, posters and flower arrangements, 
and even though she was only 13, she had sewn or embroidered 
many of the decorations in her room herself.   

Much of her artwork was inspired in some way by the Bahá’í 
teachings. For example, she had made a number of cushions. Most 
had flowers decorating them. On one of the cushions, though, she 
had embroidered a doll. The doll had eyes, but no ears and no 
mouth. Mona said she had made the doll this way because 
sometimes her friends would come over and start to backbite. She 
wanted to teach them to hear no evil and speak no evil. Speaking 
about other people’s faults is strongly forbidden in the Bahá’í 
teachings, because it damages trust and unity. Bahá’u’lláh said: 

Hear no evil, and see no evil, abase not thyself, neither sigh and 
weep. Speak no evil, that thou mayest not hear it spoken unto 
thee, and magnify not the faults of others that thine own faults 
may not appear great … 1  

You see how creative Mona was, to come up with this gentle way 
to teach a lesson to her friends. I was very impressed with her many 
good qualities. From that day, my friendship with Mona began. It’s a 
friendship I still value to this day. 

One of the qualities I really admired in her was her openness. She 
was not shy in the least.  If she wanted to cry, she would cry. If she 
wanted to dance, she would dance. She didn’t worry too much about 
what people would think or say.  

Some months later, we were together during a holiday called 
Naw Rúz. This is the Iranian New Year, and we celebrate it on the 
first day of spring. Naw Rúz is also a holy day for Bahá’ís around the 
world. In Iran, there are about two weeks of celebrations that go on 
at Naw Rúz time. People celebrate by offering hospitality and 
visiting their families and friends. The Mahmudnizhads had come 
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over to visit our home at this time, and we all had lunch together. My 
mother had made Sabzí Polo Máhí, a traditional holiday dish of Herb 
Rice with Fish. We enjoyed the delicious food and each other’s 
company. Mona was very intrigued with my mother’s carefully 
prepared Sofreh—that is, the traditional display of Naw Rúz 
decorations, also known as Haft-Sín. My sister promised to help 
Mona with her own Haft-Sín display the following year. 

Soon it was time to go visiting other family and friends. So ten of 
us—my parents, me, and four of my siblings, plus Mona and her 
parents, all piled into Amu’s car, everyone on another’s lap. We must 
have been quite a sight going down the road in the silver Paykán car, 
laughing and bursting the seams! 

My sister asked Mona to chant. Mona had a lovely voice for 
chanting prayers. This is something that Bahá’ís in Iran do regularly. 
We don’t just speak a prayer or whisper it to ourselves. We like to set 
the words to a melody and sing it. This is called chanting, and 
chanted prayers can be so beautiful that they take you into another 
world. Mona had recently memorized a new prayer.  When my sister 
asked her to chant it, she wasn’t shy or nervous. She folded her arms, 
closed her eyes, and began the prayer. Everyone else was quiet while 
the car continued down the road filled with Mona’s sweet voice.  

Amu pulled the car up to my aunt’s house. My parents, my 
brother Daniel (Dányál) and I got out—the rest were all going to the 
home of another Bahá’í friend. I was really mad, because I wanted to 
be with Mona and the others, but my mom told me I needed to go 
with her. As the car drove away, everyone in it waved and laughed, 
and I complained in my mother’s ear all the way to my aunt’s door. 

A few days later, I was able to see Mona again. It was still Naw 
Rúz time, and our family friend, Mahvash Vahdat (Mahvash Vahdat), 
invited some youth, including me and my siblings, to lunch. She was 
showing the town to some visiting friends and wanted us to join. 
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Mahvash was in her late 20s, and she was funny, bold, and 
outspoken. Her family would suffer enormously in the next couple of 
years. Today, however, Mahvash was taking us to eat at the fancy 
Kúrosh hotel, a well-known spot for tourists. I was excited to go. 
Here I was 12 and Mona was 13, and we were going out with all 
these older youth. We took some pictures together inside the elegant 
hotel while we waited for Mahvash’s friends. We enjoyed a good 
lunch with lots of laughs. Mahvash then invited us all to go to the 
Eram garden. It was a beautiful spring day in Shiraz, perfect to walk 
around, do some sight-seeing and enjoy the holiday atmosphere. 
Unfortunately, right after lunch, Mona had to go. My sister had to 
take her back. This time I was staying where the fun was, and it was 
Mona who had to go. We all waved goodbye.  

 
I remember one very special night. It started with a conversation. 

Amu had stayed for dinner with us after his classes and after the 
youth had gone home. He and my family were sitting in the living 
room after dinner talking about the situation in Iran. What were we 
Bahá’ís supposed to do? we wondered. None of us had ever lived in 
such a time as this, and things were changing so fast around us. 

Things were not great for the Bahá’ís before the Revolution, when 
the Sháh, the King of Iran, was still in power. There were times when 
his government would look the other way while the Islamic religious 
leaders told their followers to mistreat the Bahá’ís. The people would 
then go abuse some unfortunate families, vandalize their property or 
drive them out of a village, and they believed this was their religious 
duty and what God wanted them to do.  

I listened as the adults talked. Before 1979, the government was 
not run by the religious leaders. The Sháh, and his father, who was 
king before him, both wanted to bring to Iran the material benefits, 
the technology and some of the liberal ideas of the western world. I 
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grew up watching western television programs like Little House on the 
Prairie and Star Trek. (I was terrified of Mr. Spock and his pointed 
ears!) We listened to western music, we wore western clothes. We felt 
part of the greater world. The airports were open and we could fly to 
any country. The TV and newspapers shared stories from all 
different countries. We could read books that opened our minds to 
new ideas. I had dreams of growing up to be a child psychologist.  

Now, that life seemed to be going up in smoke. Now that the 
clergy was in power, they were turning the country in another 
direction, an old direction. The conversation was animated as my 
older siblings added their points of view. We girls now had to wear 
head scarves to cover up our hair in school and in public. A female 
couldn’t be seen with a man in public if he was not a family member, 
even if you were just friends. Guards were everywhere forcing us to 
follow new rules. Many books were banned. Western music, 
television and movies were forbidden. On the TV, they had people 
chanting the Qur’án, the holy book of Islam, and they broadcast 
heavily-censored news. We only heard the stories the clergy wanted 
us to hear. In school, we were pushed to curse America and Israel. 

And for Bahá’ís, things looked even worse. All who worked as 
public employees—teachers, social workers, and other civil 
servants—lost their jobs. All other employers were pressured by the 
clergy to fire the Bahá’ís. Universities no longer admitted Bahá’í 
students, and we could even be expelled from primary and 
secondary schools. The damage was represented in the lives of those 
talking together in this living room: My older siblings had been fired 
from jobs, expelled from schools, or prohibited from attending. Our 
family was able to stay fed and housed only because of my father’s 
pension from his career in the military. He was retired, and my 
mother worked hard raising a large family and serving her 
community. She did not, however, work outside the home, like most 



12 Our Friend Mona 

 

Iranian women of her generation.  My mother and father were 
wonderful role models of faith and selfless service. I cannot express 
how grateful I am to them for all they have done for me. 

Amu had lost his job too, of course. He was able to get a little 
work helping some friends in business with their accounting, but he 
basically threw himself into full-time service. His wife made some 
money with her sewing, and so the family kept going.  

The discussion turned to what should be the next steps for the 
Bahá’ís: How should we live our lives now that we were a target of 
discrimination and persecution? Should we hide? Should we leave 
Shiraz? We discussed the idea of sacrifice and the idea of wisdom. 
With sacrifice, you choose to give up something to achieve a greater 
purpose. With wisdom, you don’t sacrifice randomly, but you choose 
which course of action will be most effective. Maybe we should stop 
or reduce our teaching, which is to say, openly sharing information 
about the Bahá’í Faith?  

Here Amu was crystal clear in his word and in his deed: 
Teaching others about Bahá’u’lláh’s message is essential for 
humanity to grow and move past the very dark days of ignorance 
and violence that now threaten our country and the planet. If we stop 
promoting unity and stay quiet about overcoming prejudices—
religious, racial, national, ethnic and gender, humanity will die as a 
result of its ignorance. In despair, it will commit suicide. We work to 
bring hope and spirit and love back into the world. We know we are 
not the only ones who believe this way, and that is why we search 
out other people who want to join us in our mission. Bahá’u’lláh’s 
teachings are a rich source of hope and spiritual promise for this 
country and the planet. It can transform this war-torn world into a 
reflection of the kingdom of heaven. How can we keep from sharing 
it? Even if that means that we suffer because we do so. 
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Amu always seemed to be able to see the spiritual way, even in 
the darkest of times. I know he was not perfect, and he had struggles 
like everyone else. But he was one of the most perfect men I’ve ever 
known. 

We asked: What should we do? Should we leave the city? Should 
we wait and see? My father was getting older and he had a number 
of young, unmarried daughters to look after. He didn’t say this in so 
many words, but how could he protect us if the guards or a mob 
came to the house and wanted to take us? 

The spirit in that room was strong. When people speak the truth 
out loud, it seems to change the air in the room. We didn’t have all 
the answers, but the questions helped us reflect on our deepest 
purpose in life.  

The subject changed to how my parents became Bahá’ís. Most 
Iranians can trace their religion back several generations, many even 
to the 1800s, to the time of the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh. My mother, 
father and Amu were unusual, however, in that they had each 
learned of the Bahá’í Faith on their own, each when they were youth.  

My parents’ stories were familiar to me. My father and mother 
had each been raised Shí’ih Muslim. Shí’ih is the branch of Islam that 
most people in Iran follow. Both my parents lost their fathers when 
they were young. My dad was taken away from his mother as a 
toddler to live with his father's family, even though he didn’t know 
them. This was very painful for him, but it was the accepted practice 
of the time.  My parents married young—when my father was in his 
early 20s and my mother was 13—in an arranged marriage. They 
didn’t even know each other. Again, this was the accepted practice 
for Muslims in that time. And my mother was relatively old, since 
Muslim girls could be married as young as 9!  

It turned out, fortunately, that my parents were both spiritual 
people and they learned to love each other deeply. They both heard 
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of the Bahá’í Faith in their teens or twenties.* My father accepted 
first, but he placed no pressure on my mother. She had a series of 
dreams that helped her see the truth in the Bahá’í Faith. (Those 
dreams are for another story.) The bad part was that when they 
became Bahá’ís, their families either rejected them or treated them 
poorly.  

Amu remarked on the similarity of his story to theirs. I really 
wanted to hear Amu’s story. Hearing Bahá’ís tell the stories of how 
they found the Faith is like hearing the story of how a couple fell in 
love. I noticed, however, my eyelids were starting to get heavy. It 
was 9 o’clock already. I went and got another cup of tea to help me 
stay awake. 

Finally, it was Amu’s turn to tell his story. I waited, but he 
hesitated. You see he didn’t often share this story. It was a long story 
with a lot of pain associated with it. And so much of the time he 
listened to others’ stories. In fact, he had not even told his daughter 
Mona the complete story of how he came to find the Faith. So he was 
hesitating because he didn’t want to share his story and not have 
Mona there to hear it. It was her story, too. They had a very special 
connection, Mona and her father. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I want to tell you the story, but I want 
Mona to hear it, too. Would it be okay with you if I went home and 
picked up Mona and came back?” 

They lived 25 minutes away, so it would be 10pm before he’d be 
back. 

My parents agreed that that would be fine. We all loved Amu 
and wanted to do whatever he asked. 

It’s okay? 

                                                 
* My father later discovered that, coincidentally, his father had become a 
Baha’i himself, only a year or two before he died. 
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It’s okay. 

No taarof? 

No taarof. 

This taarof is when Persian people are being polite but don’t 
necessarily mean what they say. So saying, “No taarof?” is like 
saying, “You really mean it?”  

He quickly left with a promise to be back. 

This was going to be tough for me, because I have always been 
trained to wake up early and go to bed early. This was a special night 
though—not only did I want to hear the story, but now I really 
wanted to see Mona. I needed to be awake. But maybe, I thought to 
myself, if I just closed my eyes and took a little nap until he came 
back … 

I awoke to someone crying loudly, a girl. It wasn’t my sisters. I 
knew what their cries sounded like. I looked and Mona was there, 
but she wasn’t the happy Mona I had always known. She was 
sobbing uncontrollably. Her father had been telling his story. He was 
now at the tail end of it. I had missed almost the whole thing!  

Still, I was happy to be there with my family and with Amu and 
Mona. I just hoped that they wouldn’t leave now that I was awake. 
These were souls I loved to be with, even if I was tired. Do you know 
what that feels like, to be with someone that you love and don’t want 
to be separated from? 

So I heard only the last part of the story. Mona kept crying. I 
think she was both sad for her father’s pain and difficulty and 
grateful for the journey he had taken and the faith that he had found. 
His discovery was indeed her treasure. 

When he finished, it was very late and Mona was still filled with 
such heavy emotions. Amu said, “I can’t take her home like this.” So 
he agreed to let her sleep over. I was very happy, and still a little bit 
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awake, so I got a chance to talk to my friend. After her father left, we 
talked about school and how it was odd that both of us were still able 
to go to school when so many of the Bahá’í children had been 
expelled. We laughed because some children were happy not to go to 
school. Not us, though. We both wanted to learn. After such an 
emotional night, our hearts felt quite close.  

I had a sleepover that night with a 13-year-old girl who, within 
three years, would become one of the greatest spiritual lights of our 
generation. But that night, she was just my friend Mona. And I 
fought to stay awake just a little longer, to push up my drooping 
eyelids, to make that special moment last. 

The next morning my mother had made breakfast for everyone 
and we all ate together. That day, they told me the story I had missed 
the night before, about how Amu discovered the Bahá’í Faith. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Mona (left), Azi (center), with Rohanian 

siblings and Mahvash Vahdat
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