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“All weneed Is
awelcome”

Zoroastrian NRIs have much to offer the
community in India if invited to do so

Arnavaz S. Mama & Parinaz M. Gandhi

“We aretrying to create a ‘ Zarathushti
Chaordica — bringing order out of
chaos,” stressed Rohinton Rivetna of
Chicago at the third “ Coming Together
Roundtable” convened by him to bring
together concerned Zarathushtis from
across the globe committed to preserv-
ing and protectingaworldwide" commu-
nity without borders.” He hoped Janu-
ary 15, 2008, the day the members as-
sembled at the Mancherji Joshi Hall of
the Dadar Athornan Madressa for the
Roundtable meet could be a signal
“Zarathushti Pravasi Divas (Pilgrim’s
Day).” Asconveyed by him, “ Fifty years
ago wewere oceansaway, 25 yearsago
we were continents away, today we
(are)...barely aclick of amouse away.”
Likethebarsomtwigswhichsignify that
strength lies in togetherness or the
payvand (symbolic spiritual bonding),
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the community must cometogether and
work inhamazori whilst ensuringthat no
organization or Zarathushti is left be-
hind, herecommended.

“The responsibility to preserve and
protect our community issomething that
we have not inculcated in our young,”
regretted Rivetna as he urged better co-
ordination and networking — “Dialog
brings minds together and actionsbring
hearts together” — without forgetting
the individual effort summed up in 10
simpletwo-letter words: “If itistobe, it
isuptome.”

Global networking

WWW.Zoroastrians.net is a new website
introduced by Yazdi Tantra “to cover
everythingrelatedtoParsig/Iranis...from
Zarathushti businesses to babies and
fromreligiontoyouth, there’ ssomething
for everyone.” Inviting Zoroastrians to
visit this site and add useful links, he
specified that he was
bearingthecost of the
undertakingasacom-
munity service. His

earlier project, www.theparsidirec-
tory.com was ableto list 63,000 Parsis/
Iranis globally, even those scattered in
areaslikeNigeriaand Bangkok. Through
thiswebsite some members of the com-
munity have been able to reestablish
contactswithfriends, rel atives, work col-
leagues. When Rustom Kevala, presi-
dent of the Federation of Zoroastrian
Associations of North America
(FEZANA), expressed concern about
the security of information made avail-
able on thiswebsite, Tantrareplied, “1f
someone feels his name shouldn’t be
there, we'll removeit. The user ID and
password is only accessible to those
registered.” Besides the data has been
presented in such a way that only one
name and address can be accessed at a
time and there is no misuse of records.

World CongressRFP

Dubai, the venue for the next World
Zoroastrian Congressin 2009, will, be-
cause of its location, “impose restric-
tions on what we say,” feared Kevala
whowasamong theei ght-member panel
additionally comprising Rivetna, Dr
Behram Pastakia, FirdoshMehta, Minoo
Shroff, Meher Bhesania, Dorab Mistry
and Paurushasp Jilathat had prepared a
draft document such that afair and equi-
tableprocessheintroduced for selection
of host/venuefor future Congresses. To
ensure that hosts and locations are not
decidedat random, guidelinesweredrawn
upforaRequest for Proposal (RFP) tobe
issued by each successive host team.

Realizing the need “torefinethe pro-
cessandbuildonthisdocument,” Rivetna
suggested “careful screening” within
four weeks and sought empowerment
fromdifferent regionsto makethedocu-
ment “move forward.” It was decided
that a core committee be constituted to
offer aglobal perspective onissuesfac-
ing the Congress.

“IsaCongressmeant only for social-
ization or do we want to achieve more
than that?” enquired Kevala. To Jimmy
Mistry of Johannesburg, “Keeping the
Zoroastrian heritagewithinthefold” was
of utmostimportancewhileMinoo Shroff
recommended, “Empowering the
young...energizing the youth to take
over the baton.”

Interfaithand UN programs
Just as FEZANA has earned non-gov-



ernmental organization(NGO) statusfrom
the United Nations, other Zoroastrian
associations too should seek consulta-
tive status as NGOs with the Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC) of the
United Nations, urged Pastakiaof Wash-
ington, exhorting, “Think globally and
actlocally.” Asexplained by Pastakiain
hisnote, “ Tobeeligiblefor consultative
status an NGO must have been in exist-
ence(officialy registeredwiththeappro-
priategovernment authorities) for at | east
two years, must have an established
headquarters, ademocratically adopted
congtitution, authority to speak for its
members, arepresentativestructure, ap-
propriate mechani sms of accountability
and democratic and transparent deci-
sion-making processes. Consultative
statusis granted by ECOSOC upon rec-
ommendationof theECOSOC Committee
onNGOswhichiscomprised of 19mem-
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ber states.”

Pastakia also suggested
that Zoroastriansavail of “two
windowsof opportunity”: ob-
serveaSeasonof Service(from
March 21, Jamshedi Navroz/
spring equinox to April 22,
Earth Day) to launch environmentally
based action programsliketreeplanting,
depending onthe strength of the organi-
zation; cel ebrateaSeason of Peace(from
September 21, International Day of Prayer
and Peaceto October 2, Gandhi Jayanti,
day of non-violence). Alsovoiced wasa
need for “someinnovative approach” to
make the Zarathushti presence felt with
“abig splash” at the seven-day World
Parliament of ReligionsinMelbournein
December 2009.

Coor dination of welfar eprograms

“Theneedsof thecommunity areinfinite
while the resources are finite,” pointed
out Dinshaw Tamboly, chairmanof WZO
(World Zoroastrian Organisation) Trust
FundsinIndiaandtrusteeof theBombay
Parsi Punchayet (BPP) before elaborat-
ing on the three major issues in urban
areas. number of indigent Parsis who

perforce depend on doles; appeals for
educational aidwhicharelargely met by
charitabletrusts; and exorbitant medical
billsfor an aging/ailing community that
requires members of the middle classto
liquidate their assets. Centersfor senior
citizens — with alively, vibrant atmo-
sphere — are the need of the hour, he
believed. In the semiurban areas, the
youths, even if they are graduates, are
not employed. They need helpto beself-
employed.

His observation, “Raising funds is
never aproblem, it'sonly investigating
(the genuineness of a recipient),” trig-
gered the usual discussion on trusts
unwillingto cometogether onacommon
platform to share their dataresulting in
somebeneficiariescollectingmuchmore
than what they spend while other ap-
pealsfall by thewayside. Aspointed out
Freyaz Shroff, “ An existing trust cannot
be a liaisoning body for other trusts.
Everything does not need to happen at
the same time.” Initially trusts should
just beasked to nametherecipientsthey
have helped without specifying the
amount. Once “trust is developed be-
tween trusts’ they can move forward.

When erstwhile BPP trustee Rustom
Tirandaz wascritical of individual stak-
ing credit for others’ philanthropy, rec-
ommendinginstead “ namel ess, faceless
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charity,” BPP chairman Minoo Shroff
opined, “Even if a person can mobilize
funds, let’ sgivehimcredit.” Hewasmore
concerned about fundsbeing divertedto
subsidize the cost of students going
abroad for studies (particularly when
they don’t return) when equally good
institutionswithfacilitiesareavailablein
India. But aspointed out DaraRivetnaof
Chicago, “Itismuchmoredifficulttoget
admissioninIndia” Hethenreferred to
the changein lawsin the US which dis-
courage migrants.

Students from Iran are desperately
seeking educational facilities in India,
remarked Khodayar Attaie of Tehran, a
comment that evoked minimal response.

Apparently no one had been heeding his
earlier e-mailseither. But aforceful reit-
eration by Tirandaz resulted in a resur-
rection of thisdiscussion with Tamboly
committing to educate 25 Iranian stu-
dents at the orphanage in Navsari.

Worldwideserviceprogram

Adopt avillage in Gujarat and get the
Zoroastrian youth from overseas and
Indiato work towards its improvement
during their vacation, recommended
many seniors.

“If wecanabolishtheslavery of Parsi
prieststhat would beagood accomplish-
ment,” declared Pastakia who felt the
community “wascruel toitspriests’ es-
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pecially thoseservingthefiretemplesin
remote areas with no assistance or sub-
gtitute to relieve them. Parsi Resource
Group (PRG) volunteers, presentinlarge
numbers, then referred to their mobed
program where they expend large sums
ontheamelioration of priestshy offering
them medical benefits, pension and
children’s education.

Follow-upand coor dination

The need for follow-up on the annual
conference has become apriority issue.
Initially the consensus seemed to waver
betweenfoisting the* ownership” of fol-
low-up on those who introduced the
suggestionsfor action and the use of the
website designed by Tantra until the
latter noted, “Putting an item on the
website is no problem but coordination
andfollow-upneedsahumantouch. The
websitecan’tdoit...withinthestructure
(of the website) you can upload your
own stuff.” However, asuggestionfrom
Col Behram Nagarwalaof Ahmednagar
to appoint a coordinator at about
Rs 15,000 per month with an offer to
sponsor the first month’s salary, drew
immediate response. Rivetna, Pastakia,
Dr Homi Dhalla, Tamboly and Rustom
Engineer of Houston between them en-
sured that the next eight months' salary
wasalso provided for with Tamboly un-
derwriting three months’ pay.

As Pastakia noted, in the context of
the 6" Indian Pravasi Day which he had
attended by invitation in Delhi aong
withWorld Zarathushti Chamber of Com-
merce (WZCC) president Bomy Boyce,
former FEZANA president Firdosh
Mehtaand Lord Karan Bilimoriaof UK,
“Earlierweweremadetofed astraitorsto
the country, the brain drain... By sup-
portingthisNRI resourcelndiastandsto
gain. Much more will come back from
North Americatolndia... All weneedis
somekind of welcome... CanParsishave
asimilar approach?’

A roster of Zoroastrianssettled abroad
was the first task Rivetna wanted the
proposed coordinator to undertake. Con-
ceiving the office of the coordinator asa
focal point, Rivetnanoted, “ When com-
ing heremany of usdon’t havefacilities.
We need help to find hotels.” Sam
Billimoria of California suggested that
the individual could help locate cheap
propertiesfor thosewantingtoresettlein
Bombay and also proposed the estab-
lishment of arest house/dharamshalain
the city. (The Panday Dharamshala at
Charni Road existsfor out-of-town Zoro-
astrians — editors.)
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Pravasisandtherest
Citing the darbe mehrs bequeathed by
Rustom Guiv totheZoroastriansof North
Americaand the funding of the Zoroas-
trian Centre in London by Mehraban
Zartoshty, Pastakia sought reciprocal
help from Indiato the diaspora abroad.
He ran into flack from Jimmy Mistry:
“You Zarathushtis overseas have the
money. Y ou did not go to preserve the
religion. Y ou should bring about what is
needed here.”

“A lot of equipment we have got is
fromhere. They arehelpingusinthebest
way they can,” Mehta noted soothingly
and Pastakia acknowledged that BPP
president emeritus Jamshed Guzder had
sent an afarganiu from Gujarat to Wash-
ington DC at his own expense.

Cultural activities

A synopsisby DrHomi Dhalla, president
of theWorld Zarathushti Cultural Foun-
dation, covered the projects and activi-
tieswithwhich heisinvolvedincluding
the restoration of Sir Jamsetjee
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Jejeebhoy’ shirthplace in Navsari at the
behest of the JJ Trust, the digitization of
important old booksandtextsnow out of
print, the Sanjan excavations which he
hopesto protect by buildingawall around
what he calls “the oldest archeological
siteof theZarathushti community world-
wide.”

Photographs and study of the Bahrot
Caves, thanks to grants received from
the Archeological Survey of India(ASl)
and elsewhere has led to substantial in-
formationbeingcompiled, noted Dhalla.
TheASlI hasnow officially writtentothe
government of Maharashtrato providea
road to the caves so that necessary con-
servation may commence. The antici-
pated cost of 25 lakh rupees did not get
much response from the community, he
noted.

A book, History of the Parsis of
Navsari by Capt Hormazdiar Desai is
currently in the press, afilm on distin-
guished artist Jehangir Sabavala has
been proposed and a library of 1,200
booksinGujarati and Englishthat hehas

gathered together awaits transit to any
Zoroastriandiasporaabroadinexchange
for areasonable donation for the Foun-
dation to continue its activities, stated
Dhalla. Learning alessonfromthenasty
fireintheLibrary of CongressintheUS
when lots of books were destroyed,
Dhalla has consistently advocated that
thelimited Zoroastrian publications, cur-
rently housedintwolibrariesinIndia—
at the K. R. Cama Oriental Ingtitute in
Bombay and theMeherjiranaLibrary in
Navsari — should bereplicated in other
locations. Accordingly he has already
set up substantial collections in Poona,
Bangal oreand Baroda. The Dallasasso-
ciation has already shown itsinterestin
thebooks. Y oung peopl eintheaudience
were more interested that the Gujarati
books be trandated into English.

Dhallathanked Tantrafor hishelpand
guidance in launching a new website
www.homidhalla.com from January 1,
2008 featuring “Thoughts from
Zarathushti literature.” Nearly 600 moral
precepts based on Zoroastrian scrip-
tures are available on view, he noted.

Dhalla and Rivetna who are both
deeply involved in interfaith work rued
that Zarathushtistend to shy away from
the activity.

Mobeds
PRG was keen to discuss the mobed

“In appreciation of
the great contribution
made to the community
by Parsiana magazine’

Hope Bagwadia
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issue. Speaking on behalf of the organi-
zation Prof Faredoon Kapadia sought a
contribution of $ 2 per day per NRI to-
wardstheeducation of themobeds' chil-
dren. Essentially, they suggest theadop-
tion of a mobed child so that his/her
education, health and career can be
shaped to advantage. Seeing the plight
of their parents, mobed childrenshy away
from pursuing a career in mobedi. This
attitude needsto be countered to ensure
that the community has mobeds in fu-
ture, noted Kapadia. Headded that 1,411
individuals from mobed families were
covered by PRG which had disbursed
Rs23lakhtowardsapension schemeand
afurther Rs 32 lakh for mediclaim ben-
efits. According to Kapadia PRG has
budgeted Rs1.80 crorefor the benefit of
mobeds and youths.

The second prong of PRG’s commu-
nity strategy was the suggestion for the

adoption of an agiary per anjuman/asso-
ciation to ensure its maintenance and re-
pair. It emerged that the PRG hasalready
been in contact with the North American
Mobed Council whose president Ervad
(Dr) JehanBagli wasthenonavisittolndia

The question of the balance between
financial benefits and social respect for
mobedswasraised oncemoreandit was
agreed that education was the key to
their amelioration. Tamboly remindedthe
audience that the WZO-Athornan
Mandal partnershipsincetheearly 1990s
provided financial incentivesto mobeds
rangingbetweenRs1,500to Rs4,500 per
month depending on the quality and
status of the ceremonies they perform.
Tamboly noted that the Maneckbai
Jegjeebhoy Trust and I ranian philanthro-
pist M ehraban Farangishad contributed
Rs501akhand Rs401akhrespectively to
fund the scheme.
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Ervad (Dr) Ramiyar Karanjiathanked
thevarioussocial groupsinthecommu-
nity that had brought about an awaken-
ing about thequality of lifeof mobedsin
the past 25-30 years. Asprincipal of the
Dadar Athornan Madressa he said he
could see the change coming in and
emphasized that what needed to be done
wasto concentrate on thefurther educa-
tionof working priestssothat they could
servethe community more effectively.

Udvada High Priest Dastur (Dr)
Peshotan Mirza sought to educate the
gathering on the difference between
ervads, mobedsand dastursas* theword
dastur is very loosely used.” He noted
that the traditional function of ervads
was to propagate the religion, of the
mobeds, to maintain rigorous discipline
inorder to perform higher liturgical cer-
emonies. Thedastursweretheleadersof
the community, he noted. He urged the
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behdinsto know basic tarikats and ritu-
alsproperly and not arguewiththepriest
in the atash behram/agiary when cor-
rected. Under the Sasanian ministry of
religion, Mirzanoted, theholy fires, edi-
fices and priests were maintained from
the royal treasury.

Dhallabrought to the forethedimin-
ishinginterestinscholarshipinBombay,
resultinginthelack of PhD candidatesin
Avesta/Pahlavi at the University of
Bombay. Hewasworried about the lack
of future scholarsand noted that accord-
ing to reportscoming hisway the priests
in Iran are not educated. Kevala agreed
that even in North America not many
candidates were coming up: “Though
scholarshipswereavailablefor religious
studies, there were not many takers.”

Seeing the mobed problem as result-
ingfromalack of effectivedemand, Mehta
asked, “How many of us arrange for
ceremonies?’

While unable to respond to Dhalla's
concernMirza, who had returnedfroma
recent trip to Iran, stated that at
MarkerabadinY azd someland had been
lost to the Muslims. “ Something should
be done to protect land bought with
Indian money and donated to the local

anjuman,” he contended.

Mirzawas urged to writein the Jam-
e-Jamshed Weeklyto bring mobed prob-
lemstotheconsciousnessof thecommu-
nity but with Tirandaz casting asper-
sions on the publication (“It's in the
wrong hands’) the resulting acrimony
had Rivetnaseeking Mirzato“lead usin
good thoughts through prayer.”

Y outh networ k

Seeking to create a network of Zoroas-
trian youth across the globe, Freyaz
Shroff spoke about the website
www.zspeakerbox.narius.net as a “one
stop shop” where one can communicate
by writing on the wall. “There are 13
Zoroastrian youth yahoogroups. If you
need to find out what they’re thinking,

From left: Sarosh Contractor, Phil
Madon, Adi Vakharia and Jer Gagrat

you need to talk their language.”
Another PRG member spoke of their
effort to arrange job placements, orga-
nize youth seminars, road shows, matri-
monial meets, etc and sought mentorsas
well asfundsfor theprogram, hopingfor
a one to one relationship between an
Indianyouthand amentor fromtheWest.

Interfaithmarriages

Theblithely listed topicinthecontext of
youth empowerment set the cat among
the pigeons. Irate traditionalist from
Toronto Pervin Mistry asked: “How can
theyouthdiscussintermarriage?Dothey
know our religion, history?’ Freyaz Shroff
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tried to placate her: “It's a discussion
forum. No one is educating anyone on
anything... PRGisonly tryingtogetthe
youth off the ground. You as an edu-
cated member can log on and set the
matter right.” Nagarwalacontended that
intermarriage is a fact of life. One
youngster's response was an essay in
youthpower: “Y ouhaven' treadthe(writ-
ingonthe) walls. Wearethefuture...We
discussin adifferent manner.”

“Fourth graders don't teach other
fourth graders,” shot back Mistry. As
the argument deteriorated into the usual
cacophony, Mehtainterceded, “We are
not here to get into local arguments.
Mister chairman, pleasetake control.”

Noting that the taboo on intermar-
riage may not be subscribed to by the
young, Mehta observed that intermar-
riageisreally notinthecommunity inter-
est. The navjoted children of intermar-
riagearerarely to befound interestedin
thecommunity oncethey reachtheir teen
years. “And if they marry out, they are
completely lost. Therefore the commu-
nity suffers a 50 percent loss. Since the
responsibility for maintaining the com-
munity has never been assigned to indi-
vidual Zoroastrians, we have not incul-
cateditinouryoung,” hesaid. “ Perhaps
we may see a difference if we do,” he

added, confessing an ignorance on how
to react to this situation.

Mehta s statements led Mirza to pro-
videahistory of thereligion as perceived
by the orthodox: “ Our religion according
to the Avesta is Mazdayasni Zara-
thushtrish,” henotedcitingtheFravardin,
Ram and Jamyad Yashts. “The divinity
appointed ZarathushtraasProphet toreno-
vate and restore the Mazdayasnan reli-
gion. There was no conversion of non-
Mazdayasnisinto thereligion. Turanians
and Iranianswere divided on political is-
sues, not religious...”

Civility and collectivegiving

Notingthat sister communitiesinNorth
Americanumberingbarely 200families
are able to sustain churches, Rivetna
rued that the spirit of collective giving
had evaded the Zoroastrians. How do

Faredoon Kapadia (right) with PRG
teammembers

wechangethemodeof thinking, wasthe
guestion uppermost in peopl€e’ s minds.
Adi Vakhariaof Dallas, Texasnoted that
at the last FEZANA AGM there was a
suggestion to start with a levy of two
percent of individual income. “Maybe,
our grandchildren will get into it!” he
noted hopefully.

Suggestions made and hopes riding
high, thecommunity eventually dispersed
to meet again another day. Houston and
Dallaswill jointly host thenext Roundtable
conference at the end of thisyear (asaso
theWZCC AGM). Engineer spokeof the
10" anniversary celebration of the Hous-
ton community center, welcoming every-
onetojoininthefun, with Vakhariasup-
porting Engineer’ sinvitation. &%
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